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   Introduction
  

  
   We long for happiness, harmony, and peace, yet life, with its own dynamics, seems to constantly trip us up. So, we seek solutions to help regain balance, and when the question about the “meaning of life and everything else” weaves its way into these searches, sooner or later, we find ourselves thrust into the vast ocean of spiritual teachings.
  

  
   “Consciousness, awareness, presence” — metaphysically sounding concepts blend together, and key words: “energy, happiness, unity, and love” only further rock our fragile boat of understanding. Breathwork, mantra, or visualization? Should I meditate with my eyes closed or open? Do we manifest our reality, or are we merely its helpless victims? Waves of information, along with various new and ancient techniques, crash harder and harder upon our overloaded minds. Vipassanā, shamanism, tantra? Yoga, or maybe mindfulness? What should we choose? How do we find our way through this universe of “perfect solutions”?
  

  
   In today’s global village, information is not scarce. On the contrary, there’s so much of it coming from so many directions that it’s virtually impossible to decide which one to trust and where to invest precious time and energy. As we attempt to navigate through this spiritual Wikipedia, it becomes increasingly clear that we’re missing an inner compass, a “spiritual common sense” that would help us choose what our tired heart-minds truly need. Contemporary education, supported by everyday experience, has given us a general idea of what is possible in the physical reality that surrounds us. As a result, it’s quite difficult to sell us an invisibility cloak or a pair of hovering shoes. Unfortunately, the world of the mind and consciousness seems far less transparent. Traditional spiritual authorities are crumbling at an alarming rate, while the scientific world, which was meant to replace them, is still in its infancy when it comes to understanding consciousness and mind (see The Hard Problem of Consciousness). Sellers of the happiness elixir exploit this gap in knowledge, and each year, a new wave of “spiritual” trends promising quick fixes floods social media. The tantra-shroom-yog-quantum mush fed to us by influencers promises happiness, joy, and unity, often after just one dose. This kind of messaging scares away many rational minds and discourages those who have already tried it. As a result, terms like spirituality, meditation, and consciousness became enemies of spirituality, meditation, and consciousness. 
  

  
   On the other hand, those already deeply involved in a serious spiritual path often find themselves stuck in the quicksand of excessive attachment to their chosen techniques. Frequently, there’s a lack of clarity about why a specific method is being employed at a particular moment. This leads to stagnation and a sense that the practice is incompatible with ever-changing reality. Even those deeply immersed in practice can fall prey to side-effects of various insights and spiritual experiences, losing sight of the fundamental purpose of meditation, which remains the same for beginners and veterans alike.
  

  
   One of the main goals of this book is to provide a foundation of feeling and understanding that helps the reader navigate this complex spiritual world. However, this understanding is not another batch of difficult-sounding concepts and terms. Rather, it is an attempt to guide readers through their own experience, to tangibly feel how the work with consciousness, mind, and heart unfolds. When learning to ride a bicycle, theory is presented only enough to help future cyclists identify the handlebars, seat, wheels, and pedals. Similarly, here, theory is merely a signpost pointing towards essential aspects of experience. In both cases, intellectual understanding makes up only a tiny fraction of the skill, developed primarily through the direct experience of the interaction between consciousness, body, and the laws of nature. Throughout the book’s chapters, we will gradually explore both obvious and subtle aspects of experience, determining whether our heart-mind remains open and happy or constricted and burdened by pain. 
  

  
   The reflections and practices contained here aim to support readers in creating a space of understanding and feeling that liberates them from dependence on spiritual authorities, encouraging — and importantly, emboldening — personal exploration of the heart, consciousness, and mind. Yet, this does not seek to antagonize various spiritual approaches. Quite the contrary: directly feeling how a particular method influences our psyche and heart allows more conscious and mature use of experiences drawn from various people and traditions. Such understanding also enables recognition and appreciation of the common ground shared among different spiritual paths, highlighting the specific aspects of consciousness work emphasized by each.
  

  
   We will begin our reflections by exploring the Hydraulics of the Mind, to uncover the basic mechanisms behind the formation of tension and stress. We’ll look closer at what emotions and feelings are, the nature of thought, and how they relate to the body. We’ll explore the tendencies of mental “pushing away” and “pulling.” This basic understanding will provide the foundation for further exploration on how to free the heart-mind from the shell of unnecessary suffering. It will be especially helpful when the practice becomes more subtle, and when it becomes easier to get lost in its various details. At this level, we will take a closer look at consciousness, Awareness, and the other aspects of the heart-mind cultivated through spiritual practice. 
  

  
   As our capacity to feel deepens, our perception of and relation to life naturally evolves. The thinking mind often resists such insights by evoking apparent rationalism. In the section BrainTwisters, we’ll employ a scientific lens to challenge what this false rationalism assumes is certain. Contrary to common belief, scientific exploration of reality is a true ally to spirituality — the journey into consciousness and the heart. Yet, even here, the goal isn’t to build another intellectual worldview, but to encourage genuine and independent exploration of direct experience. So, I warmly invite you to begin this fascinating — and sometimes challenging — journey into the depths of the Now.
   

  



  

  
   Chapter 1.
   
    

    The Horror
    
     
   
    of a Couch
    
     
   Potato
   
    
   
    — Pushing Away and Pulling, Happiness and Stress
   

  

   1.1. 
   Prologue
   
    

   
   I Can’t Get No Satisfaction
  

  
   
    We long for happiness, yet we find ourselves sinking deeper into sadness. We don’t feel good in the Now, so we yearn to be elsewhere, in a different moment, different time, somewhere where we will finally feel better. 
    

    So, we resist the Now, we fight the Now, we want to change it, forget it… This only increases the stress, further diminishing the level of happiness we feel in the Present Moment.

    Hence, our desire to escape the Now — this moment of suffering and stress — grows even stronger. And with it, our resistance to what we are experiencing right Now. Slowly, we begin to lose faith — faith in ourselves, faith that we will ever be free from stress.
   
  

  
   
  

  
   You work hard, looking forward to your dream vacation. Finally, you go to that paradise island. You’re sitting under a palm tree, holding a fruit shake in one hand and your smartphone in the other. You’ve just posted your “full of gratitude” selfie. You look at the turquoise ocean and realize … you feel nothing — no joy, no happiness, just this dull and gray void. Actually, that’s not even true. You do feel something… it’s an irritation. It’s too hot and too humid, the lounge chair is uncomfortable, the hotel staff’s smiles seem a little fake, and the colorful long tail boats are too noisy. Slowly, a sense of panic starts to creep into your heart, and the recurring thought, “This is supposed to be the best time of my life,” certainly doesn’t help.
  

  
   “Am I the only one who’s never satisfied?” you wonder, with the Rolling Stones’ lyrics echoing in your mind. And you can’t say that you’re not trying — traveling the world, practicing yoga, having a good job — yet this never ending mental tension persists. Pranayama irritates, and the peace of savasana disappears the moment you step off the mat. And then there’s the noise — motorbikes, cows, monkeys when you’re traveling; cars and zombie-like people when you’re back in the West. You see familiar faces staring at you from your Instagram feed, and your mind gets flooded with thoughts: “How do they do it? Why are they always smiling? They must be faking it… Or… maybe something’s wrong with me? Maybe this is my brain that’s broken? I’m missing some filters everyone else seems to have — the filters that shield them from this crazy world…”
   
  

  
   What we really want from life is happiness. We want to be happy with our thoughts, feelings, and with what’s happening around us. We want to feel fulfilled in our relationships, social interactions, and roles. In short, we want our world and ourselves to be perfect. With that desire, we walk through life, trying out its various flavors, colors, and experiences. But as time goes on, we begin to notice that this perfect state, this ideal set of conditions that should bring happiness, appears far less often than we expected. Worse still, sometimes we can’t even define what would truly make us happy. We know what we don’t want, what events and situations bring suffering, but what could be the source of happiness? That’s not so obvious. And even if we finally manage to define it, when the dream conditions do appear, the happiness only lasts for a brief moment. But sometimes, when reality seems unbearable, out of nowhere, a feeling of fulfillment, joy, and deep meaning unexpectedly arises.
  

  
   So, what is happiness actually? Maybe it’s worth checking Wikipedia first. According to it: 
  

  
   
  

  
   
    Happiness is an emotion, triggered by experiences 
    
    perceived by the subject as positive.
   
   
    [1]
   
  

  
   
  

  
   Although this definition is quite general, it contains two important elements. The first is the statement: happiness is an emotion. The second is the reference to the factors that trigger this emotion: experiences perceived as positive. So, happiness is an emotion that appears in the mind when it determines that the experiences happening to it are positive (beneficial to it).
  

  
   Unfortunately, we’re often unable to determine what kind of experiences could trigger this emotion. Worse yet, even when what we’ve been dreaming of finally comes true, happiness remains elusive. Everything seems perfect (so the condition for a positive evaluation of the experience appears to be met), yet the desired state of happiness is still out of reach. And inevitably, you start to wonder: “Is something wrong with my mind? Why do I never feel satisfied?” Before we start beating ourselves up, let’s take a moment to better understand what feelings and emotions actually are.
   

  



  

  
   1.2. 
   Emotions Are 
   Made of Meat,
    and Feelings 
    from … Feeling
  

  
   An emotion consists of a very well orchestrated set of alterations in the body that has, as a general purpose, making life more survivable by taking care of a danger, or taking care of an opportunity, either/or, or something in between.
   
    [2]
   
  

  
    — Antonio Damasio

  

  
   You are probably familiar with statements: “Stress negatively affects the body,” or “Chronic tension can lead to health issues.” While such statements seem accurate, they reveal a lack of deeper understanding of the nature of emotions. From the time of Descartes until the second half of the 20th century, emotions and feelings were considered immaterial mental states, originating in the mental universe, with an annoying tendency to interfere with logical machinery. At the same time, it was widely believed that, although emotions and feelings are mental states, they lead to various physical symptoms. “I was so scared my heart was racing,” “I’m so nervous my stomach is in knots” — statements like these reflect the deeply ingrained belief that emotions begin in the mind and then spread to the body. Due to their ephemeral, subjective nature, emotions and feelings were treated with skepticism by much of the scientific community. It wasn’t until the late 20th century that these seemingly fleeting and elusive states were examined through a scientific lens.
   
    [3]
   
   And it turned out that it’s not the mind but the body that is the substance from which emotions are “made.” 
  

  
   In everyday language, the terms “feelings” and “emotions” are often used interchangeably. Sometimes emotions are thought to be more intense feelings. However, from the perspective of behavioral neurobiology, they describe two entirely different phenomena.
   

  



  

  
   (A)
   
    Unconscious
    
   
    Emotions
  

  
   Emotion is the execution of a complex program of physiological responses triggered in the body upon detecting a threat or opportunity in the environment. The goal of the emotional reaction is to best prepare the body to face the emerging danger or seize the available opportunity. Emotions, therefore, refer to the full range of possible bodily states aimed at adapting the organism to changing external conditions. Emotions are a form of movement — movement manifested outwardly (such as facial muscle movements when smiling) and internal movement, which refers to changes in the function of internal organs (such as increased heart rate, stomach contractions, or accelerated intestinal activity). This movement also occurs at the molecular level, for example, in the hormonal system (like the secretion of norepinephrine by the adrenal glands in response to stress).
  

  
   Emotional response programs are encoded in the DNA of all species and do not significantly differ between individuals or even species. The emotion of joy in a prehistoric caveman was similar to that of a modern businessman. It is also, in principle, the same in a dog, a monkey, and a human. However, emotions arise outside the organism’s Consciousness. As changes in bodily states, they occur on the same level as digestive processes or the functioning of the circulatory system. Emotions are, by nature, unconscious.
   

  



  

  
   (B)
  
   
   Conscious
   
    
   
   Feelings
  

  
   A feeling is how the mind experiences an emotion that has appeared in the body; it is how the mind perceives the physiological change that is the emotion. In other words, a feeling is how the mind senses a change in the functioning of internal organs that constitutes an emotional response. Thus, a feeling is a mental state occurring in the organism’s field of Consciousness. To feel fear means that an emotional reaction occurred in the body — a sequence of changes in the state of internal organs, changes in hormone secretion in the endocrine system — triggered by the detection of a threat in the environment. Desire means that the body has activated a program aimed at carrying out specific behavior beneficial for the survival of the species. The tension associated with the emotion of desire will persist as long as the organism senses the possibility of taking actions that lead to the release of this tension. On the other hand, calmness signals that the organism is in a neutral state, as it does not currently detect any factors threatening its functioning or any opportunities to improve its well-being.

   
   The organism constantly scans its environment for potential dangers or opportunities. It continuously evaluates these experiences from the perspective of its functioning and decides whether to trigger a particular emotional response. The organism is incredibly complex and experiences an enormous number of stimuli in any given moment. As a result, emotional programs are constantly being activated, overlapping, and intertwining with each other. The range of emotional states is broad. At one end of the spectrum are emotions associated with a relaxed and neutral bodily state, and at the other — emotions related to a body prepared to avoid danger (tension) or seize an opportunity (again, tension). In a sense, the life of every organism, including humans, boils down to a continuous movement between states of tension and relaxation. In the next part of our discussion, we will explore both sides of this spectrum.
   

  



  

  
   1.3. 
   Happiness
   
    
   
    Is not Stress
  

  
   Emotions are states of the body that prompt actions aimed at transforming the surrounding environment (either to ward off danger or seize opportunities). Feelings, on the other hand, are how the mind perceives these changes in the body’s state. Based on this understanding, we can attempt the following definition of happiness:
  

  
   
  

  
   Happiness is a state of the body
    perceived by the mind — the body that recognizes it is in a state of full equilibrium, in complete harmony with the environment, and thus does not seek to change it.

  

  
   Therefore, 
   happiness is a feeling
    that arises in the mind when the body is fully relaxed.
  

  
   
  

  
   To better understand this, imagine a situation that you believe would evoke a sense of happiness in you. How do you feel when you envision it? How does your mind respond to this imagined scenario? You will most likely notice that whether you imagine something that blocks your happiness disappearing or something missing for your happiness appearing, your mind relaxes. Simply imagining a favorable situation causes a slight form of psychological tension to vanish.
  

  
   Understanding that happiness is a state of a fully relaxed body carries significant implications. It offers a clue about how to guide the mind toward happiness. The goal is to minimize tension in the mind. Happiness is inversely proportional to the amount of tension in the mind. Thus, the formula for happiness is quite simple and goes as follows:
  

  
   
  

  
   
    If you want to be happy — relax.
    
  

  
   
  

  
   At this point, you might feel slightly disappointed by this seemingly banal advice. You might even think you’re the only one who — despite your efforts — can’t truly relax. You probably know the situation well when all attempts to relax only led to increased tension. And this is exactly the heart of the matter. No one can relax through sheer willpower. There is no way to force the body and mind into a relaxed mode. Relaxation and the resulting feeling of happiness are states that arise naturally when the body and mind are ready for it. Understanding that the absence of tension is crucial to our well-being, it’s worth examining what tension really is.
  

  
  



  

  
  
   1.4. 
   Battle
   
     Ready
   
  

  
   Imagine the following scenario: a tiger appears before you, and there’s no television screen or sturdy cage separating you both. What happens in your body then? The brain assesses the situation as threatening and triggers a series of physiological changes aimed at preparing the muscles for intense work required for a flight-or-fight (the sympathetic nervous system is activated, stimulating the adrenal glands to secrete adrenaline and noradrenaline, causing dilated pupils, faster heart rate and breathing). At the same time, other parts of the brain continually record changes in the body, note the body’s heightened readiness, and relay information about this state to consciousness in the form of the feeling of stress. The feeling of stress is the way the mind perceives the body’s state of readiness to take action aimed at avoiding danger in the environment. 
  

  
   The stress response plays a very important role in an organism’s survival. If the body did not experience a stress response (the emotion of stress), it would likely be quickly eliminated in the process of evolution due to the inability to cope with external challenges. In short — it would be eaten before leaving any offspring. The purpose of the stress response is to prepare the body for physical activity that enables it to avoid danger.
  

  
   However, today, for most of us, the external conditions we find ourselves in are nearly ideal. We aren’t cold, we aren’t hungry, and no ravenous predators are lurking around. Most of our time is spent sitting in comfortable chairs, talking with nice, polite people, without fear of an unexpected attack on our lives. The physical environment seems free from stressors, which the body would need to immediately combat. Therefore, it seems that today, the main stressors don’t come from the real world. Instead, they arise somewhere else entirely — in the virtual world commonly known as thought.
   

  



  

  
   1.5. 
   
    Fighting
    
     
   
    Holograms
   
    
   
     — Thought as Virtual Reality
  

  
    I live in the moment. It’s just the one from yesterday where I said something stupid.
   
    [4]
   
    
  

  
    — Asher Perlman
  

  
   Every organism, including yours, strives to maintain the balance of its life processes. Disruption of these processes, loss of homeostasis, is immediately compensated for by taking specific actions aimed at restoring balance. In essence, life consists of a long series of moments of losing and regaining the balance. From this perspective, death is the moment of irreversible loss of balance.
  

  
   Factors that cause a disruption in homeostasis (stressors) can occur in the organism’s physical environment, social surroundings, or internally. Threats can be physical or mental. Throughout evolutionary development, organisms have evolved the ability to estimate the likelihood of encountering a particular stressor and the ability to plan actions to avoid it. We call this ability thinking.
  

  
   One of the key differences between various species of living organisms — aside from the number of “limbs” or “facial expressions” — is the degree to which they can create virtual models of their surrounding reality. Simpler organisms likely do not create a model of the reality they are in, only reacting to direct stimuli.
   
    [5]
   
    In the case of more complex organisms, the situation seems more complicated.
   
    [6]
   
    A bird choosing a flight path through a forest, a fox chasing a rabbit, or a homo sapiens frying eggs for their partner must perform many calculations regarding the potential consequences of certain paths and series of actions before taking them. Both the bird, the fox, and the human generate virtual projections of the world they are in.
   
    [7]
   
    Within these projections, they simulate various action scenarios, aimed both at avoiding threatening situations (e.g., oversalting the eggs) and exploiting potential opportunities (e.g., catching a fleeing fly). 
  

  
   Thinking is the process by which an organism creates a virtual representation (or rather, interpretation) of the surrounding world, generates a virtual mental counterpart (symbol) of the self, and simulates environmental changes and possible reactions/actions. Thinking is a kind of virtual world that, unlike the real world, does not exist in a physical sense, being merely a projection of the organism’s mind. Through the process of thinking, the mind creates virtual versions of future events and, based on past experiences, estimates the likelihood of their occurrence. This allows it to predict the consequences of actions taken in the present.
  

  
   The ability to remember events and predict possible future scenarios has been crucial for the survival of the human species and the development of all human achievements. Thinking is an incredible tool that has allowed our species to eliminate a huge number of threats from the external environment that were the main stressors for the human body. However, for this advanced ability to think, humanity has paid a great price: heightened stress.
  

  
   Why does this happen, when the primary advantage of thinking was to eliminate threats from the organism’s environment? This indeed took place, but for modern humans, thinking processes — more precisely, virtual projections of potential situations that could threaten the body — have taken over the role of stressors. To understand why this shift occurred, let’s explore the connection between thoughts and emotions.
   

  

  
   (A)
   The Word Becomes Flesh
   
   
   
    
   
   
    — How Thinking Became the World in Which the Body Lives
   
  

  
   Thinking is a mechanism that enables virtual simulation. In other words, it allows the mind to predict the opportunities and risks associated with specific potential actions of the organism in its environment. The mind creates a series of mental scenarios and chooses the best one. But how does the mind know which scenario to choose? It turns out that the mechanism necessary for making the right choice regarding the set of actions to take is what are known as somatic markers. A somatic marker is a change in the body (emotion) that occurs during the mental simulation of a scenario.
  

  
   The concept of somatic markers was introduced by the previously mentioned Portuguese professor of behavioral neurology, A. Damasio. In his book “Descartes’ Error,” he explained how the existence of somatic markers is essential for making any rational decision.
   
    [8]
   
    According to the author, Descartes made the mistake of assuming that the rational mind operates independently of emotions. Damasio demonstrated that it is the emotion, or somatic marker, that is crucial for the organism to make any decision regarding its well-being.
  

  
   In simpler terms, the mind plays out several possible scenarios and simultaneously experiences physiological changes (emotions) that occur in the body. Based on this, it selects the scenario associated with the most pleasant or least unpleasant physiological change. If the organism encounters a danger in the virtual world, an emotion of stress will appear in the real world, i.e., in the body. This is a state of readiness for the organism to take action to avoid the threat. Thus, it can be said that the organism reacts with a real somatic change to a virtual threat. In this way, the virtual world from the body’s perspective becomes the real world. Events that are merely simulations trigger reactions similar to those that would occur if those events were happening in the organism’s actual environment.
  

  
   This mechanism allows the organism to respond quickly to potential threats. If the mere thought of a predator prepares the organism for action, it shortens the reaction time when an actual predator appears. However, this only works when the threat is immediate. The situation becomes much more complex when projections extend far into the future.
   

  
  
   (B)
   
    The Horror of
    
     
   
    a Couch Potato 
   
     — How a Flood of Thoughts
Leads
     to Superstress
   
  

  
   We already know that the organism reacts with a real somatic change to a virtual threat. This solution works very well for shorter thought processes. Minds of dogs, cats, squirrels, mice, hamsters, or monkeys create projections covering short periods: the next five seconds, a minute, the next five minutes, or a day. Emotional states that arise in the bodies of these organisms are used immediately. Fear that something might come out from behind a tree that a cat is approaching, based on the memory of a previous event, causes an immediate change in the animal’s behavior (e.g., making a larger circle around the tree) and quickly dissipates.
  

  
   The problem arises when the ability to create complex mental scenarios increases dramatically. We, humans, endowed with large brains, create scenarios covering much longer periods. We think about what we will be doing in five minutes, an hour, a day, a week, a month, a year, five, ten, twenty years. A proficient mind can generate an infinite number of event scenarios (both pleasant and very unpleasant) that may happen to us over such a long time. If we now react to each of these scenarios with a physiological change in the body, it is easy to predict that this will likely lead to an overload of the entire system. Adding thoughts about the past exacerbates the situation further. 
  

  
   The past is also a thought — a type of scenario replayed in the Present Moment in our minds. Just as with thoughts about the future, scenarios about past events evoke real emotional states that alter the state of the organism. If we found ourselves in a situation in the past where our body prepared for fight-or-flight, then now — when we recall this event (replay it in the mind) — the organism prepares for fight-or-flight again. Stress appears in the body, and a feeling of stress in the mind.
  

  
   Thinking not only concerns one’s own physical or mental health but also includes people close to us, those we are connected to. Moreover, thinking can encompass completely abstract characters from films, books, and so forth, as well as abstract constructs such as society, humanity, the planet, etc. Endowed with a highly developed neocortex, which allows us to dwell in thought continuously throughout the day and much of the night, our bodies are in a constant state of emotional arousal, a continuous readiness to act. This may not pose a significant problem for those gifted with a positive outlook — creating positive scenarios — but those prone to pessimism are in quite a difficult situation.
  

  
   Experience shows that human reactions to mental stories vary and are not always as dramatic. The same story can cause a range of stress reactions at one moment and not provoke particular excitement at another. For the degree of emotional reaction to a thought depends on the degree of belief in its reality.
  

  
  
  
  
   (C)
   
    Fighting
    
     
   
    Holograms
  

  
   The intensity of the emotional reaction to a scenario played out in the mind depends on the content of the thoughts on one hand, and on the intensity of the simulation itself on the other. Imagine a mental simulation as a movie displayed on a translucent screen very close to our eyes. The intensity of the simulation could be considered the inverse of the screen’s transparency. If the screen is 90% transparent, then the simulation has an intensity of 10%; if the screen is 40% transparent, then the simulation has an intensity of 60%, and so on. If the screen is completely opaque, nothing is visible beyond it, and the simulation has an intensity of 100%. This means that we are unable to distinguish mental projections from the real world. We encounter this kind of simulation during dreams. While sleeping, we are completely immersed in the dream (mental) reality and react as if the dream were our true reality.
  

  
   Thus, if the mind simulates a negative event that generates a defensive reaction in the organism (stress), the degree of this reaction will depend on the intensity of the simulation (the transparency of the mental screen). This degree of intensity or transparency can be compared to the degree of the mind’s belief that the simulation is real. If the mind believes 100% that the generated projection is a real event, then the emotional reaction will be equal to the reaction to a real event. If the mind does not believe the event is real, the
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