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Dedication

To my friend Robin Helton, who has preceded me in piercing that last and greatest of all mysteries.





Epigraph

Big ideas come from the unconscious. This is true in art, in science, and in advertising. But your unconscious has to be well informed, or your idea will be irrelevant. Stuff your conscious mind with information, then unhook your rational thought process.

—David Ogilvy, Ogilvy on Advertising
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Introduction:

Saved by a Sales Letter

People are generally better persuaded by the reasons which they have themselves discovered than by those which have come into the mind of others.

—BLAISE PASCAL

IN MAY 2011, MY BODY began to rebel against my brain. At a business conference in Las Vegas, I was in the audience taking notes, having trouble keeping up with the speaker. My mind would think what I needed to write, but then my hand moved too slowly to get it down. That’s odd, I thought. The person leading the seminar noticed I was having trouble and stopped presenting to ask from stage, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, distracted. “I’m just not feeling well.”

This statement was true, but something else was happening, too—something that scared me. As I paid closer attention, I noticed my handwriting getting smaller and smaller, to the point of being practically illegible by the end of the day. When I returned to my room, I did some googling, and the number one result for my symptoms was Parkinson’s disease. I sighed. Returning home, I called our family physician in Spokane to tell him my symptoms.

“Come in,” he said. “Let’s talk.”

During our visit, my doctor said, “You’re much too young to have Parkinson’s disease, so I want you to stop being concerned about that. I’m certain that’s not what it is. You’re forty-five years old, Ray. That can’t be what’s happening.”

I agreed with him, nodding, already feeling a small sense of relief.

“But to make you feel better,” he continued, “I’ll get you an appointment with a neurologist who can verify that, so we can figure out what’s really going on. I think it’s probably an impinged nerve in your shoulder.”

It was months before I was able to see that neurologist; and though I left that initial appointment with my family doctor feeling better, my symptoms only continued to worsen.

Something was definitely wrong.

On September 22, 2011, the day before my forty-sixth birthday, my wife, Lynn, and I went to see the neurologist. I didn’t know it at the time, but the doctor made a diagnosis within sixty seconds of seeing me. She knew the hallmark signs, and I had them all. After five minutes of examination, she said, “I think you have Parkinson’s disease. This is serious. It is degenerative, which means it only gets worse. There’s nothing we can do to treat it or make it better. It is eventually going to make you dependent on other people to do the most basic of tasks, like getting dressed and eating. You’re going to have difficulty walking. You could be in a wheelchair or otherwise disabled in seven years. You have a limited window on your ability to function normally. There are medications you can take to treat the symptoms, but they only work for a little while, and they cause their own side effects that are problematic.”

Lynn and I stared at the neurologist, stunned. Surely, we thought, there had to be another way. Devout Christians that we were, we considered the diagnosis a test of faith, a good setup for our new career as healing evangelists. Once I got healed, I’d be able to use such a testimony for the edification of others: teaching and preaching and healing, just like Jesus. My whole life, I’d prided myself on being a positive thinker, someone who could imagine a better future for himself and then create it. I believed in the power of prayer and physical healing, even modern-day miracles. I’d followed the self-help gurus for decades and taught their practices and philosophies in my own business. As an established copywriter, I thought you could convince anyone to believe anything. And here I was, sitting in a neurologist’s office, unable to accept what she was telling me. I was sick, and there was no getting better? Really?

This, by the way, is the part of the grieving process they call denial.

The morning I experienced my first few shuddering tremors, a few months after that initial diagnosis, my coffee cup looked like one of those mud puddles in Jurassic Park, quaking with each unexpected vibration. A monster was, indeed, approaching. That was the first time I felt real, honest-to-God, gut-wrenching fear about what was to come. And as the reality of the diagnosis set in, I got scared—for myself, for my wife, for my family and employees and everyone who was depending on me. I wasn’t ready to die and certainly didn’t want to go this way, as a shaky invalid who can’t control himself and is dependent on others. It wasn’t supposed to be this way, I thought. This isn’t fair. What did I do to deserve this? I don’t have to tell you that none of these thoughts made my life one iota better, but I still thought them. Then, after a long period of wound-licking, catastrophizing, and reflecting, I turned to an ally I never would have considered. It wasn’t faith healing or positive thinking that saved me. No, it was something far less conspicuous.

Writing.

I didn’t write my Parkinson’s away, but I used words to understand what I could and could not control. This was a long, difficult process. First, I questioned the diagnosis, trying to bargain with reality. I went for second and third opinions, looking for any “loophole” I could find and finding none. Then, I figured there must be a way out of this situation, some magic pill I could take to reverse the symptoms, a series of special words to recite that would convince God to heal this thing right out of my body. As an entrepreneur, I possessed the audacious belief that I could fix almost any problem, which served me well in many areas of life for many years. But now, that belief only served to make me angrier. I couldn’t fix this, couldn’t fix anything. I was stuck and didn’t have any way out of a terrible situation. I was desperate. So I did something nobody would ever have expected.

I wrote myself a letter.

Words Change Everything

This is a book about change—the kind we hope for and the kind that sometimes comes unexpectedly and in unwelcome ways. When I received my Parkinson’s diagnosis, I did not want my life to change. I wasn’t looking for the kind of transformation that you seek at a weekend seminar, something dramatic and powerful to accelerate my evolution as a human being; and yet, that’s just what I got. Life is funny that way. The things we don’t want to happen, that we can’t see coming, sometimes happen—no matter how hard we believe in their alternatives. This experience of acquiring an incurable illness brought me to an impasse in terms of my own beliefs and the way that I was used to living. My old way of looking at the world, the ideas on which I’d built an entire life for half a century, had been broken apart, and I wasn’t sure what came next.

And this, my friend, is the starting place of every good story and every great ad.

I am considered an expert at professional copywriting. For the past four decades, I have taught people a process for convincing consumers why they need whatever the business is selling. I was trained in and then studied on my own the science of persuasion, methods for helping people change their minds and alter their decisions. Changing a person’s mind, when you know how to do it, is relatively easy. It’s not magic. All you have to do is help people convince themselves that what they want is within reach and then show them how to get it. This is all marketing is: identifying a problem in a person’s life, amplifying the pain to the point of necessary action, and then providing the next right step. Anyone can do this if they understand the process. You really can change a person’s life by changing their mind; and changing people’s minds, by another name, is “sales.” Sales is the art of helping someone see a product as the solution to their problem, so that it becomes their idea to buy it. Think of it as assisted decision-making: you’re helping someone convince themselves that they need to buy this thing to relieve their discomfort and that, if they don’t, it’ll only hurt worse later.

Human beings tend to change only when they must, and the only one who can convince a person that change is necessary is themselves. A good salesperson, then, doesn’t pressure or force someone to purchase something. Good salespeople blithely lead their prospects to a place where they are the ones convincing themselves that buying this product is necessary. We marketers and salespeople understand that people are much better at convincing themselves of something than we are. I got to that place after flailing around for a time, when I faced the very real prospect of my business failing and my wife being left with nothing but a depressed, ailing husband, and I realized I faced an impossible situation, one in which something had to change.

So I tried an experiment. If I couldn’t change the circumstance itself, maybe I could change my mind about it—maybe I could change me. I knew that if anyone had a chance at persuading me that this was even possible, it would be me. How I persuaded myself to change despite desperate circumstances is what this book is about.

As a marketer and trainer persuader, I understand that persuasion is a delicate process and must be done right. When you persuade someone, you are creating urgency in them, so that they act now, instead of later. People are persuaded whenever they buy something, vote, or make even the tiniest of decisions. In small but significant ways, we all make decisions on a daily basis without even being conscious of it. Over my many years of studying this craft, I’ve realized there is a simple framework for understanding what it takes to change a person’s mind. Sales starts with words, and copywriting is the art of using the right words to motivate people to make the desired changes in their lives.

Copywriting is an ancient craft, one that’s been motivating people to make big changes for millennia. In ancient times, philosophers used words to debate how the universe worked, writing proofs to convince one another of their arguments. The Ninety-Five Theses Martin Luther tacked on those cathedral doors was, in fact, a sales letter. The Declaration of Independence was a form of defiant persuasion, signaling to the king and the rest of the world that the loosely banded colonies would not tolerate tyranny. All change starts with words. And lest you need more examples, let’s not forget The Communist Manifesto, Mein Kampf, and many others—all examples of how writing can stir people to do all kinds of things, whether for good or for evil. Words are powerful. So whether the purpose is religious, ideological, political, propagandistic, or just plain hateful, human beings have been using language to create change for a long time.

Granted, not all change is equal or even beneficial; the words we use, and how we use them, matter. To effectively persuade another person, you have to use the right words in the right way to convince the person that change is necessary. Of course, people pretend not to like change, but most love it. People change their minds and habits every day, albeit often in small and nearly unnoticeable ways. You can see these changes in your own life. Whenever you decide to buy a certain laundry detergent instead of your typical brand because of the “100 percent all-natural” sticker on the label, you are changing your mind. When you opt to go with your spouse’s movie choice for date night instead of your own, you are allowing yourself to be persuaded (and are wiser for doing so!). Human beings love to change their minds; they just don’t like having changes happen to them against their will—and that distinction is key. We all use persuasion to convince others and ourselves to make all kinds of changes each and every day. Thanks to my vocation, I see persuasion everywhere, and I happen to be pretty good at it myself. But somehow, in my forty years of persuading people for a living, I had never seriously turned the process on myself.

To be fair, I never really had a reason to do so.

When something completely unexpected and absolutely devastating occurs, however, that’s when you need to bring out the big guns. The most important motivator in a person’s life is pain, and when one of the worst things imaginable happens, you’ll try just about anything. After a lot of kicking and screaming regarding my incurable condition, I eventually got sick of all the wallowing and wanted the best version of my life possible. Denial wasn’t working. Positive thinking had failed, too. Even my religious convictions were holding on by a thread. I was desperate for a solution I could trust. That’s when I turned to persuasion.

If I couldn’t change my circumstances, I reasoned, maybe I could change my perspective on them. And that’s how the process started: not with huge aspirations of “changing my life,” but just with a simple desire to feel better. That’s how it works. You don’t need a slogan or flashy marketing campaign to change a life. You just need a hefty dose of reality, a little discontent with the way things are, and the possibility of something better. When people are sick and tired of being sick and tired, they’re experiencing plenty of pain to motivate them to get out of whatever ruts they might be in. That’s what happened to me. That’s all that happened to me. Putting my powers of persuasion to work, I convinced myself that this really terrible situation was truly for my own good and that my greatest life was still possible.

You know what? My sales pitch worked. Turns out I’m a pretty good salesman. You’re good at sales, too; you just don’t know it yet.






The Letter That Saved Me

Here is the letter I wrote that changed the course of my life. The rest of the book will explain in more detail why I structured the letter this way, why it worked, and how you can write a similar letter and change your life. I should warn you that the letter is a little raw in places. Then again, I was writing only to myself.

Attention: Ray Edwards

READ THIS OR DIE!

If You Don’t Change, You’re Going to Bleed Regret

Dear Ray,

You’ve heard that saying, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free”? Well, the truth will set you free, but first it will piss you off.

Look, I get it. It’s hard to accept the fact you’ve been making the same mistakes for decades . . . vowing over and over again that “this time” you “absolutely” were “a changed man.” Hard to accept that you’ve been screwing up these things for forty-five years. The only thing that could be worse would be you letting it roll over to forty-six years.

Why Did You Wait Until Now?

Simple things you already knew:


	Eat good food, get lots of exercise, and rest.

	Spend less than you earn, invest the difference, and don’t borrow money.

	Don’t sacrifice quality time with family and friends for accolades and “image.”



But because you ignored the wise counsel of your grandmother, you are now


	fat,

	sick,

	broke,

	in debt, and

	disgraced.



And when you look in the mirror, you know the fullness of the truth: you’ve already burned up your second chances and your “Get Out of Jail Free” cards. I mean, you’re freakin’ forty-five now. And you have Parkinson’s. The “Old Man” already had his shaky foot in the door, and he’s trying to push his way into the house so he can put up his feet and start making an even bigger mess of your so-called life.

Now it’s life-or-death time. Are you a good man or are you a lying loser? Sure, you’d never put it that way to anyone else, but you know, in your heart, that it absolutely is that simple. Here are the lions, crouched outside your door, waiting to see whether you will let them eat you alive . . .


	Death. Death at the end of neurodegenerative disease is not pretty, nor is it pleasant.

	Disability. You think you’ve had some tough going so far in your forty-five years? Try dealing with all your same problems, and then imagine not being able to walk, talk, dress, or even feed yourself. When that day comes, what will be your excuse?

	Regret. You may have a slim chance of fixing all the stuff you’ve screwed up . . . but the clock is ticking, my friend.



What will your wife think? What will your son think? And let’s get real—what should they think?


Because we both know the truth, Sunshine. You had the chance, over and over again. God blessed you with so much—so much time, so many talents, gifts, and privileges. And you wasted most of it. You traded fleeting pleasures for the treasure of your life.

Is that the legacy you want to leave?

“But What Can I Do? It’s Too Late Now!”

Oh, please. Stop being a drama queen. You know that if you live, you still have a chance to clean up the mess you’ve made. But maybe just one chance. You’re at the place, Sonny Jim, where you get no more do-overs.

You know you can get your life in order. And you also know that until now, you simply haven’t wanted it badly enough to just go and do the hard work.

Here’s the truth: The success you seek is simple, but not easy. You already know what to do. Here’s the only question: Will you actually do it?

Here’s How It Could Look

You have the power to make the changes you need and turn around your finances, your health, and your relationships. You still have the power to alter your own destiny for the better—and to do the same for all those around you.

If you’re willing to make the effort, your life could look like this in five to ten years:


	You have a balanced routine of rest, work, and play.

	You have all the money you need to take care of yourself and your family—even if you never do another day’s work in your life.

	You have the respect of your wife and son.

	You’re able to help all the people you want to help.

	Your positive impact on the world will outlive you.

	You can prolong the life of your remaining years, not just the years in your remaining life.



All it takes is for you to make a plan and stick to it. That’s all. Just get up every day and do what’s required for that day—whether you feel like it or not.

Are you up for the challenge?

What to Do Now

Cultivate these habits:


	Eat two meals a day (TMAD) ketogenic diet every day: carbohydrates 5 percent (maximum 20 grams), protein 25 percent (94 grams), fat 70 percent (117 grams); calorie budget ≤ 1,500.

	Exercise seven days a week (cardio every day, strength training three days a week, “active rest” one day a week).

	Pray or meditate daily, two times each day, at least thirty minutes each session.

	Work only five days per week, meetings only three days a week, never book more than 60 percent of hours.



Follow this twelve-point code of conduct:


	I do my best to help other people at all times and to keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally centered.

	I act in a manner that is cheerful, polite, friendly, and courteous.

	I take 100 percent ownership of my emotional state and my response to life.

	I follow my current morning and evening success rituals consistently.

	I progress daily toward the achievement of worthy goals.

	I engage in physical exercise for one hour per day.

	I eat food, not too much, mostly plants, no sugar or flour.

	I don’t drink alcohol or use other intoxicants to numb my feelings.

	I commit to consistently being even more tolerant toward other people (and their faults, failings, and mistakes). I place the best possible interpretation on their actions.

	I act as if successes are inevitable and I already am the sort of person God created me to be.

	I will ignore and completely close my mind to all pessimistic and negative facts that I can do nothing to change. I will actively seek the positive outcomes such facts or circumstances make possible through the intentional management of my thoughts and actions.

	Personal creed: Let me honor God in all things. Let me strive every moment of my life to make myself better, as the Lord empowers me, that all may prosper. Let me think of what is right and lend all my assistance to those who need it, with no regard for anything but justice. Let me take what comes with a smile, without loss of courage. Let me be considerate of my country, of my fellow citizens, and my associates in everything I say and do. Let me do right to all, and wrong to none.








Why We Don’t Change

Many of us want to change our lives, but few do. You don’t have to look far to see the evidence. Abraham Maslow estimated that only 1 to 2 percent of the population ever fully become self-actualized, which means that almost nobody becomes who they could be. Why, exactly, is that?

I think it’s because we are so in love with the way we’ve chosen to see the world that we forget there was a time when we saw things differently. Not long ago, where you are standing now seemed completely out of reach. Why, then, do you consider some future desired change nearly impossible? We humans are great at remembering the past and projecting it into the future but quite terrible at imagining something dramatically different from what has been. I learned this the hard way, with suffering as my ever-present teacher, but I wrote this book so that your experience can be easier. In these pages, I share a process I’ve been using for years, which I never thought to apply directly on myself—until it became necessary. It turns out that the way I’ve been persuading people for decades isn’t just a good recipe for convincing someone to buy a TV. It’s also a pretty good tool for changing your life.

Most of us don’t change our lives proactively. Instead, we wait for tumultuous events to rock us awake, shaking us into a state in which we have to change. We must. We are compelled. Does it have to be this way, though? Do we have to wait for our lives to get absolutely terrible before we are willing to quit our self-destructive patterns and find the freedom we yearn for? I am convinced that those who are best at changing their lives are not necessarily special. They have merely learned to apply this process in a more proactive way than the rest of us. They don’t have to wait for things to get absolutely terrible before losing the weight, quitting the job, and making that big change. I don’t say this from an ivory tower of knowledge and wisdom. I am one of the poor saps who learned the hard way—but maybe you don’t have to be.

In this book, I want to make it easy for you. I believe everything you need to transform your life is available to you right now. You just need to learn to use the tools already at your disposal. Few people make these changes in their lives—not because they don’t want to, but because they lack the understanding. How do you make these changes? With words. You sell yourself on what’s possible by beginning with what’s intolerable. You convince yourself that you need to change, and then you do. This is what advertising is all about: selling the one thing every human being wants, the one thing they think they need. And what is that? It depends on the person. What I will offer in this book is a road map to get you there faster, so that you can see for yourself. It doesn’t have to take a long time to change your life, nor does something cataclysmic need to occur for you to get started. What does need to happen, however, is that you must feel that change is urgent and necessary. We can change our minds whenever we want. We can change our lives whenever we choose to do so. Something we thought would destroy us can end up being the best thing that ever happened to us—if we really want to change.

Still, we tend to resist this process, defaulting to pain and urgency as our chief motivators. The purpose of this book is to show you a better way, so things don’t have to get quite so awful before you make a change. As you read my story and the lessons I learned along the way, I hope you can apply these principles to whatever situation you’re facing—big or small. And I truly hope you don’t have to face the same hardships I did, but if you do experience what I experienced (or something worse), know that these principles work in those situations, too.

When my world was rocked by the realization that Parkinson’s disease was going to devastate my mind and body, the very fabric of my reality was tested. Multiple times, I sought healing and help. If I believed strongly enough, I thought, then surely I’d be able to get rid of this pesky illness. It didn’t work out that way, though. I tried and tried, chasing itinerant healers and prayer services galore, attending countless rallies and seminars, even repenting of every hidden sin I could imagine. But none of it worked. It all just led me deeper into a pit of despair, wondering what was wrong with me and what there was left for me to try. Sometimes, however, trying harder isn’t the answer. Sometimes, you need to find another way to the summit.

If the way you’ve been doing things hasn’t been working, if there is deep pain in your life that just doesn’t want to go away, maybe another way is possible. Maybe there’s a better life waiting for you, one that you just can’t see yet. Maybe it’s time to start writing.

Your Beliefs Aren’t Working

Right before you get to your best life yet, you have to face all the beliefs that created the one you’re living now. As I was plumbing the depths of my own self-pity, I found myself grasping for anything that allowed me to make sense of my unfortunate situation. Why had God done this to me? Had my faith failed? Was I being punished? No answer satisfied, and in that place of deep frustration, I considered another path. I began to wonder; to question; to consider alternatives to the current reality, which was becoming a living hell for me. As bad as my Parkinson’s was, the belief that this was all my fault hurt even worse. And as I examined my beliefs, I started to see them for what they were—immature ideas—and they began to dissipate.

When people talk about “letting go,” I used to think they meant some noble and heroic shedding of a core piece of your identity. I thought this would require effort. Now, I understand the act of letting go to be quite natural, like trying to walk upstream for hours only to lie back and let your body float with the water. You don’t do anything; in fact, you simply stop fighting the way things are. The Buddha said his teachings were like a boat, leading his disciples to a new land. The point of his teachings was that once you reached your destination, you had to get out of the boat. That’s letting go. So when many of my beliefs about the way things should be failed, I began to let go of what was no longer true. Everything I had believed up to this point had served me, leading me to this moment; but now, it was time for something new. What, exactly? I didn’t know, but I was curious. If I had been getting the “radio signal” wrong, perhaps I could tune the dial to a new station. Maybe I could find something deeper and truer.

My goal wasn’t to get rid of anything; it was to go deeper, to investigate my own thoughts and beliefs and see where I might have gone wrong. I didn’t know what was true, but I knew what wasn’t working anymore. I was open and curious about what could be, which made me ripe for persuasion. When you sell things for a living, as I do, you don’t need a prospective customer to know what they want. You just need someone with a problem, someone with a little pain or discomfort. That’s where all persuasion starts, and that’s what I had: a big steaming pile of problems. At least, that’s how I saw my life at the time.

Everything I know about persuasion, I’ve learned from direct-response copywriting. You know the kind I’m talking about: long-form, old-school sales letters you might still get in the mail from an out-of-touch insurance company. It’s the same thing you may see on an old web page—fake yellow highlighting, text circled in red, artificial signatures. I won’t hide the fact that I love copywriting. It’s so much more than the highlighting and red lines for which it is often lampooned. There is a lot more to direct-response sales than grandiose promises and 100 percent money-back guarantees. You can change the world with this stuff, and many people have. Having worked in this industry for years, writing sales letters for many of the world’s top personal development leaders, I knew how to use the written word to convince anyone of almost anything. I wondered whether I could convince myself of the unimaginable: that if I didn’t change my mind about Parkinson’s, it was going to kill me.

To move people from unwilling passersby to active participants in anything, you have to help them see that the thing you’re selling is precisely what they’ve been looking for—the key to their happiness, you might say, or their relief from whatever discomfort they’re experiencing. I’ve seen firsthand that this process can work in ways that objectively improve the lives of others. I’ve also seen persuasion used to manipulate honest people into doing stupid things. What I know for sure is that this stuff works. Nothing persuades better than a little pain and the next right step. So, I thought audaciously, what could it hurt to try?

What happened next was—well, maybe not miraculous, but at the very least—interesting.

Change Starts with You

Our entire lives are based on what we believe, so what happens when you upend everything you thought was true? Your whole life changes, that’s what. Of course, it’s almost impossible to get a person to accept something new, unless you tell it to them in a way they want to hear. You can’t change someone who doesn’t want to be changed, at least not easily. But we all seek transformation of some sort. As humans, we want to keep growing into what we could become, what we know we are capable of. No one wants to turn down a potentially better life, least of all the person who is slipping into an ever-worsening state of paralysis. But we also love the status quo, so it takes a painful moment, or at least the perception of one, to wake a person up. That was where I was. My body was breaking, and my list of “fixes” that could save me had been exhausted. My beliefs were no longer working, and I knew it. Now what? I was fed up with how my life had been going and was ready for change. Granted, this took time, but I began to understand that my way of viewing the world wasn’t all there was.

Reality had more to offer than I was willing to see.

One of the best pieces of advice I received during that time of struggle was from Frank Kern, a successful ad man and copywriter. I was telling him about the things I was working on, sharing some of my health challenges and financial difficulties, and I kept saying, “This is so freaking hard, man! I’m working so hard.” I was scared and looking for validation from a friend and peer I admired. I was seeking comfort, and he gave me none of it.

“Well, hang on a second, Ray,” he said. “I see what you’re saying. But what if it were easy?”

I laughed and played along for a moment. “Yeah!” I said enthusiastically. “What if it were easy?”

“No, seriously! Just pretend. What would that be like?”

Notice that he didn’t tell me to think this way. He didn’t tell me that it was true. He simply asked me to consider it, to imagine the possibility of what that might be like. This is how good persuasion begins. We don’t thrust a new belief on someone; we don’t demand they change. They can’t. How they act is a function of what they believe, and everyone believes in what works, until it doesn’t. As I had been confessing my frustration and despair to a friend, a belief of mine—that I was helpless—surfaced. And in that place of tenderness and openness, my friend invited me into a place of possibility. Was that all that could be true? He wasn’t asking me to commit to anything, just to wonder. And I did.

What would that be like? How would a person with my face and name and lack of head hair act under such circumstances? If I still had the same stuff to do, the same problems haunting me, but it were easy, what would I do then? My body felt a little lighter just at the thought of it. My mind began to expand. The thought This is hard and I hate it expanded into something far less cumbersome. “Well,” I replied. “If it were easy, I’d just be like, ‘Okay, that’ll be fun.’ I’d just show up. I’d do it. It might even be a good time.”

Damnit, Kern! You got me again.

With the right motivation, I can believe almost anything—and so can you.

Persuading Yourself to a Better Life

Marketing is neither good nor bad; it is simply a way to motivate people. We all know such intentions can be used for noble or nefarious purposes. It doesn’t hurt, then, to be aware of the tactics often used to persuade us. That way, at the very least, we won’t fall victim to other people’s agendas. I was always captivated by what it took to change a person, as I had benefited from the personal development gurus of the twentieth century myself. Over time, though, I went from studying persuasion to teaching it, devising my own approach to this process, called the PASTOR method.

Most people associate the term “pastor” with a preacher, but the original meaning of the word is “to shepherd.” I always liked the comparison between nurturing an audience and caring for, feeding, and protecting a flock. PASTOR can also be a helpful acronym, and we marketers love acronyms. Whether you’re persuading someone else or yourself, this is a process that will help a person change what they believe and have them thinking it was their idea.

In this book, we’ll be exploring each of these topics, as they made up the very process I used to change my life. Here’s the overview:

P: The pain you are addressing. All solutions begin with problems, and before things get better, we have to acknowledge how bad they really are. You don’t sell a new product by simply telling people what it is; you have to begin with your would-be customers and what they want. And everyone wants a little relief, a little comfort for the pain of existence.

A: Amplify the pain. It’s not enough for something to hurt before you are willing to change; things actually almost always have to get worse before they get better. In a twelve-step program, this is known as “hitting rock bottom.” The power of amplification, however, is that you can go there in your mind before ever having to do so physically. The thought of going bankrupt, when fully felt as possible, can save you from actual financial ruin.

S: Start searching for the solution. The solution will ultimately be founded on a new set of beliefs in some form and will include a systematic way of deepening and following those beliefs. When my friend Frank told me to imagine the possibility of things being easy, the temptation to believe something else could be possible was all it took to begin the process of moving toward a better future.

T: Transformation. Why would we consider changing? The reason is that the pain that we have to go through is less than the pain of standing still, and transformation is the result of that process. It’s the rock-hard abs we’d love to have, the perfect vacation getaway, the life we’ve always wanted. We have to not only see the possibility but understand exactly what we’ll get before we’re willing to endure discomfort for the sake of change.

O: Offer. This is the price you’ll have to pay to get there—the price of success. Change your diet, your belief system, your exercise program. On a sales page, the offer is literally the section where we say, “This is how much it costs and exactly how to buy it.” An easy way to increase conversions in a sales letter is to very clearly tell people what to do; they don’t want to have to work hard to begin the process. That’s why you’ll see calls to action such as “Click here,” “Get started,” and “Begin today!” People want to know the first step is easy and accessible.

R: Require a response. You have to do it. You have to do what you’re selling yourself on doing. This is the end point, where you respond to the offer; you understand the cost of waiting and of missing out. We all tend to avoid taking action until we are required to give a response, whether it’s a countdown clock that gets us to act now or a limited-time bonus that pushes us over the edge. The same is true for any change you’re trying to create. The best way to get your prospect to not procrastinate is to make the situation seem urgent.

This is a process that can convince a person to lose weight, join a new religion, or swing their vote. Changing someone’s mind is a subtle craft, one that takes years to master, but it works. When I was personally bereft, I needed a new perspective. I needed to believe the words of my friend that this could be easy. I wanted to trust that it could be the best thing that had ever happened to me. But I couldn’t. I’d lost hope and didn’t know where to turn. Once you’ve dipped your toe into depression, it’s hard to remove yourself from the mire of despair. I wanted to believe, but I had my doubts. I needed to be persuaded.

So I wrote myself a sales letter.

It wasn’t until I got Parkinson’s that it became apparent how bad my life had gotten, even before my diagnosis. I was overweight, edging toward bankruptcy, and pessimistic about life in general. C. S. Lewis wrote that God whispers to us in our pleasures and shouts to us in our pain. I’d been needing a change for quite some time and finally was getting the message.

For years, I’d been using the PASTOR method to help others change their lives. Now, it was time to take my own medicine. I acknowledged a problem I couldn’t solve and began to persuade myself that something else was possible. When we want to change our lives, we must be willing to look at the possibility of another reality. Imagine, Frank had said. Just consider it.

In my experience, though, human beings are not willing to endure radical change just because they feel like a change. Often, transformation must be thrust upon us as something that needs to happen now. It must feel like a matter of life and death. How, then, do we change before we have to, before it’s too late and we’ve wasted years wallowing in despair and regret? We have to sell ourselves. Persuasion is the process of tricking our brains into thinking a decision needs to happen now, even when it doesn’t. That’s how you grow faster than “the other guy,” how you transform your circumstances before they destroy you, how you change before your life is over.

I want to share with you how I did this, how I’m still doing this, and how powerful this process can be. It saved my life. But to do this right, you can’t just believe something new. You have to create a brand-new reality that you reinforce over and over again. In doing so, you reinvent yourself—or, more accurately, you refine yourself. When your beliefs stop working, you can follow a well-worn path to better beliefs, ones that will ultimately lead to a better life. And that path is persuasion.

This is a book about what to do when your most deeply held ideals break, when everything you know falls apart, and you long for a better reality. This is a book about how to create the change in ourselves that we long for and at the same time doubt is possible. As you go through this process, changing yourself, you will then see how it is possible to help others do the same. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. My friend Frank gave me a challenge—What if it were easy?—and I took that to heart. Pulling my head out of my rear end, I opened my
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