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Introduction

Over the years, I have met and spoken with many people who are on a journey of self-discovery. Some have dedicated their lives to finding enlightenment and are constantly exploring ideas and techniques from around the world. Others have simply wanted to understand themselves a little better, to grow as a person or to experience a greater sense of fulfillment and joy in their life.

Travel with me for part of your journey and you might be surprised where we go. We are heading away from the realm of theories and beliefs toward a unique form of knowledge. To somewhere within you that’s free of everyday distractions. To a place where you really can experience clarity, fulfillment, and joy. To a place of inner peace. Our path will take us through mindfulness and heartfulness to peacefulness. Whoever you are, peace is in you—self-knowledge is what enables you to experience it, and this book will show you how.

I find there is a lot of confused intellectual noise around the topic of understanding the self, but the purpose of gaining self-knowledge could hardly be simpler: it’s about us experiencing that refreshing clarity, deep fulfillment, and profound, immeasurable joy—and many, many other wonders—by being at one with the universe of peace inside us. This feeling of peace is at the heart of who we truly are.

To be clear: my aim is to help you develop your understanding of peace and what connecting with the peace inside might mean in your life, but only you can make your journey from outer noise to inner peace. No one can give you peace; it’s something only you can uncover for yourself, within yourself. As you do so, you come to understand who you are in new ways. There are lots of things that are automatic in our lives—things that happen for us easily—but finding inner peace can take work! Being fully conscious requires effort. As Einstein said, “Wisdom is not a product of schooling, but of the lifelong attempt to acquire it.”

As the stories and ideas within this book unfold, I hope you’ll get to enjoy unexpected perspectives on something we all share, something I feel we should celebrate much more in our lives: our incredible human spirit. There’s also a remarkable character I particularly want you to meet and get to know. But more on that person in a moment.

Many people say they feel challenged by the rising volume of noise going on around them. In our crowded cities and busy, digitally enhanced lives, it’s often difficult to find time and space for the quiet simplicity of being. “Progress” is reaching ever further into rural areas too, bringing much-needed benefits and opportunities but also new demands on individuals and communities. It’s quite a time to be alive, with innovation creating such wonderful possibilities, yet sometimes the noise that accompanies this progress can feel like an unwelcome distraction.

Actually, the noise going on out there is nothing compared to the noise we often generate within our own minds: the problems and issues we can’t seem to solve, the anxieties and self-doubts we can’t seem to soothe, the ambitions and expectations we can’t seem to satisfy. We may feel irritation, resentment, and even anger toward others, and disappointment with ourselves. Or perhaps we feel we’re held back by a lack of focus or a sense of being overwhelmed, by confusion and procrastination, or by the mental acrobatics we perform each day in search of pleasure and security. In this book I will address the impact negative thinking has on us, and set out a way to reach a deeper, unchanging sense of our self that exists beyond our thoughts.

A DIFFERENT PATH

How do I know that my approach works? Because it has worked for me, and that’s why I have the confidence to share it with you. I was thirsty and I came to a well, and then my thirst was quenched. Are there other approaches? Absolutely. Why didn’t I go on and try them out? Because I was no longer thirsty!

You can use my approach to life regardless of your religious, ethical, or political beliefs (or, for that matter, your nationality, class, gender, age, or sexuality). It’s not a replacement for what you believe, because it’s about knowing, not believing—a fundamentally important difference I’ll explore further. Knowing can give you a deep, deep connection with the best of your human spirit and enable you to experience your self in all its dimensions. It’s up to you to decide how that relates to your beliefs.

You’ll find that I invite you to treasure and trust your heart, and to not rely solely on your mind as your guide. The mind shapes much of our day-to-day experience, and it can be incredibly helpful to understand how it behaves (and misbehaves). It’s important we recognize the mind’s positive and negative effects on our lives, embracing opportunities to enrich our ideas and sharpen our intellect. But too often our societies champion the mind at the expense of the heart. Brainpower can’t do everything. For example, I’m not sure our mind alone can provide a satisfying answer to the question “Who are you?” My mind has never taken me all the way to the place of inner peace within me. To function properly, our mind relies heavily on everything that is put into it, while the heart draws much more on the DNA of a human being.

Speaking of the mind, I have one request of you as a reader: only accept what I write in this book if you feel the truth of it for yourself. Whether your intellect is skeptical or accepting of my message, also open up to what your inner self is saying. Give this approach a fair chance. Rather than telling you what to think, the chapters that follow will present some possibilities for you to consider. I’m not here to convince you with logic, just to share experiences, views, and stories that might provide helpful perspectives. Heartfelt words clearly expressed can act as stepping-stones to understanding, and I offer the words in this book as a pathway through ideas and beyond—to the world of inner experience. Please do measure what I say in your mind, but also listen with your heart.

WHO AM I?

Before we go any further, I should tell you something about me.

I was born in Haridwar, India, in 1957, and grew up in nearby Dehra Dun, in the foothills of the Indian Himalayas. The source of the Ganges River springs from the mountains above the city, and it’s considered a sacred pilgrimage area by Hindus. In fact, Hari dwar means “door to god.” It’s not a particularly large place, but every year millions of visitors attend holy festivals there. It’s a remarkable thing to witness.

So, I was raised in a place where people have long taken religion very seriously and express their beliefs in powerful and evocative ways. My father, Shri Hans Ji Maharaj, was an eminent speaker on the subject of peace and drew crowds of thousands. From an early age he had traveled the mountains—and later visited many towns and cities—in search of holy men who could provide him with wisdom. He was often left disappointed.

The breakthrough for him came when he met Shri Swarupanand Ji, a Guru* in what was northern India and is now, following the Partition, Pakistan. My father felt he had at last encountered a true teacher—someone with a profound understanding of the human spirit. This experience truly changed him. He had found what he was looking for: a deep understanding of the self and an almost indescribable sense of inner peace. I saw him weep when he recalled what it felt like to learn from the man he called his “Master.” He would often quote a couplet by the fifteenth-century Indian poet Kabir, who had experienced something similar with his own teacher:

I was being swept away in this river of darkness

—of this world, of society—

and then my Master handed me a lamp.

He showed me this beautiful place inside me, and now

I am content.

My father and mother finally settled in a house in Dehra Dun, but my father still worked from the center he had established in Haridwar, not far away. From there he began to share his message with whoever wanted to listen. His approach gave expression to an ancient tradition that had been handed down from teachers to students over centuries, and in my father’s case, from Shri Swarupanand Ji, who had chosen my father as his successor. The core of my father’s message was that the peace you are looking for is not waiting out there in the world; it’s already within you—but you must choose to connect with it. As you’ll see, choice is central to my own approach.

My father refused to follow the conventional line on who was eligible to gain wisdom. Indian society was riven by snobbery, suspicion of foreigners, and a brutal caste system, but my father saw individuals as part of a universal human family. Whatever your race, social background, or gender, you were welcome to join him and listen when he spoke. I remember that at one event he invited an American couple on stage, making them guests of honor and sitting them on chairs. It was a clear challenge to anyone who thought non-Indians were spiritually unclean and the lowest of the low. I share my own feelings about our universal human connections in chapter 11.

I learned from my father whenever I could, often sitting at his feet as he addressed audiences of followers and others seeking insight. I first spoke at one of his events when I was four years old. My message that day was simple: peace is possible when you start with yourself. I had always felt the truth of that in my heart and, despite being so very young, it seemed entirely natural to stand up and share that insight with the people sitting before me.

One day, two years later, I was playing outside with my brothers when a family friend came to us saying, “Your father wants to see you all inside. Now!” We thought, “Uh-oh, what have we done?” When we went inside, father asked us whether we would like to receive Knowledge. That was the word he and others used to describe a set of insights and techniques related to self-knowledge. Without stopping to think, we all said yes.

That session with my father didn’t last long, and it was only over the following years that I developed a proper understanding of what he had passed on to me that day, and which I will pass on to you. I realized that I had started to gain a much wider perspective on life, better appreciating that we aren’t just shaped by what’s outside us or by our thoughts. There’s something else going on inside too—something incredibly powerful.

I already had a sense of the inner world, but it was at this particular point that I started to see how self-knowledge was a route to personal peace and that practicing it enabled me to stay centered and grounded. I felt that Knowledge was giving me focus and confidence when others often seemed unsure of themselves. With Knowledge, there’s no need to be anywhere else or think of anything else. No need for an awareness of anything other than the sweet delight of just being. And I began to understand that peace is not a luxury in our lives; it’s a necessity.

One day, a little while after I was given the techniques of self-knowledge, I was sitting in our garden in Dehra Dun when an extraordinary sense of peace settled inside me. It was then that I first truly understood inner peace is more than a set of passing feelings and that its essence is not attached to the outside world. I talk more about this experience in chapter 3.

FROM THE GANGES TO GLASTONBURY

When I was eight and a half, my father passed away. As you can imagine, that was a terrible shock for me, my mother, my sister, my brothers, and the entire family. It left an enormous hole both in our lives and those of his followers.

My father had sent me to a Roman Catholic school in Dehra Dun—St. Joseph’s Academy—so I could learn English. He had hoped that one day I might share his understanding of self-knowledge with people overseas—with all of humanity, in fact. After my father passed, my own life’s purpose suddenly became clear to me: I had to continue his work, sharing the message that peace is possible—wherever people might listen, all around the world.

It was a pretty bold ambition for such a young boy, but it felt obvious that’s what I needed to do. The only way to start was by addressing my father’s followers, so I plucked up enough courage to face the crowds on my own and soon found myself speaking across India. To this day, I am struck by the remarkable character of the Indian people. The country has been through so much—so many conquests and challenges—but has survived through the resilience of the people. I’ve met so many incredible individuals on my tours around India.

In the 1960s, visitors from the US and Europe arrived in Dehra Dun, often in search of new ideas about life. Some started to come and hear me speak. I talk about my first encounter with these strange visitors later in the book. A group of them listened closely to my message and, after a while, said they wanted to share my teachings with people back home, so they invited me to come to England. I was keen to go, but at just thirteen years old I was expected in class by the teachers at St. Joseph’s, so the trip had to be arranged for the school holidays.

Just a few days after arriving in the UK, in June 1971, I found myself driven from London down to the countryside. At the end of our journey, I stepped from the car onto the Pyramid Stage at the Glastonbury music festival. It was only the second Glastonbury, which has now become a world-famous event. That night I talked briefly about the power of self-knowledge and personal peace to a pretty surprised, boisterous crowd. The message seemed to resonate with many of them. My arrival in the UK and this appearance at Glastonbury attracted press attention, and people started to seek me out.

That year I visited and spoke in the US for the first time, and interest began to grow there too. I was meant to go home for the new school term, but I decided to stay away a little longer. I remember calling home to tell my mother that I wasn’t planning to go back. I happened to be in Boulder, Colorado, at the time. I reported that great things were happening in the States. That was really the purpose of the trip: to explore whether people abroad were even interested in this message of peace. In India many people were terribly poor, yet they had access to the treasures of self-knowledge. But would the relatively wealthy folk of America and elsewhere feel the need to better connect with their self? It soon became abundantly clear to me that people in the West did have the same thirst for self-knowledge and inner peace as people back home.

So, there I was: thirteen years old and many thousands of miles from home, but with a clear sense of the opportunity ahead. And I knew my own mind. After some persuasive arguments from me, my mother agreed—reluctantly—that I should stay a little longer. Neither of us knew it then, but I was soon to establish a new life in the US, addressing increasingly large crowds both there and further afield. And within a few years I was to meet my wife, Marolyn, and start a family in America.

LOOKING IN THE RIGHT PLACE

For a long time now I’ve been traveling the world with my message of personal peace. When we feel that peace inside us, we start to influence those around us. Peace is beautifully contagious. I’ve spoken about this everywhere from United Nations meetings to high-security prisons, from countries that have endured recent conflict (including South Africa, Sri Lanka, Colombia, East Timor, and Côte d’Ivoire) to auditoriums and stadiums in many other nations. I’ve talked with everyone from world leaders to ex–guerrilla fighters, from crowds of 500,000 and television audiences of millions to small groups, and to many people one-on-one. Now I’m speaking to you through this book.

Wherever I go, I want to share that ancient message of self-knowledge and peace handed down over the years, but I always look to relate the old wisdom to what’s going on today. You’ll see that although I’m concerned about the personal and social impacts brought by industrial and technological development, I also celebrate the benefits of modernity.

Technology certainly plays a significant role in my day-to-day life. Flying is important to me, for example. When I was young, I always used to think about airplanes and dreamed of being able to fly. I really wanted to be up among the clouds. After I got to America, I decided to train to become a pilot. Since then, flying has enabled me to take control of my traveling and reach far-off places to share my message. Flying has been a hugely rewarding part of my life.

Over the decades that I’ve been traveling and speaking we’ve seen an extraordinary rise in living standards around the world. Not everyone in society has benefited, of course, as a trip to India (or to the poorest parts of America) will show you. But the increase in general material prosperity has been remarkable. And yet, wherever I travel, there seems to be no corresponding increase in the number of people who feel content with their circumstances, fully connected with themselves, and clear about their purpose. People often tell me they feel their self is missing, but it’s not really missing—they’re just searching in the wrong place.

It can be tempting to go out to the world to find what we’re searching for—and that can bring great experiences our way—but true fulfillment is there for us only when we direct our consciousness inward. Peace is perfectly formed within us from the moment we’re created, but we can lose touch with it as we meet life’s distractions. People look everywhere for self-knowledge and peace, but there’s no need to keep searching when you already have what you seek.

We need to truly feel who we are. And that’s the remarkable character I mentioned earlier who is central to all this, the person you need to know better than anyone else: you. My view is that you have everything you need within you—all the resources required to truly know yourself. Clarity, contentment, and kindness are in you. Darkness is in you, but light is in you too. Even when you are sad, joy is still in you. Those feelings don’t come from anywhere else, they are part of you, although you might have lost sight of them. Ultimately, what I do is give you a mirror so you can start seeing your inner self clearly.

WHAT’S YOUR STORY?

My family didn’t have television until quite late on, and the radio stations would only broadcast for a few hours a day, but our home was full of storytellers. There is a very long tradition of oral storytelling in India, with teachers passing on tales to students, students sharing them with others, and so on. This conversational approach meant narratives could reflect contemporary concerns and events, so they always felt relevant. The ancient holy Indian scribe Ved Vyās appreciated the spoken tradition but also felt that certain stories were getting lost over time, so he started writing them down. He’s now revered as the author of the Sanskrit epic Mahabharat and is often credited with writing or compiling other famous collections of Indian texts such as the Vedas and the Puranas. Both spoken and written stories kept everyone in our household entertained, but we also learned from them. Now, as a speaker, I share stories that have resonated with me over the years—including tales from around the globe—and I’ve included a number of my favorites in this book.

Traditional stories usually begin with “Once upon a time,” but the big story I want to tell you starts slightly differently: “Once upon this time there lives you.” You have a story that you have been writing since you were born, and it’s important you keep putting yourself at the heart of the action. You need to enjoy who you are. If you’re not careful, everyone else can become the main characters in the drama of your life—partners, family, friends, colleagues, celebrities, politicians, even strangers—but you have to keep putting you at center stage. “Isn’t that being self-obsessed?” I hear you ask. Quite the opposite—and I’ll tell you why starting with yourself is actually the best thing you can do for other people.

KNOW THYSELF

At some point in human history people began to realize that there’s a level of consciousness beyond the thinking necessary for day-to-day survival. We don’t know exactly when this understanding emerged. What we do know is that signs of self-knowledge can be traced like a beautiful thread through many of the greatest cultures and civilizations, each adapting it in ways that made sense to them.

Think of those famous words often ascribed to the classical Greek philosopher Socrates: Know thyself! The same phrase was also said to be written in stone at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi. Some historians believe those words may have been adopted by the Greeks from the Ancient Egyptians. The inner temple at Luxor in Egypt was reputed to have an inscription saying: “Man, know thyself, and you are going to know the gods.” More on those gods later. The point is that the phrase isn’t “know your history” or “know your culture” or “know your society”—it’s utterly precise: “know yourself.”

Do you know yourself?

When I ask that question, most people simply smile and say something like “perhaps” or “I’m not sure.” Who are you? It’s a simple question that can be tough to answer, partly because we usually try to respond with words rather than feelings. Words are a good place to start, but knowing our self is really about what we experience rather than how we define ourselves. I’m here to tell you that, over many centuries, people have experienced the fulfillment that comes with true self-knowledge—and you can too.

Part of my job is to help counteract the effects of a world that can easily distract you from who you are. Many people will tell you what you are not; I’m here to help you know what you are. Many people will happily tell you everything that’s wrong with you; I’m here to help you appreciate everything that’s right with you. Many people will be quick to say you should be more like this or that; I’m here to say you have perfection inside you. Along the way you get to answer for yourself “Who am I?” And perhaps even “Why am I here?”

To this day, my message starts with the fundamental truth that peace is in every one of us without exception. This feels like an important statement in the face of so much confusion, cynicism, fear, and despair in our world. You’ll find my approach simple, practical, and easy to apply. It’s not about studying for years and years—you have what you need inside you right now. But self-knowledge can only truly begin when you take responsibility for your own well-being and choose to explore within. In my experience, peace is only possible when you start with your self.

The Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle said: “Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.” From self-knowledge and peace flows a deliciously sweet feeling of joy, clarity, fulfillment, love, resilience, and many other things—sensations that can be enjoyed for themselves and do not have to be attached to anyone or anything else. Just let this thought sit inside you for a moment: you have a lifetime’s supply of inner peace that isn’t dependent on or defined by other people, or by anything outside you. It is yours and yours alone. It is utterly perfect, and it lives right in your heart. That’s where we’re now headed.

HEAR THE SECRET SOUND

The fifteenth-century Indian poet Kabir said: “If you want the truth, I’ll tell you the truth: listen to the secret sound, the real sound, that is inside you.” Self-knowledge is like music—as you start to understand yourself you begin to hear the many beautiful sounds this life can play for you. It’s as if your ears are becoming attuned to more and more frequencies. At last, above the noise, you hear yourself. You turn into a musician too, producing wonderful melodies that will delight those able to hear them. And you may well inspire a few harmonies. But, like any musician, you must learn your instrument and practice, practice, practice.

I remember a time, back in Dehra Dun, when people used to perform music in their house, just for the pleasure of it. Very few of them were proper musicians by any stretch of imagination, but they would play on and on, often with the other people and resident animals of the house going about their business around them. Somebody might have had a dhapli (a tambourine), and there could have been a little keyboard such as a harmonium, and a one-stringed instrument like a guitar called an ektara. Usually the sound was pretty basic, but the players were wonderfully immersed in the experience of playing.

My father would sometimes stand outside to listen. “Shhh!” he would say. “Don’t let them know we’re standing here, because then they’re going to stop playing!” He wanted them to stay in that moment and express themselves without thinking, without worrying about performing for others and striving to be technically correct. That’s really very similar to practicing self-knowledge: it’s not about the perfection of the instrument used or the audience reaction to the performance; it’s about the feeling experienced by the player.

Imagine how the feeling of peace could change the way you live each precious moment. Imagine if everyone around you could gain this deep connection with who they are. Imagine if everyone could hear and play the music of self-knowledge. Think of the impact on individuals, on families, on communities, on politics, on war, on our world.

Well, it starts with one person at a time—in this case, you.

Let’s begin.




Chapter 1

Get Past the Noise Between Your Ears

Our time is very precious—who knows how much we will have? Each day we receive this fabulous gift of life. The greatest responsibility we have to ourselves is to ensure we live each moment as best we can. When that happens, it’s as if life blossoms for us in all its glory. Even in the difficult times we can experience the pure joy of life itself. But to make the most of our time we must take care with our attention, giving it only to what matters—what we really need to do and what most fulfills us. Everything else is noise.

Each day I want my agenda to be clear. The agenda for today is joy. The agenda for today is kindness. The agenda for today is fulfillment. The agenda for today is love. Above all, the agenda for today is to live in peace. Extracurricular activities might appear—all those practical or necessary things that can come into our lives—but none should distract me from the priority of living life to the fullest.

People often talk about the need to focus our attention. My suggestion is that we see most clearly when we are looking both outside and inside ourselves. There are incredible opportunities to be enjoyed in our world, but if we’re only engaged with what’s going on “out there” and lose touch with what’s happening within us, we can lose our perspective and start to feel unbalanced.

When I say “within us,” I’m referring to the deepest part of who we are. I think of this as the heart rather than the mind. Too easily we can end up spending all of our time in the restless world of the mind—the province of thoughts, ideas, expectations, projections, anxieties, criticism, and fantasies about things outside of us—and then one day we ask ourselves: “Is that all there is? Is that all I am? Am I just a vehicle for these ever-flowing thoughts?” This thirst for a sense of personal meaning and completeness beyond what goes on in our mind transcends culture.

Well, is that all there is? Is that all we are? Are we much more than a mind within a body? The answer is that there’s much more—much, much, much more—to life and to us than what passes through our head. Indeed, it’s often our mind that keeps us distracted from a deeper connection to our self. The challenge for many people is that they grew up surrounded by external distractions but were never shown how to connect inside beyond thinking.

Without that deeper connection within, we may well feel that a part of us is missing—perhaps the most important part—but we don’t quite know what’s absent, or where to find it. What’s missing is a connection with our own sense of inner peace, with the heart of who we are. When we are connected with peace, our experience of life is enriched by clarity, by a clear sense of what really matters. When each day we start from a place of calm—of truly knowing our self—then we can go out into the external world focused on what we most want to do, experience, and feel.

So, peace, fulfillment, and many other wonders are available to us, but we need to make sure we’re looking in the right place. Before we head there, it might help to understand a little more about this thing called noise.

THE BUSYNESS OF LIFE

Perhaps you can relate to this: You wake from sleep, slowly open your eyes, yawn, and stretch. And immediately, they jump on you. All those thoughts about the day ahead. All those goals you have to achieve and plans you must pursue. All those expectations and opinions from family, friends, and colleagues. All those problems at home or at work. All those concerns about things that happened yesterday or might happen tomorrow. The past and the future are coming together in a cacophony of noise.

It’s as if the many distractions in your world were sitting patiently at the end of the bed waiting for you to emerge from slumber. And now they’ve leaped into life. Your life. In fact, sometimes the distractions are so impatient, they just come and wake you up way too early in the day. “Time to get up!” they cry. “We need to be fed!”

I hear a chorus of complaint from some of my friends:

“There are so many demands on my time!”

“I don’t get a minute to myself!”

“It never stops!”

People often speak like they’ve become servants to the business—the busyness—of life. All too easily we can let distractions set our agenda, and then time seems to melt into thin air. When that happens, we can miss the blessings of our waking hours—the contentment and joy that are there for us to savor. This is how noise can detract from our experience of life.

THE WONDERS AND CHALLENGES OF TECHNOLOGY

Technology was going to help us solve the problem of busyness. We were told it would take away the boring, time-consuming tasks and leave us free to do more of what we love. It hasn’t quite worked out like that.

Now, I like technology, so don’t mistake this for a suggestion that we should go back to a less technically advanced way of life. Invention and innovation have done amazing things for humankind in my lifetime, including for me. Technological progress has helped raise levels of prosperity, health, and comfort for many millions of us. It has enabled us to travel farther, faster, and safer than ever before. It has allowed us to stay in touch with loved ones who live many miles away. It has brought new services, information, and entertainment into our homes. And I hope there’s much more to come, particularly for the poorest people on our planet.

My own experience of technological change started when my parents bought a refrigerator. Back then, India was really lagging behind in terms of technical progress, so when this expensive object arrived in our household, we were all a bit in awe. It was placed in a room separate from the kitchen, and we didn’t really know what to put in it. For a while it just held jugs of cold water, then someone said: “Come on, you can store all your vegetables and fruit!” And they showed us what it could do.

I was filled with curiosity as a kid, and I really wanted to know whether the light inside the refrigerator went out when the door was closed. So I got in it, then closed the door. About two minutes later, someone came and opened it. They were shocked—there’s something alive inside this refrigerator! But hey, I had my answer.

Then the telephone arrived. But rather than punching in a number, we used to lift the receiver and the operator would be there, waiting to connect us. If it was a local call, we’d just give the name, and they would put us through.

Later, when we visited Delhi, we would use a telephone to find out whether a family friend, who owned one of the first TVs in the city, was going to turn his set on that evening. We always wanted to go and watch it with him! What an incredible journey from there to viewing the latest movie on your tablet or phone.

We can appreciate the benefits of technology and embrace innovation, but along with the wonders come challenges. We must take care to ensure technology always works for our benefit. When it feels like technology is starting to run me, I don’t like it. I want to keep control and make the decisions that affect me. I want to be the one who turns the technology off and on.

IT WILL PASS

I sometimes find the emotional connection people form with their devices rather surprising. I was in Cambodia a few years ago giving a talk to some great students. At one point during questions, a young woman stood up, looking pretty upset. “I have watched your videos,” she said, “and you said that we should not live with the past, we should live with the present . . .” Well, immediately I started to imagine that she must have gone through something traumatic—perhaps the death of her parents—and I was already feeling pretty happy that she was opening up about this to me. And then she said: “So, yesterday I lost my phone. And I still regret this and I feel sorry. What can I do to make myself happy again?”

I hadn’t expected something so lacking in tragedy, yet the young woman seemed genuinely sad. I replied to her like this: “Were you born with a phone? No. You cannot judge the moments of your life by a phone. To live, do you need a phone? Do you know how long civilization existed before there was a phone? For thousands and thousands of years people didn’t have phones. So, were they all sad? No! Things will come and go. Your joy cannot be attached to those things. Should you be concerned? Yes. Should you be sad? No!

“When the wind blows really hard, the trees that don’t know how to bend break. But the trees that know how to sway with the wind, they stay. It’s just a storm; it will pass. But you have to be above it. You will be okay.”

ALWAYS ON

So, I can see that technological progress is positively transforming the world around us in many ways, and I’m delighted about that. It’s when it comes to the world inside us that my feelings become a little more complicated.

Technology—especially in communications—can be an amplifier of the noise in our lives, a multiplier of the distractions that compete for our attention. Many people report that they feel bombarded by e-mails, texts, notifications, posts, and so on. But we also worry about the messages we haven’t yet received and the people who don’t yet follow us.

Humans can adapt very quickly to new situations, but it feels as if some of us are being carried along by the tide of innovation rather than navigating our own course. Technology is there to help us keep in touch with each other, but it can feel like
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