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“The 9 Pillars of Resilience offers a deep and welcomed exploration of the universal laws of life, guiding readers through the intricate relationship between mind, body, and spirit. It presents actionable insights for overcoming unconscious barriers and optimizing personal energy. With a blend of ancient wisdom and modern science, Dr. Sideroff masterfully equips you with the tools for achieving greater happiness, health, and success, making this an essential read for anyone seeking to navigate life’s complexities with grace and effectiveness.”

—David Perlmutter, MD, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Grain Brain and Drop Acid

“This is a terrific book. I love The 9 Pillars of Resilience, and feel it is a true Bible for living in balance and spirituality. Dr. Stephen Sideroff has created a marvelous guide to finding and staying on the Path through systematic exercises and the contemporary image of the ‘primitive Gestalt.’ The book is a masterful blending of empirical research results with the personal journey in a delightful, clear and engaging structure to accompany the reader in their growth toward balance, deeper meaning, and the world beyond.”

—Ron Doctor, PhD, clinical psychologist, author, and board-certified expert in trauma

“Optimal health, wellness and longevity include the effective tackling of mental and emotional challenges and life’s stresses. Just as food is medicine, Dr. Sideroff’s insightful and comprehensive approach to resilience presents the equivalent mental and emotional medicine to help the body function at its best. His easy-to-follow and effective techniques support the development of optimal resilience to complement what we choose to eat. Presented as a step-by-step program, with solutions that build mental clarity, The 9 Pillars of Resilience offers practical, yet deeply transformative processes for both health and success.”

—Mark Hyman, MD, Pritzker Foundation chair in functional medicine at Cleveland Clinic Lerner College of Medicine

“Our research has shown that brain health and cognitive decline involve multiple interrelated factors. One of the most important is chronic stress, so I am grateful for information that can help patients cope better and minimize its impact. That’s why I was so pleased to read Dr. Stephen Sideroff’s excellent book, The 9 Pillars of Resilience, which clearly demonstrates the connection between mind and body, providing the ultimate guide for developing lifelong habits of adaptability and mental balance to take life stresses in stride and restore nervous system health. The book describes what Dr. Sideroff calls ‘the Path’ which is a creative blueprint to help us all stay committed to behavioral and mental changes to break free of outdated habits. It’s filled with practical advice and actionable takeaways. It is an excellent book for our times, and is indispensable for anyone struggling with stress or unwanted physical symptoms. I highly recommend Dr. Sideroff’s The 9 Pillars of Resilience.”

—Dale Bredesen, MD, author of the New York Times bestseller The End of Alzheimer’s

“An extraordinary blueprint for resilience. Dr. Sideroff has an incredible ability to distill complex processes into an easy to follow pathway toward building resilience. I truly feel something profound shifting in me after working through The 9 Pillars. Thank you for so eloquently putting decades of wisdom into this book. Highly recommend!”

—Sarah Abedi, MD, emergency medicine physician and host of the Hidden Body Podcast

“My life has been devoted to anti-aging and life extension. If you can slow aging, you can prevent illness. Dr. Sideroff addresses one of the most important factors that speeds up aging and thus the development of symptoms. I’m impressed with Dr. Sideroff’s comprehensive and innovative model of resilience. But what makes his book most valuable is the step-by-step approach that I believe anyone can follow to gain new coping skills and live life with greater calmness and health. Anyone overwhelmed by stress should get this book.”

—Bill Faloon, founder of Life Extension

“Beautifully written, combining the latest scientific insights about the brain’s mechanisms to respond to perturbations with practical lessons and assignments, Dr. Sideroff’s book provides a badly needed resource for many people trying to maneuver through a world packed with challenges that evolution has not equipped us well to cope with effectively. This book is a must read for people that feel overwhelmed psychologically, or even worse, that are suffering from physical symptoms related to allostatic load.

—Emeran A. Mayer, MD, executive director of the G. Oppenheimer Center for Neurobiology of Stress and Resilience

“As a cardiologist, I’m always looking for healthier lifestyle modifications that my patients can benefit from. This is a great book for anyone struggling with all the stresses in their lives, or with nagging physical symptoms. I highly recommend The 9 Pillars of Resilience. My friend and colleague, Dr. Sideroff, has created a comprehensive and easy to follow model and methodology to develop resilience. There are many books on this subject. What makes this book stand out is how well Stephen has laid out an approach that takes you by the hand and keeps you on the Path. This book will help you stay focused on overcoming old habits and developing a new and effective way of living each day with balance and joy. Get The 9 Pillars of Resilience, put it next to your bed, and read a few pages every day. It will change your life.”

—Joel Kahn, MD, Director of the Kahn Center for Cardiac Longevity

“Dr. Stephen Sideroff’s book, The 9 Pillars of Resilience, is a transformative guide that bridges the gap between scientific research and practical application. Through his insightful exploration of resilience, Dr. Sideroff offers readers a comprehensive road map to not only withstand the challenges of life but to thrive amidst them. Dr. Sideroff’s writing is both accessible and profound, making complex concepts easily understandable and, more importantly, actionable. I wholeheartedly recommend The 9 Pillars of Resilience to anyone seeking to navigate life’s challenges with grace, strength, and vitality.”

—Karol Darsa, PsyD, executive director at Reconnect Integrative Trauma Treatment Center

“The 9 Pillars of Resilience is an insightful book that provides the reader with practical, implementable strategies to manage stress and its negative impact on our health, lives, and relationships. The best part of this book is the commitment of only five minutes a day to effect long term change. As a physician, the recognition of the ‘autonomic dysregulation syndrome’ and its effect on our physical well-being is evident but modifying our maladaptive behaviors is never easy. The Path of Resilience Questionnaire allows the readers to self-assess their profile on the 9 Pillars of Resilience identified by Dr. Sideroff. Through the exercises for each day of the year, action steps, journaling and reflection, Dr. Sideroff guides the reader toward the 9 Pillars of Resilience and all the benefits of better stress management.”

—Tenaz Kermani, MD, founder and director of UCLA’s multidisciplinary vasculitis program and professor of rheumatology at UCLA’s Geffen School of Medicine

“The 9 Pillars of Resilience artfully distills Stephen Sideroff’s vast knowledge of personal development, neuroscience, and self-regulation arts. I love ‘The Path’ and the idea of tools for moving along the path and returning to it when you discover you are off your life’s path. His 9 Pillars of Resilience enable you to assess yourself and self-regulate. Engagingly written, The 9 Pillars of Resilience is a comprehensive guide for you along your path.”

—Eleanor Criswell, EdD, clinical psychologist, author of Biofeedback and Somatics, and past president of the International Society of Yoga Therapists

“Dr. Sideroff brings together the science of physiology and the wisdom of transformational psychology for the cultivation of mental and emotional adaptability. Stephen is a gifted writer who manages to take complex ideas and present them in an approachable manner, guiding the reader on a step-by-step path of personal growth. In my medical practice I identify patients’ blockages to physical, emotional and mental resilience. Where I have had methods of balancing physiologic adaptability, I had not found the right material to support emotional and mental balance—until now. I will recommend The Path to my patients and students alike.”

—Kamyar M. Hedayat, MD, president of the American Society of Endobiogenic Medicine and Integrative Physiology and medical director at Full Spectrum Health: An Endobiogeny Medical Clinic

“In The 9 Pillars of Resilience, Stephen Sideroff’s extensive experience is evident as he has created a powerful approach to mastering life’s stresses that are overwhelming so many of us. This is an eminently readable book that anticipates people’s resistance to change, and uses the concept of The Path in a step-by-step process that anyone can access to achieve transformation and happiness in their lives.”

—Dr. Lynda Thompson, executive director of the ADD Centre, Ltd.

“The 9 Pillars of Resilience is more than just a book; it’s a beacon of hope for those navigating life’s challenges. As someone who works with people grappling with stress, I can confidently say that this book is a game changer. The step-by-step approach is a much needed well-lit path. The author’s ability to break down complex concepts into actionable steps is commendable. From emotional intelligence to physical well-being, each of the nine pillars contributes to resilience. Reading this book feels like having a compassionate mentor by your side. If you’re ready to embark on a transformative journey—one that nourishes your mind, body, and spirit—pick up this book today.”

—Dr. Heather Sandison, ND, author of Reversing Alzheimer’s

“I have had the privilege of knowing Dr. Stephen Sideroff for many years, and I am continually inspired by his dedication to empowering individuals to lead fulfilling and resilient lives. As Dr. Sideroff completes yet another groundbreaking book on the foundations of resilience, I am compelled to share my enthusiastic endorsement of his work. Dr. Sideroff’s unique blend of scientific expertise, coupled with his wealth of life experience, sets him apart as a leading authority in the field of resilience. His commitment to rigorous research ensures that his insights are not only profound but also firmly grounded in empirical evidence. What truly sets Dr. Sideroff apart, however, is his compassionate heart and genuine desire to make a positive difference in the world. He approaches his work with a rare combination of intellect and empathy, creating a safe and supportive space for individuals to explore and cultivate their resilience. Through his writing, Dr. Sideroff offers practical guidance and invaluable wisdom for those seeking to create a wonderful life on multiple levels. His book promises to be an indispensable resource for anyone navigating life’s challenges and striving to unlock their full potential. I wholeheartedly recommend Dr. Stephen Sideroff and his forthcoming book to anyone interested in harnessing the power of resilience to lead a more fulfilling and meaningful life. His insights have the potential to transform lives, and I am grateful for the opportunity to bear witness to his impactful work.”

—Dr. Allen Darbonne, director of the University Center for Optimal Relationships & Neurofeedback
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FOREWORD

I have followed the work of my friend and colleague Stephen Sideroff for a number of years. Stephen and I share a passion for facilitating the healing process and restoring the body’s natural ability to recover inner balance. Stephen’s model for achieving resilience, The Path, goes a long way toward identifying the factors that contribute to trauma and stress, and it offers effective ways to relieve them. I was impressed by Stephen’s ability to distill his entire process into just one question: “Am I on or off The Path?”—and his promise that, even if you stumble off The Path, you can always find your way back to it. In addition, his resilience assessment tool helps readers quickly identify areas of strength and those areas they need to work on as they journey along The Path.

In my work, Somatic Experiencing, I talk about unfreezing from traumatic events. Stephen refers to the shifting from a pattern that’s frozen by one’s attachment to his or her primitive Gestalt, a childhood blueprint, an engram that unconsciously guides all our behaviors—creating a gravitational pull that’s hard to break out of. Stephen takes readers by the hand, guiding them through a step-by-step process designed to optimize the way they react to stress and increase their ability to adapt and handle challenging circumstances. He presents a way to overcome the personal blocks that interfere with the average individual’s ability to achieve success. Stephen has developed these exercises and methodology based on a lifetime of research, lessons gleaned from his clinical practice, and the training of other clinicians.

Stephen does a great job of anticipating the difficulties and resistance that each reader will bring to the process of growth. Reading his book, I was able to appreciate the unique perspective he brings to bear in his efforts to help the reader achieve resilience and, ultimately, success along life’s “Path.” I encourage you to take this book and these exercises to heart. Those who follow the lessons laid out here can lead a life of optimal health, success, and happiness, even under difficult circumstances.

Peter Levine, PhD

Founder of Somatic Experiencing

Bestselling author of Waking the Tiger, Healing Trauma, and In an Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness

Lyons, Colorado




PREFACE

When I began presenting peak performance workshops for executives in 1980, I recognized that one of the most important ingredients to success was learning the concept of flow and being in the zone. These concepts are most frequently mentioned in relation to sports, but they define peak performance in all areas. They refer to a way of functioning in which everything is working together, in alignment. When you are in the zone, you don’t have to think about what you are doing; you just do it, as the Nike trademark says.

It became evident to me that one common denominator for people in the zone or in flow was adaptability. “Adaptability” refers to the ability to learn from experience, continually take in new information, and adjust your thinking and behavior to accommodate new lessons of life. Flexible and aware, these peak performers did not get stuck on any one particular way of thinking or acting. Interestingly, these same people were very good at managing the inevitable stresses that accompanied their success.

This led to my own research into successful living. I saw many people who were able to make a lot of money or show good results in their company’s bottom line but whom I would not consider peak performers. Many of them were referred to me by physicians to address their high blood pressure, headaches, or sleepless nights. Others would find their way to my doorstep for help with conflict-ridden relationships or simply dissatisfaction or unhappiness with their lives. Their performance in business did not translate into peak performance in life.

At the same time, I was working with another group of clients who were feeling stuck in their lives. Despite all their hard work, they never seemed to break through to another level. They got bogged down or overwhelmed by the details of their lives or distracted by ongoing conflicts.

The commonality between these two populations was their difficulty in learning from their mistakes or recognizing how their thinking and attitude interfered with their success. Their thinking was rigid, and they had many blind spots—areas off-limits to their awareness. Weaknesses remained weaknesses. Nowhere was this more evident than in how these clients handled stress.

Many refer to resilience as the ability to bounce back after a stressful experience. But in my definition of resilience, there is more to the process than simply bouncing back. I refer to it as “bouncing forward.” This is where the stressful experience triggers new adaptive learning, resulting in becoming a better version of yourself with each life challenge you face. This more expansive definition of resilience shows why I find it important to embrace challenges rather than shrinking from them or engaging reluctantly. Frozen adaptability is the hallmark of being stuck in the lessons of childhood, what I term, and will be discussing, your “primitive Gestalt patterns.”

In my study of these populations, I realized that stress and how effectively one handles stress are primary modulators of quality of life and success in life. Stress can accentuate a person’s weaknesses, lead to physical and emotional symptoms, and cause a breakdown in various aspects of one’s life. Mastering stress is the hallmark of adaptability and a consistent marker of overall life success. Thus, within my program, I make a distinction between business success and life success (although life success can incorporate business success). I refer to this broader and richer concept, sought by executives and others who come to me, as “Resilient Success.”

No one is immune to the consequences and even the seduction of stress. The more you try to achieve, the more stress you face. Those who don’t have enough money work harder to make ends meet or worry that they won’t make ends meet. However, many people who are well-off somehow keep the demands of their lives a bit greater than either the time or resources available to meet those demands.

I remember one executive who had come upon bad times. Business projects weren’t panning out, and he found himself in financial difficulty. To rectify the situation, he began new projects. At the same time, he continued to work on old projects that were problematic. All in all, his life was filled with stressful experiences. Week after week we addressed his decision-making, problem-solving, and goal setting. Slowly but surely, more and more of his life was getting under control. His ship was righting itself, the last piece of difficulty was being addressed, and he was preparing to breathe a sigh of relief. The following week, he entered my office with a new set of stressful problems. Sadly, this scenario is not an isolated example.

I fully expected participants in my workshops to grasp the straightforward ways to reduce stress and implement more effective coping mechanisms. After all, even my most “successful” clients reported growing numbers of symptoms related to the fast pace of their lives. Instead, over the years I encountered more and more obstacles to success—and to awareness. My clients and workshop participants found more and more creative ways to continually activate their stress response, to be vigilant and to worry, even when they could have been relaxing. This occurred despite evidence that quality and effectiveness in their lives were directly impacted by their maladaptive behavior.

Were all these people coming to see me simply caught up in bad fortune? Or was I observing a more universal process—with these clients just the extreme cases?

I began studying and cataloging this all-too-common resistance to reducing stress. Consequences included distraction, loss of focus, fatigue, forgetfulness, and mistakes. (Think of the photos you’ve seen of our recent presidents—photos taken at the start of their presidency and photos taken when they are leaving office. That’s stress and aging before our very eyes!)

This was an eye-opener! Despite all the ravages of stress—and a growing accumulation of research demonstrates the destructive impact of stress—people continually engage in behaviors that strain their coping resources and cause widespread physical and emotional destruction. I encountered smart people who were having difficulty engaging in adaptive behaviors. Finally, about fifteen years ago, in response to people’s harmful behavior, I developed a new direction for my work, one that focused on the importance of adaptability.

Our stress response is an evolutionary adaptive mechanism. It prepares us for danger. It saves our lives. Instinctually, we are reluctant to curb that response. My research, however, revealed a large maladaptive component to being in almost continual stress alert. Furthermore, this unhealthy pattern carries over into other areas of thinking and performance.

CHILDHOOD PATTERNS AND ADAPTABILITY

We are intimately attached to patterns developed during childhood. The brain develops and adapts to this earliest learning. What must be kept in mind is that first learning is survival learning—thus, attachment to these lessons holds the highest level of importance and strength. This survival-level importance is coded into our lessons of how the world works and who we are, rendering adaptation to newer information more difficult. In other words, childhood development can interfere with healthy adult adaptation! We are given the chart of the territory of life and ourselves but not the keys to make healthy changes to the chart. I will expand upon this concept later, when I describe what I have termed “primitive Gestalts,” which are these learned and fixed childhood “neurobiological” patterns.

In working with clients to address this inherent obstacle, I needed an approach that didn’t trigger resistance with every turn. It’s like the patient who goes to the doctor to relieve a symptom or illness, and the doctor says, “Sir, you have to get to bed earlier, you have to stop smoking, you have to exercise more, stop drinking, and you have to lose weight.” And the patient leaves the office saying, “I have to get another doctor.” That’s when I wrote my first article: “Resilience: a Unimotivational Approach to Stress and Success.”

I didn’t realize at first that all the disparate pieces I was working on were fitting into a model of resilience. What I developed was not a program of restrictions; instead, it’s all about optimal functioning, making the best choices and—above all—mastering the use of personal energy. Yes, “personal energy,” the organismic resources that are available to you.

Ultimately, this book presents a comprehensive, logical, and organized integration of optimal functioning that restores and maintains personal energy. It serves as a blueprint and guidance device for creating greater adaptability. Furthermore, it is designed to work at the deepest levels. After all, the source of personal energy is derived from your deepest self.

There have been many self-help approaches to peak performance as well as coping with stress. However, the “I” that works this program is embedded in your personal neurobiobehavioral patterns (this simply means how your brain got wired)—what I have termed your “primitive Gestalts.” In other words, as you read this, you have a bias created by childhood lessons that may not serve you. Other programs don’t address the undermining nature of these unconscious beliefs, emotions, or thinking. From the start, most books work the surface of behavior.

Within the pages of this book, you will be introduced to a model of Resilient Success I have developed after years of studying optimal functioning and the mastery, rather than the control, of stress. It is about learning to bounce forward rather than bouncing back. My model of resilience identifies nine comprehensive components of being healthy, happy, and successful. This means for the best health, for the ability to reach your goals, for the greatest and deepest sense of happiness, as well as the opportunity to slow down the aging process. Oh, and one more thing: to have the most positive and impactful effect on the world! Each pillar contributes to a foundation of development that can literally restructure your brain based on its optimal functioning.

In all my previous work, my approach has been to meet you, the reader, listener, or trainee, where you are right now, and to help support and bring you forward. This book continues this tradition. As noted, I realized from my years of clinical experience that old patterns die hard, and we continually engage in unconscious sabotage or distraction due to stresses and unconsciousness. Thus I have devised, in conjunction with my model, a step-by-step program for its implementation, which I refer to as “The Path.”

Within these pages I invite you to follow, at your own speed, the steps on The Path. Step onto The Path, and I will show you that it is associated with success, defined any way you desire. If you make it your intention to walk The Path, it will result in your optimal performance and help you achieve all that you want.




CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

THE LAWS OF LIFE

One of the greatest points of leverage I have when consulting or working with clients is my knowledge of what I refer to as the primary or “universal laws of life.” This is not just my perspective; my position is grounded in a group of fundamental principles about how mind, body, and spirit operate.

One of these principles is that unconsciousness, or lack of awareness, will always interfere with the achievement of your goals, and it will create invisible obstacles and contradictory motivations in your life. Another basic principle is that any self-deprecating or self-abusive talk is never helpful and thus never OK. Another principle states that the level of organismic activation—how much concern you display and how much you mobilize to allay that concern—should correlate with the importance of the event.

I use these and additional laws of life to define a set of primary rules that help guide your behavior and measure your progress. For example, every time you respond to an event, you activate your body and expend your personal energy. Every time you experience stress in the form of danger, uncertainty, worry, or fear, your body activates in response. One of the hallmarks of resilience is optimal activation, which means activating precisely to the level required by the event. Clearly, you want to activate enough to successfully address the experience. But you don’t want to overreact or expend too much energy. In addition, resilience is about returning to a ready state of calm focus after the activating event is over, rather than continuing the activation when it’s no longer necessary.

Worrying or thinking too much about a problem causes tension that is not constructive. Similarly, when you are unable to let go of a difficult event and continue to be activated by it, you are wasting precious psychic energy. This overactivation, as you will learn, is the source of imbalance and potential burnout. Thus, the goal is to be able to optimize energy use. Now you might ask me, “But wait, what if there really is something to worry about, something bad that might happen?” Here is where true resilience comes in: Appropriate planning is definitely important, but once you do this planning, continuing to go over the same thoughts is what I refer to as worry, which is never helpful. Activating your nervous system and stress response when there isn’t a constructive response to make (meaning when the response will not have a positive impact) is the prime example of wasted and even toxic energy.

Life is uncertain. Something is always happening somewhere that may change your life. As an example, we can look at the tragedy in Japan during the winter of 2011, when a major earthquake, followed by a giant tsunami, changed people’s lives forever. The other reality of everyday life is that it’s very, very complex. Uncertainty and complexity are triggers for your body’s adaptive survival mechanism. Most people are not well prepared for adapting to this type of world; you never got the appropriate training. Remarkably, it’s not something taught in school. I suspect that’s because our very educators are subject to the same unconscious behavioral choices as the pupils they teach. In fact, the training most people receive is counterproductive—leaving you even less prepared than you would be without any training at all.

Typically, there are multiple choices surrounding every aspect of your life. Wouldn’t it be helpful, wouldn’t it be freeing, if there really was “The Path”—a guideline for always making the right choice in how to act and what perspective to take? That is the goal of this book: to show you The Path, how to get on it and stay on it.

Why did you buy this book? What are you looking for? No matter what, you can break it down into two parts: (1) to achieve your goals, and (2) to be as happy and healthy as possible in the process of achieving these goals. I find there are two groups who come to me for help: those who are experiencing physical or emotional pain resulting from ongoing imbalance and those who are doing OK but know they can be doing better, feeling healthier, or performing better.

The challenge and goal of this book is to find “The Path” for yourself. In addition, I hope to present information that motivates, encourages, and supports deep and significant change, and even transformation, in the following ways:


	Enhanced use and management of your personal energy, resulting in the greater availability of resources for important tasks

	Improved recovery after stress

	Increased focus and overall effectiveness

	Better relationship with yourself; less critical, less negative, more accepting

	Improved relationships with others: setting appropriate boundaries, making good relationship choices, being assertive in getting your needs met, and thwarting those who want to take from you or pull you down

	Less emotional reactivity 

	Improved physical health and recovery from illness

	Better thinking patterns and better decision-making with fewer mistakes

	Greater flexibility and more satisfaction in life

	Increased ability to achieve goals

	And finally, greater happiness in your life



In order for these goals to be achieved, certain universal laws need to be learned and then followed, as noted earlier in this chapter. You can’t fudge with these laws. And there are no shortcuts. For example, if you have lost some of your ability to relax, as manifested by sleep problems, frequent headaches, or illness, you need to retrain your body. That requires practicing some form of relaxation technique. Like any other learning or training process, practice makes perfect.

These are not rules I personally have invented. They are universal principles I uncovered after years of working with thousands of individuals. I have consistently found that when people disregard or are ignorant of these rules, they encounter more and greater problems that lead to crises. They experience more accidents in their lives, more unfulfilling relationships, and greater stress and illness. Let me emphasize here: These laws are not open to debate. Ignore them at your own risk and inevitable pain. Remember, you don’t mess with Mother Nature!

FLOW AND THE LIFE FORCE

We are designed by nature to function effectively. Your body engages in literally thousands of functions from moment to moment to keep itself in balance. If your blood pressure becomes elevated, sensors in your blood vessels send signals to make adjustments that bring your blood pressure back down. If you are injured, resources are mobilized to heal the injury. With each demand placed on your body, processes are put into play to handle the demand. Fueling all these processes is your life energy or life force.

The concept of life force goes back many centuries. It forms the philosophical basis of many ancient traditions, including the Chinese notion of qi and the body’s meridian system, as well as the yogi science of prana. Think of it as the flow of energy through and around the body.

For peak performance and resilience, you must master the concept of the life force. We don’t have an unlimited amount. It is important to understand the principles that determine the efficient use of this force, as well as how it can be replenished. Without such awareness and by continuing many of your habitual patterns, you interfere with the flow of this life force. This will likely result in fatigue, illness, and less overall effectiveness in your life.

For most of us, this life force is used exclusively for survival. This was the default condition of our hunter-gatherer ancestors, and it did help them to survive . . . usually to the age of twenty or twenty-five. But for resilient success—meaning a long, healthy life—it is important to master the factors that contribute to the optimal utilization of this force and its regeneration. This requires a shift from an overwhelming focus on survival and stress to a balance between survival and creativity/adaptability. Throughout this book I will help you address this process by referring to “reaching inside” or opening to the deepest place inside yourself.

We actually start off in life set up for optimal adaptation and adjustment to our environment. The process is referred to as “homeostasis,” the ability of the organism to achieve stability and always return to a place of balance. This process is designed to maintain the life force through continual renewal.

Ironically, it is adaptation to your childhood environment that is the major cause of your problems. Whatever is learned here about reward and punishment gets generalized to the world, locking you into a pattern with reduced ability to adapt.

Certain qualities help us be and stay in the flow while others keep us frozen. Below, I have presented the conditions that determine adaptability or being stuck:




	Adaptability and optimal flow of the life force
	Development of fixed patterns interfering with flow



	Active—responsible for results in life
	Passive—helpless about results in life



	Open to new ways
	Closed to new ways



	Plasticity—available for change
	Gravity—held back by the old



	Positive attitude
	Negative attitude



	Receptive
	Defensive



	Flexible
	Rigid



	Internal locus of control
	External locus of control



	Self-guided
	Guided by the rules of others



	Why it’s possible
	Why it’s difficult





GRASPING THE POSSIBLE

For many years, breaking the four-minute mile in track and field was thought to be impossible. And then one day in June 1954, Roger Bannister, an Australian, broke the four-minute mile with a time of 3 minutes, 59.4 seconds. The recognition of the possibility of this feat resulted in ten other runners breaking this barrier within one year of Bannister’s triumph. In other words, the myth of its impossibility held runners back, and the reality of its possibility yielded numerous breakthroughs.

I want to help you believe that resilience and optimal functioning are possible. I want to show you that “The Path” will take you there and, most importantly, that it’s within your grasp. That it’s always just steps away. In other words, more than simply informing you and capturing your interest, I want this book to bridge the gap between what you learn and know, and what you believe and actually do.

Change involves a very basic yet difficult-to-achieve force. When I first began presenting seminars thirty years ago, I was excited about teaching people what they could do to reduce their stress, handle it better, and live a better life. Participants of my seminars and workshops attended because they were challenged and even overwhelmed by the demands of their lives and the symptoms they were experiencing. Yet, after listening to my program and leaving with enthusiasm about following through, six months down the road, they had fallen back into their old patterns.

Despite experiencing the consequences of too much stress, many people resist doing anything about it. Change is difficult, after all, no matter how motivated you are. This ordinarily difficult process is exacerbated by our specific resistance to dealing with stress and changing our habitual patterns. For the past twenty-five years, I have been researching and experimenting with ways to address one of the most primal forces known to humankind. I have described this force as each person’s primitive Gestalt. It carries with it a gravitational pull, holding behaviors and thinking in place.

Primitive Gestalts are the neurobiobehavioral patterns established as the result of early survival learning. A more detailed discussion of primitive Gestalts will be found in chapter two. Briefly, primitive Gestalts (PG) are conceptualized as fixed patterns in the brain, and they exert a gravitational force on all our behaviors, perceptions, and thinking. This gravitational force makes fundamental change as difficult as it is for a rocket ship to leave the earth’s gravitational pull or an electron to leave its orbit around the nucleus of the atom. This book—The 9 Pillars of Resistance—is the culmination of my research and experience helping thousands of people achieve this step in their lives.

Juxtaposed to the gravitational pull of your primitive Gestalts is the equally powerful neurobiological process of neuroplasticity. This is your brain’s ability to rewire itself based on new learning. In fact, when you hold a new intention, such as a more supportive way of thinking about yourself, and are persistent with this intention, you actually create new nerve fibers and new connections. By reading or listening to the lessons of this book you are, in this moment, redesigning your brain and making it more resilient!

We can say that at the heart of Resilient Success is the ability to shift one’s pattern and not be stuck in rigid thinking and behaving and excess emotional reactivity. Thus, part of the process of this book is to help you loosen the hold that your PG has on you—to block its “attractor state” quality and even to show you how it’s no longer needed. Part of this process involves labeling some of your old thinking as “harmful.”

As you move forward on The Path, together we will visualize a new attractor state, one that you personally create. The process of visualization is like planting the seeds for something new. By fully visualizing it—its qualities, its shape, why it’s attractive, why it should be an attractor state—you will be watering those seeds, opening the doors of neuroplasticity, and beginning literally to guide the expression of your genes, your biological blueprint. You’ll express them through the development of new nerve cells that enhance neural or brain connections. Those connections will become stronger, more reinforcing, more appealing. This, in turn, will contribute to the loosening and weakening of the old patterns and their hold on you.

But this process will not come without some difficulty and resistance. Change of any kind, even positive change, can be uncomfortable. To help you move forward in the face of this discomfort, I will address your fears as well as support you in your development of the courage to tolerate discomfort and let go of the old. The visualization process, in which you see and imagine the new brain growth, will further this development.

BEING IN THE MOMENT

At the heart of being on The Path is your ability to be in the moment. PGs are reinforced and maintained by our ongoing tendency to live life on automatic. We go through life doing things the same way day in and day out. We become entranced to go through each day the same way we did the day before. We love the familiar. We gravitate to what’s comfortable, to what we know, to what we’ve done time and again. Living life in this manner will continually yield the same results you’ve gotten in the past and up until this point.

Right now, notice who is behind the eyes moving across this page—the “I” that is doing the reading, or listening to the audio book. Be aware of yourself right now in this moment. Focus on your breathing and watch your breath as you inhale and exhale. The part of you that, right now, is watching; the part that is observing yourself following my words. That’s the part of you that we need to call on to begin living more in the moment. WAKE UP! This is what gives you the ability to make choices. And only by making choices can you begin to step out of the old patterns and step onto The Path.

When I was a kid in school I was fascinated by the concept of compounded interest. I remember a teacher holding up ten dollars and demonstrating how much you would have in ten years if that money compounds once a year. Then she recalculated, based on once a month compounding; then once a week, and once a day. In her last example, she compounded the interest once an hour. With each example, the same ten dollars, over the same period of time, turned into larger and larger amounts. When she compounded the money each hour, those ten dollars turned into millions. Wow, the more frequently you compounded, the greater the growth. I got it!

It’s the same thing with awareness and presence. The more moments of your life you are present . . . the more frequently you WAKE UP to life . . . the greater the choice points for change and growth, and the greater the growth.

The Path is a process for enhancing awareness and empowering choices and having them compound moment by awakened moment. I will teach you a strategy of thinking that will help you deal with procrastination, worry, and everyday distractions. I hope to help you identify emotional unfinished business that causes you to overreact in social situations, while giving you the tools and step-by-step processes to help you resolve these emotional whirlpools. Ultimately, The Path is a process for the enhancement and directing of your brain’s neuroplasticity, its ability to create new nerve cells and new nerve connections.

WHAT DO YOU WANT IN LIFE?

Whatever your goals, this book will help you get them, enjoy them, and keep making them better. Here are the nine things you will gain:


	Pillar One: A better relationship with yourself

	Pillar Two: Better relationships with others

	Pillar Three: A more defined purpose in life and a stronger sense of interconnectedness

	Pillar Four: A more efficient use of energy, improved sleep patterns, a greater ability to relax, and a greater ability to recover after stress

	Pillar Five: A positive attitude and greater control over your thoughts

	Pillar Six: Resolution of emotional issues and less reaction to life situations, resulting in less anxiety and depression

	Pillar Seven: Ability to be more present in life and live in the moment

	Pillar Eight: Greater flexibility to adapt to the ever-changing conditions of life

	Pillar Nine: More “power,” which I define as the ability to get things done



One of the hallmarks of primitive Gestalts and, indeed, of most childhood training and development is a focus on external judgments. We continually question ourselves based on what we think others are thinking. We continually judge ourselves in comparison to others. The consequence of this life strategy is that we don’t give ourselves the opportunity to develop from the inside.

One of the keys to resilience, optimal living, and rejuvenation is the process of reaching inside and opening to the deepest parts of yourself. This is the source of your creativity and even the birthing of new nerve cells. This is the source of your self-confidence and trust in the ability to let go, which further results in the optimal flow of energy throughout your body. One of your jobs along The Path is to begin “pruning back” the thicket of old thoughts and behaviors that slow your progress on The Path. This will lead you to true internal wisdom.

I would like to end this introductory chapter by congratulating you on your intention to grow and develop yourself in a healthy way. As you will learn in this book, the use of intention will facilitate the directing of gene expression—the actual manifestation of your genetic makeup. I would like to encourage you to keep this book next to your bed. Carry it with you and find time each day to read and refer to it. This book can change your life. I encourage you to give it that opportunity. You will be rewarded on many levels.

Right now, before you enter The Path, I’d like you to complete my Symptom Checklist and also my Resilience Questionnaire. They will be found in the appendix on page 373. This will mark your starting point in this process. You will be given opportunities to retake them later in the book so you can determine your progress on The Path.

After completing the Symptom Checklist, notice how many and which symptoms you have marked with a 3, 4, or 5. After completing my forty-item Resilience Questionnaire, total your scores for each of the 9 Pillars of Resilience in the boxes labeled “Total Score.” Plot these scores on The Path of Resilience Profile that follows. It will give you a quick picture of the components of my model that are your strengths and which are areas needing development.




CHAPTER 2

“THE PATH” AND GUIDING YOU ONTO IT

Imagine that your journey through life follows a path. You are on that path right now! Most of the time, however, this path is unplanned and unmarked. Typically, you are not aware of the path you are on. That’s because your unconscious habit patterns “lead” you on an automatic path. As a result, you frequently find yourself where you don’t want to be, which creates unnecessary stress, distraction, and wasted energy. And this is true even for the most successful of you.

I encounter those who believe that, because they have goals, they have created the path they are following. But this is belied by all the “successful” executives who approach me for counseling when their successes leave them short of happiness or suffering from sleepless nights, nagging physical symptoms, and unfulfilled relationships.

Your path is made up of successive moments in time that, placed end to end, comprise your journey through life. Now, you may ask if I’m talking about your physical path, say, growing up in Cleveland and moving to Los Angeles. Or you might conceive of this as your career path through schools and into business or some profession.

While these are the concrete results you can point to in your life, I’m referring to a psychological concept, an emotional-mental-spiritual and physical state of being that you experience en route to the goals or destinations of your life. It is more of the “how” and the “why” than the “what” of your life. In fact, it reflects your quality of life and your effectiveness in it.

“The Path”—the one we are creating in this program—is described by a string of successive moments lived optimally. When I refer to “The Path,” I’m referring to and defining your optimal functioning at any moment, based on the nine pillars’ underlying resilience. This is The Path that results in a sense of joy, wholeness, optimal aging, and all dimensions of success.

Once you learn to identify The Path and the signposts that let you know if you are on or off it, you will feel a sense of reassurance. Those who don’t have this path wander around. They suffer; they don’t know where to go or how to make the best choices or decisions. When they take time off, they may feel uncomfortable, like they should be doing something more productive. By identifying what it takes to be on The Path, you have a “way.” If you can adopt this path, it will give you faith, trust, and confidence in what you are doing. You will be very happy that you have a path. This is liberating. It can infuse you with a sense of power to know that you are going in the right direction and doing the right thing. This also removes considerable uncertainty in your life, your actions, and your decisions, further reassuring you and reducing your anxiety and worry. Your life will flow more smoothly. In addition, others will begin to feel this power and reassurance, this faith you have in yourself. A snowball effect will occur, in which your ability to be on The Path and your resultant confidence will be projected out and have a ripple effect. You will begin to note how others respond positively to you.

You can generate this sense of power every day of your life, every time you are present with The Path. In other words, your recognition that you chose The Path will lead you to this sense of power.

THE OPTIMAL PATH

When I refer to “The Path,” I’m not referring to one path that everyone should take. The Path does not, in any way, suggest a specific way for you to live or lead your life. The Path, as I am referring to it, addresses how you are in the world and how you engage with the world. We can refer to this in a different way by identifying your contact boundary—in fact, two contact boundaries: the one where you and the outside world meet, and the one where you connect with your inner world. The optimal path, or being on The Path, means that you engage with your external and internal world with complete awareness and “response-ability.” By “response-ability,” I mean that you take responsibility for your life, and your presence is not impaired by past wounding or future worries. These cause a distraction that interferes with your ability to fully respond. Being on The Path means that you are fully able to notice and respond to any demand placed upon you. It also means you engage in the most appropriate management of your personal energy, or what I refer to as your “life force.”

If I am defining “The Path” as the optimal route, then most of the time you are somewhere off this path and on another, going in a less than optimal direction—or simply wandering in the wilderness (metaphorically speaking). Let me give you some examples of what I’m referring to. If you have insecurities, you might awaken in the morning and worry about your day or a specific event, such as a meeting later in the day. This worry results in physical tension, nervousness, and the activation of your body’s stress response.

It also distracts from your present moment—the only place where real living and joy take place. As I find with many of my clients, you may walk into your kitchen where family members want to be with you and talk with you. Instead, your preoccupations interfere with this contact, leaving your family feeling neglected and possibly rejected. Thus, you are off The Path (again, defined as the optimal way of being in the moment).

Another example is engaging in catastrophic thinking by imagining the worst possible outcome and focusing on it. This can lead to procrastination and avoidance. It not only creates fear, but it also triggers your body’s stress response. It sends adrenaline through your body, tensing muscles, and raising heart rate and blood pressure. This creates unnecessary wear and tear on your body: You age more quickly and become fatigued way too fast. Thus, once again, you are off The Path. Now, you might be saying, “Wait a minute. I’m not a Pollyanna. Life can be dangerous, and I must always be prepared for what can happen, what can go wrong.”

This point is well taken; life is full of uncertainty. We don’t know exactly what to expect, and bad things can happen. It is important to anticipate and plan for future problems. Here the operative word is “plan.” However, once you have done the appropriate planning, going over the plan again and again can be termed “worry” and obsessive thinking. I find that even when things are going well, our tendency is to worry about what might go wrong. We sacrifice enjoying success or happiness in the moment in order to “be prepared” for something that might go wrong in the future. Beyond planning, additional time and energy devoted to worry is counterproductive and takes you off The Path.

This point was continually demonstrated during the 2010 Winter Olympics in Vancouver. The athletes took risks every time they competed. In fact, in order to have any shot at a medal, athletes must go all out and completely clear their heads of the ongoing possibility of falling or making a mistake. When asked, one American Olympic athlete, Julia Mancuso, said, “You can’t be scared!” In fact, this is what makes Mancuso and her peers truly Olympic athletes: that ability to put fear and danger out of their minds. The danger exists, but focusing on that danger serves no purpose and, in fact, impairs performance.

We can use these peak performers as exemplary models. The lesson is that optimal performance comes from being totally in the moment, despite the danger—not because the danger isn’t real, but because focusing on the danger creates tension and ambivalence and has no constructive benefit. Thus, the other lesson is that optimal performance, or optimal functioning for the rest of us, begins with the ability to let go of everything but what’s right in front of us. Learning this lesson will be addressed in the fifth pillar of resilience, mental balance and mastery, as well as in the seventh pillar, presence. These are all part of being on The Path.

THE IMPACT OF CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCE: PRIMITIVE GESTALTS

The path you are on is the result of what you learned during your early childhood experience; it is your reaction and conditioning to the rewards and punishments you received from others. Early on, it’s mostly from your primary caregivers—mother and father. In other words, the path you take is determined by the rules laid down in your childhood environment. These are the rules most likely to maintain approval or avoid pain and punishment. They may be useful and important in your childhood environment, but they are not the best strategies for optimal living as an adult. In fact, much of the time, the path you take is an effort to avoid emotional pain and rejection while trying to win approval. This creates unnecessary physical, emotional, and mental strain that lowers your level of resilience. It also inhibits your behavior, causing you to shrink from new possibilities that make you uncomfortable. Some typical lessons learned in childhood include:


	The world isn’t safe.

	It’s not OK to be angry.

	Men shouldn’t cry.

	Always be on guard. 

	It’s not OK to make mistakes.

	You are responsible for the feelings of others.

	Don’t accept compliments because you may become too cocky.

	You are not OK; you are flawed.

	You can’t get anything right.

	You are prone to making mistakes.

	You make bad decisions.

	You must be productive all the time.

	You will never be successful.

	You are not lovable.

	You don’t deserve.



These early childhood lessons shape the development of your brain as well as your behavior. It is during this early stage of life that brain circuits, sometimes referred to as “cell assemblies,” are reinforced (i.e., become associated with success: getting your needs met or avoiding punishment and pain). These cell assemblies gain strength, and those circuits and brain cells that are not reinforced disappear. In other words, your developing brain is a reflection of the world in which you grew up. Once established early in life, these patterns become more and more difficult to shift. After all, they were learned during your earliest survival efforts and are literally imprinted in your brain. Furthermore, the development of these patterns began before you were able to verbalize the lessons; thus, they sit in your body as feelings—making them even more difficult to recognize.

I refer to these patterns, which have a neuroanatomical foundation, as “primitive Gestalts.” “Gestalt” is a German word that means “whole” or “complete.” We can use the analogy of atoms. Atoms have protons in the center, which carry a positive charge, and electrons circling the center, which carry a negative charge. An atom requires an equal number of electrons and protons to be in balance. When an atom has fewer electrons than protons, it is unstable. We can say that it is in need of additional electrons. It will then have a tendency to combine with another atom, such that the combination produces a molecule in which there are an equal number of electrons and protons. In other words, there is an equal positive and negative charge that prevents both the loss or gain of additional electrons or protons. The molecule, we say, is in balance and thus resistant to further change.

Similarly, your primitive Gestalts “feel” complete, because they have given you needed survival answers and solutions. They feel right. That’s because your observing self—your “I”—is embedded in the primitive Gestalt. When you go inside to check if something is right or not, you are comparing with the lessons and feelings of your childhood. (Remember, this is an unconscious process, so you probably don’t even know you are doing it!) Thus, if the lesson was that getting close to another person is not safe (if you experienced abuse or even excessive criticism as a child), then as soon as you find yourself getting close in a relationship, it starts to feel uncomfortable. This discomfort leads to some action—such as finding something to argue about—that creates distance in the relationship. Even though this is destructive, it “feels right.” You might even come up with a judgment about the actions of the other person to validate and reinforce the triggered feeling.

Let’s look at an example. Take the case of Ed (not his real name), whose parents got divorced when he was nine years old, with the father leaving and having minimal contact after that. This loss was traumatic and painful. In an attempt to minimize the chances of suffering another loss of this magnitude—and the expectation that people close to him may leave—he made the decision never to get so close to another person that he or she could hurt him by leaving or rejecting him. (A similar decision can also come about because of an abusive or overly critical parent.)

There were two lifelong consequences of this decision. First, whenever Ed stayed in a relationship, he became more and more uncomfortable. His tendency was to cause conflict or do something to end the relationship before he got rejected. Second, he learned—unconsciously—not to notice this discomfort by numbing himself emotionally. One of the ways he did this was by developing a shallow and constricted breathing pattern. This resulted in him taking less oxygen into his body. By depriving every cell in his body of its normal supply of oxygen, he was partially deadening his body. This successfully created a numbing, which, throughout his life, he experienced as depression. Again, here we see a person living off The Path.

Primitive Gestalts “lock in” ways of thinking and behaving. In your early attempts at security and survival, they create answers to immediate needs. Fritz Perls, who helped found the Gestalt therapeutic approach, noted that as children we swallow messages (from parents and society) whole, without chewing or tasting. You make these “rules of living” your own, like the rules identified above. The conclusions you reach interfere with growth. As a result, primitive Gestalts and their neuroanatomical representations interfere with you getting your true needs met and achieving true completion. We might also say that they limit your ability to adapt or learn new lessons, a key to resilience.

Another client—let’s call her Jane—demonstrates another common pattern. Jane’s mother was very critical and unloving. She sometimes was angry with Jane for no apparent reason. No matter what this client did, there was no change in her mother’s behavior. When she came home from school with a report card that was almost perfect, the mother complained about the single B on the card. Even all As did not achieve the love and connection Jane so desired. What were the consequences of this experience? Jane’s first response was to try to anticipate her mother’s every reaction and emotion. Through this process she became very sensitive to the slightest expressions of others and felt responsible for them. Second, she tried to get everything right so she wouldn’t be criticized. When her behavior didn’t get the response she wanted, no matter what she did, she simply tried to do more and do it better—of course, assuming that there was something wrong with her, not with her mother.

This pattern set the client off on an approach to life in which she always needed to be perfect and always be productive. Related to this is the type A person, who only feels as good as his or her last accomplishment. In both of these cases, an adult is still trying to receive the acceptance and approval that were elusive during childhood. The lack of such approval as a child left the adult with a sense of not being OK and not being deserving.

These paths and their consequences as described are incompatible with resiliency. We can therefore say these individuals are off The Path. In this program, I want you to begin identifying what would be The Path for you, to distinguish or discriminate when you are on The Path, versus the familiar path you have been on and are programmed to continue. Part of this process is to begin labeling aspects of your current path as being inappropriate—and the result of your primitive Gestalt pattern.

Even when you are successful, say in business, you may still be operating off The Path. I see many “successful” executives who are living unhappy, unfulfilled, stressful lives. The patterns developed early in life to survive and get by become fixed neurophysiological patterns. Think of a

ASKING ONE QUESTION








PREPARING TO STEP ONTO THE PATH: YOUR FIRST TRUE STEP!



	Do I want to live in a more optimal fashion?

	Do I want to get unstuck?

	Do I want to handle stress more effectively and feel healthier?

	Do I want to reboot my ability to adapt and handle situations more effectively?

	Do I want to get my personal development process into high gear—be more aware, more awake, and more connected?

	Do I want to attract more positive results in my life?

	Do I want to have more satisfying relationships?

	Do I want to be more successful and resilient?

	Do I want to be happy and feel good about myself? 















STEP TWO: ADDRESSING YOUR SELF-SABOTAGE




















STEP THREE: “I DESERVE”



STEP FOUR: ACCEPTING YOUR PRESENT CIRCUMSTANCES IS ONLY ACCEPTING REALITY























STEP FIVE: STEPPING ONTO THE PATH—INTENTION, YOUR FIFTH STEP













STEP SIX: REMEMBERING


















STEP SEVEN: ASK YOURSELF THE QUESTION














“THE PATH” CHAPTER BY CHAPTER




	With each step you take on The Path, you will be learning to trust yourself. Thus, another benefit of The Path is the fostering of self-confidence. This occurs automatically when you do the right thing and then acknowledge to yourself that you did so. In other words, you are learning that you can rely on yourself. This is at the heart of self-confidence, one more step in the achievement of optimal living.

	The other goal you will achieve is improved awareness and consciousness. As you learn to focus and be more confident, you will have less reason to escape and thus be more capable of being in the present moment, where all life takes place.



SIGNPOSTS




SIGNPOST


	You have declared your desire to be resilient and successful.

	You have held a dialogue between the two parts of yourself.

	You have written an affirmation that you deserve to achieve success in this program.

	You have created a self-statement that supports acceptance of yourself.

	You have created an intention to do whatever is necessary to get onto and stay on The Path.

	You have created three-by-five cards to remember to engage in this program.

	You have asked yourself the question “Am I on The Path or off The Path?”
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