
		
			[image: Cover Page]
		
	
		
			CONTENTS

			
					Praise for Living in Flow

					Copyright

					Dedication

					Foreword

					Preface

					Acknowledgments

					Part I
					
							Chapter 1: Searching for Meaning, Purpose, and Patterns
							
									What Is Flow, and Why Does It Matter?

									The Cosmos Is Responsive

									Acting with a Sense of Purpose

									What Is a Synchronicity?

									Existing Research on Flow States

							

			

							Chapter 2: Expect Synchronicity and Feel Flow
							
									Learning How to Feel

									Objective Meaning and Subjective Meaning

									Jungian Archetypes and Symbolism

									The Basic Model of Meaningful History Selection

									A New Worldview

									Feelings Drive Synchronicity

									Hidden Feelings Matter

							

			

							Chapter 3: Getting into Flow
							
									The LORRAX Process

									It’s Not Just ‘Going with the Flow’

									Healthy Relationships Allow Flow

									Finding Friends with Flow

									Flow in Organizations

									You Can't Have Flow without Problems

							

			

							Chapter 4: Building Symbolic Momentum
							
									What Is Symbolic Momentum?

									Boldness Shifts the Probabilities

									The Symbolic Momentum of Today’s Crises

									Symbolic Momentum Can Change Overnight

									Your Job Is to Leap

									Faith in Flow

							

			

							Chapter 5: Living from the Heart
							
									Synchronicity Works for the Greater Good

									A New Pair of Glasses

									The Irony of White Privilege

									Selfless Synchronicity

									An Abundance of Mixed Blessings

									Gratitude

							

			

							Chapter 6: Authenticity as Flow
							
									Finding Your Authentic Self

									Make Space for What You Authentically Want

									Turn ‘Freedom to Check Out’ into ‘Freedom to Create’

									Synchronicity Happens through Us

									Authenticity in Public

							

			

					

			

					Part II
					
							Chapter 7: Exploring the Foundations
							
									Experience Requires an Observer

									Classical versus Quantum

									Probabilities and Measurement

									Shut Up and Calculate!

									The Timelessness of Light

									Retroactive Event Determination

									Gaming and Optimistic Synchronization

							

			

							Chapter 8: Meaningful History Selection You Are a Spark!
							
									The Tree of Possibilities

									Selecting the Anticipated Qualitative Experience

									The Physics of Synchronicity

									Jung’s Acausal Connecting Principle

									The Library of Heaven

									Everyone Wins in Flow Consciousness

									The Synchronicity Manifesto

							

			

							Appendix A: Debunking Synchronicity

							Appendix B: Interpretations of Quantum Mechanics

							Appendix C: Calculating the Odds of a Synchronicity

							Glossary

							Endnotes

							Bibliography

							Index

							About the Author

							About North Atlantic Books

					

			

			

		
		
			Guide

			
					Cover

					Front Matter

					Dedication

					Foreword

					Preface

					Part I

					Start Reading

					Part II

					Appendix A: Debunking Synchronicity

					Appendix B: Interpretations of Quantum Mechanics

					Appendix C: Calculating the Odds of a Synchronicity

					Glossary

					Endnotes

					Bibliography

					Index

					About the Author

					About North Atlantic Books

			

		
		
			Pages

			
					i

					ii

					iv

					v

					ix

					x

					xi

					xii

					xiii

					xiv

					xv

					xvii

					xviii

					1

					3

					4

					5

					6

					7

					8

					9

					10

					11

					12

					13

					14

					15

					16

					17

					18

					19

					20

					21

					22

					23

					24

					25

					27

					28

					29

					30

					31

					32

					33

					34

					35

					36

					37

					38

					39

					40

					41

					42

					43

					44

					45

					46

					47

					48

					49

					50

					51

					52

					53

					54

					55

					56

					57

					58

					59

					61

					62

					63

					64

					65

					66

					67

					68

					69

					70

					71

					72

					73

					74

					75

					76

					77

					78

					79

					80

					81

					82

					83

					85

					86

					87

					88

					89

					90

					91

					92

					93

					94

					95

					96

					97

					98

					99

					100

					101

					102

					103

					104

					106

					107

					108

					109

					110

					111

					112

					113

					114

					115

					116

					117

					118

					119

					120

					121

					122

					123

					124

					125

					126

					127

					128

					129

					130

					131

					133

					134

					135

					136

					137

					138

					139

					140

					141

					142

					143

					144

					145

					146

					147

					148

					149

					150

					151

					152

					153

					154

					155

					156

					157

					158

					159

					160

					161

					163

					164

					165

					166

					167

					168

					169

					170

					172

					173

					174

					175

					176

					177

					178

					179

					180

					181

					182

					183

					184

					185

					187

					189

					190

					191

					192

					193

					194

					195

					196

					197

					198

					199

					200

					201

					202

					203

					204

					206

					207

					208

					209

					210

					211

					213

					214

					215

					216

					217

					218

					219

					220

					221

					222

					223

					224

					225

					226

					227

					228

					229

					230

					231

					232

					233

					234

					235

					236

					237

					238

					240

					241

					242

					243

					244

					245

					246

					247

					248

					249

					250

					251

					252

					253

					254

					255

					256

					257

					258

					259

					260

					261

					263

					264

					265

					266

					267

					268

					269

					270

					271

					272

					273

					274

					275

					276

					277

					278

					279

					280

					281

					282

					283

					284

					285

					286

					287

					288

					289

					290

					291

					292

					293

					294

					295

					296

					297

					298

					299

					300

					301

			

		
	
		
			
				Praise for Living in Flow

			
			
				“Sky Nelson-Isaacs has created some excitement in Living in Flow, in which he explores meaning, perspective, authenticity, synchronicity, and all the things that make up the flow of our universe. He invites the reader in with a friendly, down-to-earth warmth, helping the nonscientist stay engaged. References to research and personal anecdotes make Living in Flow a compelling work that I enjoyed immensely.”

—Edward Viljoen, author of Ordinary Goodness: The Surprisingly Effortless Path to Creating a Life of Meaning and Beauty

			
				“In this rare gift Sky Nelson-Isaacs has given us a remarkably insightful and readable understanding of synchronicity and how to live into it.”

—Leslie Allan Combs, author of Synchronicity: Through the Eyes of Science, Myth, and the Trickster

			
				“Reading this book made me happy. And hopeful. As an elder and a spiritual theologian it moves me to learn from a young physicist who is posing perennial questions from the viewpoint of the new science. Sky Nelson-Isaacs ignites new sparks that shed light on ancient mysteries. The author’s method of LORRAX (Listen, Open, Reflect, Release, Act, XRepeat) as the path to flow parallels in many ways the four paths of creation spirituality in my work: Via Positiva, Via Negativa, Via Creativa, and Via Transformativa. There is rich and fertile ground here born of postmodern science for birthing a language that is far more friendly to spiritual and mystical realities than most of the perspectives of the modern world view ever was or could be. This book sparkles with insights and connections that we are all hungry for.”

—Matthew Fox, author of Sins of the Spirit, Blessings of the Flesh: Transforming Evil in Soul and Society

			
				“Sky Nelson-Isaacs brings a vigour and rigour to his analysis and locates his interpretation of synchronicity in day-to-day examples that have happened to him and to others, giving the reader a step-by-step analysis of synchronicity and how the theory applies. He develops an original model of synchronicity called ‘meaningful history selection.’ Grounded in quantum physics the visual model of the tree of possibility helps us understand how some choices are made en route, while others not, highlighting how we choose particular branches based on our intent.”

—Dr. Philip Merry, author of the first grounded PhD research into synchronicity and leadership, and founder of Philip Merry Consulting Group, a Singapore global leadership consulting company
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				Dedicated to Rishi, Axel, and Sara, who showed an early interest in the ideas in this book.

				To Dana, my soulmate. I’m so glad I found you early.

				To Ellie, for the future I want you to have. You being here makes it better already.

			

		
	
		
			
				Foreword

			
			I am deeply grateful that Sky Nelson-Isaacs has written this book. I have been waiting for over twenty years for a highly qualified physicist to embrace and verify the fact of synchronicity and to explain the fundamental physics that may underpin this phenomenon.

			In these pages, Nelson-Isaacs has done so in a clear, concise, and nontechnical way—a way that all of us can understand. He has written with honesty, balance, passion, and a sense of urgency, given the state of the world we are now experiencing.

			Most importantly, Nelson-Isaacs has given us a roadmap for cultivating the capacity to enable synchronicity in our everyday lives. The central message is that our choices shape our world. Every choice we make is meaningful because the Cosmos responds to the choices we make. Our intention and way of being—our total orientation of character—drive the future we will experience.

			Accordingly, as we mature, we must answer the most important questions in life: Who am I? Why was I put on this earth? What is my life’s purpose? Once we have determined the answers to these questions, we must live and act authentically, aligned with our purpose. The formula is: Listen carefully to what is seeking to emerge. Live from the heart—with love, wonder, boldness, and gratitude. And act—become a spark. When the inevitable challenges arise, have faith and remain committed. If we do this, we will experience success in uncommon terms.

			
				These are life lessons that must be taught to our young people. They should be infused in every curriculum, beginning at an early age. Every organizational leader in business, in government, and in civil society must learn, embrace, and live by these principles. Today’s national and global challenges demand this.

			I congratulate Sky Nelson-Isaacs for his high service in writing this book. To the reader, I sincerely recommend this book and its profoundly important message.

			—Joseph Jaworski, author of Synchronicity: The Inner Path of Leadership

		
	
		
			
				Preface

			
			Have you ever had a coincidental experience that made you say, “That was so weird”? If so, then I hope after you read this book you’ll never feel compelled to say that again. Coincidences are only weird if they don’t match our worldview, and I think the appropriate worldview for our age is one in which meaningful coincidence, or “synchronicity,” is part of science. When synchronicity becomes part of our normal comings and goings, we find ourselves in that state social psychologists call “flow,” a zone of “optimal experience.”

			
				The mainstream view is that these situations are just attributable to chance.1 Some authors who have expanded on this view often look at a limited subset of dramatic examples, such as Carl Jung’s scarab beetle,2 sharing a birthday with someone at a party, or buying a red car and suddenly noticing red cars on the freeway. Then, under the assumption that these examples are sufficiently described by chance, the authors show that each single example is within reasonable odds. In some cases, known psychological phenomena such as cognitive bias already explain the situation.

			But this approach leaves me feeling a bit confused when the alignment of circumstances feels especially meaningful to me. Having spent two decades seriously analyzing these experiences and considering all possible explanations (including self-deception), I have laid my bet on the possibility that the phenomenon is due to science, not statistics.

			
				I have also read discussions of synchronicity that take the notion too far. They talk about the beneficence of the universe and the idea that we can “create our own reality.” This proposition can be twisted into the notion that we are somehow fully responsible for everything that happens to us. If our life is hard, it must be our fault. Alternately, if I have my life together, I will have unending success. In my view, this view is short-sighted, reckless, and inaccurate.

			
				My approach is different from the very start. I include a broad range of examples of synchronicity that are actually meaningful, in that they have an important impact on the people involved (unlike having the same birthday as someone at a party or seeing red cars after you buy one). I see synchronicity as a neutral process rather than a strictly positive one; it is a great teacher because it brings us circumstances that push us toward greater self-knowledge. It is not a fast track to success, but it is a fulfilling path to greater wholeness in our lives. I consider synchronicity to be a ubiquitous phenomenon rather than a quirk of nature, happening everywhere and part of everything. I am interested in everyday examples, not “weird” ones.

			Each everyday example may reasonably be said to fall within the bounds of statistics, but when considered as a group, a pattern of bias toward meaningful situations seems to be a more reasonable explanation. I hope to show that these phenomena are consistent with current advances in physics, including research I have been a part of. My argument leads to a somewhat novel worldview strongly influenced by what we have learned from modern physics.

			At the same time, the core ideas in this book may be familiar to traditions outside the Western view. Indigenous, Eastern and ancient mystical traditions are reflected to some degree in the conclusions I draw, and this may indicate that science is catching up to some of the understandings already illuminated by these ancient and worthy traditions.

			Charles Eisenstein articulated today’s dominant worldview thus: “You are a separate individual among other separate individuals in a universe that is separate from you as well. There is no purpose, only cause. The universe is at bottom blind and dead.”3 In other words, the world is a lifeless stage that doesn’t know you are here. By contrast, the worldview I subscribe to holds that every choice you make is meaningful, each action builds momentum toward your conscious or unconscious goals, and these facts can have a real impact on day-to-day quality of life through the experience of flow.

			
				Some of the ideas in this book are based on academic work in physical science. Those ideas are supported by papers on the foundations of quantum mechanics that have gone through peer review and can be considered more or less accepted by the scientific community. Other ideas reflect my own scientific research, which—although more recent and less well-established—has also been peer-reviewed and is fully consistent with the accepted body of knowledge.4 The remainder of the book is based on my firsthand experience, interpreting what I think the science is telling us. Some of these pages step outside what I know with confidence and examine questions about what I think science tells us about human emotions and experience. Throughout this book, I encourage you to read both cautiously and openly. The field of quantum mechanics (and modern physics in general) is still very much alive and evolving, with fundamental questions that remain unanswered. This book should be read as my understanding of the currently known facts, my interpretation of their significance, and some of my original ideas for consideration.

			
				I suspect that in writing this book I open myself to two major criticisms. Some may have already made up their minds about this subject and may feel that a study of synchronicity doesn’t fall within the realm of physics. I will address this issue in the text to some extent. Ultimately, one should be careful about what one is sure of in science, because as scientists all we can cling to is the method of doing science, not the scientific conclusions themselves. The history of science is filled with examples of dead ends reached by well-meaning people who confused their models with reality itself and therefore couldn’t see the way forward. In writing this book, it has not always been easy to find a path forward between the known and the unknown, but I have tried to do so with both respect and urgency.

			The second potential criticism is that some may feel I am underqualified to do this research, as my educational path has been nontraditional for my field, physics. This is a valid point, as I do not have a PhD in physics or any other field. I can offer a twofold response, not as defense but as reassurance that I have taken some measure of care in coming to my conclusions. All my college degrees are in my field, and I earned them from respectable institutions (BA physics, University of California, Berkeley; single subject teaching credential, physics, Sonoma State University; MS physics, San Francisco State University). My career has involved many years of teaching physics and other science and math courses across a broad range of ages and skill levels. In addition, for the more than twenty years since I completed my undergraduate work, this field has remained my passion, and I have tried to stay current on its developments.

			
				It is not easy to write a book that puts forth new ideas in science and simultaneously carries a message intended to be personally relevant to the average reader. I have organized the book in a way that attempts to separate the known from the unknown and the science from the personal message. Part I introduces the basic concepts of flow and synchronicity, and it discusses how I think these concepts can make a difference in the quality of our experience, from finding new opportunities for employment to living from the heart to finding our authentic selves. These chapters are overall more speculative, based on establishing novel relations among existing science, my new proposals, and personal experience. Part II provides a more in-depth exploration of the scientific research that I suggest supports these ideas. Some of this science is very well established, whereas other parts of it are more on the cutting edge and thus less well established.

			I hope you, the reader, find in these pages the necessary balance of skepticism and boldness, head and heart, to want to examine the message for yourself and see if it fits. While the method of science is extremely powerful, it is not the only way of gaining understanding. I wish to approach this topic both with the tremendous clarity that physics can bring and with humility in the knowledge that we are not the first to tread on this path. Charles Eisenstein wrote eloquently about “the more beautiful world our hearts know is possible.” For me, the message of the science of synchronicity and flow is about developing the motivation and willingness to try to create that world.
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		Part I
	
		
			
				1
Searching for Meaning, Purpose, and Patterns

			
			Stephen Gaertner, a Czechoslovakian Jew living in Hamburg, Germany, was eight years old in 1937 when he came down with tuberculosis. Stephen’s doctor advised him to go to a sanatorium in the Bavarian mountains, as was the common prescription of the day for treatment of tuberculosis. (Antibiotics were not yet fully developed; see the sidebar on p. 6.)

			
				Even at that young age, Stephen had a sense of the unrest occurring in his country. He protested to his mother, “There would be Hitlerjugend [Hitler youth] in the sanatorium!” So his parents agreed to send him to Switzerland instead. A year later he was cured, and on March 9, 1938, his mother came to pick him up and take him back to Hamburg. But Germany had changed for the worse while Stephen was away. While his mother seemed to feel they were safe from the Nazi threat because they were not German citizens, he didn’t want to return to Nazi Germany. He protested to his mother again, and she replied, “It’s great winter weather, so I’ll stay a week or two to ski; then we’ll go.” On March 15, news reached them that German troops had invaded Prague. Stephen’s mother realized the danger and agreed to delay their departure indefinitely. They stayed in Switzerland until 1946, surviving the Holocaust unscathed. Stephen’s father, who had remained in Hamburg, perished.

			
				Stephen thinks about his experience in the following way: “Had the Nazis invaded a few days later, I would have gone back to Hamburg and perished with my father. That timing, together with my getting tuberculosis, saved my life.”5

			I propose that although such circumstances cannot be controlled or predicted, we can learn to navigate the flow of circumstances in a manner that defies chance by paying attention to synchronicity (or meaningful coincidence). This view is based on research (mine and others’) in physics and is consistent with research in cognitive studies, psychology, and philosophy. It is far from proven or accepted in the scientific community, but I will try to demonstrate that these experiences are ubiquitous in everyday life and that the scientific view advanced here, which explains synchronicity on the basis of meaning, provides a better explanation than the mainstream worldview, which relies on chance accidents. Although the proposal may require adjusting ideas we take for granted both in science and in daily life, it does not conflict with any known theories or experimental data. Rather, it removes or clarifies certain aspects of things we assume to be true so we can understand what may be really going on beneath the hood.

			Living in flow is a rich, complex process in which human values and experiences play an essential role. When has anyone ever been happy they got sick? Yet Stephen’s illness was part of a chain of events in which he ultimately survived the Holocaust. I say that Stephen’s “negative” experience contracting tuberculosis was just as much of a synchronicity as the “positive” experience of, say, bumping into a good friend at the airport or finding two quarters on the ground just in time to pay the parking meter.

			
				A synchronicity is an event with significant consequences that is woven into our life in a meaningful way. “Meaningfulness” in this sense can be thought of as the degree to which an experience we have in the external world relates positively or negatively to a feeling or inner experience we have. We consider an event meaningful to us if it aligns or shares properties with values, needs, thoughts, feelings, emotions, or ideals that we have expressed recently or are on our minds. Often it can be difficult to embrace synchronicity because we get caught up in what the meaning of a situation really is. (I will define “meaning” in a more objective way in chapter 2.) The ultimate interpreter of meaning is our inner knowing, which comes from the thoughts in our head, the feelings in our heart, the sensation in our gut, and whatever other sources we have for making decisions.

			The willingness of Stephen’s mother to stay and ski for an extra two weeks, the timing of Hitler’s invasion of Prague, and probably many other small twists can be seen as meaningful because they aligned with Stephen’s gut sense that he was in danger. Together they can be seen as flow. Neither Stephen nor his mother knew what effect their decisions would have, but by attending carefully to the choices available to them in the moment, they avoided a threat to their lives.

			What Is Flow, and Why Does It Matter?

			The notion of flow was introduced to science through the work of Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (if you don't speak Hungarian, the following approximate pronunciation may be helpful: “Me-high Cheek-sent-me-high”).6 Csikszentmihalyi defines flow as a human state of optimal functioning, a dynamic balance of challenge and skill. In the proper activities and under the proper conditions we become one with our lives, enacting “a complete focusing of attention on the task at hand—thus leaving no room in the mind for irrelevant information.”7 When we are in a state like this, thinking and feeling become integrated, with neither one controlling the other.

			I think of flow in terms of the events or circumstances that happen in our lives. We can know we are in flow when events seem to happen in a meaningful way and the external aspects of life seem to fit together with the internal ones. Maybe an experience we want to have becomes possible due to some small opportunity that spontaneously shows up, or we suddenly recognize how the situation we are in serves our purpose. As a result, we naturally know what to do in each circumstance, not getting caught up in our choices.

			
				As Joseph Jaworski explains it, when you decide on a direction for your life, “the people who come to you are the very people you need in relation to your commitment. Doors open, a sense of flow develops, and you find you are acting in a coherent field of people who may not even be aware of one another. You are not acting individually any longer, but out of the unfolding generative order.”8

			
				
					

				

				
					Don’t Worry about Cleaning Up …

					
						When Alexander Fleming was researching the common Staphylococcus bacteria, he returned from vacation to find himself burdened with unusual cleanup duties in his lab due to the recent departure of his lab assistant. To his surprise, while cleaning Fleming found that a contaminated sample had grown a mold that had killed the bacteria in the dish. The mold was eventually identified as Penicillium rubens, which releases an antibiotic compound into its environment. This excretion, penicillin, altered the course of medical history as the first antibiotic treatment for scourges like meningitis, scarlet fever, and diphtheria.9

					
						

					

				
			
			This sense of mutual relationship in flow between thinking and feeling extends to our surroundings as well. We enter into a dance with life—whether it is our tennis racket, our musical instrument, our teammates, or our family members—and find that the whole notion of control drops away. Instead of controlling our environment, we find ourselves in a symbiotic exchange, an act of mutual creation. Csikszentmihalyi says, paradoxically, “Thus the flow experience is typically described as involving a sense of control—or, more precisely, as lacking the sense of worry about losing control that is typical in many situations of normal life.”10 So flow is not about gaining control or surrendering control; it is about transcending the sense of worry about control.

			
				However, to my knowledge Csikszentmihalyi doesn’t mention the concept of meaningful coincidences or synchronicity as playing a role in the experience of flow. Carl Jung described synchronicity as the alignment between inner and outer experiences, a “falling together in time.” More formally, a synchronicity consists of “events which are related to one another … meaningfully, without there being any possibility of proving that this relation is a causal one.”11 In the definition I will use in this book, a synchronicity—or, equivalently, a “meaningful coincidence”—is an experience that was initially not very likely to occur but has become more probable because of its meaningful alignment with our personal (or collective) choices.

			I view these two concepts, flow and synchronicity, as mutually dependent. In short, when we align with circumstance, circumstance aligns with us. Csikszentmihalyi’s version of flow tells us how to align with circumstance by getting “into the zone,” and Jung’s version of synchronicity tells us how circumstances align with us when we do that. Together these concepts form my definition of flow.

			Is flow about getting into alignment with life? Is it about facing challenges appropriate to our development? Is it about letting go of fears? Is it about treating each moment as precious? It is all of these things. Getting into a state of flow requires adaptability to life at any moment, and this requires inner work, such as openness and a healthy relationship with ourselves. When our mind is focused on some fear of the future, how are we to see the current circumstances clearly enough to notice a hidden opportunity? If we don’t treat each moment as precious, how are we to see the forks in the road that happen at unexpected moments?

			
				When we incorporate both flow and synchronicity into our way of life, we recover a sense of ease, connectedness, and joy even in the midst of high-stakes endeavors. These views are consistent with recent trends in organizational development.12 Imagine if, at the same time that we strive to close a big deal, we can also be unattached to the outcome because we are confident we will get what we need from the deal. Our openness allows us to come to an agreement that all parties feel good about.

			Underneath many of the problems facing us today lie personal choices—choices our ancestors have made to bring us here, and choices we make today. Bigger issues like traffic congestion, fossil-fuel dependency, food distribution, and energy efficiency are related to smaller decisions, such as where we prefer to work or shop, which career path we aim for, and where we send our kids to school or go on vacation. Many of us are not only dissatisfied with the immense global problems we face but also with the quality of our own lives.

			
				I see a way to address these global challenges by connecting their solutions to smaller choices we already want to make in our personal lives. If we go for what we love in life, we bring a creative energy that has the potential to solve problems. If we go for what we love in life, we are more likely to be authentic, which empowers us to speak out for what is right and build healthy relationships. When I say we, I mean each of us reading this book. We are the hearts and souls of major corporations, small businesses, educational institutions, and countless other organizations that have the potential to do even more good in the world than they already do. When we are authentic, we are more likely to contribute openly to the “Pool of Shared Meaning”13 and make space for others to do so as well. When we are authentic, we create change within our organizations from the inside, and we can make a broad impact on the world.

			Why don’t we live life to the fullest? Why don’t we strive to have the career that calls to us? Why don’t we take our relationships to deeper levels of authenticity? Certainly these are complex questions, but I want to point out one possible answer: we worry that it won’t work out.

			This is where synchronicity and flow come in. The way I see it, flow is about getting into alignment with our circumstances and understanding that the cosmos is, to an extent that I will carefully define, responding to our choices. Through a process I call “meaningful history selection,” the events that come into our lives appear to be influenced by the very choices we make. I find that getting into flow allows me to trust that whatever path I choose, circumstances will arise to help me walk that path. This is not a whitewashing of difficulties but rather a willingness to step into difficulty and face all that life brings.

			
				Many of the decisions we make in life revolve around the desire to feel safe and secure. From the level of national security all the way down to making enough money to send our children to day care, we need to feel a basic level of safety in order to be productive in life. To me, living in flow is a compelling way to tame the fear of the unknown and tango with the uncertainties of life. The more we can come to trust—not “the world” but our dance with the world—the more we can flow with the inevitable losses and disappointments that come while nourishing the constructive connections that are equally plentiful. This is not a naïve belief that the world is good but an empowered belief that we can aim for our highest vision and successfully navigate the territory we will have to cross.

			On our journey, we are not left to our own devices. The central premise of this book is that being in flow leads to a greater chance of experiencing meaningful coincidences. These coincidences lead us further on the path of flow. From this view, the best way to remain safe is to learn to get into flow and dance with life. Positive results are not guaranteed. Bad things happen to good people every day, and nobody escapes mortality. Should we even want to? In the meantime, by living in flow we will live a more vibrant version of ourselves, transcending the need to control life and opening up to its bounty and the beauty of our own soul.

			The Cosmos Is Responsive

			What is the meaning of life? Do our actions have a purpose? Is the universe friendly?

			Finding answers to these questions that work for everyone is probably impossible. I can’t even be sure my own answers to these questions stay the same from day to day! I don’t believe there is just one truth to be found. As a white person, as a male, as an American, as a Californian, I can only comprehend a certain slice of experiences with which I am familiar. My sense of what is meaningful or what constitutes a purposeful life probably varies from your sense of those things quite a bit, as do my tastes in clothes or music.

			As a physicist, though, I am trained to look for patterns and for commonalities between things that seem completely distinct. While I can’t say what is meaningful for others, I am curious to understand what makes something meaningful to anyone. Whether you are black, brown, white, indigenous, immigrant, female, male, younger, older, LGTBQ, cisgendered, Eastern, Western, Northern, Southern, or any other distinction that makes you unique, something drives you to make meaning of the events in your life.

			Some of us are confident that the meaning we make is all inside our heads. Others are sure that meaning and guidance come from a deity. Many Western scientists conclude that the universe has no inherent purpose other than the gradual unfolding of events according to physical and statistical laws. The ancient yogic traditions—which should also be considered sciences, because they follow a rigorous process of repeatable experimentation on the inner states of human beings—see purpose all around us in the unfolding of karma.

			
				I believe the third question above provides insight into the other two. Is the universe a friendly place? Amazingly, I believe this is a question that physics can tackle. The theory I will present, based on some well-established science as well as some new science and some speculative ideas, states that the universe is neither friendly, hostile, nor indifferent to us. Rather, it is responsive. We live in a cosmos that responds to our actions by bringing us more of the same. To oversimplify for a moment, if we act friendly to the world, we find that circumstances emerge that reinforce our belief that the world is friendly. Similarly, if we act hostile to the world, we find our perspective justified because events arise that confirm our preconceived notions. When we align with circumstances, circumstances align with us. We can call this flow.

			
				
					

				

				
				Are You a Dodge Mechanic?

					“My young daughter and I were crossing the desert in an old Dodge Explorer. We arrived at a campground at night, and when we arose in the morning, the campground was mostly empty. Then we found our van was making strange noises and wouldn't start. What were we going to do? As we deliberated, a disheveled man climbed out of the creek bed nearby and said, ‘I could hear you’re having trouble. I’m a Dodge mechanic; can I help?’ He worked for a few minutes, patched the problem, and gave us instructions to take to the next service station for a permanent fix. Thank goodness just the right person was there when we needed him.” (Story contributed by Anne Cummings Jacopetti)

					
						

					

				
			
			
				However, it is not as simple as it initially sounds. The proposed process of meaningful history selection indicates that life will be punctuated by meaningful events. Even if we approach people with kindness, not every person we talk to will be kind in response. This is evident within the first five minutes of my day when I gently wake my eight-year-old daughter. I have a fifty-fifty chance of being snapped at, no matter how kind I am! Rather, life is a stream of events accented by useful growth opportunities. These growth opportunities pop up throughout our days, and it is these “singular events” that I am trying to understand in my research.

			Singular events are like forks in the road. They are points at which our choice of action makes a significant difference in the course of future events. If we envision all possible outcomes existing on a tree of forked branches, singular events are the forking points where one major path diverges from another.

			My view is that we can find the essence of any spiritual teaching through the simple practice of responding to the experiences of life and seeing how life responds to us. Our job is to see what meaningful lesson each experience provides. The most important question to me is this: How does the cosmos respond to what I choose to do? If we understand how the responsiveness of the cosmos works, then we can develop a more compelling relationship to meaning-making and purposefulness in our lives. Such a relationship will allow us to align ourselves more effectively within our personal relationships, our professional relationships, and our political relationships. In this way we can live in flow.

			If the universe is indeed responsive to our actions, then we are the source of the meaning in our lives. Experiences outside serve as a mirror for experiences inside, and every event can be a meaningful opportunity for learning about ourselves.

			I used to see this as a nice philosophy, but as a physicist I undertook a quest to understand how it can be true. The way I see it, every action is meaningful with respect to something, because every action leads to some outcomes and not to others. Doing the dishes and folding the laundry are meaningful with respect to making my home a comfortable place, because these activities logically lead toward futures in which my home is a place I’d be proud to have my parents visit, and they simultaneously lead away from futures where I am frustrated by tripping over my piles of dirty clothes. But these activities don’t influence whether I get new clients, so they are not meaningful with respect to my professional goals.

			
				In contrast, time spent on professional activities creates a clear difference between futures where my profession thrives and those in which it languishes, but it doesn’t differentiate futures in which my house is in good repair from those in which it is derelict. Whether I get a promotion or not, that bedroom door latch still doesn’t close properly. Every action is meaningful, but I must look carefully inside myself to know which specific meaning my actions exhibit and whether it is the meaning I intend to act upon.

			
				Seeing action in this light, might there be some alignment between intentional prayer, karma, and the responsive cosmos? Through our actions we choose where to invest our effort, and through the proposed process of meaningful history selection we are more likely to experience situations that reflect those choices. It is I who bring meaning into the world by tapping into the deep reservoir of divine urges and translating my inner experiences to life in the world.

			Rather than wondering what the meaning of my whole life is, I can wonder how to bring more meaning to everything I do. My current view of the meaning of life is to live purposefully. What a challenge this is! Living purposefully can happen anytime and anywhere because the responsive cosmos reinforces whatever choices I make. So in order to understand the meaning of life (in the working definition I provide here), I think we need to understand what it means to live purposefully.

			Acting with a Sense of Purpose

			Are you motivated to be purposeful in your life? If you are, you are not alone. There is a growing cultural alignment between who we are at home and who we are at work. Kathy Caprino, a business coach for professional women, surveyed her online community14 and found that the top qualities these women aspire to are as much personal as they are professional. Caprino’s respondents said their top ten values were happiness, money, freedom, inner peace, joy, balance, fulfillment, confidence, stability, and passion. These are not the values we would typically expect people to have if all they cared about was their workplace; they describe who the respondents want to be. Upon reading more deeply, eight of these ten values (everything but money and stability) relate to having a deeper sense of purpose in life. If you are just as interested in thriving purposefully as you are in making ends meet, you are in good company.

			
				So what does it mean to act purposefully? Every action is meaningful in some way, but a purposeful action is more difficult to achieve. A purposeful action is one whose meaning is aligned with a coherent plan on your part. To act purposefully, you must know what you intend and then take actions in alignment with your intent. This alignment can be quite elusive to achieve. I suspect we have all had experiences where we gave someone advice that was intended to help them, but they interpreted our advice as criticism. Imagine me saying to my daughter, Ellie, “You’ll be happier if you don’t wear those mismatched leg warmers to school.” My action is meaningful in that it distinguishes between futures where she wears the leg warmers and ones in which she doesn’t. As a result of my simply uttering those words, I am bound to alter those probabilities one way or the other, whether she complies or rebels.

			The problem I want to shed light on is that my action was not aligned with my intent, so the meaning of my comment is not what I intended. I want her to change her leg warmers because I am nervous she will be teased about wearing mismatched clothes. Because I had a hidden motive, my actions will probably result in her feeling more self-conscious than she otherwise would have. In fact, I have distinguished between futures where she is self-conscious and those in which she is carefree, which is not what I intended. The meaning of my actions is not in alignment with my conscious intent, so this is not a very purposeful remark on my part.

			If my core intention is to build my daughter’s self-confidence, then at each moment I can try to align my choice of words with that intent. I might instead say, “I notice you chose some very colorful leg warmers this morning, and they don’t even match!” For my eight-year-old, being noticed and reflected—without being judged—reinforces her ability to make choices and builds her awareness of who she is. This time I have acted with a sense of purpose by aligning the eventual outcomes of my choices with the experiences I want her to have.

			
				
					

				

				
					Pay Attention to the Little People

					One time I went shopping for hardware with my daughter, seeking to replace a wasteful sprinkler head with a cap. I searched for a cap that would fit but couldn’t find one. Ellie was only four, but I was stuck, so I told her what I was looking for. A moment later she handed me a small package she had found sitting in the wrong place on a shelf. It wasn’t at all what I needed, so I tried to find the right place to put it back … but wait; maybe it was something I could use after all? It turned out that Ellie had discovered a different solution that I hadn't considered, and it was even the right size fitting. Problem solved!

					
						

					

				
			
			
				There is a difference between “finding our purpose” and “finding a sense of purpose.” The first phrase implies a very big statement about life goals, as if there is something we are supposed to be doing with our lives, and we have to find the right thing. I like the second phrase better. I think the universe responds to the choices we make by bringing new events into our lives that match those choices. Therefore, each of our daily actions becomes really important. Making each action purposeful is a habit we can develop. It’s like tending a garden. You aren’t a factory farm, pumping out only one cash crop. You are a community garden, planting different seeds at different times and for different purposes. Some of your actions purposefully build love within your family; others of your actions invest in your success in your career. Still other corners of the garden hold seeds you plant purely for the growing of your own joy and fulfillment in life. Finding a sense of purpose focuses more on the “sense of” part than on the “purpose” part; the purpose can be any goal or intention you take on, but your sense of purpose is unique to you. Finding a sense of purpose is about finding the essence of yourself in everything you do.

			The role of physics in this discussion is to present us with an understanding of the pliable nature of meaning in our actions. I will show that every day our choices select certain future outcomes that align with them. Meaningful events that we call synchronicities occur along the way, becoming more likely to happen due to the simple fact that they lead to those very future outcomes we have aligned ourselves with. As this book helps you develop a left-brained, rational understanding of how science may predict meaningful coincidences in your life, I hope you find inspiration to actively investigate what living purposefully means for you, in a cosmos that responds to your choices.

			What Is a Synchronicity?

			A synchronicity, in my definition of the word, is an event that seems meaningfully related to what is going on in our lives, especially related to the choices we have made or are trying to make. The synchronicity event seems unlikely to happen—it might make us ask, “What are the chances?”—but it becomes more likely, as we will see, because of its relationship with potential future experiences that are meaningful to us. In this way, synchronicities shape our world. Let me illustrate with an example.

			In my physics masters program, I had a friend named Evita. We had talked about my research on meaningful coincidences a few times, but she was skeptical, as any physicist should be. During our last semester, she was waiting to hear back from the PhD programs she had applied to. Soon Evita learned she had been accepted at a great school, but it was in a very expensive town and was a long drive from her family. The school that she really wanted to attend the most, on the other hand, had put her on a

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Existing Research on Flow States
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