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			A Note on References and Resources

			If you’re interested in exploring the science behind this book in greater depth, all references can be found at www.fitmind.org/research.

			You’ll also find key mental fitness tools on this website, such as guided meditations and our free app, which can support your practice as you read.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			One rainy afternoon, I was meditating in the car before a routine grocery run. All at once, my mind shifted gears.

			Up to that point, meditation had mostly helped tame my scattered attention. But I knew it had greater potential. About a year after leaving my job in finance, I was experimenting with a novel technique. Suddenly, while performing the subtle mental acrobatics in a parked car, my state of mind changed radically.

			It was as if the brain had stopped predicting. All thoughts briefly vanished. The neurotic “inner news anchor,” typically reporting around the clock, fell silent. In its place was a radiant, centerless field of awareness. From this vantage point, the rain pattering on the windshield seemed part of me somehow.

			By comparison, my normal perception was a pair of fogged-up glasses. Now, I saw the world with crisp lucidity. The dashboard in front of me snapped into high definition—everything glistening and hyperreal. There was no place I wanted to be other than my car seat.

			Ten minutes later, combing a shopping cart through Whole Foods, I cheerfully chatted up a stranger over a pile of ripening avocados.

			The self-induced bliss felt like a serene “runner’s high,” which faded within the hour. I had glimpsed the upper reaches of mental fitness. There was indeed much more to meditation than a bit of focus. For the next couple of years, I tried to reignite similar peak experiences—until I found an eccentric master who held the key.

			What Is Mental Fitness?

			The untrained mind:

			
					
					spends almost no time in the true present moment.

				

					
					sticks to embarrassing memories like superglue.

				

					
					has an inner voice chattering up to 4,000 words per minute.

				

					
					goes into slow motion during boring, painful events.

				

					
					uses 20 percent of our metabolic energy daydreaming.

				

					
					picks out tiny flaws in ourselves and others.

				

					
					loops the same song lyrics (and negative narratives) for hours.

				

					
					wants what it doesn’t have and quickly tires of what it gets.

				

			

			This is considered normal and healthy. But is it a fit mind?

			Mainstream culture holds a limited view of our minds. The average state of “sanity” is still swamped with impulsive cravings and background angst. Each day, we face thousands of junk thoughts—such as how they don’t like us anymore because they forgot to respond to our text. Our minds get upset with strangers in the comments section, remember a single insult over ten compliments, and panic when the Wi-Fi goes down.

			Mental fitness suggests an alternative: well-being at its highest level. It’s a measure of positive qualities like vitality, presence, and joy. It’s how happy we are regardless of outer circumstances. It’s what we have left when the coffee runs out or the startup fails. Ultimately, mental fitness is about how we relate to each moment, including this one.

			Mental fitness goes beyond mental health. While mental health is a baseline norm—a mere lack of dysfunction—mental fitness reflects our full human capacity for well-being. Just as an athlete’s body can lift more and move faster than we had imagined, the fit mind holds a vast spectrum of potential.

			On the far left of this mental fitness spectrum is someone mired in negative, or “unfit,” traits. And their low mood persists longer than a temporary life challenge, like the loss of a job. Maybe they feel too demoralized to leave their apartment.[*1]

			Most of us fall somewhere to the right of this on the mental fitness spectrum. Still, we get bogged down by distractions, worries, and a sense that true satisfaction is always just out of reach. According to research at Harvard, we spend nearly half our day lost in a mental movie—often mind-wandering through worst-case scenarios. Clearly, our minds could be fitter.

			Then there are mental athletes: those who actively train their minds. They have a regular meditation practice that carries into their daily lives. In fact, their practice is woven into everything they do. As a result, they experience heightened clarity, emotional regulation, and perceptual shifts, as we’ll explore later. These changes, in turn, enhance their well-being and impact on the world.
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			Finally, at the far right of the spectrum are advanced meditators—“mental Olympians” who embody our highest potential for presence, altruism, and other positive traits. While they often avoid the spotlight, the Dalai Lama is a well-known example, radiating contagious joy and invincible kindness. I once heard that when asked about the best moment of his life, he replied enthusiastically: “This one!”

			Some of these advanced meditators live in remote monasteries. Others walk among us—unrecognizable from the outside. On the inside, however, their brains function differently. Drawing on neuroscience research at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, Dr. Richard Davidson and Dr. Daniel Goleman write:

			“These adepts have shown remarkable mental dexterity, instantly and with striking ease mobilizing these states: generating feelings of compassion, the spacious equanimity of complete openness to whatever occurs, or laser-sharp, unbreakable focus. They entered and left these difficult-to-achieve levels of awareness within split seconds. These shifts in awareness were accompanied by equally pronounced shifts in measurable brain activity.”

			Few are willing to put in the hours to achieve this Olympian level of mastery. However, anyone can be a mental athlete, if they know how. And what’s more important than our minds?

			This book will show you how to develop a high degree of mental fitness in the gym of your everyday life. Whether you’re a serial entrepreneur with three kids or a hermit in a cave, whether new to meditation or seasoned pro, the training principles are the same. You’ll learn tactics you haven’t used before that yield both immediate and lasting bliss.

			New Science, Ancient Tools

			It was especially unlikely I’d become a monk. From a young age, I held regular temper tantrums and restlessly bounced around the house. Late at night, I was tormented by an inner voice that urged me to arrange and rearrange my room. I was diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD).

			Fortunately, I channeled those perfectionist impulses toward athletics. By age fifteen, I was the top-ranked U.S. junior squash player for my age category. While my OCD symptoms had subsided, I put a lot of pressure on myself. Success in school and sports was paramount to my happiness. To ease the strain, I self-medicated with Ritalin and cannabis.

			At the time, I had no effective way of managing my unfit mind. It wasn’t until years later—through college psychology courses and Eastern philosophy books—that I began to understand the problem and start looking for answers. Our minds shape our entire experience of life. Yet they don’t come with user manuals. What if they could be fixed, or even upgraded?

			Outside the classroom, I explored my inner world firsthand through meditation, psychedelics, and lucid dreaming.[*2] These age-old tools opened uncharted mental territory, which wasn’t always scenic. I got a close look at the polluted stream of thoughts churning in my subconscious mind. (Do you notice background chatter or mind-wandering periods while reading these paragraphs? This sort of excess mental activity consumed my attention’s bandwidth.)

			After graduating, I worked as a private equity associate for a Forbes list mogul. Though I aimed to optimize my health and productivity, a fog of discontent still lingered. Something was missing in my pursuit of excellence. One day, I heard that top professionals—from billionaire investors to famous athletes—endorsed meditation. So I began to practice on a more regular basis.

			Just as “exercise” refers to various physical activities, “meditation” is an umbrella term for over three hundred different techniques. Many people have tried the basics, like focusing on the breath or scanning the body. Just a few minutes of such practice has proven cognitive benefits, including:

			
					
					Enhanced attention and self-control

				

					
					More efficient brain function

				

					
					Better creative problem-solving

				

					
					Improved working memory

				

			

			But meditation is more than a brain-enhancing tool. Ancient traditions like Buddhism, Yoga, and Sufism aimed far beyond productivity and stress reduction. For example, one of the oldest Indian texts, the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (c. 700 BCE–500 BCE), describes a fit state of mind wherein “all desires are fulfilled.” This isn’t a normal Ronald McDonald kind of happy. Though it may sound too good to be true, similar states are described by several genuine traditions and their modern practitioners.

			Over time, it became clear that I’d only scratched the surface of mental fitness. Intrigued by the possibilities, I left my finance job and sought out the fittest minds.

			From the Amazon jungles to the Himalayan foothills, I embarked on a quest to find out: How do “mental Olympians” train? Which of their techniques are most effective? And how do they live on a day-to-day basis?

			I also wanted to verify their boldest claims with science. While completing a master’s degree in applied neuroscience at King’s College London, I encountered a “grand unifying theory” of the brain. The elegant theory is widely employed—from psychiatry and sports science to AI and robotics. Remarkably, it also aligns with the discovery of a well-known sage 2,500 years ago. In the pages that follow, you’ll observe this deep insight for yourself, without leaving your couch.

			Eager to share what I’d learned at the intersection of science and wisdom, I founded a nonprofit called FitMind. Our podcast, meditation app, and other resources aim to make meditation—and the mechanics behind it—more accessible. If only our schools and policymakers knew what’s truly possible.

			Later on, I helped a group of neuroscientists at Harvard Medical School and Massachusetts General Hospital study an altered state of consciousness called jhāna. In a sense, jhana uses bliss to reprogram our minds. This book discusses how to access it amid daily life for enduring pleasure and deep insights. Overall, the research on advanced meditators indicates untapped latent abilities we can all develop.

			One such master, an exceptional Buddhist monk named Bhante Vimalaramsi, became my primary teacher. Under Bhante’s guidance in his final years of life, I shaved my head and ordained as a monk. This training led to unexpected places, and Bhante showed me what I’d been searching for: a straightforward method for optimal mental fitness.

			The 4 Steps

			Early in my journey, I sometimes went to extremes. I tried the works, like an all-you-can-eat buffet: intensive breathing exercises, long periods of fasting, entheogen-based shamanic ceremonies, days of “dark retreat” in a friend’s closet, and various biohacking gizmos. Much of it had benefits—at least temporarily.

			What my teacher Bhante taught me was simple and long-lasting. Mental fitness doesn’t require special talent, strained concentration, or pain for gains. There’s no need to learn complex techniques or even leave your home. Here are the four key steps, inspired by Bhante’s method:

			
					
					Recognize

				

					
					Release

				

					
					Relish

				

					
					Remain

				

			

			Though they may sound basic, these four steps lead to the upper end of the mental fitness spectrum. They are (a) easy to remember, (b) quick to produce results, and (c) naturally rewarding—they make meditation fun. Moreover, their underlying mechanisms are rooted in authentic wisdom and supported by modern neuroscience. By diligently applying the four steps, you’ll be able to:

			
					
					Activate positive “playlists” in the brain

				

					
					Quiet excess thinking

				

					
					Rewire misguided neural pathways

				

					
					Become a kinder, more chill person

				

					
					Enter altered states of consciousness at will

				

					
					Observe hidden mental layers

				

					
					Gain mind-altering insights

				

					
					Eliminate self-destructive behaviors

				

					
					Train your mind while doing most tasks

				

			

			As one of Bhante’s students, a physician and father, remarked, “It is possible to have ease and profound joy in this busy and challenging world, without withdrawing from the complexities and difficulties of life. I wish everyone knew what is possible as a result of consistent practice; the rewards are beyond words and quite attainable.”

			He’s describing more than a little peace of mind. In working with Bhante and his many students, I’ve seen that you can train an extraordinary mind amid a seemingly ordinary life. You may be surprised how far your own mental fitness spectrum extends—and just how blissful the bliss can get.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 They could have a diagnosed condition, like depression. However, just as someone with an injury or sickness can be physically fit, mental disorders don’t always equate to an unfit mind.

				

				
					*2 Lucid dreaming entails training yourself to become aware while asleep, allowing you to inhabit a mind-made virtual reality simulator at night.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Step 1

				Recognize

			
		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Recognize Unfit States

			
			Mental states fluctuate constantly. We’re elated one moment and hopeless the next. Normally, we blame this on life’s ups and downs. However, a mental athlete Recognizes the real source of their agitation: unfit states. These include negative thoughts and unwanted distractions, like when your mind wanders as you read this book. While you can’t always control the external world, you can regulate your internal states. Recognizing unfit ones is the first step toward mental fitness.

			When Is Now?

			Mondays were rough. I sat in a cubicle hunched over a bag of chips and oxidizing guac. My salty fingers punched numbers into a spreadsheet, but my mind was elsewhere—probably next weekend.

			Half a year after college, it was becoming clear that finance wasn’t my path. I did enjoy speaking to CEOs about their companies. And despite the long hours and subpar sleep, I wasn’t exactly burned out. There was even a sense of importance going to battle for the multibillionaire who had hired me to make him richer. After all, I’d sat through a lot of exams to get here.

			But the cost was an unfit mind. Outwardly, my social profiles projected the image of a thriving young adult. Inwardly, I was frazzled. My screen-strained eyes twitched at email notifications like a shocked lab rat.

			I craved a mix of instant and delayed gratification. The short-term candy came from stimulants, drinks, social media, and intimacy. The deferred rewards, from weightlifting, paychecks, weekend squash tournaments, and perceived social status. As for the longer-term gratification, possibly decades away, I dreamed of Gatsby-style luxury from liquidated investment deals.

			Though visions of stock options danced in my head, I lacked what psychologist Dr. Carl Rogers once described as “the quiet joy in being one’s self…a spontaneous, relaxed enjoyment, a primitive joie de vivre.” That childlike wonder felt lost—replaced by a list of urgent to-do’s.

			Outside of work, before bed, and during commutes, I began to investigate another path that had gone unmentioned in college lectures.

			

			—

			At first, I thought meditation could make me more money. And in theory, I wasn’t wrong. One well-known hedge fund billionaire credits his twenty-minute, twice-daily practice as “the single most important reason” for his business success. Meditation helps buffer impulsive reactions to the market’s inevitable swings, providing an edge in high-stakes decisions.

			However, I soon became intrigued by advanced meditators who seemed to need, and want, little at all. Some Tantric Yoga practitioners, for example, claim to experience an inner delight that’s independent of outer circumstances. Harvard psychologist Dr. Daniel Goleman—renowned for his work on emotional intelligence—describes this rare achievement: “A person in this advanced state…enjoys extraordinary bliss and profound tranquility, and has attained ‘the fruit of yoga,’ remaining ‘ever absorbed in the Supreme State,’ whatever he does.”

			Even if I believed such lofty states were possible, how could I train for them in the middle of a busy modern life? The short guided meditation sessions on my phone offered a bit of relaxation. But nothing close to “extraordinary bliss and profound tranquility.”

			One weekend I decided to take my practice a step further. I convinced my mom, an avid cyclist, and my brother, a financial analyst with a scary rating on Chess.com, to attend a yoga and meditation retreat. We hopped in the car Friday after work to head to the yoga center in upstate New York. The traffic was even worse than expected, and we were on a low simmer most of the ride. I wanted to get there and meditate already so I could enjoy the present moment!

			We arrived at the center—a former mental asylum—looking half-crazed. After introductions in the auditorium, we were told to get comfortable for meditation. Those are the last words I remember. I sprawled out on the floor and fell asleep.

			Later sessions were more productive. We learned that the cornerstone of meditation is to remain anchored in the present. Once your mind wanders into daydreams, you’re no longer meditating. We were given a set of simple instructions: focus on your breath.

			Easy enough, I thought. Yet my mind behaved like an unleashed dog, sniffing from thought to thought and ending up in a pile of rubbish, ruminating about work concerns and romantic failures. I was deluged with unfit states: past insults, future schemes, and current itches. Everything was more important to my mind than the boring old breath.

			According to biology, our nervous system (i.e., the body’s communication network of cells and fibers, including the brain) evolved over 600 million years for survival and reproduction—not presence. Jittery fight-or-flight programs think we’re living out The Hunger Games in well-stocked, heated homes. It is indeed a nervous system.

			By default, the brain scans for threats and other cues that once helped our ancestors pass on their genes. In the span of milliseconds, we go from listening to our favorite song to plotting revenge against the neighbor who went too far with their holiday decorations. We start forking the next bite of experience, subconsciously hoping it will satisfy us more than the one still on our tongues.

			While I understood the practical power of being here now, I wondered: But how? Was it really possible to focus on something uninteresting for long periods? My mind seemed to prefer unfit states.

			Yoga—a broad category of practices—has sought answers for at least four thousand years, based on wall art of meditators found in modern-day Pakistan. There’s no archeological evidence for skintight athleisure pants at that time. In fact, modern physical yoga postures are largely a twentieth-century adaptation, influenced by gymnastics. Ancient Yoga was ultimately about mind training.

			Over two thousand years ago, an Indian sage named Patañjali compiled a systematic manual of Yoga. In this manual, Patañjali explains why our minds resist staying present. He talks about our incessant “fluctuations” of mental activity: sensations, thoughts, emotions, and impulses. These ripples are what disturb our mind’s oceanic surface.

			As Patañjali and his predecessors recognized, our attention rapidly bounces from one thing to the next. Neuroscientists at Princeton theorize that the brain reassesses where it should pay attention about four times per second. Relatedly, our eyes make brief movements every third of a second, which the brain stitches into a fluid experience.[*1]

			In summary, we’re all crazy. No wonder I found it difficult to focus on my breath.

			But Patañjali also suggests a cure. “Yoga,” he writes, “is the practice of pacifying the fluctuations of the mind.” With practice, we can tame our subtle mental movements—and even still the ripples completely. Little known in modern fitness studios, this was the original goal of Yoga.

			The four steps in this book, though different from Patañjali’s system of Yoga, will also unify your fluctuating awareness. As we’ll see later, you can eventually reach a stage where there are no fluctuations at all—the true “now.”

			In the first step, we simply Recognize unfit states. One moment you’re listening to a podcast, the next, you’re mulling over what-ifs about a social media post you wish you hadn’t made last week. How much of the episode do you miss before you Recognize that you’re no longer present? Though seemingly trivial, this small act of Recognizing is the start of every mental athlete’s training.

			
				Mental Rep: Real Attention Span

				Sit comfortably anywhere you’d like. It helps to have both an upright spine and relaxed muscles. Try to observe ten breaths in a row without losing awareness of the task. You don’t need to focus on any specific part of the breath. Just stay aware that you’re breathing in and out for ten consecutive breaths. Recognize when your mind wanders. How long is your current attention span? (One breath takes about five seconds, so multiply your breath count by five for a rough estimate.)[*2]

			

			How the Brain Works

			Later at the yoga retreat with my family, we attended a workshop on the neuroscience of meditation. A Dartmouth Ph.D. student held one of our middle-aged instructors captive under a tangle of wires. The monitor behind them showed his brain waves on a line graph.

			Our instructor began to meditate. About fifty of us craned our necks in anticipation, like watching a sprinter out of the starting block. The line moved a bit in one direction. We were uncertain whether to be impressed. Though the Ph.D. student didn’t offer much explanation, clearly meditation did something to the brain.

			That showcase sparked my interest in the neuroscience of meditation. It amazed me that directing our minds (i.e., subjective cognitive faculties) changes the brain (i.e., objective physical organ). Mind and brain are interconnected, and I wanted to understand how meditation can harness the most complex object in the known universe.

			Indeed, the brain’s complexity is both empowering and humbling. This central hub of the body’s communication network contains about 170 billion total cells. Roughly half of them are called “neurons.” Additionally, our guts contain 500 million neurons that connect to the brain. How do so many nodes manage to orchestrate what we feel, think, and do?

			Santiago Ramón y Cajal, the father of modern neuroscience, discovered neuron cells only about 140 years ago. By the 1920s, early neuroscience equipment could capture electrical activity at the scalp, like hearing the crowds cheering from outside a stadium. It wasn’t until the 1990s that functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) recorded blood flow changes, a more detailed play-by-play of the brain’s “football field.”

			Over time, advancements in neuroimaging revealed brain networks—groups of neurons that typically work as a team. We also know that neural cells chat with each other via chemical messengers, like dopamine and glutamate, which impact cognition and behavior. But none of this tells us how the brain works as a complete system.

			Largely unknown to the wider public, a unifying theory for brain function has emerged in recent years. The theory, called predictive processing (PP), has influenced numerous fields, including artificial intelligence, psychiatry, neurology, regenerative medicine, developmental biology, and consciousness research.[*3]

			Essentially, PP describes the brain as a prediction-making machine. It challenges the long-held assumption that the brain renders an accurate copy of the external world. Instead, PP asserts that we actively construct our inner worlds based on predictions about what we sense externally.

			To make sense of this theory, consider that we don’t directly perceive our environment. Rather, the brain receives limited and filtered input from the senses. For instance, our eyes evolved to detect light only between 380 and 700 nanometers—a sliver of the full electromagnetic spectrum. Snakes can sense infrared and bumblebees see ultraviolet. We get to see rainbows.

			The brain then uses these limited sensory inputs to predict what’s unfolding outside our skulls and how to respond. As neuroscientist Dr. Lisa Feldman Barrett explains, “All of your sensations, in fact, are computed in your brain, not simply detected in the world by your sense organs. You don’t see with your eyes—you see with your brain…” In other words, the book or tablet you see in front of your eyes is actually generated behind them, in the brain.[*4]

			What you’re actually “seeing” is a model based on predictions. The brain forms this internal model to simplify the external world. Trying to capture the entire flux of countless sensory inputs would require too much energy. Therefore, the model interprets all this information, guiding us toward better future actions. It represents our terrain with basic icons, much like a car’s GPS. And it suggests where to turn next (complete with a GPS-like voice in our heads).
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					The brain maintains a simplified internal model of the external world.

				
			
			The internal model continually updates, improving as it learns about its surroundings—which routes work best in life. In theory, the better this model, the higher our chances of survival and reproduction. But the model isn’t well-equipped for mental fitness unless we reprogram it.

			As I saw on the yoga retreat, our perpetual mental activity leads to unfit states. On a neural level, this relates to prediction. In its attempt to model the stream of new sensory inputs flooding in, the brain can’t ever “stand still.” It needs to fine-tune the model to keep us alive and productive. And that model is especially concerned with potential threats, which have endless cues nowadays, like phone alerts.

			To take a basic scenario, PP works like this:

			
					
					The brain builds a “best guess” internal model of your surroundings based on genetic code and past experiences. Example: As you read this book, the brain checks data from your environment against its internal model of how things “should be.” Among many other factors, it monitors your body temperature. The model predicts a healthy range of 97°F to 99°F (36.1°C to 37.2°C).

				

					
					Differences between what the internal model predicts and the actual sensory inputs can set off alarm bells. These differences are called “prediction errors.” Example: Your internal body temperature rises above 99°F (37.2°C). Not chill.

				

					
					Given this prediction error, the brain either updates its model or urges us to fix the problem. Example: The brain signals the body to start sweating and calls your attention to the unpleasant heat.

				

					
					In paying attention, the brain devotes more predictive resources to solving the prediction error. It tries to predict a solution. Example: You become aware of the mildly unpleasant heat. It doesn’t signal a life-threatening situation, but it’s too hot to ignore. The brain cycles rapidly through different options: Is it a fever? Should you take off your socks? You decide to open a window.

				

					
					We act until the sensory inputs match the model’s predictions again. Example: Cool air from outside returns your body temperature to an acceptable range.

				

					
					The brain directs attention toward the next most important task. Example: With no urgent prediction errors regarding your body temperature or other key vitals, you return to reading this book about mental fitness, which is predicted to improve the brain in the long run.

				

					
					If there’s nothing better to do, the internal model runs scenarios about the past and future. Example: If you set this book down, thoughts quickly spring up about what to do now, what’ll happen tomorrow, or how you could’ve responded better to that comment yesterday. The brain wants to know: “What’s next?” or “How can I do better next time?”

				

			

			The PP framework demystifies the brain’s complex structure. Roughly 100 trillion connections between neurons attempt to keep our GPS updated. Some neurons send signals about the road map (internal model); others deliver data about the actual territory (sensory inputs). When the two don’t match—like when we learned that our parents were lying about Santa Claus—we redraw the map. That’s how the brain changes.

			In addition to navigating our physical space, the brain’s GPS anticipates a fourth dimension: time. It not only predicts what is happening, but also what might happen. For instance, it predicts what to say next in a conversation, even before our friend finishes talking. Not to mention distant events like graduation or retirement. Nonstop prediction rarely grants us the satisfaction of: “You have arrived at your destination.”

			This internal model completed its survival mission for millions of years. It guided our ascent to the top of the food chain and erected Byzantine civilizations. However, parts of the GPS still chart the world as it was 300,000 years (and much longer) ago. If we don’t Recognize that outdated software, we’ll take the wrong road, such as scrolling down an internet time sink.

			So mental fitness requires us to Recognize which GPS signals lead us astray. If there’s a traffic jam—an unexpected pileup of stressful thoughts—we can choose a new route. Or, if we find ourselves repeatedly upset, we can program an entirely new destination. We can even learn to turn down the GPS voice in our heads.

			At the yoga retreat with my family, that little shift on the chart of our instructor’s brain waves suggested we can deliberately alter the brain’s activity. It turns out our GPS map (internal model) isn’t hardwired. We can get off autopilot and make our own turns—even forging new routes. Through the lens of PP, we’ll see how to give the brain a much-needed “software upgrade.”

			
				Mental Rep: What’s Next?

				Right now, you’re predicting the next word in this…sentence. Try to sit idle for a minute. Recognize what your mind predicts when you’re doing nothing. Do you control these predictions, or do they occur automatically? Is there an inner “GPS voice” prompting you with directions?

			

			Silence, Pain, and Euphoria

			I had decided to break the news to my boss during our one-on-one quarterly review.

			Mr. Q (as we’ll call him) was the embodiment of American success, with a seven-figure salary and picture-perfect family. He fired off emails from the corner office, which was to be avoided in the afternoons. High stress levels mixed with a caloric deficit and caffeine crash could turn even the most civilized men into grouches, I was learning.

			Mr. Q wanted us clean-shaven and well-dressed. “We’re the New York Yankees,” he said with intimidating eyebrows. We suited up to compete for investment deals each morning. The game within the game was to show Mr. Q that we were always busy. The more I spoke on the phone and the faster I scurried around the office, the better. Busyness coupled with a serious demeanor meant productivity.

			Meditation after lunch had become my refreshment at work. (Though it left my cubicle suspiciously empty for about an hour.) As I began to train regularly, I saw how mental fitness is an inner goldmine that pays out twice: both immediate bliss and a better future mind. I also realized it could fill our society’s deficits of attention, purpose, harmony, and overall well-being.

			Still, I was a rookie. That weekend yoga retreat with my mom and brother had bolstered my skills. But I didn’t know how to deepen my training in daily life. Moreover, the rumors of meditators with superhuman concentration skills were enticing. So I planned to quit my job and embark on a solo road trip across the country, then overseas to Bali for a meditation training course.

			My family was understandably concerned. Leaving a secure job may have seemed rash, especially to my dad, who had made a career in finance himself. However, sensing my enthusiasm, he signed off on the plan with fatherly affection.

			Explaining this to Mr. Q was more difficult. An associate leaving his firm for some crunchy woo-woo wasn’t part of his playbook. He came to our quarterly review with a list of critiques for me. I told him I was leaving to pursue an interest in meditation. The statement didn’t register with Mr. Q, who carried on with his script for a couple minutes before realizing it no longer applied.

			

			—

			Arriving at a meditation center in remote Utah, I gladly handed over my phone. I was here to level up my mental fitness with intensive training.

			The term “retreat” may conjure the image of sinking into a natural hot spring as all stress melts away. But most silent meditation retreats aren’t relaxing getaways. More accurately, they

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				
			

			When Things Go Wrong
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					[image: Diagram of a large head silhouette labeled “Internal Model,” containing a simple outline of a bare foot, facing a separate bare foot outline on the right labeled “External World” with a small spider under it; a dashed arrow labeled “Sensory Inputs” is pointing from the external foot and spider back toward the internal model.]
				

				
					
				
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
			
				
				
			

			A Zen Orange
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					[image: Diagram illustrating a stylized brain with three stacked labeled boxes—“Concepts” at the top, “(+/−) Sensations” in the middle, and “Sensory Inputs” at the bottom—showing a hierarchy of processing, with a vertical arrow on the left labeled “Reality” at the bottom and “Abstract Concepts” at the top.]
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