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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book uses illustrative examples I've collected during many sessions I've spent with my life-coaching clients. Though the substance of each anecdote is true, I have disguised the clients' identities by changing their names and other descriptive details. The same goes for the stories I've snitched from friends and relatives, except for my immediate family, whose names and descriptions are included with flagrant accuracy.
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INTRODUCTION

EVERY NOW AND THEN, WHEN I AM FEELING EVEN more chubby, listless, and ill than usual, I put myself on a nutritional regimen that I've cobbled together over the years. My program is gleaned from the advice of countless self-help books, magazine articles, doctors, friends, and helpful strangers. It works pretty well for me. However, it has nothing to do with this book. No, if you're looking for ways to shed that potbelly or firm your buttocks, I'm afraid you'll have to look elsewhere. As far as I'm concerned, your belly and buttocks are absolutely magnificent right now, not that I want you to send me photographs. In fact, I will never write a book about dieting in the nutritional sense, because I'm not a health or fitness expert. What I am is a life coach, and this book contains instructions for a different kind of “diet,” one designed not for the body but for the soul.

When the word diet first entered the English language, back in 1656 when I was just a girl, it didn't refer to food intake. It meant “a way of living or thinking.” A few decades later, diet also came to mean “a day's journey.” The Joy Diet is a list of ten behaviors you can add to your way of living and thinking to enhance every day's journey through the unpredictable terrain of your existence. You can implement it gradually and watch your life become steadily more vivid and satisfying. Or you can use it as a “crash diet” in an emergency, on the day when your cat gets sick or your lover dumps you or you wake up unexpectedly transfixed by the awareness of your own mortality. The Joy Diet is simply what you can do to feel better, especially when you don't know what to do to feel better.

I subscribe to the admittedly romantic belief that each person has a “right life,” a journey through this world that will bring him or her the most possible joy and fulfillment. As a life coach, my mission is to help people along the journey. My last book, Finding Your Own North Star, is basically a primer about how you can find your own particular right life, how you can chart your course and clear out obstacles as you move toward it, and what you can expect to encounter along the way. It's deep, transformative work that lasts a lifetime (although it most often feels like play). I consider this book both a companion volume to North Star and a helpful travelogue. It contains suggestions and supplies that can make your journey through life, whatever that life might be, as comfortable and happy as possible. It will remind you not to lose sight of the goal of joyful living even when the journey is grinding. These ideas are very basic, the equivalent of “Pack a lunch,” “Wear sunscreen,” or “Keep your matches dry.” But in my work I've seen that many people never think of them, that those who do often forget, and that being reminded can make all the difference between a joyful journey and hell on wheels. Over time, I've zeroed in on a short list of ten daily practices that give my clients (to put it crudely) the most bang for their buck. The Joy Diet is that list.

Going on the Joy Diet

I once undertook the task of learning T'ai chi, the venerable martial art that is usually practiced by going through a sequence of very specific movements veeeeerrrrryyy ssssllloooowwwwwlllllyyyy, like a bear trying to dance while hibernating. I was frustrated when my teacher taught me one simple gesture (set your feet shoulder width apart, raise your arms in front of you until they're parallel to the ground), then told me I had to practice it every day for a week before I could learn the next move. Oh, give me a break, I said. I'm a quick study. Why not throw caution to the martial-arts wind and teach me two gestures in a week? This suggestion was politely but firmly declined. Before I can teach you any new movement, said my teacher, each gesture up to that point must feel as easy and unconscious as running your hand through your hair.

I chafed wildly at this agonizingly incremental way of learning, but I came to appreciate it deeply and apply it in many areas of my life. No matter what complex thing you're learning, from playing the piano to solving calculus equations, the trick is to break the necessary actions down into trivial-seeming behaviors, then practice these behaviors until you can do each one half-asleep, while watching television with one eye and your children with the other.

That's the method I'd like you to use when you go on the Joy Diet. I recommend that you add, in order, a single practice or “menu item” to your daily routine each week. In other words, begin with the first activity and do it at least once a day for seven days before adding the second activity. If, after a week, the “menu item” you're working on doesn't feel as natural and integral as breathing, take a few more days to really integrate it. You can slow down the Joy Diet as much as you like. However, you shouldn't try to speed up by trying to implement every element of the Diet at once. That doesn't allow enough time to focus on each new behavior until it becomes second nature. No matter how long it takes you, the important thing is that you continue practicing each Joy Diet behavior until going a day without doing it feels odd, like never seeing the sky. At that point, you can add another menu item.
 
The most difficult and time-consuming of the Joy Diet activities (see Menu Item #1) is doing nothing for a few minutes a day. The other nine items are considerably easier. If you think this means they aren't challenging, you are in for a surprise. The components of the Joy Diet create a direct connection between your conscious mind and your deep self, the part of you that knows the purpose for your life and how you are meant to achieve it. This can be terrifying. Almost all of us are used to hiding our true natures from the world at large, from our loved ones, and especially from ourselves (we do this for security, which is ironic since forgetting who we really are renders us profoundly insecure). The effect of the Joy Diet is to shine a light into our hiding places, allowing us to see and remember ourselves and our reasons for being. That can change pretty much everything in your life. I've seen jaded ex-soldiers and confident CEOs shake like freezing kittens when they contemplated some of the Joy Diet behaviors, and their fears were well-founded. Like jumping out of an airplane, the activities on the Diet are ridiculously easy, and extraordinarily difficult.

As you internalize each Joy Diet menu item, you may happen upon variations and adaptations that make the Diet more effective for you. I encourage you to follow your own experience, even if it takes you in directions I don't mention. This book is only a primer, meant to help you begin developing habits that will lead you to the most fulfilling life possible. The more you follow the Joy Diet, the more clearly your soul's voice will speak to you, and the better you'll hear the instructions for your life that only it can know. This Diet, this way of living and thinking, makes its practitioners more alike only in the unanimous pursuit of their own uniqueness. Whether you're embarking on it because of a subtle hankering for a more meaningful existence, or a life crisis that has left you stunned and bewildered, it can help you down the path toward becoming yourself. I wish you all the success in the world, and a good day's journey.



MENU ITEM #1

NOTHING

•

TO BEGIN THE JOY DIET, YOU MUST DO NOTHING FOR AT LEAST FIFTEEN MINUTES A DAY.

“SOMETHING IS MISSING FROM MY LIFE.”

This is the most common reason people give me for seeking my life-coaching services. Rarely do clients come to me with a clear dilemma to resolve or a simple goal to achieve. Sometimes the sense of “something missing” seems vague and inexplicable, like the phantom ache an amputee might feel in a limb that no longer exists. On other occasions, when a client is facing some kind of loss, choice, or crisis, the compulsion to find the Missing Something may be as keen and painful as glass in a wound. Often, the people who ask me to help them find the Something have traveled thousands of miles and spent substantial amounts of energy, time, and money on their search. I have nothing to offer them. Fortunately, this is exactly what they need.

Nothing, nothing at all, is the first ingredient you must add to your life when you go on the Joy Diet. Whether you're doing the program as an overall life enhancement, or using it to face some kind of trauma, I'm almost certain you need nothing—a good, strong dose of nothing, and soon. Okay, enough coy wordplay. What I mean is that the best way to break through any barrier is to access a point of perfect stillness at the center of your being, a self deeper than your senses or your mind. We modern, scientific thinkers are rarely taught that such a thing exists, much less how to connect with it. But every ancient tradition holds that from this still core of the self, this infinitely fertile emptiness, springs all that is authentic about you: your identity, your ability to recognize truth, the real operating instructions for your life.

This chapter is meant to help you recognize what you already know about the absolute peace of your own deep self; the “nothing” that will allow you to handle anything, that will teach you how to approach all your problems, from the most trivial to the most momentous. In case you have never experienced this kind of nothing, I'll first discuss it as it has been described, for millennia, by some wise beings who took the time to become intimately familiar with it. Then, since I am a thoroughgoing pragmatist, I'll give some practical instructions for adding nothing to your life—instructions that have saved my own sanity more times than I can count.

These practices can provide a sanctuary that no one can ever take from you. In the moments when your heart is tired, confused, or broken, when you have no energy to do anything, you'll naturally turn to what your true self is telling you it needs: nothing. This is always a step—usually the first step—that will move you away from suffering and toward joy.

Worshiping the Holy Something

I know all this enthusiasm about nothingness may be baffling to some of my readers, who have been socialized from the cradle to think that doing just about anything is preferable to doing nothing. Many of my clients think that a person who spends a day accomplishing nothing, thinking nothing, trying nothing, and planning nothing has just wasted twenty-four hours. A lot of them balk like irritated camels when I ask them to do the crucially important work of learning to be still. You may be chafing a bit yourself, planning to skip this step and move right on to something “more productive.” I put that last phrase in quotation marks because, actually, doing nothing is the most productive activity you will ever undertake. The rest of the Joy Diet can't have its full effect until you have made it a habit.

To do this, you'll have to violate some deeply ingrained cultural rules. We share a powerful collective resistance to nothingness, and feel more virtuous the more somethings we do. You can trace the sociological development of this attitude in Max Weber's classic tome The Protestant Ethic and the “Spirit” of Capitalism, which I strongly encourage you not to read, especially if you are a lover of mellifluous prose. Weber observed that the central value of hard, unstinting work—the “Don't just stand there, do something!” approach to life—catalyzed many of our society's phenomenal accomplishments: decoding underlying laws of nature, curing diseases, walking on the moon, inventing the Thighmaster, and so on. No question about it, our cultural obsession with doing something has yielded spectacular results.

The problem is that perpetually doing, without ever tuning in to the center of our being, is the equivalent of fueling a mighty ship by tossing all its navigational equipment into the furnace. Fully occupied by the process of achieving innumerable goals, we lose the ability to determine which goals really matter, and why. Only by connecting with our innate sense of truth can we ensure that the astonishing wealth and power human beings have created will be used for intelligent, benevolent ends. That is why throughout history, everywhere on Earth—even in Max Weber's modern Western Europe—an enormous variety of human cultures have venerated the teachings of a few wise souls who happened to be extremely good at doing nothing.

Nothing Doing: Accounts from the Experts

Mystics, saints, and philosophers consistently tell us that the experience of doing nothing, I mean really doing nothing, is impossible to articulate. This is partly because it takes consciousness beyond the reach of verbal thought. Scanning imagery shows that, for example, during meditation, the areas of the brain usually involved in verbal thinking become quiet, and a completely different area “lights up.” As this occurs, the meditating person may have a sense of the ego both dissolving and connecting with the entire universe. Chip Brown, a journalist who spent years researching alternative healing, complained that whenever he set out to describe this sensation, he ended up “bludgeoning the ineffable.” Perhaps this is why the Buddha's first words upon achieving enlightenment are said to have been, “This cannot be taught.” Nevertheless, words can be the vehicles that take us close to the experience of nothing-doing, and some of the human race's most treasured writings include verbal approximations of what it means to add nothing to your life.

For example, ancient Chinese philosophers encouraged seekers to attain a condition known as mu, which literally means “uncarved block”—in other words, a something that bears, holds, or represents nothing. Japanese Zen masters use the phrase “the empty mirror,” the image in two reflective surfaces set perfectly parallel to one another. This, they say, is your original face, the face you had before your father and mother were born. By returning to it, you can sink the foundations of your character and your actions deep into the radiant stillness that will allow you to handle life's vagaries with wisdom beyond the scope of ego or intellect. Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, put it this way:



We join spokes together in a wheel,

but it is the center hole

that makes the wagon move.



We shape clay into a pot,

but it is the emptiness inside

that holds whatever we want.



We hammer wood for a house,

but it is the inner space

that makes it livable.



We work with being,

but non-being is what we use.




In case these Asian metaphors aren't ringing your archetypal chimes, you can find the same concept expressed throughout the Muslim and Judeo-Christian traditions. One of my favorites is contained in the Old Testament story of Elijah. This particular prophet was hiding in a cave, muddling over problems that were probably at least as bad as yours (a multiple-murder rap and a gang of would-be executioners), when he heard God calling to him. This is how the Book of Kings describes it:



And behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind tore into the mountains and broke the rocks into pieces before the Lord, but the Lord was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake, but the Lord was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord was not in the fire;and after the fire a still small voice.




Even if you've never heard a Bible story, you may recognize Elijah's experience. In fact, I'd be surprised to learn that you haven't lived it, in one way or another. Almost all of us have been assaulted by hurricane winds, rapacious fires, and shattering earthquakes of some sort; we live on that kind of planet. Do you remember the last time your preconceptions were blown to smithereens, your heart burnt to a cinder, your confidence shattered? Look back on it now (or if you're in the middle of it, look around), and see if in the midst of that devastation—right in the center of it—you half-sense something still and small. Listen for it. Beneath, around, even within the cacophonous chaos of your life disintegrating, something infinitely powerful and surpassingly sweet is whispering to you. It is when all our somethings are collapsing that we may finally turn to nothing, and find there everything we need.

Almost everyone seems to use this kind of paradoxical language to describe the effect of doing nothing. Saint John of the Cross, one of the more eloquent nothing-doers of the Christian tradition, spoke of traveling to a destination “where, waiting for me, was the One I knew so well, in that place where no one ever is.” He called the One who met him there “the beloved,” an ambiguous label that certainly meant God, but could just as accurately mean the true self that was divinely loved, since in that empty place, the poet wrote, “the lover and the beloved change bodies.”

Whatever metaphor you use to conceptualize the experience of doing nothing, I hope that these brief descriptions have convinced you it is far more interesting than you may have been led to believe. If you are currently in any kind of pain, you may find something oddly compelling about the words of the great nothing-doers. Though they make no logical sense, they have an irrational resonance that sticks to the suffering soul even after the mind has forgotten them, the way nectar remains on your fingertips after you've held a flower.

When Nothing Makes Sense

I myself became interested in nothingness at a particularly stressful time of life. I had grown up firmly opposed to doing nothing, steeped in the American work ethic, positive I could find fulfillment through effort, optimism, stringent calisthenics, and a high-fiber diet. This attitude brought me many good things, but in the end, it proved ineffective at warding off the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. By my midtwenties, I was utterly exhausted, sick as a mad cow in both body and soul. Chronic pain in my muscles and joints had rendered me almost bedridden. I was working twenty slow, crippled hours a day, trying to revive an academic career that had been mauled nearly to death by the multiple preoccupations of early parenthood. One of my three preschool children had Down syndrome, which meant he would never do many of the somethings I'd always thought were essential for happiness. My life was full to bursting, and yet the more I crammed into my schedule, the more desperately I felt that there was something missing.

I finally became so exhausted that certain words and images began to pierce the armor of my get-things-done belief system. It happened almost against my will; a series of oddly persistent coincidences seemed bent on teaching me how to do nothing. I'd be sorting through textbooks I had used as an undergraduate Chinese major when an odd line of Taoist poetry, something I'd never noticed before, would practically leap off a page and grab me by the hair. On my frequent emergency-room visits, I always seemed to get stuck with the maddeningly flaky doctor who prescribed “mindfulness” instead of the good old-fashioned morphine I'd requested. I felt unexpectedly drawn to people who, once I got to know them, always turned out to have a habit of seeking stillness on a regular basis. It couldn't help but sink in. I gradually learned how to do nothing, though I had no talent or practice. If I can handle the job, trust me, you can too.

How to Do Nothing

A key word in adding nothing to your daily routine is “vacation.” Most of us use this word in the phrase “going on vacation,” by which we mean traveling to some destination far from home and pursuing recreational activities that may range from gambling to water skiing. This kind of vacation is lovely, as far as it goes, but it can't happen every day, and it won't change the sense that something is missing from your life. In the end, what we've come to call “vacationing” is simply adding a different collection of somethings to our schedules for a brief period. This doesn't meet my favorite definition of “vacation,” which is the act of vacating; of leaving, losing touch with, letting go of, a habitual environment. To really do nothing, you must vacate your own life. On the Joy Diet, you do this at least once a day.

Doing Nothing Step 1: Put Up the NO VACANCY Sign

The voice of your true self is so small and still that virtually any distraction can drown it out, especially if you're just beginning to hear it. You simply cannot develop the skill of listening without carving out and vigorously defending chunks of time during which to do nothing. Right now, schedule at least fifteen minutes every day (twenty, if you can get it) for nothing-doing. Then, each day at the appointed time, go to any comfortable, quiet spot. It may be your bedroom, your car, your favorite walking path, the reading room at your local library—pretty much anywhere, as long as you can protect yourself from interruption. For this short time, you must be absolutely unavailable and inaccessible to everyone. (I have a nine-dollar watch with an alarm function that I can set to beep at me after my nothing-doing time is up; you can use any kind of timer you prefer.) Let it be known that you are fully occupied, that you have no room for anyone until you have finished doing nothing. Do whatever it takes to light up the NO VACANCY sign on your life.

Many people are shocked when I suggest this. Our culture is becoming more and more obsessed with the ideal, the by-God duty, of staying connected no matter what. Cell-phone commercials show supposedly “vacationing” businessmen closing deals from pristine wilderness lakes. Television news feeds us as many as five information streams at a time (the anchorperson, stock ticker, factoid bubbles, weather report, and running captions). The average white-collar worker receives about 230 messages a day via a cornucopia of communication technologies. Every new way to connect brings a fresh set of demands on our limited attention—and how do we try to cope with the overwhelm? Why, of course, by inventing still more ways to stay connected! Our societal belief is that we can solve the problem of overcommitment by using more gadgets to do more things more quickly and efficiently. This is like trying to dig your way out of a pit. Many of us are reaching the point of attention burnout.

This is certainly familiar territory for yours truly. Those rare periods when I answer all my e-mail always end with me hunched at my computer, muttering and rocking like Rain Man when he couldn't get cheese puffs. The relief I feel when I send off the last message crumbles the next time I log on to my computer and read, “Welcome! You have one hundred and six unread messages!” The nine phone calls and twelve letters that came in while I was online don't help matters. Eventually, my ability to process all the demands on my attention disintegrates, and I spend entire days doing what cartoonist Scott Adams calls “multi-shirking,” just sitting around feeling guilty about all the connections I'm not sustaining.

If this ever happens to you, the fact is that you're probably already making yourself unavailable to everyone in your life for at least half an hour a day, possibly much longer. Your deep self knows that you need much more nothing, and whenever you won't consciously put up the NO VACANCY sign, it tries to help by sabotaging your ability to concentrate, to communicate, to connect. I suggest that instead of spending your idle time stewing in guilt, you do nothing, with pride and gusto. For that precious quarter of an hour, trust that it is all right to close your literal and figurative doors to everyone but yourself. If people ask where you're going, tell them the truth: that you have an extremely important meeting scheduled. You needn't reveal that the meeting is in “the place where no one ever is,” with the One who waits for you there. They might not understand that missing this particular meeting would have a more deleterious effect on your life than any other form of disconnection.

Doing Nothing Step 2: Let Your Body Vacate

Once you've established the condition of NO VACANCY, you'll become paradoxically free to vacate—that is, to let go of everything in your life except the awareness of your own soul. This process begins with the body. Technically, of course, you can't force your body to do nothing; until you pass away, your heart will keep beating, your ears hearing, your nose picking up smells. The way your body can help you vacate is by engaging in physical actions that create inner stillness, rather than distraction.

There are several ways you might do this. These days, I often use traditional meditation, which begins with simply sitting down and relaxing into physical stillness. However, this didn't always work for me, and it may not be the best approach for you. If you have suffered greatly and not yet resolved your pain, you may find it literally unbearable to become physically still; the moment you really quiet your body, you'll feel the monsters of unprocessed grief, rage, or fear yammering at the dungeon doors of your subconscious mind. This can trigger an intense fight/flight reaction, flooding your body with adrenaline that will render you angry, anxious, or restless, rather than peaceful.

Physical movement allows your body to respond to this hormonal surge, so if sitting still feels unbearable, I recommend any mindless, repetitive motion to keep your body busy while you do nothing. Go for a level of activity that allows you to move rhythmically without having to struggle, pant, or concentrate on keeping yourself moving. Walking, jogging, swimming, Rollerblading, and driving have all worked for me at various times. So have martial-arts kicking or punching drills (I especially recommend this for people who may have just a smidgen of repressed rage, though of course I never did). If your body is tired, seek out some fluidly moving part of nature: a fireplace, a river, a field of wind-blown wheat, a thundering surf. Watching and listening to the patterned disorder of the universe is one of the deep soul's favorite pastimes. The important thing is that whatever physical action you choose requires no deliberate thought; you can do it without any conscious attention at all.

Doing Nothing Step 3: Vacate Your Mind

You've probably heard the phrase “I think, therefore I am.” This statement came from René Descartes, a philosopher who helped articulate our good friend, Western European rationalism. It is rumored that Descartes died an unusual death: When the hostess at a tea party offered him sugar, he said, “I think not,” and immediately disappeared. All right, the joke is lame, but it does express one of our society's core beliefs: that to think is to exist, that our analytical minds constitute our fundamental identity. This is an illusion that can cause immeasurable suffering. On the Joy Diet, you have to see through it, if only for a few minutes a day.

Once you have set aside time and quieted your body (either by stillness or motion), turn your attention to whatever is happening in your mind. There's probably a lot going on in there. The typical human mind is like a supercomputer possessed by the soul of a demented squirrel. It's constantly calculating, anticipating, remembering, fantasizing, worrying, hoarding, bouncing frenetically from thought to thought to thought. My own mind is so manic that all my life, people have given me advice about how to calm it down. “Breathe deeply,” they tell me. “Listen to soothing music. Stop thinking.” Oh, sure. I might as well try to stop growing hair. I can sit around hyper-ventilating to the strains of Enya until the cows, goats, and migratory birds come home, and my mind
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