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ABOUT THE BOOK

Stop thinking - start living! Each and every moment of our lives, we have a choice ... to be lost in thought, or fully engaged in life.

Most of us are 'thinkaholics', caught up in the never-ending chatter of our minds. We probably spend more time thinking about life than actually experiencing it. But it doesn't have to be that way. In this, his ground-breaking new book, leading psychologist, therapist and educator John Selby draws upon research and scientific study to show how we no longer have to be at the mercy of outdated attitudes and annoying mental habits.

By mastering the simple mind-management practices in this guide, you will discover how to keep your mind focused with increased calm, clarity and control. Discover how to live in the present moment, deal with mood swings, find success at work, experience a good night''s sleep. Ultimately, quietening the mind will give you a whole new lease on your life, enabling you to connect more profoundly with yourself and with those around you, right here, right now.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

John Selby has spent his professional life studying meditation. Growing up in California, he met, and became the student and friend of, Krishnamurti. He also studied with a number of other great living teachers and then turned to an academic exploration of the psychological foundations of spirituality at Princeton and UC Berkeley, as well as carrying out research for various bodies including the National Institute for Mental Health. He did fieldwork on shamanistic practices with the Hopi Indians and tribes in highland Guatemala, also maintaining his therapy and training centres in California and Europe. He is the author of over two dozen highly successful books, including Seven Masters, One Path; Kundalini Awakening in Everyday Life; Conscious Healing and Immune System Activation. He lives in Kilauea, Hawaii.
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introduction

the ultimate choice



For hundreds of years now, Western civilization has become more and more engulfed in the thinking mind’s grand assumption that its own mental chatter and nonstop flow of judgments and worries is the most important happening on planet Earth. Ever since Descartes made his intellectual’s assertion Cogito, ergo sum – “I think, therefore I am” – the talkative function generating our stream-of-consciousness commentary on everything happening around us has gained free reign to dominate almost every moment of our lives.

I would like to quietly yet forcefully challenge this ego assumption that we function best, and enjoy life to the fullest, when we’re habitually engaged in nonstop mental reflections, worries, plottings, and judgments. In exact contrast, this book will demonstrate that only through regularly quieting the entire flow of thoughts, images, memories, and reflections that fill our minds can we regain intimate and fulfilling contact with sensory, intuitive, and heart-felt experiences that emerge when we shift into direct encounter with the world around us.

Brain scans show that the energetic functioning of our brains changes dramatically and immediately when we shift from left-brain deductive thinking to more right-brain and even whole-brain intuitive and experiential modes of consciousness. Related studies also indicate that we must choose between being absorbed in deductive verbal reasoning (a past-future function of the mind) and direct experience of the world (a present-moment function of the mind) – because it’s very difficult to do both at the same time. Consciously or unconsciously, we’re constantly choosing to be engaged either in thoughts about life – or in the direct experience of life.

As a first goal, the following discussions will shine a bright spotlight on this ultimate mental choice and demonstrate that maintaining a healthy balance between direct experience in the present moment, and cognitive reflection upon that experience is the ideal mental flow for a fulfilled life. We will then learn the most effective psychological techniques for shifting from thinking to experiencing on a regular basis.

Freedom from Mood Swings

Allowing our minds to be consumed in chronic thought-flows not only shuts us off from direct present-moment encounter with the world around us, but it also leaves us vulnerable to an overdose of negative emotions that can confuse our minds, stress out our bodies, and destroy any feelings of peace, joy, and transcendence. Cognitive psychology has proven that most of our upsetting emotions are directly caused not by what’s going on around us, but by fear-based thoughts we’re habitually running through our minds. One goal of this book is to make sure that we understand the true source of our negative mood swings—and we will learn practical and effective psychological techniques for putting aside those thoughts that pollute otherwise enjoyable and fulfilling lives.

Most of us would give a great deal to break free of the mental agitations and tensions that consume so much of our inner lives. Rather than remaining chronically fixated on often-disturbing thoughts about our worries and confusions, conflicts and frustrations, we’d certainly prefer to be enjoying the simple yet elusive qualities of mental clarity, heartfelt intimacy, inner peace, and emotional calm – not to mention the even more valuable realms of intuitive realization and bliss.

But it’s often assumed that having worried chatterbox minds is just our God-given nature – that we have no choice but to accept our fate of being dominated by thought-flows that keep our emotions stirred up and our minds agitated. Many people, especially intellectuals who live almost all the time in their thinking minds, actually believe that it’s impossible to quiet the flow of thoughts through their heads.

As we will explore in depth in this book, such a fatalistic assumption about our mental functioning is now known to be false. We do possess the inherent power to control the content of our thoughts and quiet chronic thought-flows altogether whenever we choose.

Of course, a certain amount of mental problem solving and cognitive reflection is essential to human life, and can actually be quite fun, even deeply fulfilling. Deductive thinking is an invaluable mental tool enabling us to create and maintain our entire technological civilization. Furthermore, regularly entertaining uplifting thoughts that brighten our lives, give philosophical meaning to our existence, and encourage positive feelings can be a great help in raising our spirits and spreading joy around us.

However, all too often our habitual thought-flow carries a negative rather than a positive emotional edge, generated by old fear-based attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs that no longer correctly reflect our present reality. Predictably, such thoughts from outdated or distorted beliefs provoke anxious, aggressive, and depressive emotions – which in turn make us suffer.

Usually we’re not aware of the underlying source of such mood swings. Minor or sometimes even major attacks of anxiety and anger, depression and hopelessness, inadequacy and guilt, seem to sneak up out of the blue and overwhelm us. If only we could avoid getting caught up in such mood swings, it would be a joy to wake up to life each morning.

Experiential Realms

In our pragmatic day-to-day lives, how can we act to break free from the feeling that we are helpless victims of our own negative moods and thought-flows? What is the underlying psychological process that enables us to shift from thoughts that tend to upset our lives, to a more experiential present-moment state of mind?

The professional resolution to this question has been evolving for a hundred years now, beginning with the pioneering explorations of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Erich Fromm, Krishnamurti, and Wilhelm Reich, and advancing in the mid-1900s to the more present-moment approaches of Gestalt therapy, transactional analysis, reality therapy, and bioenergetics. Then in the early 1960s psychologist Aaron Beck formally documented what observant folk, especially in meditative communities throughout the world, have known for centuries: Our emotions don’t emerge suddenly out of nowhere. Just the opposite, they are almost always being stimulated by habitual thoughts and related images we keep running through our minds, often at a mostly subliminal level of awareness.

From Beck’s early work in cognitive psychology at the University of Pennsylvania has emerged the most successful school of therapy to date, cognitive therapy. In this inner process, patients suffering from chronic negative emotions such as anxiety and depression, anger and confusion, are taught to identify the recurrent thought-flows that stimulate these negative emotions, and to replace these negative thoughts and beliefs with more positive and realistic ones. These new thoughts in turn stimulate positive emotions, encouraging an expanding sense of inner confidence and well-being.

This general approach to therapy works very well. A study funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, just released by researchers at the University of Pennsylvania and Vanderbilt University, shows that weekly sessions of cognitive therapy over a four-month period deliver considerably higher short- and long-term success in treating depression, for instance, than traditional psychiatric treatment involving psychoanalysis and antidepressant drug medication. Furthermore, parallel studies document that self-applied cognitive therapy programs can be of lasting benefit in the treatment of nonacute anxiety and depressive conditions. Such pragmatic mental tools can be highly valuable in our lives. Throughout this book we will be employing these tools where useful.

However, as we will discover step by step, the act of replacing negative thoughts and assumptions with more positive ones doesn’t in itself fulfill our deeper need for genuine peace of mind, intuitive clarity, emotional healing, and the discovery of our human potential beyond surface concepts and mental self-image. Our discussion will of necessity take up where all but the more advanced cognitive therapists leave off by demonstrating, as Einstein wisely pointed out, that we can’t solve a problem using the same mental constructs that created the problem in the first place.

The more powerful and complete approach to freeing our minds from thoughts that push upsetting emotional buttons, as indeed many of the more innovative therapists are currently exploring and employing in their work, is to first evaluate and modify our underlying beliefs – and then learn to quiet our thinking minds altogether.

Primary Mind Research

The specific techniques for shifting from deductive thinking to more intuitive and experiential modes of consciousness being introduced in this book have not, of course, emerged from a vacuum. A great deal of psychological and neurological research, experimentation, and client application have given birth to the programs being taught herein. We’ll consider the most important scientific studies to date, so that we gain a clear understanding of the insights that have led to the development of this new approach to mind management and personal growth.

Especially important to this book’s programs were several experiments I participated in a number of years ago that, after considerable further refinement, have evolved directly into these new programs for taking charge of our minds and tapping the power and blessing of inner quiet. These NIMH-funded studies employed electroencephalographic (EEG) and physiological equipment to document how purposeful cognitive shifts in a person’s thought activity (shifting from worrying, for instance, into a quiet state of mind) predictably generate parallel changes in that person’s neurological activity and physiological response. These results (replicated numerous times elsewhere) demonstrated without question the direct causative link between the chronic worried thoughts we allow to run through our minds and the resulting anxious feelings we experience as negative emotions, physical stress, and general discomfort.

Seeking to further understand the mind’s influence over the body and emotions, my colleagues and I at the experimental psychology division of the New Jersey Neuro-Psychiatric Institute (NJ-NPI) studied several highly advanced Indian yogis, scientifically documenting their remarkable ability to alter their bodily functions – heart rate, body temperature, blood pressure, EEG activity, blood-clotting time, sensitivity to pain, etc. – through inner mental actions.

Perhaps most importantly for the pragmatic dimensions of these present programs, I worked with scientists at the Bureau of Research in Neurology and Psychiatry to duplicate and expand intriguing Russian EEG studies in perceptual psychology, demonstrating that when a subject’s visual focus (way of looking) shifts from point fixation (focusing on one object at a time) to space fixation (being aware of two or more objects at the same time), the flow of thoughts through the mind temporarily ceases altogether – as evidenced both subjectively and by EEG data.

This insight led us to develop specific perceptual-shifting exercises that anyone can do any time or anywhere, to effectively quiet the flow of thoughts through the mind and generate a present-moment state of awareness. Related studies I participated in at NJ-NPI offered yet another vital clue to the puzzle: When we focus our attention on just one bodily sensation, thoughts usually continue flowing through our mind. However, when we learn the simple mental process of fully focusing on two or more distinct bodily sensations at the same time (breathing and heartbeat, for instance, or sight and sound), all thoughts cease flowing through the mind.

This finding scientifically documented what was predicted from more subjective studies concerning the psychological procedures common to all meditative traditions – namely, that purposeful refocusing of one’s mental attention in particular ways can directly and predictably quiet the flow of thoughts through the mind.

A New Heart

The first three chapters of this book, although of serious importance in explaining how our thoughts influence our lives, and how we can transcend judgmental and anxious mental habits, are actually just necessary steps to make before being ready to reap the true payoff of this book – a new lease on our own hearts.

Recent research reviewed in depth in Chapter 4 shows that the heart consists of at least 65 percent neural matter identical to the neural makeup of the brain itself. Indeed, we can speak of our heart as being our “fifth brain.” Throughout the history of humankind, the oral and written literature has spoken of the wisdom of listening to our own hearts for guidance. We can now begin to understand more clearly how we do indeed feel, and even think, with our hearts. Furthermore, research has shown that our hearts broadcast a powerful electromagnetic force field that influences and interacts with the energetic projections of other peoples’ hearts. This heart-based energetic interaction has been known for many thousands of years. We’re just now beginning to study it with scientific tools to understand more clearly how it functions – and how we can learn to interact heart-to-heart more consciously.

A primary goal of this book is to teach specific techniques for shifting from head fixation to heart fixation in our core sense of identity and interaction with those around us. Chapter 7, with its focus on sexual relating, further develops this theme and potential.

Many of us, because of earlier emotional trauma related to romantic disasters, the loss of a loved one, and other extremely painful heart experiences, have built inner barriers that keep us habitually shut off from any heart feelings. We’ve developed what people call “cold hearts” in order to protect ourselves from further heart pain. From start to finish this book is aimed at helping all of us to open our hearts again, heal the old heart wounds, and learn to quiet our thinking mind so we can listen to the deeper wisdom and guidance of our genuinely intelligent hearts.

Scientifically we’re just at the beginning of a major revolution in how we understand the neural interaction between the brain and the heart. We already know that it’s definitely a two-way communication, with the heart sending neural messages to the brain that stimulate chemical and hormonal activity and decision making. We also know that, from a therapeutic point of view, emotional healing requires an integration of feelings from the heart with ideas and thoughts from the cognitive center of the brain. This book takes us to the frontier of this rapidly expanding area of study.

The Benefits

When seen from a psychological and physiological point of view, the benefits of regularly letting go of past-future thinking and shifting into more present-moment modes of mind are very impressive. When we realize that, each and every moment of our lives, we have the choice between being lost in thought or fully engaged in life, the choice is quite easy to make on a regular basis.

Before we go further, let’s pause and get clear together on exactly what you’ll gain in your life, by mastering the set of “quiet mind” techniques being taught in this book:

COGNITIVE CALM In the very act of quieting the flow of thoughts through your mind, you’ll find that you encourage a special state of inner peace and mental calm. When the constant chatter of your inner commentator ceases its chronic judging and evaluating of everything happening around you, you’re free to be fully here in the present moment, relaxed and enjoying whatever’s happening.

PHYSICAL PLEASURE While you’re lost in thought, you’re simply not present in your body – because thought takes you immediately off into the past and the future, away from your physical presence altogether. When you shift from thinking to experiencing, you tap directly into the ultimate source of all human pleasure – your own body.

HEART AWAKENING You only experience the primal positive feeling of love flowing through your heart when you’re focused on the experiential present moment. When you’re head-tripping you are clearly out of touch with your heart. As you consciously choose to return your focus again and again to the sensory here and now, you more actively engage your heart in the world around you, and welcome more love into your life.

INTUITIVE BRILLIANCE The predominantly left-hemisphere deductive mind moves chronically from point to point, detail to detail, securely locked away from any sudden flashes of insight and inspiration. Only when you momentarily shift out of cognitive-thinking mode do you gain access to more right-hemisphere realms of integration and intuitive brilliance where you see the whole at once and realize the deeper solution to your situation.

ANXIETY REDUCTION Almost all of your worrying is a direct result of the negative anxious thoughts habitually running through your deductive mind. As soon as you learn to actively quiet your worrying mind and emerge into the here and now, you effectively break the grip of anxiety on your soul. You let go of all the disturbing memories of things that happened to you in the past. You stop imagining all the horrible things that just possibly might happen to you sometime in the future – and thus enter the bliss and joy of engaging in the continual unfolding of the present moment.

BUSINESS SUCCESS Even in formal business circles the personal power, mental clarity, and business insight that comes from participating in the dynamic flow of the present moment is being acknowledged and encouraged. Business folk are rediscovering what sages of old have always known – that genuine success comes to you most predictably when you’re tuned into what’s happening right now around you, where you can respond spontaneously with your whole being rather than being held back by plans made somewhere in the past. Furthermore, relating with an open heart establishes business relationships that form the foundation of long-term success.

LIFE POSSIBILITIES Each new moment is alive with a great many choices and opportunities if you’re living consciously in the present moment. But as long as you’re overly goal-oriented, plotting and planning your future well in advance, you miss out on every bright opportunity that doesn’t fit into your past-future projections of who you are and what you’re doing in life. As soon as you commit to living in the present moment as much as possible, your life expands with untold new choices that lead in richly rewarding directions.

SEXUAL POTENTIAL Most of us tend to make love with our thinking minds still very much actively engaged: We’re busy talking to ourselves about what’s happening; we’re anticipating what our sexual partner wants; we’re telling ourselves what to do and not to do; we’re worrying about whether we’re satisfying our partner; we’re sometimes even thinking about what we need to get done after we make love. Only when you let go of all thinking and tune into your body, heart, and soul in the present moment, does real sexual intimacy awaken within you.

HEALTH AND VITALITY Your physical health is directly undermined by chronic negative thinking, which in turn provokes tensions and stress that can seriously disturb your immune system. By learning to live more deeply in the here and now, you can reduce physical stress and thus return your body to its natural healthy state. There’s nothing more revitalizing than spending relaxed time in the here and now, where the flow of healing love and pleasure can begin to wash away all the contamination of negative thoughts. You need to consciously be present in your body in order to get and stay healthy.

THE DIVINE All meditative practices teach that direct engagement with the here and now offers us our primary encounter with the divine in human life. Therefore nurturing a quiet mind, and opening our hearts to present-moment experience, is a primary prerequisite of the spiritual path. In mystic terminology, spirit isn’t a phenomenon of our personal memory banks or our imaginations of a projected future. Spirit flows in through our hearts only when we are “here” in the present moment. We tune into spiritual guidance not while we’re busy “talking to” God, but rather, when we’re quiet and receptive in our minds. It’s crucial to realize, as we’ll explore in this book, that if we want to know God directly, we need to stop thinking about spiritual ideas, shift into “receive” mode, and encounter the genuine mystic experience – right here and now.

A New Learning Experience

Given the direct benefits of learning to quiet our minds, the motivation to continue reading this book is obvious. Reading about a new way to advance our lives is definitely an essential step toward accomplishing that expansion. We need to develop a conceptual understanding of such a process before moving into actually experiencing and mastering the process itself. Learning something new almost always involves a cognitive conceptual phase.

But how can we move beyond the “talk about” discussions and actually have the experience being described? Almost all of us have suffered the frustrating experience of reading an inspiring self-help or spiritual book, then feeling stuck with the unfulfilled desire to go the next step with the author – to close our eyes and listen directly to the author’s voice guiding us personally through the actual experience we’ve just read about.

I have personally felt impatient writing self-help and spiritual books that lead readers conceptually toward embracing a new experience – but then leave them without the direct audio guidance I provide for my own clients and students that leads them effortlessly into the actual experience itself. This frustration has led me step-by-step to the creation of a qualitatively new self-help delivery system, combining the still-essential written text, which delivers the fundamental concepts needed to understand a new experience, with instant access (assuming you have a computer) to the audio guidance I regularly provide my clients.

So each time in this book that you come to a section presenting the actual guidance needed for experiencing a new procedure, you will find, along with the printed words, an Internet address (www.johnselby.com) that immediately takes you to a streamed-audio or downloadable program of my voice guiding you through the process. You can go online whenever you want personal guidance, close your eyes, and relax into an intimate experience of the process being learned. For those of you who do not have access to a computer, or who want to listen to the audio guidance away from your computer, there is a CD version of the audio programs described at the end of this book. You will also find me online ready to answer whatever questions regarding particular issues you want elucidated.

Jumping In

Even before we move into Chapter 1, let’s focus on experiencing directly the primary process of this book – that of helping you redirect your mind’s power of attention, to shift your mental functioning away from concepts, memories, imaginings, and worries, toward the immediate and always new present-moment experience coming into being all around you and within you, right here, right now. This mental shifting is a learned ability, and the more you exercise your mental-shifting muscle, the better you’ll get.



PAUSE AND EXPERIENCE

•

Even while reading these words, you can begin to expand your awareness in experiential directions by also becoming aware of the air flowing in and out your nose or mouth as you breathe... don’t do anything to change your breathing. Just experience your mind’s attention beginning to expand to include not only ideas and symbols but also your own body here in the present moment... and as you continue reading these words, and feeling the sensation of the air rushing in and out your nose or mouth, also begin to be aware of the sounds around you... and when you come to the end of this paragraph, see what unique experience comes to you as you close the book momentarily, and tune fully into your breathing experience... your whole body here in the present moment... the sounds... the colors...




part one



primary programs


chapter 1

who’s running your mind?



Each of us is born into this world in intimate possession of a personal biocomputer so vast and mysterious that even our best scientists admit that – considering the staggering interactive complexity of the organ – they know very little about how it actually runs and what its ultimate potential might include. And the average person remains in virtual darkness concerning the neurobiology of consciousness and the underlying mental forces that shape our lives.

There’s certainly no owner’s manual for our brain – and our parents, who are initially in charge of fine-tuning its performance and data entry during our formative years, receive no formal training at all before taking over the massive job of orchestrating our mental and emotional development. Furthermore, we then go through at least twelve years of academic schooling, during which our minds are required to perform mental gymnastics and download great quantities of information to clog our cognitive storage units, and yet we never receive significant guidance in how to manage all the complex emotional, intuitive, perceptual, and spiritual dimensions of our mental functioning.

We know the end result: We do our very best to manage and hopefully even excel in our mental performance. And sure, we somehow survive one after another emotional and spiritual crisis. But ultimately, when we ask ourselves who’s really in charge here, the answer is all too often uncertain, discouraging, or even downright scary.

When queried gently, most of us admit that we all too often feel like helpless victims of our various mood swings – for no seeming reason at all, we sometimes find ourselves engulfed in worries or even caught up in a full-blown panic attack. At other times we may sink unexpectedly into bouts of depression, or flair up with uncalled-for hostility – or perhaps find ourselves shrinking back from the world with thoughts and feelings mired in guilt, shame, apprehension, or self-loathing.

Of course most of us have our better days, when we wake up bright and eager, full of love and fun, spreading joy and laughter wherever we go. But even our brighter, more joyful moments tend to come to us not because of anything we have done consciously through wise mind management, but seemingly out of the blue. We might feel thankful for our good feelings, but still we know we’re not in charge – and at any moment we can get dragged down again into another bout of negative thoughts, emotions, and physical symptoms that turn an otherwise beautiful day into a bother, or even sometimes into a living hell.

Obviously I paint this initial somewhat depressive picture of our present social condition not to further depress you, but just the opposite – to say loud and clear that such emotional suffering and mental anguish are not necessary. With the proper mental tools they can be dealt with directly and consciously put aside.

As a psychologist who has been studying mood swings and their underlying cognitive causation for thirty years now, I can say emphatically that chronic emotional suffering is not our natural state, nor is it our necessary destiny. Yes, something is haywire inside our collective minds; somewhere during the development of our giant thinking brains still wedded to ancient survival emotions, we missed an essential cognitive leap. The good news is that we’re just emerging into a period of history when we can identify why we’re continually torturing ourselves with unwanted emotions; blow the whistle on the root cause of our inner torment, confusion, and agitation; and then act to shift into more enjoyable, fulfilling realms of consciousness.

This book will spend just enough time on psychological and neurological discussions to make sure you understand the science behind our common dilemma, and the logical course of its resolution. But the ultimate aim isn’t just to create a new intellectual concept. Instead, you’re holding a hands-on manual that will teach you step-by-step psychological tools that can realistically liberate your mind from the grip of negative beliefs, thoughts, and emotions.

Some of these techniques have emerged from ancient meditative insights and practices, some from cutting-edge neurological and psychological research, some from far-out New Age experiments, and others from the more conservative realms of psychoanalysis, Gestalt and reality therapy, cognitive behavioral studies, and so on. Recent books, such as Antonio Damasio’s The Feeling of What Happens: Body and Emotion in the Making of Consciousness, Judith Beck’s Cognitive Therapy: Basics and Beyond, and John Welwood’s 
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