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Come, my friends,

’Tis not too late to seek a newer world.

—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON



INTRODUCTION

In the spring of 2009, The New York Times Magazine published a story entitled “Enlightenment Therapy” about the psychoanalytic treatment of a Zen Buddhist master. The article generated great interest and controversy. Not only were psychoanalysis and Buddhism discussed together in a mainstream publication, but psychotherapy was written about from the point of view of the client—a highly esteemed Zen master—who had the courage and integrity to admit he had psychological conflicts and participated in psychotherapy, rather than adopt the mask of a spiritual teacher who had transcended emotional suffering.

The master had been abandoned and neglected in childhood, and Zen provided him with solace and insight, and more important, the only spiritual and emotional home he’d ever had. “Zen saved my life,” he told Chip Brown, the author of the article. “Meditation put me back together again.”

Decades of Zen training and meditation, however, never healed his core psychological wounds. In fact, Zen practice inadvertently led him to bury them, thus concealing his deepest conflicts from himself and ensuring that they would return in more destructive ways. “The Zen experience of forgetting the self was very natural to me,” he said. “I had already been engaged in forgetting and abandoning the self in my childhood … that forgetting was pathological. I always had some deeper sense that I wasn’t really there, that my life … didn’t seem real. In therapy I began to realize this feeling of invisibility was maybe the central theme of my life.”

His attempt at self-protection impeded truly caring for himself. “[W]ithout the therapy experience,” claimed the Zen master, “I might have died without … having truly lived.”

I was his therapist and what we did in those sessions was something I call meditative psychotherapy—a synthesis of the most powerful elements of Eastern and Western wisdom that I have developed over thirty years of professional practice and personal exploration. By combining meditation and yogic breathing to quiet and focus the mind with psychotherapy to illuminate the meaning of what arises during one’s spiritual practice, the Zen master was able to reclaim his life and even to flourish. Meditative therapy also dramatically confirmed what I had realized through years of intense study and practice in Ivy League colleges and Buddhist monasteries: integrating the best aspects of therapy and meditation is profoundly more effective than practicing either alone.

Meditative therapy is central to the art of flourishing—engaging our life wholeheartedly and thriving; living well and completely; leading a meaningful and rewarding life. Flourishing—the most fulfilling way to live—is not a new topic. It was of central concern to Aristotle and ancient Greek ethical philosophers. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle defined flourishing as “living well and faring well.”

Does flourishing come from outside of us? From “having it all,” removing external constraints, and feeling good or happy? Or does it reside solely within—when we maximize our potential to achieve inner peace?

Neither.

Flourishing takes us in a new direction—toward a focus on internal emotional awareness, insight, and transformation, and on better relationships. We realize the best within ourselves and enrich the lives of those people we are close to. Because flourishing focuses both on changing ourselves and on getting along better with other people, it is richer than either endeavor by itself.

While flourishing may seem difficult to attain, it is eminently within our reach, once we understand what it is and how to achieve it.

We flourish when we cultivate clarity and equanimity in the face of the speed and confusion that surround us; when we access the untapped creativity within and appreciate beauty inside and out. Flourishing involves imaginatively addressing the challenges that confront us and discovering our passions and purposes.

Flourishing doesn’t always feel good. Sometimes we must confront painful options or make difficult choices. On occasion, flourishing is just doing the best we can given imperfect and even undesirable circumstances such as familial, financial, or professional strains, illness, or the infirmities of aging.

We flourish when we take great care of ourselves, connect with spirituality, widen our moral imaginations, cultivate ethical accountability, and live authentically.

Once we have expanded our capacity to flourish we can create greater intimacy with those we care about and have infinitely healthier interactions and stronger bonds with partners, family, and friends. Flourishing is the most important goal we’ll ever pursue.

My path to creating meditative therapy—my route to exploring flourishing—began in an unlikely place: the basketball court. Basketball was my first love. I played with passionate intensity. And it rewarded me by giving me the tools to understand the difference between mere happiness and thriving.

During my senior year of high school, my basketball team, the Woodmere Long Island Wolverines, was playing against The Fieldston School, a team we were favored to beat. In order to remain in contention for the league title, we had to win. And winning was next to godliness in my adolescent mind. It was a hotly contested, heart-throbbing, roller-coaster battle. When we scored with ten seconds left in the game, our one-point lead appeared to be invincible. But with six seconds to go, the other team scored. We were down by one.

Suddenly, a great calm descended upon me and I called time out. Five seconds remained on the clock. My teammates’ faces showed panic as we huddled close together. I could see that they had given up. In their minds the game was over. I pushed through to my coach, Mr. Kastan, and put my hand on his shoulder. “Tell them not to panic and get me the ball.”

We positioned ourselves underneath our own basket, ninety-four feet from our ultimate goal. A teammate rolled the ball to me near midcourt—the clock wouldn’t start until I touched the ball.

There must have been noise, but when I dribbled up the left side of the court, the gym was as still as an empty cathedral. I didn’t hear the crowd, the squeaking of sneakers, or the thumping of the basketball. I was in a cocoon of concentration—alert, focused, undistracted. My mind was Grand Canyon quiet. And clear like the open sky.

Time seemed to slow down and elongate. I floated up court with no sense of exertion. I felt no pressure, no fear. The hope of victory, the dread of losing, did not exist.

As I approached the top of the key, my defender picked me up. I sensed it was time to shoot. I squared my shoulders to the basket, bent my knees, and jumped into the air. My opponent leapt toward me. I scanned the basket like an archer measuring the target, and shot the ball. My defender’s arms enveloped me and blocked my vision. I couldn’t see the rim. My left arm was extended, right through my fingertips, straight and true. My left palm waved to the rim and then faced downward.

As my feet returned to the wooden gym floor, there was silence. I looked at the basket and saw the net rising skyward, the way it does when a high-arching shot drops cleanly through the hoop. I looked at the scoreboard. We had won. A teammate later told me my left hand punched the air downward as if I had beaten death. A deafening roar broke my spell as our fans mobbed the court.

The locker room was noisy—players, coaches, and parents shouted and pounded me on the back—but I was strangely still. I wasn’t numb, and I wasn’t indifferent to winning, but I was unemotional about our comeback because victory paled compared to what I had just experienced.

I stood alone, completely motionless in the locker room after my teammates had showered and dressed, and replayed my epiphany: the heightened attention, concentration, and clarity; the way time seemed to expand; the absence of thought, pressure, and fear; the ecstasy and serenity more joyous than victory. Before the last five seconds of that game, I would have called my childhood—which was devoid of religious training or spiritual experiences—nonreligious, but with that basket I had entered a realm I can only describe as sacred. While my teammates were celebrating our narrow victory, I was preoccupied with the tantalizing glimpse I’d had of another way of being: open to the moment without a sense of time; unself-conscious but acutely aware; performing under duress yet without worry.

This experience changed my life. After that game, something in me (call it Western male conditioning) died; something else was born.

The vicelike grip of ambition and competition—the divinities I had worshiped—was loosened. Now I saw them as false idols. Winning still felt better than losing, but the joy of just playing the game became as important as which team won. Although I couldn’t articulate it until years later, this experience taught me that when I completely engaged the present—wholeheartedly immersed in what I was doing, without either anticipating the future or replaying the past—I could live more freely and fully than I ever imagined.

Seven years after that game-winning basket, I represented my class as the commencement speaker at the Columbia University School of Social Work, where I accepted my master’s degree. My classmates probably expected a rousing pep talk designed to give them a running start on the working world. Still influenced by my epiphany on the basketball court, along with an intuition that a big bank account by itself wouldn’t make us happy, I delivered a different message. “We will eventually retire from work,” I said. “But while we’re alive we will never retire from living. The art of living well is the most important job we will ever have.”

These remarks were an opening salvo, intuited, unseasoned by experience. I hadn’t yet fallen in love or raised a child, and the only person close to me who had died was my beloved grandfather. But I had glimpsed a truth I could no longer ignore. And everything else—from having a career to fame and fortune—seemed less urgent.

After graduation I voraciously read the classics of Eastern and Western psychology and spirituality. Buddha and Freud, Lao Tzu and Krishnamurti guided my quest to answer those questions many young adults ask about who they are and their place in the universe.

As a consequence, I pursued a PhD in psychology and wrote a dissertation on psychoanalysis and Buddhism, studied psychoanalysis, attended meditation retreats and yoga workshops, and engaged in an intensive daily practice of meditation and yoga. At first, the principles and methods of psychoanalysis, Buddhism, and yoga seemed to be incompatible; they presented conflicting philosophies about what it meant to be a healthy and sane person. Psychoanalysis emphasized the development and cultivation of strong and cohesive individuals, Buddhism stressed seeing through the illusoriness—and the dangers—of our normal, taken-for-granted sense of ourselves as masterful, independent, and self-sufficient. I recognized that each tradition had valuable insights and crucial blind spots and could be made richer by being integrated.

Then a funny thing happened in my cross-cultural quest for how to flourish: I learned different yet complementary lessons from each discipline. Therapy, combined with meditation and yoga, helped me to relate to my clients, the universe, and myself in a fundamentally richer way.

The mind has a mind of its own. We can no more control our thoughts, feelings, and fantasies than we can control the weather. Even when we think we are seeing clearly, we are often observing our experience through a distorted lens. Meditation, the training of moment-to-moment attention, is a kind of microscope through which I could study my hidden conditioning. It slowed me down and opened me up. Meditation made me a better listener, which greatly enriched my therapeutic work.

I began to glimpse the motivations underlying my behavior. Through meditation practice, I was gradually able to open up a space between how I was conditioned to react and how I responded. Someone could behave provocatively, and I could feel his hostility without having to reply in kind. If I was angry or irritated, I became more able to identify hidden emotional hurt or deprivation. I felt more compassion for other people as I realized we were all imperfect creatures, striving to do the best we could. I also felt freer to respond creatively and spontaneously to the challenges I confronted.

The influence of yoga, the ancient Indian system of movement and breathing, ethics and meditation, was also profound. Before studying with my first teacher—Joel Kramer, an influential figure in the development of yoga in America—I thought yoga meant acquiring flexibility and performing physical postures (asanas) with agility and ease. I didn’t realize that the heart of yoga was the quality of awareness we bring to doing the postures and living our lives.

The connection between breath, body, and mind is another aspect of yoga that is crucial to human flourishing, and too often neglected in our physically oriented American yoga. Yoga teaches that breath is the gateway between mind and body. An agitated mind leads to an agitated breath and a calm mind results in a calm breath, which brings about a radical possibility: if we change our breath we can change our state of mind. And if we can change our minds we can change our lives.

There are many moments each day when, although we are awake, we are not present. We are asleep to ourselves and to other people. We are eating the meal, but not tasting the food. We are listening to the music, but not hearing it. Yoga aided me in tuning into emotional and physical feedback and challenging self-imposed limits. Because of yoga, I gained the ability to be present and became more capable of experiencing whatever I was doing in a deeper way. Yoga, like meditation, showed me how greater intimacy—with myself as well as with others—is possible when we are more wholeheartedly engaged.

Psychoanalysis complemented my studies of meditation and yoga, and revealed buried aspects of myself—including self-protective strategies that can be self-sabotaging—that the Asian wisdom traditions seemed to miss. In our highly medicalized and quick-fix-oriented age, the word psychoanalysis often conjures up a range of negative associations that not only misrepresent it but neglect its inherent transformative potential. As a result, psychoanalysis is all too often maligned and viewed as a relic of another century. But psychoanalysis is one of the premier and unsung sources of wisdom in Western culture; it is a process by which terror and trauma, depression and despair can be explored with compassion and insight. Psychoanalysis provides the tools to reach the roots of what troubles us and to find constructive resolutions. In therapy clients can discover the strength and courage to face life’s ordeals and sorrows, tap into the best within themselves, and access their highest values.

From my readings of the great theorists in psychoanalysis—from Freud and Jung to Winnicott and Kohut—I learned about the seemingly inexhaustible human capacity for self-deception and the elaborate strategies we all use to protect ourselves—what analysts call resistance and defensive processes. This knowledge enriched my ability to understand and resolve obstacles in my meditation and my life.

The practice of psychoanalysis at its best is not just an exploration of illness that reveals how human beings sabotage themselves and go astray; it is a testament to the incomparable power of human empathy. Participating in my own therapy, as well as practicing psychoanalysis, expanded my empathy, which allowed me to hear the depth of people’s pain, thus giving me the tools to help them heal profound emotional wounds.

I charted a course using three compass points—psychoanalysis, meditation, and yoga—and began teaching psychoanalysis and Buddhism in colleges, psychoanalytic institutes, and meditation centers. I taught Buddhist meditation to yoga teachers and therapists; I taught the principles of psychoanalysis to students of yoga and Buddhism. Teaching not only broadened my integration of Eastern and Western theories and traditions, it illuminated blind spots in Eastern thought—especially the way meditation neglects meaning, which is why many meditators—students and teachers alike—often stay stuck in certain forms of conditioning for decades (not always treating themselves with the reverence they deserve, and sometimes fearing intimacy). This flaw in meditation is usually neglected, and easily remedied. Practicing a meditation of intimacy and engagement—a marriage of mindfulness and meaning—makes meditation infinitely more powerful than the way it is ordinarily practiced.

Teaching also helped me learn how to take Eastern practices off the cushion, out of the ashram, and into my students’ lives.

Through this process I realized that no single psychotherapeutic or meditative tradition has the monopoly on truth. Each can enrich the other. Western psychology in general, and psychoanalysis in particular, sets the bar too low on human potential. The word health does not appear once in the twenty-four-volume Standard Edition of The Complete Works of Freud or the Diagnostic Statistical Manual that therapists use for assessing clients. Both books are maps of illness rather than of well-being. They also underestimate possibilities for health and happiness that are essential elements of most spiritual and meditative traditions. Although Eastern meditative disciplines value these capabilities for flourishing, they neglect the unconscious obstacles to achieving them.

Meditative therapy was the result of these explorations of Eastern and Western wisdom. When we lovingly examine the full range of human experience—which therapy and meditation and yoga by themselves often neglect—we access our untapped potential for self-healing. Emotional wounds, thorny patterns in relationships, and destructive tendencies become fuel for awakening. The self-reflective relationship of therapist and client becomes the crucible for accessing and transforming old ways of relating to other people and treating oneself. Meditative psychotherapy not only reveals the ways we have drastically underestimated our potential, it provides concrete and accessible strategies for realizing our best selves, something that is vital in times of collective and personal crisis and malaise.

We are in an era of profound upheaval. Unprecedented economic uncertainty, a plague of amorality, and cultural earthquakes have left increasing numbers of people unsettled and adrift without meaning or direction.

Although no one courts misfortune, collective and personal crisis always affords opportunities for profound transformation. Calamity threatens the status quo and is often stressful and exhausting, but it is also the ripest time for change—potentially leading one to breaking through. When the existing coping strategies of either a person or an organization are not working they are more amenable to change. Efforts to reform the health-care system, for example, would not have been possible without its massive malfunctioning. Without suffering the loss of a parent, wrenching though it may be, many adults wouldn’t take their rightful place in the world.

The first step in discovering the opportunities hidden beneath the turmoil, so we can use calamity constructively, is to name and confront what afflicts us.

Many of us, whatever our political or religious affiliations, sense that something is amiss in the world. We have difficulty putting it into words even though we experience it every day. It still eludes our grasp and troubles us; we feel powerless to remedy it.

Pundits highlight the economic depression, the threat of terrorism, and the destruction of the environment to name just three. So just imagine if, over the next few years, through wise leadership, discipline, and hard work, we were able to recover economically, mutually coexist with our antagonists, and reverse global warming.

Would we truly be happy?

Would we honestly feel that America was as healthy as it could be?

Would we flourish?

The answer, I suspect, is no.

The thousands of people I’ve worked with in therapy sessions and workshops over the past several decades tell a different tale than the pundits about what challenges us, and what helps us flourish. They describe having infinitely more choices than they used to have, yet feel increasingly powerless; and even when they have greater affluence, they still experience heightened spiritual impoverishment.

As I have reflected on what I heard, I realized that many of us struggle with shared challenges:


• BOMBARDMENT OF INFORMATION. We have trouble discovering and nurturing the best in ourselves while living at a merciless pace and drowning in an addictive stream of information, much of it trivial. This frenzied existence clutters our mind, exhausts us, and clouds our vision, making it impossible to think clearly and respond creatively.

• CULTURAL POLLUTION. We are inundated with unprecedented amounts of vulgarity and sleaze in media, entertainment, and politics, which often cause us to withdraw into private islands of solace and pleasure or lower our standards for acceptable action. We are diminished when we focus on (or try to avoid) depravity instead of celebrating human possibility.

• FEAR. In the last decade we have faced numerous natural and man-made disasters and upheavals—pandemics and tsunamis, terrorism and economic uncertainty. When we’re frightened and doubt ourselves, we look to authority figures—especially politicians and religious leaders—to save us and tell us how to live, but this infantilizes us and undermines our self-trust. And when these authorities prove to be unreliable we feel cheated and even more vulnerable.

• DEMORALIZATION. In our world, the pursuit of personal gain often trumps principles and compassion. Every sector of modern life—from politics to professional sports—is a moral free-for-all in which getting what we want supersedes legal constraints and respect for each other. There is a nasty ethic afoot: If I can get away with it, it’s legal; and if you get exploited by me, then you are a chump who deserved it. This epidemic of immorality disgusts, dispirits, and depresses many of us—causing us to disengage from the world and attempt to protect ourselves.

• ALIENATION. When people are disillusioned, demoralized, and depleted they need one another. But working more hours just to stay afloat (or jobless and terrified about supporting our families) and overscheduled, we have less time for each other. Technology has been a mixed blessing—giving us unprecedented opportunities for bringing us closer—and simultaneously pushing us apart. Computers, cellphones, and iPods send more and more adults and kids into their own insular worlds. We can communicate with each other instantly, but all too often indirect, virtual experiences replace face-to-face, connected ones. Communication lacks nuance, and often, even humanity.

• SPIRITUAL ANOREXIA. Our response to the collapse of inner space, cultural pollution, fear, demoralization, and alienation perpetuates our unhappiness and makes us feel worse. We take lousy care of ourselves—engaging in cotton candy activities that seem appealing but leave us hungry for meaning, purpose, and intimacy. Anesthetizing ourselves through compulsive consumption, mindless media, and substance abuse leaves us devoid of vital spiritual nutrients and unequipped to handle what challenges us. (Of course, I never frittered away time surfing the Net or watching a Law & Order rerun.) When we deprive ourselves of spiritual nourishment we become spiritual anorectics who are starving and shrinking as we undermine our capacities to cope with the challenges we confront.



Part of what makes these struggles so pernicious is that their effects are difficult to measure. They have become fixtures in our existence that we take for granted and have yet to calculate their consequences. We tend to say, “That’s just the way things are.” What’s harmful is believed to be normal and natural. And then one day we wake up and realize the trains that are our daily lives switched tracks a while ago and we don’t like where we are headed.

Society’s solutions to these challenges amount to putting out a collection of pots and pails to catch the water from a leaky roof with shoddily repaired holes; they don’t stop the damage or fix the roof. And as everyone knows, patchwork jobs eventually fail, damages reoccur, and we pay more in the long run.

“I hope you are going to give them some hope,” my mother said to me before I spoke on the art of flourishing at the Longboat Key Educational Center in Florida a few years ago.

“Things are worse than we believe,” I told her, “and there’s more hope than we know.”

In this book I’ll show you how to access hope by using some of the principles of meditative therapy so you can flourish.

In my three decades as a psychotherapist and a student and teacher of Eastern meditative practices, I have helped people access their most profound potential and witnessed extraordinary acts of wisdom and courage, compassion and moral bravery. These experiences have taught me how to cultivate twelve qualities that can help everyone flourish:


1. EXPAND INNER SPACE to access untapped creativity and increase the ability to see with fresh eyes and respond in ingenious ways.

2. CULTIVATE CLARITY so we can experience our feelings and determine our needs.

3. DEEPEN EQUANIMITY so we can respond to the challenges that we face.

4. APPRECIATE BEAUTY, and in so doing, truly cherish the world in its infinite splendor.

5. LEARN TO READ FEEDBACK so we can continually grow and evolve.

6. CREATE HARMONY between our mind and body and achieve peak health.

7. COMPOST FEAR TO DEVELOP COURAGE, enhance self-trust, and foster self-reliance.

8. CULTIVATE INTEGRITY AND MORAL ACCOUNTABILITY so we can embody our ethics and enrich our relationships.

9. DISCOVER OUR PASSIONS and find direction and purpose.

10. PRACTICE GENUINE SELF-CARE by learning what our authentic needs are.

11. CONNECT WITH OUR SPIRITUAL SELVES to grow in compassion and wisdom and feel greater meaning and hope.

12. NOURISH OUR CAPACITY FOR INTIMACY and enrich our closest relationships, which validates our perceptions, deepens self-trust, and supports making the world a better place.



The Art of Flourishing is divided into two sections: “Planting the Seeds of Self-Care” and “Cultivating the Garden of Love.” Self-care is the foundation of intimacy, and intimacy is the final stage and culmination of self-care. In the first half of the book, we’ll explore how to cultivate many of the capacities and skills that comprise the foundation of wonderful intimacy. In the second part of the book, we’ll discover how to build on genuine self-care and create that intimacy.

While I shall be writing about romantic relationships in Part II of this book, the advice and techniques can be applied to all relationships including friendships. And if you are single, and wish you weren’t, don’t lose heart. Improving your capacity to flourish will enhance your ability to create a healthy relationship.

It would give me great joy if the view of flourishing I present not only offers realistic hope in challenging times, but opens your mind, touches your heart, and enriches your life.



PART
I
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PLANTING THE
SEEDS OF
SELF-CARE





1

What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON



EXPANDING INNER SPACE

When you are having a really hard day, it’s nearly impossible to think about flourishing. Take my recent Monday of many trials. It was nine o’clock at night and I had been bombarded by emails, phone calls, and text messages since I had arrived at my office twelve hours earlier and first checked my answering machine and BlackBerry. I felt both drained and edgy. There was a message from a lawyer informing me that he needed a report and letter about a patient of mine “yesterday.” As I listened to this message, the phone rang—it was a man whose father was headed toward jail for embezzlement. He asked if I could see him at lunchtime, so I had to fit in lunch between sessions. During my hasty lunch a teenager’s mother called asking if I could possibly see her daughter immediately because she intentionally cut herself in school after an actress she idolized was hospitalized for similar behavior. Later, after I packed up to leave work, the phone rang and a patient told me she had just discovered that her husband was having a cybersex affair and wanted to know if I could see them first thing in the morning.

As I left my office, my mind raced and was so cluttered that I had no perspective. I felt overwhelmed and disoriented, unable to get any traction. I had so much to do and think about that I had no idea where to begin.

On the way home, I was impatient with everything: the slow elevator, the friendly and sports-loving doorman who wanted to chat about the misfortunes of the New York Knicks, and the heavy rain that meant I would probably not get a cab. Having forgotten an umbrella, I was soaked by the time I reached the subway. I got off at Grand Central Station, wet and chilled, and had to run for my train. It was packed, maybe a couple of cars too short for the late commuter crowd.

I finally found a seat between a large man who spread his legs into my space without hesitation or any apparent consciousness that I was next to him, and a young woman listening to an iPod. I squeezed into the middle seat, apologizing for my dampness. There was tinny music coming from the woman’s ear buds. I wondered if it would eventually make her deaf, since I could hear it, loud and clear. I carefully reached into my briefcase, which was between my feet, and rooted around for a journal, which contained an article I wanted to read for a class I was teaching the next day. As I started to flip through the pages, the train emerged from the underground tunnel into the rainy night. The man next to me pulled out his cellphone, punched in a number, and began a very loud conversation about how he was excited about the possibility of making a killing buying foreclosed homes. I tapped him on the shoulder and asked if he could lower his voice a bit. I was surprised by the hostility in the look he gave me. He raised his voice.

I had fantasies of yanking the guy’s phone out of his hands and breaking it. I resisted the impulse. Desperate, I closed my eyes and mouth and began breathing through my nose. I tried to breathe slowly and quietly. After I realized that I had lost track of how many breaths I took, I breathed twelve more times. The desire to crush the cellphone still had not disappeared. I shifted focus and concentrated on the sounds of rap music and loud, obnoxious conversation. At first I heard them more clearly and became more agitated. I continued to focus on noise around me. Eventually the irritation faded and all I heard were sounds that no longer disturbed me. By the time we pulled into my station, an hour later, I felt very different—renewed and centered, ready to begin my evening. I slowly walked up the steps from the train platform, and my head was clear for the first time in hours. I was not thinking about all I had to do. I was thinking that I was happy to be home; I was at peace. In this relaxed state of mind, I was able to get perspective on what was pressuring me during the workday. And I was able to stop lugging the enormous weight of too much to do. Yogic breathing and Buddhist meditation, two of the foundations of meditative therapy, helped me let go of the stress of the day and center me for the rest of the evening. And I was also able to live my life again on my own terms, without getting sidetracked by the demands and snares of the world.

What I had created on my train ride was inner space. It is the part of us that is independent from our surroundings and not affected by external noises, intrusions, and pressures. It’s not a physical place, but the capacity we all have to sit with and reflect on thoughts and feelings at our own pace. It’s what you are exercising as you are reading this. And in this personal quiet zone, we can examine and empathize with different points of view, access creativity, and play with new ways of doing things.

Have you ever been gripped by a problem whose answer not only eluded you but disturbed you, consumed you, kept you awake?

The more you tried to solve it, the more the solution slipped out of reach.

Then, all of a sudden, seemingly out of nowhere, while your mind was taking a rest from the problem—as you were walking, showering, working out—you saw the answer clearly.

Where did clarification come from?

From within you, when there was inner space.

There is a creative source within each of us that is more accessible and powerful than we ordinarily realize.

Humans have a remarkable, and often relatively untapped, capacity for inventiveness, which is indispensable for coping with the unanticipated problems of our frenzied and rapidly changing lives. Since the world of the future will demand talents and abilities that we might not have yet developed, those individuals and societies that nurture imagination and ingenious solutions to nagging problems—such as global warming, fossil fuel depletion, and terrorism—are more likely to survive and flourish than those that don’t. Many of us feel pressure to devise novel solutions to vexing personal and social problems, and need to reach more deeply within ourselves for answers. We can do an infinitely better job if we have an inner space to go to.

Social scientists in recent years have recognized that there are many types of creative activity—from solving a previously complex problem (like the structure of DNA) to developing a seminal way of organizing people (like a kibbutz) to fashioning an original work of art.

Skill in one area does not always translate into another. A visionary leader might be lousy at math and an artist hasn’t necessarily mastered interpersonal communication. While there are a variety of relatively independent creative endeavors—as Howard Gardner suggests in Five Minds for the Future—in my view creators all share one characteristic: the ability to expand and maintain inner space.

Inner space is the place within each of us that can’t be touched by anyone else and is ours alone. It’s the birthplace of empathy, intuition, and innovation. When we are in it we are clearheaded and centered, with room to think, imagine, and dream.

Nurturing inner space increases productivity. Not only do we have greater freedom from external impingements, we have heightened capacity to be creative and compassionate.

When we access inner space, we have an enhanced ability to notice ideas “out of the blue” and achieve greater insights, and that enables us to trust ourselves and increases our ability to take wise risks.

Inner space is essential to healthy mental functioning.

You can be in a place where you have no privacy—even in a hospital or a prison—and access inner space. Or you can live in a secluded cabin yet have no inner space. We can experience inner space on a meditation cushion or a yoga mat, while chopping vegetables, at work or stuck in a traffic jam. Anywhere.

There are many ways of reaching this place. Meditation and yogic breathing, reading and music are my favorites, but you can get there by walking in nature or writing in a journal, cooking or running. I consider inner space one of the most important human capacities, and a cornerstone of a sane and psychologically healthy life.

The more we understand what erodes inner space, the easier it is to expand it.

The Assault on Inner Space

The primary challenge is that our inner space is under attack. The pace of modern life is so frenetic that we’re lucky to get two free moments in a row, and email and texting, Facebook and Twitter offer further distractions. There are dramatic changes in our society because of instant connectivity with each other and the world that alter how our lives are structured and what we expect from them. Plus, we don’t always realize how harmful these transformations are to us.

The digital revolution and new technologies have miraculously narrowed the universe and made the faraway immediately available, linking us to an ever-expanding network of people, places, and products. In addition, they have exponentially increased productivity. Unfortunately, these advances have resulted in consequences we have yet to fully calculate. We are forced to be like hypervigilant off-duty cops—always alert to potential threats in the form of incoming messages received on any number of devices. We are overwhelmed, distracted, and depleted. The inhuman demands on our time and attention impair memory and sleep and leave us feeling exhausted and deprived; consequently we function at subpar levels and our deepest potentials remain dormant.

From the moment the alarm shocks us out of sleep, to the time we fall asleep lulled by the chatter of late-night television, we are bombarded with more information than we could possibly process. Our inner space is under constant attack. We often feel as if we are drowning in demands on our attention. We are flooded, yet we blame ourselves if all we can do is tread water instead of somehow effortlessly handle the immensely deeper challenges.

CULTURAL POLLUTION

When the surrounding culture—radio shock jocks and sleazy political campaigns, salacious TV programs and misogynist song lyrics—pollutes our minds with unprecedented images of crassness and debasement, that’s an assault on inner space.

The alluring array of diversions that are available around the clock—from instant messaging, Facebook, Twitter, online pornography, and gambling, to blogs and video games—are weapons of mass distraction.

We are being polluted every day. And it’s not just our air and water. It’s the trivial, vulgar, and degrading news scandals and unseemly behavior of politicians, entertainers, athletes, and even religious leaders that pervades the media and the Internet and trumps serious news.

We are being exposed to unprecedented images of crassness and debasement. I call this epidemic of decadence and sleaze cultural pollution.

Too many people seem indifferent to the cost of cultural pollution because they are either titillated by it, accept that it is the price we have to pay to be more prosperous, or are profiting from it. But littering the airwaves and the billboards with lurid communications and crude distractions ultimately causes us to shut down and withdraw from life in order to protect ourselves. Several students in a graduate course I taught at Union Theological Seminary told me that they don’t watch TV or the news because they don’t want to grow inured to the vulgarity passing as current events. While this can be a way of checking out—which I am not recommending—sometimes it’s the only way to avoid cultural pollution.

THE EXPECTATION OF IMMEDIATE GRATIFICATION

The movies-on-demand function on my TV was malfunctioning. I had to wait longer than usual. I began to get disproportionately impatient and irritated. What exactly had happened? I’m a long-term meditator who values equanimity, but I was upset because I couldn’t watch a movie at the exact moment I wanted to—I had developed the habit of wanting instant results.

Our expectation of immediate gratification threatens inner space. Technological advancements bring instantaneous communication into every aspect of our lives from shopping to connecting with loved ones, altering our consciousness and ratcheting up our expectations. Most of us demand our wishes be granted now.

A patient told me that he felt homesick in his first weeks of college forty years ago. He was so upset that he wrote home three times a day, by hand, on paper. He anticipated a response from his parents, via “snail mail,” within a week. He handled his pain by talking with his roommates, sitting with his feelings, and trying to keep busy so he wouldn’t be excruciatingly lonely.

Today a lonely freshman would immediately text message or email his parents or close friends or post on Facebook until contact was made and his pain was instantly relieved.

The technological advances that make this possible seem, at first glance, like a godsend. If my homesick patient were a college student today, he would have received a reply in hours, if not minutes—rather than waiting days for a response.

But there are hidden costs to this nearly instantaneous communication. It radically alters our consciousness and our expectations. Nowadays, when someone desires something, he or she says, “I need it.” Years ago people tended to say, “I want it.” When technology can deliver what we desire the moment we want it, and wishes become entitlements, we are trained in the expectation of immediate gratification. This not only lessens our tolerance of frustration, it actually teaches us to be impatient. We have instant pacifiers to shut off what we are feeling, but gain no self-knowledge or new skills. Our culture weakens our capacity to handle frustration.

My homesick client gained crucial capacities, such as learning how to comfort himself and relieve his distress without the benefit of contemporary technology. He had to handle his feelings, sit with them, and soothe himself. None of that damaged him. Far from it. It taught him that he could survive bad patches by himself. The next time he was in an emotionally demanding situation it wasn’t as scary because he had better tools to handle adversity.

The instantaneous communication we now take for granted would have prevented him from developing these kinds of healthy coping skills.

THE INVASION OF PUBLIC PLACES

While public waiting rooms, lobbies, and trains were never calm oases (remember boom boxes?), they seem noisier than ever before, which makes it even more difficult to recover from the impingements in other aspects of our lives. When we are sitting in an airport or in the waiting room of our doctor’s office, hoping to relax, and we are rudely interrupted by the blaring of a television, we try to ignore it, but the volume overwhelms our capacity to focus or tune it out, so it feels impossible to react peacefully or wisely. As we seethe, we are further assaulted by cellphone conversations, often only a foot or two away.

It’s no wonder that so many people complain of feeling overwhelmed, exhausted, and foggy. The barrage of noise and stimulation that threatens to drown us is constantly undermining our capacity to recover.

We know we are being assaulted—it’s the troubling reality we struggle with every day. What we don’t fully appreciate is its impact or how to respond.

The ability to concentrate, to keep focused on what we are doing, is one of life’s most important skills. The wise employment of attention—when we are completely absorbed, engrossed, and wholeheartedly engaged—is indispensable to human flourishing. When we are aware of our genuine needs and our goals and dreams, we can pursue a life of meaning and purpose with passion and discipline. When we are constantly distracted, we are lost—unable to focus on what we cherish—so it becomes easy to remain scattered and lose our way.

The frenzied pace of life, the sensory overload, the cultural pollution, the expectation of immediate gratification, and the invasion of public spaces distracts us and impairs and atrophies clarity of perception, attention span, and short-term memory.

This growing distractibility—and the other assaults on inner space—cloud our judgment, impair sleep, and undermine mental and physical health. We then strive to anesthetize ourselves and escape these impingements, making us more insular and disconnected from more crucial concerns—like how we might flourish.

We are so accustomed to drowning in information, operating at a destructive pace, expecting instantaneous fulfillment, and having inner space crushed that we no longer believe anything saner is possible.

Albert Brock, the protagonist of Ray Bradbury’s 1953 short story “The Murderer,” became increasingly sick of the noise and distractions of technology. He destroyed his radio, phone, TV, and the interoffice communication system.

Imagine Albert Brock today trying to destroy his links to the vast communication networks we take for granted. From the perspective of nearly everyone who lives a wired life, Albert Brock might be viewed as crazy, but “The Murderer” raises the questions: Are we the prisoners of technology? Are we being murdered by it?

If you think this is exaggerated, imagine you have a close friend or family member who regularly turns off his or her cellphone, only answers email at certain designated times of the day, and only sends text messages in an emergency. You might wonder if there was something wrong with the person, when in reality, perhaps the expectation of instant communication is what’s really harmful.

We obviously can’t turn back the clock and live in a pretechnological world, and we would not want to. But unless we combat the collapse of inner space we will all become more overwhelmed and disoriented and less creative.

Peace Begins Inside

There are two ways to expand inner space: protect it and enlarge it.

MINDFULNESS OF WHAT WE INGEST

We are what we consume. This includes data and stimulation; the influences of people, food, water, and air; and an excess of information and demands on our time—all of which can harm us.

A talented artist who is disturbed by the state of the world complains about sleeping poorly and feeling foggy and disoriented when she awakes. She compulsively listens to late-night talk radio before she tries to go to bed in order to inform herself about, and “arm” herself against, the problems in the world. She does this even though it agitates her. “Knowledge feels like it helps me protect myself,” she says. As she begins to realize that her “armor” is keeping her up half the night, she turns off provocative programs before trying to fall asleep and listens to soothing classical music instead. Her sleep improves and she awakes rested and eager to greet the day.

The yogic tradition counsels selectivity in what we ingest. Pratyahara, restraint of the senses, is one of the eight limbs of the yogic path. The senses usually exert a magnetic grip over us. They cause us to become like puppets on a string, pulled to and fro by our desires and aversions. We habitually gravitate toward pleasant sights, sounds, tastes, smells, and we avoid unpleasant ones. The process of desire and aversion is usually mechanical and instantaneous. The goal of pratyahara is to use our senses wisely and selectively, which involves careful consideration of what we expose ourselves to. This allows us to remain focused on what we are doing, freeing our minds from the involuntary intrusions and enslavement caused by our highly conditioned reactions to sensory activity.

Instead of always searching for Wi-Fi and complaining about slow connectivity, some people feel held hostage by the myriad distractions of a wired world. In “Stop the Internet, I want to get off!” Rebecca Traister, a staff writer for Salon.com, wrote about installing “Freedom,” a program that disables online access on a Mac computer for one minute to eight hours, so she was protected against her own impulses to check emails, professional list serves, blogs, word games, and fantasy vacations.

We each have to find our own ways to protect ourselves from being held hostage by technology. I usually turn my cellphone off when spending time with friends and family, or when I am reading, meditating, writing, exercising, or doing yoga.

A friend of mine turns her cellphone off when she is with her husband and her daughter, saying, “The most important people are here with me. Everyone else can wait.”

In the organizational expert Julie Morgenstern’s book, Never Check E-Mail in the Morning, she recommends several strategies for handling the onslaught of email, including not checking it for the first hour of the day, only looking at it during designated times (rather than indiscriminately), and creating standard responses to routine requests.

LISTEN TO THE RUMBLE STRIP

My paternal grandmother lived until she was ninety-four. I think one of her secrets was that she listened to her body and responded accordingly. Whenever she began feeling slightly “under the weather,” for example, she went to sleep earlier and often prevented incipient illness. Humans have a remarkable capacity to pay attention to and read feedback. We have our own version of rumble strips, those safety features on the shoulders of many highways that alert sleepy drivers to potential danger by causing a loud vibration when their cars veer off the road. Our personal rumble strips are sometimes subtle, but often loud and clear. Emotional resentment in a relationship often indicates that we feel deprived and are being self-neglectful. Feeling impatient and irritable may signal that we are overburdened and need to set better boundaries and lessen our emotional load. Jealousy often informs us about what we want more of. Eating when we are full or shopping when money is tight may signal that we feel emotionally deprived.

When we feel cranky and overwhelmed it may be feedback about the harmful impact of what we are exposing ourselves to. We need to set limits to protect ourselves. Turn off the radio in your car on your way home from work. Let your mind soak in the quiet and the scenery so that you can rest and recover from the grueling day.

When we dread answering the phone it may signal that we need to turn the sound off and let our voice mail pick up calls because we are either engrossed in a meaningful activity that nourishes us or too depleted to talk. In either case, pay attention to your need and do not let outside forces interfere with self-care.

Parents can also set limits with their children, thereby protecting inner space. “Give MySpace some space,” a father said to his eleven-year-old daughter after finding her online at two in the morning. And when she returned from summer camp—a place that did not allow computers—he noticed that she was much happier and more engaged with her mother and him.

CHANGING CHANNELS

Every moment of experience, according to the classical Buddhist model of the mind, takes place in one of six areas—the five senses (seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, smelling) plus thinking. If we add feeling, we have seven potential kinds of experience.

The old TV sets consisted of seven stations. Imagine each of the seven kinds of experience—seeing, hearing, tasting, touching, smelling, thinking, and feeling—taking place on one of those seven channels. Changing channels is another powerful way of protecting inner space.

Imagine driving home from work stewing about an offhand remark a coworker made about your appearance. The more you think about it, the more disturbed and tired you get. Change the channel by listening to beautiful music on your iPod or car radio, or appreciating the exquisite sunset through the window.

One crucial way we can all change channels is to focus on what is uplifting, meaningful, and moves us, rather than on what titillates or depletes us. Make it a daily practice to pay attention to both kinds of experiences and their respective impact on your body and moods.

Humor is another powerful means of changing channels. Whether it is your favorite comic, or bantering with your spouse or friends, levity loosens the grip of how we feel about a situation and protects inner space.

A client who struggled with self-loathing told me about a fantasy he had about saying something that would shake up the staid, boring, and uptight Sunday-evening dinners with his parents and siblings. We had spent a good deal of time exploring the sources and current impact of his self-critical attitudes. I detected his guilt and embarrassment after he shared what he imagined doing. I slowly reached for my phone while maintaining eye contact with him.

“What are you doing?” he asked nervously.

“I’m making a call,” I replied.

“Who are you calling?” he asked.

“I’m reporting you to the Thought Police for your fantasy,” I said.

For an instant he stared at me.

After we both burst out laughing, I knew that his inner space was less constricted. Humor loosens the grip of what we are rigidly attached to—an idea, an image of a person, or an emotional state. It gives us more breathing room; we can take a step back from the immediacy of what is looming and gain perspective on what we are seeing too narrowly.

DECLUTTERING

“In difficult times,” Alice Walker said to her daughter Rebecca, your house “must suggest a sparkling future. Room must be made for your ship to come.” Decluttering is another way of resisting the forces that close down inner space. Many people discover that getting rid of excess and creating more physical space immediately opens up more inner space.

When my personal space is organized and my papers are in a logical order, and I can access what I need very quickly, I feel infinitely more clearheaded than when my desk is cluttered and chaotic.

For some people, inner space is frightening. Many years ago a beginning student of meditation told me that she felt threatened when she got quiet and clearheaded while meditating. Her avoidance of meditation was designed to keep silence and clarity at bay so she would not be fearful. As we explored the underlying danger of intimacy with herself—especially the specific threats she associated with quietude and clarity—she slowly became more comfortable with inner space.

Once we have removed some of the forces that compress inner space, we need to focus on enlarging it.

EXPANDING YOUR INNER SPACE: YOGIC BREATHING

Yogic breathing and meditation are two powerful ways of cultivating clarity and equanimity, thereby expanding inner space. Conscious breathing—awareness of the quality and texture of our inhalations and exhalations—is a foundation of yoga. Normal breathing is an automatic process that we take for granted. The yogic tradition has systematically studied and mapped the breathing process. When we are agitated our breathing is constricted and irregular. When we are calm our breathing is relaxed and even. The yogic tradition offers the radical teaching that changing our breathing—especially finding ease in our breathing and lengthening our exhale—can transform how we feel and see the world.

Try this experiment: write down how you are feeling emotionally and physically.

Sit in a quiet place, turn off your cellphone, close your eyes and your mouth, and breathe through your nose. Place all of your attention on inhaling and exhaling. Breathe without straining. Begin with a long exhalation, gently pressing your abdomen toward your spine. Take twelve quiet and easeful breaths.

Now take a long exhale, gently pressing your abdomen toward your spine and try, as best as you can, to make each exhale slightly longer than each inhale without straining. Take twelve breaths.

Write down how you feel emotionally and physically.

Do you notice any difference? Do you feel any clearer or more centered? If you do, you have expanded inner space. If you don’t, don’t panic; perhaps another approach will be helpful.

MEDITATION

Meditation, paying careful, nonjudgmental attention to what you are experiencing, is another simple yet powerful technique that anyone can learn to do. We can practice meditation either by sitting quietly and noting, without judgment, whatever we are experiencing, or by engaging in everyday activities—such as washing the dishes or taking a bath or listening to sounds—with wholehearted attention. That is what I was trying to do on the train after my demanding day, and it helped me feel more inner spaciousness and centeredness. We can focus on any aspect of our experience—from hearing a melodious bird, to tasting what we are eating, or feeling our joy or sadness—and use this process of uniting with what we encounter to expand inner space.

Here’s another experiment:

Write down how you feel emotionally and physically.

Close your eyes again. Notice any places of restfulness in your body. Feel and appreciate them. Do this for several minutes.

Again, write down how you feel emotionally and physically.

Note any changes. Whatever is troubling you may still be present, although perhaps it is less perturbing.

Cultivating equanimity—learning to accept our present reality—is another indispensable way of enlarging inner space. Meditation, like yogic breathing, is a potent tool for doing this. Later we’ll explore meditation in greater detail. For now, let me describe an experience I had that illustrates the way meditation can be used to develop equanimity. I had been writing for several hours on a Saturday morning. Suddenly the quiet was invaded by the buzz of a neighbor’s chainsaw, which threw off my concentration. I lost focus and momentum and had trouble returning to writing. Instead of wallowing in frustration, I decided to change channels and meditate. When I began, I was still assaulted by the whine of the saw and the shouts from the guys working. I felt irritated and annoyed by the intrusion. Do they think they are the only people in the universe? I realized that I could resist the noise, which would increase my frustration, or I could open to it, immerse myself in it without fighting, and become one with it. I concentrated on the sounds, rather than on the contents of the conversations. As the gap between the noise and me shrank, I heard more clearly. At first it was louder and cacophonous. Eventually there was the particular sonic intensity of the saw and the voices, without any judgment attached to it. My meditation deepened and the noise no longer bothered me at all. After about ten minutes I felt refreshed and clearheaded and effortlessly returned to writing.

MEDITATING IN DAILY LIFE

You can try this yourself anytime during the day. Start with something that only slightly bothers you, say the noise of the washing machine or traffic. Make the sound the object of your focus. Join it completely. If your mind wanders, try to return without judgment to whatever you were listening to. Watch what happens. Once you get the knack of it, you can transfer this to other, more frustrating situations such as police sirens or jackhammers. When a friend of mine could merge with the disturbing and distracting noises outside her office, for example, her faith in this form of meditation grew and she was eager to apply it to even more challenging situations. Later she was able to merge with slight physical discomfort and then low-level pain. Eventually she tackled challenging emotions. All of this expands inner space.

MUSIC

It was a nightmare day. My alarm never went off, there was a leak in the roof, traffic was horrific, the train was incredibly noisy, I was drowning in emails, a friend was in a car accident, and several people I knew felt life was meaningless and intimacy was impossible.

When I got home I was emotionally beaten up and foggy-headed. Instead of staying miserable, I listened to some Coltrane and then to Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker. After a few moments I was borne aloft on a wave of joyous delight—happy to be alive. I not only experienced an encompassing peace, I was transported to a realm of boundless possibilities.

Whether you are moved by Mozart or Motown, Beyoncé or the B-52s, music—like movies or plays, reading or art—is a powerful way to change channels and open up inner space as well as your heart.

TIMELESS TIME

Another wonderful means of expanding inner space in daily life is to tap into what Joel Kramer and Diana Alstad in The Passionate Mind Revisited call “timeless time,” the mental time zone of children and vacationers. Most adults live in a universe that is goal- and future-oriented; dominated by watches and plans. Filling up time and being productive is a virtue. Minutes feel as if they speed up, but inner space gets impinged upon and possibilities shrink. “Clocks slay time,” wrote William Faulkner in The Sound and the Fury, and “… only when the clock stops does time come to life.”

While timeless time is accessible to anyone, we can’t live in it constantly. Although we all have responsibilities and appointments, we can experience timeless time more often than we might think. David Levin, cofounder of the KIPP charter school network and superintendent of KIPP’s New York City schools, works seventy-five to ninety hours a week. “I don’t wear a watch on Sundays,” he said. “It’s nice not to look at the time every minute.”

Don’t fill all of your leisure time. Let it unfold, organically and spontaneously. When you can, treat your days as if you are a tourist in a foreign city without agendas, not a tour guide who is already an expert and won’t learn anything new. Tourists of everyday life are open to adventures; they are drawn into what moves them and flow with unexpected opportunities that may arise. Try it today. Don’t check the time or consult lists or agendas. Continue that interesting conversation with a parent at your child’s athletic event, rather than stopping it prematurely because of the force of habit or the belief that you should be elsewhere.

FREE ASSOCIATION

Psychoanalysis teaches us that there is another way to take a vacation from our ordinary means of experiencing daily life and open up inner space. Freud called it “free association.” He instructed patients to say whatever came to mind without concern for social propriety or self-censorship. Freud was tapping into a state of mind that we all have access to, which sometimes fosters both unexpected thoughts and images, as well as cross-pollination between two seemingly unrelated ideas or topics. This cross-fertilization often spurs creativity. As you read this book pay attention to any seemingly stray realizations, feelings, or visual images that arise. Explore them with a nonjudgmental spirit, instead of dismissing them, and see if they move you in a new direction.

FREER ASSOCIATIONS

One of my Zen teachers is fond of saying, “There are very few real human beings.”

There is something exhilarating and expansive about friendship and authentic human connections and conversations. While conserving inner space sometimes requires protecting ourselves against people who are demanding or draining, after an inspiring talk with a friend—someone who knows and values us—we feel “more ourselves” and are inevitably rejuvenated. We have much greater self-trust and faith in our creative resources, and our perspective on our lives and ourselves is immeasurably enriched.

Expanding inner space is one of the foundations of flourishing. When we cultivate clarity, equanimity, and centeredness we can both resist those cultural forces that threaten to cloud our minds and sabotage our well-being, and access our enormous capacity for creative living.

Inner space is central to flourishing. It fosters more openness and clarity, and ingenuity grows and flowers. We can more readily access our dreams and passions and begin to craft a life of meaning and passion.

Creating and appreciating beauty is another crucial way of expanding inner space.
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