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Chapter 1Just Because You Thought It…

You send a text.

Nothing dramatic. Just a text.

Twenty minutes go by.

No response.

And then, almost without your permission, your mind clears its throat.

Maybe they’re upset.

A few minutes later:

Did I say something wrong?

Then:

I knew I shouldn’t have said that.

And somehow, before the person has even had time to finish whatever they were doing instead of answering you, your mind has assembled a small investigative team.

It has reviewed the evidence.

Interviewed witnesses.

Reopened several cases from 2007.

And reached a conclusion.

Here we go again.

Meanwhile, back in reality, there is still only one piece of information:

They haven’t texted you back yet.

Welcome to the mind.

It has a lot to say.

And one of the easiest things to forget is that just because you thought something doesn’t mean something happened.

It doesn’t even necessarily mean you believe it.

Sometimes a thought is simply a thought.

That sounds almost ridiculously obvious when we say it out loud.

And yet, in the middle of life, thoughts rarely introduce themselves that way.

They don’t usually knock politely and say:

Hi. I’m a temporary mental event. Feel free to consider me and then go about your day.

They tend to arrive sounding much more official.

Something is wrong.

You’re going to mess this up.

They don’t like you.

You should have known better.

What if this never changes?

And because the voice is coming from inside our own head, we often assume it must know something.

After all, I thought it.

Shouldn’t that count for something?

Well…

Maybe.

And maybe not.


Your Mind Is Doing What Minds Do

One of the most useful things we can begin to understand about thinking is that the mind produces thoughts constantly.

Some are useful.

Some are creative.

Some remind us to pick up milk.

Some solve complicated problems.

Some notice danger.

Some replay a conversation from three days ago at 2:17 in the morning when absolutely nobody requested a replay.

Thinking moves.

One thought connects to another, which reminds us of something else, which awakens a feeling, which produces another thought.

Your mind can move from:

I need to send that email

to

I hope I didn’t sound rude in yesterday’s meeting

to

I really need to get better at speaking up

to

Maybe I’m just not good at this

in less time than it takes to find the Send button.

Which means something important:

You didn’t necessarily choose the first thought.

It showed up.

That matters.

Because many of us have been evaluating ourselves for thoughts we never consciously ordered.

We think:

Why would I think that?

What does it say about me that my mind went there?

Why can’t I stop thinking this way?

And suddenly we’re no longer having one difficult thought.

We’re having a difficult thought about having a difficult thought.

Then perhaps another thought about what the second thought means.

The first thought may have been weather.

By the fifth thought, we’ve written a climate report.



Thoughts Are Not Commands

Here may be one of the most important distinctions in this entire book:

A thought can arrive without becoming an instruction.

Your mind can say:

Don’t go.

And you can still go.

It can say:

You’re going to embarrass yourself.

And you can still walk into the room.

It can say:

Something terrible is going to happen.

And nothing terrible may be happening at all.

I want to stay with one word for a moment:

authority.

Because I think we accidentally promote thoughts.

A passing thought enters the building as an intern and five seconds later we’ve made it CEO.

What if I fail?

Congratulations. You now run the company.

Maybe she’s angry with me.

Excellent. Here are the keys.

I’m not good enough for this.

Perfect. We’ll reorganize the entire department around your recommendation.

What if we didn’t?

What if a thought was allowed to submit an application without automatically being hired?



You Are Not Required to Argue Either

There’s another trap here.

Once we realize we don’t want to believe every thought, we can begin fighting them.

No! That’s ridiculous.

Stop thinking that.

I shouldn’t feel this way.

Think positive.

And now the thought that was originally taking up one chair has somehow gotten the entire conference room.

This book isn’t going to ask you to win a war against your mind.

I’m not even sure your mind is the enemy.

It may simply be doing what minds do: predicting, remembering, associating, protecting, rehearsing, interpreting.

Sometimes brilliantly.

Sometimes clumsily.

Sometimes at three in the morning with absolutely terrible timing.

The goal isn’t necessarily to make it stop.

It may be to change the relationship.



From Truth to Pattern

Have you ever had the same thought so many times that repetition itself began to make it feel true?

I always mess this up.

People leave.

Nobody really understands me.

I’m behind.

I should be further along by now.

If a thought travels the same road enough times, the road becomes familiar.

And familiar can begin to feel factual.

But familiarity and truth are not the same thing.

I love the distinction between pattern and truth.

Because noticing a pattern does not require condemning it.

You don’t have to say:

There I go again. What’s wrong with me?

You might simply begin saying:

Oh. I know this road.

That’s very different.

One is judgment.

The other is recognition.

And recognition gives us room.



The Story After the Thought

Consider the thought:

I made a mistake.

Four words.

There may even be useful information there.

Perhaps you did make a mistake.

But watch what can happen next.

I made a mistake.

becomes:

I shouldn’t have done that.

then:

Why do I always do things like this?

then:

Other people seem to know what they’re doing.

then:

Maybe I’m just not cut out for this.

Notice what happened.

The original thought may have contained information.

The rest became autobiography.

And somewhere along the way, we stopped examining what happened and started deciding who we are.

That may be one of the places judgment enters most quietly.

Not:

I did something I wish I had done differently.

But:

This tells me something disappointing about who I am.

Same event.

Very different relationship.



What If Awareness Is Bigger Than the Thought?

Maybe you’ve experienced this without ever naming it.

You were furious yesterday.

Today you aren’t.

You were certain something terrible was going to happen.

It didn’t.

You once believed you could never recover from something.

And somehow, here you are.

The thought felt permanent while you were inside it.

But it moved.

That doesn’t mean it wasn’t real.

It means it wasn’t the whole reality.

And this brings us to a distinction I suspect we’ll return to again and again:

A thought can be real without being true.

It can be yours without defining you.

You really did think it.

We don’t need to deny that.

But having a thought and being what the thought says are two very different things.



Maybe Nothing Has Gone Wrong

Sometimes people begin noticing their thoughts and immediately become discouraged.

My mind is so busy.

I can’t shut it off.

I must be terrible at this.

But perhaps a busy mind isn’t evidence that you’re failing at awareness.

Perhaps it’s simply evidence that you have a mind.

I think there’s tremendous kindness available in that recognition.

You don’t have to achieve a perfectly silent mind in order to be at peace.

You may only need enough space to hear a thought without immediately climbing inside it.

There it is.

Something is wrong.

Interesting.

Is something wrong?

Maybe.

Let’s look.

That’s very different from:

Something is wrong! Something is wrong! Something is wrong!

The thought hasn’t changed.

Your position has.



Not Every Thought Deserves a Promotion

Maybe that’s where we begin.

Not by eliminating thoughts.

Not by replacing every negative thought with a positive one.

Not by becoming the Thought Police.

Just by noticing:

That was a thought.

And perhaps asking:

Does this one deserve a promotion?

Some will.

Your mind says:

The stove might still be on.

Probably worth checking.

Your mind says:

Everyone secretly thinks you’re incompetent because you stumbled over one sentence.

Maybe we don’t need an emergency board meeting.

The skill we’re beginning to build isn’t indifference.

It’s discernment.

We can listen to the mind without handing it the keys.

We can become interested in our thinking without putting ourselves on trial for what appears there.

And eventually, something surprising may happen.

You may discover that the quieter place you were trying so hard to create wasn’t hiding on the other side of having no thoughts.

It was hiding in the space created when every thought no longer required an answer.



Heart Reflection

Think of a thought that has been visiting you lately.

Not necessarily your biggest one.

Just one that keeps showing up.

Before deciding whether it’s true or false, useful or ridiculous, try something gentler:

What happens when I simply notice that my mind has been saying this?

And maybe one more:

Have I accidentally promoted this thought from visitor to authority?

No eviction notice required.

For now, we’re just noticing who’s been given an office.





Chapter 2Who Told You?

You’re sitting in a meeting.

Someone asks a question.

And you know the answer.

Actually, you know the answer pretty well.

You could say something.

You almost do.

And then:

I’m just not good at speaking in groups.

So you stay quiet.

Someone else says something remarkably close to what you were thinking.

People nod.

The meeting moves on.

And maybe later you’re annoyed with yourself.

See? I always do this.

There it is again.

Not:

I got nervous in that meeting.

Not:

I decided not to speak.

Not even:

Speaking in groups is hard for me.

I’m just not good at this.

It sounds like a description.

But listen closely.

It’s an identity.

And when a thought has been living with us long enough, we often stop hearing it as a thought at all.

It begins to sound like our name.

So I want to ask you a question.

Not because I know the answer.

Because you might not know it either.

Who told you?

Who told you that you’re bad at speaking?

Who told you you’re too sensitive?

Too much?

Not enough?

Bad with money?

Terrible at relationships?

The responsible one?

The difficult one?

The one who always screws things up?

Who told you?

And here’s where it gets interesting.

Maybe somebody did.

Maybe somebody said it directly.

Maybe nobody ever said it in words.

Maybe life said it.

Maybe a few painful experiences seemed to say it.

Maybe someone laughed once.

Maybe you were criticized often enough that eventually you started doing the criticizing for them.

Maybe something happened three times, and your mind quietly turned it into always.

Or maybe you have absolutely no idea where the story came from anymore.

You just know that when it speaks, it sounds like you.


When a Thought Stops Sounding Like a Thought

In the last chapter, we noticed that thoughts tend to arrive with more authority than they deserve.

This chapter goes one layer deeper.

Some thoughts have been around so long that they don’t even need authority anymore.

They have residency.

I am awkward.

I am needy.

I am lazy.

I am bad at conflict.

I can’t handle pressure.

I’m not the kind of person who…

Notice those first two words:

I am.

They are powerful words.

Because the moment we put them in front of an experience, something temporary can begin to sound permanent.

There is a difference between:

I’m feeling insecure

and

I am insecure.

A difference between:

I’ve been struggling to follow through

and

I’m unreliable.

A difference between:

I made a choice I regret

and

I make terrible decisions.

Language can quietly turn something we are experiencing into something we believe ourselves to be.

And once that happens, the thought doesn’t feel like commentary anymore.

It feels like biography.



Familiar Is Not the Same as True

There are streets you could drive with barely any thought at all.

You know the turns.

You know where the pothole is.

You know which light takes
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