







“The 15-Second Principle will effortlessly and quickly get you wherever you want to go now!”

—Mark Victor Hansen, cocreator,
#1 New York Times best-selling series
Chicken Soup for the Soul®

“The 15-Second Principle offers tools and support to help you unleash your courage and reach the outer limits of your hopes and dreams.”

—Buzz Aldrin, former astronaut

“Al Secunda has added to his talents by turning out an unusual and arresting book. If you’re like most of us who find it impossible to keep our closets neat and our desks shipshape, run, don’t walk, to the nearest book shop. You’ll find this book pointing the way to more freedom in your life in ways you’ve never dreamt of before.”

—John Forsythe

“I find The 15-Second Principle delightful, full of insight, very human, useful and applicable in many ways. I enjoyed the stories and ‘theories’ and have started already to use the 15-Second Principle.”

—Jacqueline Bisset

“By helping people examine the beliefs and thoughts that limit them, The 15-Second Principle can bring its readers more productive, passionate, and creative lives. These personal stories are universal and timeless.”

—Deepak Chopra, M.D.,
Director of Educational Programs,
The Chopra Center for Well-Being,
La Jolla, California

“Al Secunda’s stories grace us with inspiring new insights about excellence, dream realization, and self-acceptance.”

—LeVar Burton

“Al Secunda’s book, The 15-Second Principle, is a wonderful synthesis of experience, wisdom, and practicality. He brings sensitivity and passion to his strategies for personal growth. Al offers genuine help for anyone striving to reach his or her full potential.”

—Dr. Jim Loehr, President & CEO,
LGE Performance Systems, Inc.

“Al Secunda is a rare combination of master student and masterful teacher. And he is committed to sharing his knowledge. Learn what he has learned.”

—Steven Carter, author,
Getting to Commitment

“The 15-Second Principle is full of practical and powerful wisdom. With powerful illustrations that drive home his points, Al Secunda entertains as he informs. I couldn’t put this fabulous book down. I highly recommend it.”

—Jack Canfield, coauthor,
#1 New York Times best-selling series
Chicken Soup for the Soul®

“Al Secunda can play a game of tennis against himself, on both sides of the court! And win every time! His lessons for life are here for all of us to know and use.”

—Ray Bradbury

“Entertaining and meaningful information and loaded with real-life examples to illustrate the author’s helpful ideas.”

—Christopher M. Burskey, President/CEO,
TRC Consulting, former Regional Promotions
Manager, The Coca-Cola Company
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Foreword

Having known Al Secunda for many years, I wasn’t surprised to find The 15-Second Principle to be so life-altering. This is because being with Al in person is often a life-altering experience. One usually comes away feeling like a plant that has just been watered—replenished and ripe with possibility. What was surprising, however, was to discover just how similar reading the stories was to being with Al in person. And this provides a clue on how best to approach the simple yet profound stories that appear in The 15-Second Principle. When you are with Al, all that is required is simply to be open, to take in his ideas, and to let them begin to work their magic within you.

The book’s title, The 15-Second Principle, however, is a bit misleading. It may sound like some quick-fix book that you can speed-read and quickly devour. In fact, it’s just the opposite. The book is really experiential in nature. Therefore, the slower you can read each story the easier it will be to absorb and integrate these principles into your life so that you can use them to achieve your dreams—15 seconds at a time. If you approach each story with an open heart and mind, and let the ideas seep in and become a part of you, you will eventually find yourself on the threshold of a new life.

In my own past, I was stopped by fear in a way that probably few can relate to. I directed two feature films in my first year out of college and then did not make another one for 25 years. It wasn’t until I started applying the principles in The 15-Second Principle that I was finally able to step forward again and direct my third film, in spite of my fear, limiting beliefs, and internal conversations.

As someone who knows how profoundly Al’s ideas can affect one’s dreams, I invite you to approach each story or principle just the way you would any session spent with a master teacher. I suggest that you take in each idea slowly and deeply and to listen as if some phrase or sentence along the way could change your life. By reading The 15-Second Principle in this manner, and applying its wisdom—15 seconds at a time—I assure you that miraculous things will begin to unfold in your life.

Frederick Friedel
Director/Writer/Actor
Angels Gate Films


Preface

A dream is a wish your heart makes.

—Walt Disney’s Cinderella

Most of us have precious dreams and important goals; why do many of us have difficulty realizing them? What is it that stands between us and our deepest desires? Is there a way to understand these invisible barriers so that we can live our lives more fully and achieve more of our aspirations? In the attempt to answer these questions, and to help transform our frozen fantasies into accessible dreams and tangible goals, I created The 15-Second Principle.

Understanding the concept of dream realization—and using it to create more passion, pleasure, and productivity in my life—has been an extremely challenging mission. There always seemed to be one more obstacle to overcome, one more nuance to learn, and an endless stream of problems to deal with. From stammering to dyslexia, from stage fright to low self-esteem, from exhaustion to self-doubt, I had my work cut out for me. In addition, the deeper I delved into dream realization, the more I recognized limiting patterns and restraining thoughts that were defining my life and designing my future. Although I knew I had talent and possibility, I realized that, left to my own devices, I was never going to tap into my full potential or achieve my precious dreams.

What I ultimately had to face was that my most treasured desires were off-limits to me. Because I didn’t have the courage and discipline to visit the restricted areas of Dreamtown, I was powerless to pursue and attain the things I cherished most. In addition, I was becoming overwhelmed by the mundane chores of daily life. Whether it was making reservations on an airline, starting to gather my income tax information, signing up for a course, or looking for a new computer, I found it a struggle to begin and finish most tasks. As a result, I became the Prince of Procrastination. What I yearned for was a self-intervention technique that would allow me to take back control of my own life.

The 15-Second Principle contains my personal journey as I attempted to learn more about the craft of dream realization, performing excellence, and the artful balance of living.

My goal was to figure out a more nurturing and efficient way to engage, return to, and complete the things that are dearest to our hearts.

Because of my eclectic career choices, my discoveries occurred in a variety of arenas: business, the performing arts, psychology, sports, metaphysics, and Eastern thought. In addition, I uncovered many pieces of the mastery puzzle by learning the philosophies and techniques of some of the most successful celebrities in Hollywood.

One of my most valuable insights was that I didn’t always have to be seeking major breakthroughs in my life. Instead, I developed a deep respect and appreciation for mini-breakthroughs. Once I understood that an enormous amount of growth could occur by taking very small and incremental mini-actions, I abandoned my quick-fix, major-breakthrough approach to life. Instead, I developed a mini-action program to living. Mini-actions are brief forays into the world of our dreams, as well as quick probes into our daily tasks. These exploratory sojourns need not last long. Although mini-actions are small in scope and short in time, they are surprisingly potent in the results they can produce. They can help us face the fears and shrink the barriers that stand between ourselves and the people we can ultimately become.

The majority of this material is presented in story form. Stories have the unique ability to flow into our hearts and linger in our minds. They can also turn the reading experience into a more enjoyable and inspirational journey. Because these stories were written for your heart and not your head, the slower you can read each one, and the fewer stories you can read in one sitting, the better. Hopefully, the messages in this book will help you to become more impassioned, curious, forgiving, inventive, and disciplined as you pursue your lifelong dreams as well as perform the mundane tasks of living. By applying the principles in this book, you will experience more freedom, excitement, excellence, pleasure, and self-acceptance as you travel through this challenging and unpredictable maze called life. Keep remembering that just by adding an apostrophe and a space, you can take the word impossible and magically turn it into I’m possible.

Welcome to The 15-Second Principle. 


Introduction

Follow your dreams or face your fears;
more often than not they will lead you to
the same wonderful destination.

—Al Secunda

Seeking fulfillment in our lives brings with it four basic challenges and realities. First, many of us don’t seem to have enough time to do the things we want and need to do. Second, it is not easy to alter any pattern or habit in our personal and professional lives. Third, resisting or denying the technological wave that is rapidly carrying us forward is not an efficient use of our time and energy. And fourth, following our lifelong dreams and facing overwhelming tasks are quite difficult. Although we may be productive and disciplined in some areas, in others we just can’t seem to get going. However, becoming more efficient, disciplined, adaptive, forgiving, and courageous will be vitally important to our success and well-being.

Honing Our Success and Satisfaction Skills

The easiest way to confront these four challenges and to experience more success and satisfaction is by embracing all aspects of change. This includes external change (such as the computer and digital world) as well as internal change (for example, self-awareness, self-acceptance, and self-discipline). The more we can transform our relationship with change, the more facile, creative, and curious we will become.

If we intend to keep growing and expanding our horizons, we will also need to understand the arena of freedom. This includes the freedom to act and the freedom not to act. The freedom to act means that you are able to take actions in any area of your life, such as interviewing for a new job, joining a gym, seeking out a psychologist, learning an instrument or sport, getting more organized, or writing a novel. The freedom not to act means that you are able not to take actions even though you have a burning desire to do so. This would include not taking addictive substances, not repeating unproductive patterns, not verbally lashing out at someone, and not seeking unhealthy relationships. Said another way, acting from a position of freedom will enable you to start doing things you know you should be doing and to stop doing things you know you shouldn’t be doing.

In addition, if we intend to keep growing and expanding our horizons, we will need to develop a more masterful relationship with adapability—especially loss. As we make room for the new, we have to be ready, willing, and able to let go of and lose the old. This “letting go” and “losing” can be very confronting and bring with it an abundance of uncomfortable thoughts, emotions, and feelings. In fact, in order to change, sometimes we will need to go through feelings of “dying” in order to be living life more fully.

What Exactly Is the 15-Second Principle?

One of the components of the 15-Second Principle is an agreement. It states that you agree to give your full attention to and take some action toward a dream project, an overwhelming task, or new skill each and every day for a minimum of 15 seconds. In signing the 15-Second Agreement, you agree to visit the world of your dream project, challenging task, or overwhelming assignment for at least 15 seconds a day. This simple yet powerful discipline will enable you to bridge the gap between rumination and creation on a daily basis. This skill will enhance your tenacity, discipline, and productivity. The principle also requires that you forgive yourself whenever you do not live up to this seemingly easy contract. (The entire agreement will be described in much more depth in the first chapter.)

How to Interpret 15 Seconds

The 15 seconds that we will be discussing is more a theoretical concept and less a literal definition of time. For all practical purposes, the actual time frame can be as little as one second or as much as several minutes. I am not suggesting that you use a stopwatch when applying this principle. For myself, my students, and clients, 15 seconds tends to be an unintimidating amount of psychological time. It gives you the freedom to break up patterns, change directions, and test unknown waters by allowing you to commit to new behavior for brief periods of time. Ultimately, you want to develop the ability to control whether or not you take actions on a more regular basis.

Get It Rolling

Let’s say that you own an old sports car and you discover that the battery is dead. Your mission is to jump-start it. The most difficult part of this task is getting the car to begin rolling forward from its stationary position. Once you get the car moving from zero to one mile an hour, it will be much easier to increase its speed. This, in turn, helps the engine to turn over so that when you put the car into first gear the engine will start.

The 15-Second Principle

The same concept is true when it comes to breaking through your stagnant inertia.1 Going from doing nothing to doing something is what is most important. Initially, the quality or quantity of this “something” does not really matter. It is not important how large or small, how precise or imprecise the first action is. What’s most important is that you develop the ability to go from stillness to movement. What we are talking about is the ability to create momentum. Momentum is the tendency to stay in motion once you have overcome stagnant inertia. It has the unique quality of creating a self-sustaining flow and energy. The challenge is to create momentum in spite of fearful thoughts or lethargic feelings. Once you can develop the muscle of momentum, following any dream or facing any task will become an easier and less intimidating experience. With this in mind, let’s keep the momentum going by beginning our journey.


1
The 15-Second Principle

This is a bright new day, complete with 24 hours of opportunities, choices, and attitudes—a perfectly matched set of 1,440 minutes. This unique gift, this one day, cannot be exchanged, replaced, or refunded. Handle with care; make the most of it—There is only one to a customer.

—Anonymous

We all know that dreams are wonderful things to have, whether we dream of returning to school to complete a degree, getting a promotion, changing careers, writing a screenplay, signing up for a class, buying a computer, learning a foreign language, building a home, redecorating an office, or taking up a sport or musical instrument. But if we never pursue and realize any of our dreams, they can become more of a curse than a blessing. Unfulfilled dreams have the capacity to haunt us, to remind us of what we haven’t accomplished, experienced, or grown into. When we don’t pursue these dreams, our rationale for postponing them must get stronger and more intelligent. Ultimately, we can become so articulate and logical with our reasons for not pursuing our dreams that sometimes even we will buy into our own rationalizations. Somewhere, however, deep down inside us, we know that our story is not true.

When dreams go unexplored, they can leave an enormous hole in the soul. Many of us try substitute remedies, but to no avail. From vacations to new homes, new spouses to different jobs, new cars to addictive substances, we try to seek satisfaction from indirect sources. These diversionary tactics may offer temporary relief, but ultimately they will become a major distraction in our quest for self-fulfillment. The biggest dilemma here is that nothing can fill the void except stepping onto and traveling down the dream path. The only way out is through. Fortunately or unfortunately, there is no substitute for the satisfaction we receive when we walk directly toward and engage our personal dreams. It’s always fascinating to listen to senior citizens talk about their lives. What they usually regret the most is not that they didn’t succeed at everything they tried, but rather that they didn’t risk, dare, and stretch in the direction of their passions. As an elderly woman once said to me, “Who was I so afraid of becoming—myself?”

If the price we pay for neglecting our dreams is so huge, then why aren’t we dedicating more time and energy to realizing them? I believe there are two reasons for this. First, it is very difficult psychologically to cross the line and enter the world of our most precious dream or dreams. Somehow we feel it’s safer to keep our dreams protected in the world of untouched, idealized, and idolized fantasies. Second, even if we muster our courage and cross this tender threshold, it is very difficult to remain in the self-gifting realm of Dreamland. Fear of failing, fear of succeeding, fear of becoming ourselves, and fear of turning a holographic fantasy into a tangible reality can all be powerful deterrents. Is it any wonder then that most of us will spend more effort designing elaborate schemes to avoid confronting these emotions and challenges than we will spend finding ways to face them? Apparently we believe it is much easier to avoid perceived pain than it is to pursue mastery and fortify our character. After exploring the dream fulfillment issue for many years, I created a process that has helped me, my students, and my clients to cross the thresholds of our dreams on a more regular basis. It’s called the 15-Second Principle. It is based on one simple premise: Either we don’t really care about our dreams, or we are scared to death of them. Our brain will try to find loopholes, exceptions, and footnotes to this very direct statement, but most of the time this sentence will ring true. Emotionally speaking, a dream is either too cold (we don’t really care about it) or it’s too hot (we care a lot about it). The 15-Second Principle is designed to help us discover which one it is. The principle has two parts—and each one is equally important as the other.

Part 1: Spend a Minimum of
15 Seconds a Day Furthering the Project

In this hectic world, we can conveniently rationalize that we were too busy on a given day to devote an hour, 30 minutes, or even 15 minutes to a dream project. Although this may or may not be true, what happens on any busy day is that we wind up doing nothing on it. Then the next day comes and once again we are just too busy to devote these precious blocks of time to our project. After a week, month, or year of this behavior, two things are usually true: First, nothing much has gotten accomplished. Second, stagnant inertia has set in. Habits breed habits. From not going to the gym to not practicing a sport or musical instrument, these nonactions can become as deeply ingrained in our system as the habit of doing them can be.

Committing to the 15-Second Principle each day, however, can prevent stagnant inertia (both physical and emotional) from setting in. It is effective in many ways:

1. Psychologically, 15 seconds is a tiny amount of time. Even if the experience turns out to be sheer hell, you can put up with the pain for at least 15 seconds. If it’s that uncomfortable an experience, your agreement states that you can stop this self-inflicted torture. This escape clause makes it easier for you to keep returning to your project for a minimum of 15 seconds each day.

2. It will encourage you to take charge of the project and to experience it every day (even if it’s for only 15 seconds). This will prevent your fears and negative thoughts from growing too large and influential. By momentarily taking the helm of your dream ship, you will have a visceral experience of what living your dream is really about.

3. You can never convince yourself or anyone else that you don’t have 15 seconds on a given day to do something. It’s too small a block of time to rationalize away. As a result, you have to face the truth: Either you don’t really care about this thing, or you are scared to death of it. Suddenly there are no gray ambivalent areas within which to hide. For at least 15 seconds a day, you must squarely face yourself.

4. Although you are only committing to 15 seconds, you will generally find that you will want to do more. It’s the fear of beginning rather than the actual doing of the project that is preventing you from spending more time pursuing your dreams. The first 15 seconds of practicing or doing anything is psychologically the hardest. If 15 seconds pass and you are still having a miserable time, give yourself permission to stop. You have lived up to your agreement. If, on the other hand, you are energized or have a little discipline, just do a little more.

5. The earlier in the day that you can log in your 15 seconds, the easier it will become to return to this project during the day.

6. The 15-Second Principle will also allow you to stop and detach yourself from your usual mind-set and behavior. This momentary intervention will help you break free from obsolete patterns and enable you to gain a clearer perspective and deeper awareness of your life and restricting habits.

Assuming you want to play this dream creation game, I have drawn up an agreement for you. (See page 23.) If you are interested in signing up, it’s very simple. You’ll be in for a very accelerated, masterful, and enlivening journey.

For those tender souls who have a precious dream but who are unwilling or afraid to sign the agreement, there is an alternate agreement available. You simply commit to writing down your dream on a piece of paper or computer screen each day, saying it, and looking at it for a minimum of 15 seconds. The only action you are committing to is writing down the dream and reading it out loud, nothing more. Afterwards you can rip up the paper or delete it from the computer.


The 15-Second Dream Agreement for:

_______________________________________________
(Please enter title of dream project)

On this_____________day of__________________________, I agree to enter into a 15-Second Agreement for the above dream project. In addition, I understand the following:

1. Each day I will take some action that will further my dream project along. It must be a positive action and last a minimum of 15 seconds. (Alternatively, I agree to a Monday-Friday, five-day-a-week 15-Second Agreement.)

2. If I do not live up to my daily commitment, I promise to forgive myself and recommit to the rules of my dream agreement on the very next day.

3. I will continue to follow the laws of this agreement and will do so until my dream project has been completed or until I decide to renegotiate this agreement with myself.

___________________________________
(Dream-maker’s signature)



Part 2: Forgive Yourself When You Don’t Do Your 15 Seconds Each Day

On the surface, the 15-Second Principle appears to be simple and easy. You probably have no doubt that you can fulfill your daily time obligation every day. “No problem. Any fool can commit to something for 15 seconds a day,” you will say. Think again. You will be shocked at how challenging this exercise is. This is especially true if you pick a cherished dream project. The main point here is that if you screw up and skip a day, forgive yourself. Berating yourself will just make it more difficult for you to get back on track the following day.

As I mentioned, you may commit to simply writing your dream. If and when you forget to write your dream down, you agree to forgive yourself and to recommit to your agreement on the very next day. It is totally acceptable for this process to go on for months or years. The daily action of writing down your dream and speaking it out loud will slowly but surely give it more authenticity. This will help you to build up your courage muscle, which, in turn, will enable you, ultimately, to sign the 15-Second Dream Agreement.

Actions vs. Activities

If you don’t change the direction you’re going, you’re likely to end up where you’re headed.

—Chinese proverb

Anyone pursuing excellence and well-being must learn to differentiate between two important words: actions and activities. While both connote movement and may appear to be similar, more often than not they are diametrically opposed to each other. Actions set us free, whereas activities have the ability to enslave us. Actions help us regain control of our lives, while activities perpetuate procrastination. Actions assist us in achieving our full potential, but activities lure us down unfulfilling and addictive paths. Actions, therefore, are endeavors that are related to fulfilling our needs, goals, and contentment.1

To help you understand the differences between these two words, imagine that a rat is placed in a cage that contains a treadmill and lots of toys. In the middle of the cage is a red lever that, when pressed, will open the door and set him free. If the goal of the rat is freedom, no matter how fast he runs on the treadmill or how involved he becomes with his toys, he will never gain freedom. There is only one way out of jail for this rat: going directly to the red lever and pressing it. In this example, pressing the lever is the freeing action; busying himself with the treadmill and toys is the imprisoning and distracting activity. The human condition is very similar to the rat’s situation. Quite often, we will seek out activities that are not essential in helping us reach our destinations. Let’s look at two examples:

[image: image] If April arrives and you have not touched your tax returns, calling your accountant and setting up an emergency meeting is an action, whereas cleaning out a closet and washing your car are activities.

[image: image] If you desperately want to begin a dream project (writing a novel, starting a report, getting an article published, doing a home aerobics program, creating an oil painting), taking a step toward that project is an action, while going to the movies is an activity.

Why We Avoid Taking Actions

Unfortunately, when we human beings are left to our own devices, we are much more likely to direct our attention toward seductive activities rather than toward challenging actions. This is because activities are safer to approach and engage in. They tend to contain less emotional and psychological charge, which makes them less confronting. Because activities do not address our dreams, personal identities, or mastery, they tend to be easier to think about, begin, and complete. Actions, on the other hand, deal with more important core issues and can be more frightening. In addition, activities are about staying busy or kicking back rather than about facing our full potential, fears, and responsibilities. They are more about avoidance and unfulfilling patterns, less about risk, fulfillment, and the unknown. As a result, the feelings and emotional rewards we reap from completing activities are limiting. With low stakes come low payoffs. Perhaps Mick Jagger was thinking about activities when he sang, “I can’t get no satisfaction.” What’s vital to understand is that a thousand activities cannot give you the relief and self-satisfaction of one powerful action. The following double-negative saying holds a lot of wisdom: “You can never get enough of what you don’t really want.”

One way to distinguish between an action and an activity is to observe how you feel afterward. When you feel energized and empowered after completing a task, chances are it was an action. Here are some examples:

[image: image] If you finally go back to the gym after stopping for two months and you feel like you have taken back control of your life, it was an action.

[image: image] If you take a full day to clean out your entire garage and you feel free and in control of your life, it was an action.

On the other hand:

[image: image] If you call a friend to discuss last night’s party rather than phoning a potential new customer, and afterward you feel as though you squandered 15 minutes of your life, it was an activity.

[image: image] If you watch a movie on television rather than paying bills and starting an overdue report, and you feel overwhelmed the next morning, watching television was an activity.

It’s important to note that the same task might be an action one day and an activity the next. A bachelor who finally vacuums his carpet after six months is performing an action. If he continues to vacuum every day for the next month, this behavior has become a compulsive activity. A young workaholic who finally takes a vacation is performing an action. If this same executive quits her job and vacations for the next five years, she could be living out one huge activity.

By the same token, the same task can be an action for one person and an activity for another. If a relentless “party animal” shows up at one more party, this is an activity. If a shy recluse shows up at the same party, this is an action.

Bear in mind there is nothing wrong with pursuing activities as long as they are done with awareness and in moderation. We all need vacations, breaks, and escapes. What’s dangerous is when we engage in a constant diet of activities and think they are actions. The skill is in differentiating between them. At any given moment, you should be able to answer the question, “What am I involved with right now: an action or an activity?” This heightened awareness can help you to select a healthier balance between them. If you can’t discern the difference, how are you going to know when you are on or off track?

If performing actions makes us feel so much better, why don’t we do more of them? To answer this question, let’s think back to the rat in the cage. Imagine that the red freeing lever is wired with electricity and that, if he touches it, the rat will receive a little shock. In order to become free, he must be willing to experience some initial discomfort. Is the rat willing to deal with the electricity in order to gain his freedom? Is he willing to experience a little pain for a lot of adventure and satisfaction?

It is also interesting to think about how the rat will react to his own freedom if he sets himself free. Will he thrive with all of his new space, freedom, and choices, or will he become overwhelmed with the expan-siveness of his new world? Will he enjoy taking responsibility for his life, or will he miss blaming his cage for everything he hasn’t accomplished? Will he flourish in challenging and unfamiliar settings, or will he retreat back to the confines of his safe, familiar, and limited cage? Once free, will the rat feel so uncomfortable with all the spaciousness and overwhelmed with the responsibility of liberty that he will do what Erich Fromm refers to as “escape from freedom” and return to his cage?

Like the rat, in order to realize our dreams and goals, we must overcome any trepidation we feel about touching our own personal red levers. Although many people talk about change and satisfaction, few are willing consistently to take hold of that red lever in order to create and receive freedom and fulfillment. Apparently, the world contains millions of bright, educated, and creative people who are afraid to grab onto their dream lever and experience a real or imagined shock.

A Lot of Gain for a Little Pain

There is some good news about our personal red levers. While we may fear that a bolt of life-threatening lightning will come out of the lever when we touch it, this is rarely the case. We may experience some initial discomfort, but it is rarely life-threatening. Rather than circling around our red levers indefinitely, the fastest way to turn stagnant inertia and frustration into motion and creativity is by listening to that quiet voice of freedom that is whispering inside our hearts. This can be accomplished by courageously walking over to our personal red lever, taking a deep breath, and taking hold of it. (See “The Door Process” on page 158).

In a television interview, Barbra Streisand revealed that one of her greatest artistic insights occurred when she finally gave up the notion that performing (including directing) was supposed to be a comfortable experience. This insight occurred while she was listening to a gentleman on television. He was explaining that, when we are challenging ourselves, stretching, and doing frightening things, we should not expect our initial response to be a regular and comfortable state. Barbra Streisand said: “It was like a revelation. Here I was thinking that this is going to be pleasant and comfortable. I’m lucky to have the privilege to be directing this movie and it doesn’t say I have to be comfortable. It just cleared my mind.”

Perhaps we set up unrealistic demands when we think that performing new actions in new environments will be a comfortable process. If we expect to feel normal—to have regular physical sensations—before, during, and after grabbing onto our personal red levers, we are usually going to be disappointed. We must remember that, when we take on new and challenging actions, we will experience different sensations, reactions, and emotions. Any additional adrenaline in our system, tightness in the stomach, or nausea we may feel shouldn’t necessarily mean that we should stop pursuing our dreams. In fact, what these sensations might indicate is that our dream, although threatening to parts of our protective defense mechanism, is very important.

Keep reminding yourself that, whenever you stretch yourself by visiting new domains, feelings of your own inadequacy will usually surface. If you are waiting to feel fully competent before attempting something new and dynamic, you are not being fair to yourself or the growth process. Remember not to overdo it; stretching too much at one time can be detrimental to your health and passion. After all, there are more nurturing ways to learn how to swim than throwing yourself into the Atlantic Ocean in the middle of winter. Instead, call upon the 15-Second Principle to help you take the next step forward.

The 15-Second Momentum List

Facing it—always facing it—that’s the way to get through. Face it! That’s enough for any man.

—Joseph Conrad

Although Joseph Conrad gives us powerful advice regarding success and excellence, many of us have a difficult time facing challenging tasks and assignments on a regular basis. Rather, we tend to work in fits and starts. Either we procrastinate and postpone what we know we have to do, or we go into overdrive and try to make up for the time we lost procrastinating. Both habits take their mental and physical toll.

By performing more actions and fewer activities, we will experience more freedom and momentum, which will enable us to gain more control over our personal and professional lives. However, creating momentum is a very elusive craft. To help generate more of it, it is helpful to make a momentum action list. This list is a simple yet powerful way to turn lethargy and hopelessness into excitement and possibility.

First, make a list of what you want to do tomorrow by entering each task on the left side of the page. Then, to gain momentum on things you want to do tomorrow, do 15 seconds of work on each one of them today. Enter the work (regardless of how minimal it might appear) on the right side of the page. (See the example on page 30.)

By spending just a few minutes today with tomorrow’s list, you will be able to gain momentum with many projects. When you wake up tomorrow morning, you will already have the wind at your back as you revisit these assignments.

If you prefer, you can create this list each morning for yourself. Simply spend 15 seconds on 20 projects or tasks. The earlier in the day you begin your momentum list, the less ominous each assignment will feel later when you return to it.

[image: image]

Make at least seven copies of the blank momentum list on page 31 and experiment with it. You have nothing to lose but the feelings of being overwhelmed and the pain derived from procrastination.

[image: image] 


2
Breaking Through Your Resistance

For each of us there is a deeply personal dream waiting to be discovered and fulfilled. When we cherish our dream and then invest love, creative energy, perseverance, and passion in ourselves, we will achieve an authentic success. Let your imagination soar, for it is your soul’s blueprint for success.

—Sarah Ban Breathnach,
author of Simple Abundance

Is your desire to change stronger than your actual ability to do so? If so, you are not alone. Most of us seek more advancement and positive transitions in our personal and professional lives, but very few of us seem to experience enough of them in our lifetime. If you have any doubt about this, just look at our New Year’s resolutions at the beginning and again at the end of each year.

As we have been discussing, to achieve change in our lives requires taking focused actions on a more regular basis. These actions will ultimately lead to additional mini-breakthroughs. Mini-breakthroughs can be either physical, mental, or emotional. They are insights or experiences that give us greater clarity, skills, faith, confidence, and momentum. Unfortunately, the human condition is not geared to create mini-breakthroughs on a regular basis. Instead, we tend to have a lot of resistance when it comes to changing patterns and routines. Either we have difficulty creating goal-oriented mini-actions or we can’t sustain them. The following two personal experiences inspired me to create this chapter.

Story #1

I have always wanted to become a more organized person. This is because, whenever I do get organized, I always feel freer and more in control of my life. However, staying organized has not been an easy task. If you believe in transmigration of the soul, in a previous life I was probably an out-of-control monkey. Because I have spent many years improving upon my organizational skills, and embracing my monkey child within, I am able to give the illusion that this ability comes easily to me. However, if I do not remain aware and lovingly vigilant, I am capable of slipping right back into all of my old behavior. Here is an example of what I’m talking about.

One evening while preparing for bed, I took off a pair of slacks and proceeded to carry them right past the closet where they belonged. Then, in an unconscious manner, I threw them onto a chair several feet away. A split second later, I snapped out of my stupor and became a witness to my own monkey business. If I was so interested in keeping my home neat and feeling great about my environment, why in the world would I regress by carrying my pants past the appropriate closet, and then tossing them haphazardly onto a chair?

Story #2

Because I suffered from dyslexia as a child, reading was always a tedious chore rather than a passionate endeavor. When I read, certain words and letters would miraculously change places before my very eyes. The faster my eyes traveled, the more chaos would appear on the page. To keep all the letters and words in place, I developed slow, tense, and serious eyes. As a result, whenever I read my eyes never experienced any relaxation, flow, or physical enjoyment. Looking back at my education, I am amazed that I was able to get through graduate school with this grueling reading technique.

Through the years, I would periodically take reading courses that I hoped would make the reading experience more enjoyable. Unfortunately, nothing helped. Then, a few years ago, I signed up for a speed-reading course specifically designed for people with a history of dyslexia. A gentleman named Robert Kirby taught the class. His program coupled a group of specific physical actions (movement of the eyes, arms, and legs) with reading exercises. The wonderful thing about his simple approach was that my eyes began experiencing more flow, relaxation, and enjoyment. In addition, my comprehension didn’t plummet. I even started to taste the soothing sensations that natural-born readers must experience.

As I began tasting my true reading potential, something interesting started to happen. On a given day I would totally forget to practice the simple 4-minute workout. As soon as I became aware of my behavior, I would reenroll myself into this helpful routine. However, no sooner would I do this than I would once again forget to practice. “This is fascinating,” I said to myself. “While I claim to want to improve my reading skills, whenever I begin to experience meaningful advancement, I find a way to thwart my progress. What’s going on?”

These stories are perfect examples of one of the great human dilemmas. While most of us yearn for greater skills and self-improvement, something inside of us becomes very threatened by change. Change appears to be a pull-push experience. We pull it toward us, but once it crosses a certain intimacy threshold, something in us becomes anxious, and we push it away.

In this chapter, we will explore many different facets of this self-sabotaging phenomenon. This material was especially created for people who look around and say, “With so much potential, how in the world did I wind up here?” “If I felt so much healthier and more attractive with all of that weight off, how could I have gained it all back?” or, “Just as I was feeling great about paying off my credit cards, why did I start charging those nonessential items again?”

After exploring the area of change, you will be better able to understand and deal with your own behavior, inertia, and self-imposed restrictions. This awareness will enable you to make adjustments and take corrective actions that will help you to become more daring, creative, and successful.

Homeostasis: Taming the Protective Giant

I would like to offer a possible explanation for our resistance to change: homeostasis. It’s actually quite simple, and it deals with human nature. Once we understand this basic concept of being human, we will be better equipped to produce more growth and aliveness. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines homeostasis as “a relatively stable state of equilibrium or a tendency toward such a state....” Two examples of homeostasis are our body’s capacity to keep its temperature at a relatively constant 98.6 degrees and our ability to remain physically balanced as we move, walk, dance, and run. These and other automatic compensating systems help to keep us alive and functioning. I believe there is also a survival homeostasis mechanism built into each of us. Its purpose is to maintain the status quo and to protect us just the way we are. It does not understand terms such as good or bad, healthy or unhealthy, productive or unproductive. Likewise, it doesn’t care whether we are happy or sad, excited or depressed, overweight or underweight, content or angry, employed or unemployed, drug-free or drug-addicted, resentful or accepting, wealthy or poor. Rather than passing judgment about our condition, the mechanism’s sole mission is to defend itself and perpetuate the status quo, even at the risk of killing its host—you. The system views anything familiar as safe, and anything unfamiliar as unsafe. In a sense, it is a status quo device that pledges its allegiance to our present condition and views our current status as safe and normal.

Because of its protective nature, this homeostasis self-preservation system will be triggered whenever change is introduced into our lives. To counterbalance this change, our survival mechanism will instinctively attempt to protect the old by reinstating the more familiar state. This survival mechanism can explain why change in drastic dosages does not work permanently for many people. Let’s remember Newton’s Third Law of Physics: “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.” By throwing the pendulum of change wide in one direction, we usually give it the momentum to swing back in the opposite direction with a powerful force and determination. Once we understand this natural law, we can prepare for this countercorrection, should it ever appear. With this added awareness, we can approach the entire area of progression and regression from a much more knowledgeable point of view.

Homeostasis will usually view any change as a loss. When change occurs, the mechanism will convince you that something is being taken away from you. The system does not view change from a gain or growth perspective. Rather, it is devoted to the status quo. Don’t make any waves and homeostasis is ecstatic. This is why, when you make major waves moving, changing jobs, getting married, or breaking up homeostasis gets very activated, causing you to experience feelings of loss, withdrawal, and sometimes even death.

Fear of the Unfamiliar

Looking at our resistance to change through the eyes of our homeostasis survival mechanism can help us to understand why millions of people stop eating healthier foods, exercising, practicing, and getting promoted at work. It also explains why people return to unhealthy habits and relationships. Apparently, we are more comfortable holding on to familiar problems, fears, and pains than choosing and facing new opportunities and possibilities. Once we gain awareness of this natural aversion to new environments and situations, it will become easier to understand our self-defeating behavior. It should be a relief to know that our setbacks and detours are simply the work of our automatic and protective homeostasis system and not some devious monster living within us.

Some good news about this powerful system, which is important to understand in order to have it work for you, is that although the homeostasis mechanism automatically resists sudden and excessive changes, it is less likely to get activated when slow and incremental changes are introduced. Consider the following two examples of how to view this protective homeostasis system.

I like to imagine there is a protective yet sleepy giant quietly resting inside me. I’ve named him Homeostasis. His job is to keep me just the way I am at any cost. If any of my behavior changes significantly, Homeostasis will feel all the movement and awake. His reaction will be to protect me by fighting or resisting thechange. If, howevermy behavior does not exceed a certain margin of change, and it occurs in small enough increments, Homeostasis will not feel that I am being threatened. Instead, he will view these new mini-actions as harmless or neutral, and he will allow them to enter. Once this adoption occurs, he will embrace and protect these new incremental changes as though they were part of the older and more familiar condition.

Next lets picture Mrs. Jones as she drives up to her home in a beautiful new black Jaguar and parks it in her driveway. After locking the car, she turns on her extra-sensitive alarm system. That night, a gentle but persistent snowstorm arrives. Late the next day, Mrs. Jones ventures out to discover her car buried in four feet of heavy snow. Why didn’t the car alarm ever go off? The obvious answer is that each snow-flake was so small, light, and harmless that whenever one landed on the car, the sensors in the system were not activated. The alarm was not sensitized enough or programmed to react to a snowflake as a threat. Because each snowflake was not heavy enough to trigger the alarm, the system accepted each and every one.

Principles of Change

The first and most important principle of change is that in order to get somewhere else, we must first embrace and owné where we currently are. Rather than fighting fat, going to war against smoking, or attacking a lateness problem, we must first develop less of an antagonistic relationship with the habit or situation we want to change. This will be discussed in greater detail in The Inclusion Factoréon page 42.

The second principle of change is that it is usually better to introduce change in small and gradual dosages. When dieting, for example, we should think in terms of releasing ounces per week and rather than losing pounds. We also should measure our progress in months and years rather than days and weeks. When exercising or practicing an instrument, we want to add minutes and not hours to our regimen. The trick is to sneak up slowly but surely on our short- and long-range goals. This will prevent the protective alarm system from being activated and awakening a slew of concerned and frightened internal vigilantes. This is the main reason that cram courses and intense training approaches usually produce only temporary results.

In addition, whenever beginning something new or returning to an old project, we should never try to make up for lost time. In the long run, this is the worst thing we can do. This tactic will mentally and/or physically come back to haunt us in the form of injuries, exhaustion, or hopelessness. Rather, we need to trust that the human body is so talented and resilient that it has the capacity to make enormous progress as long as we stay committed to a nurturing and consistent routine. The name of the game here is “slow and incremental.”

For those daring warriors out there who love drastic change, major challenges, declaring war, and going cold turkey, keep remembering Newton’s Third Law of Physics. You brave souls need to be alert, just in case your survival mechanism sends the powerful and protective pendulum swinging back in the other direction. If this occurs, it will usually carry with it massive strength, weight, and determination as it revisits the old and more familiar habits and terrain. The more aware you are of this possibility, the better equipped you will be to deal with it.

Each story, anecdote, and exercise in The 15-Second Principle respects the existence and power of our homeostasis survival mechanism. A common theme that runs throughout the book is that growth need not be a drastic and suffering experience. Instead, expansion can be nurturing, nonthreatening, and slow. The book values mini-actions and views them as a powerful part of growth and momentum. Use the 15-Second Principle daily, and you will discover how many more possibilities suddenly and painlessly open up to you. You will also experience that change and growth can be more of a celebratory evolution and less of a primal and forceful revolution.

Barney the Cat

Let’s say you’ve decided to share your home and heart with a cat. To fulfill this desire, you go to a local pet shelter and fall in love with a huge creature named Barney. Barney weighs in at 23 pounds and possesses a purr that resembles thunder. After living with Barney for a while, you discover that he has a few very interesting idiosyncrasies:

1. He will never eat or drink anything on the floor; you have to put his dishes on a high table.

2. He jumps into the bathtub whenever he senses danger.

3. He runs into the house any time he sees a bird.

4. He hates to be held.

Intrigued by these personality traits, you call the shelter to find out whether they have a record of Barney’s history. Much to your delight, his previous owner had left a biography on your new roommate. You learn that Barney used to live in a household with two huge Dobermans that loved to terrorize him. If they got to his food or drink first, it would be gone. As a result, Barney’s owner always had to place his food on a high table.

The two Dobermans would get their flea baths in the bathtub. Hating this experience with a vengeance, they’d never go near the bathroom unless dragged. Therefore, Barney could always find refuge by jumping into the empty bathtub whenever they chased him.

When Barney was a kitten, he discovered a baby robin that had fallen out of its nest. The mother robin, to protect her offspring, started a relentless nose-diving attack on Barney. After being hit several times by the mother’s sharp beak, Barney ran into the house. From that day forward, Barney was afraid of birds.

Once when Barney was being held, Roughhouse, the bigger Doberman, grabbed him by the tail, pulled him out of his owner’s arms, and dragged him around the house for a while. After that experience, Barney would never let anyone hold him.

Is Your Past Discoloring Your Present?

All of Barney’s idiosyncrasies now make total sense. His unusual behavior was learned in direct response to his environment. The problem is that, although all of his fears were once necessary for his survival, these behaviors are no longer appropriate for his new and safer environment. He has a new owner, he lives in a safer house, and the Dobermans are now chasing mailmen in downtown Detroit. Unfortunately, even though Barney no longer needs his old defense mechanisms to survive, he still perceives danger everywhere. Unless you are able to replace his fearful associations with pleasurable ones—for example by rewarding him with a cat treat each time you hold him—Barney will retain these fear-induced responses for the rest of his life.

You might think of Barney’s current behavior as foolish and illogical until you remember how we, as human beings, also hang on to our early fears, traumas, and outdated survival mechanisms. A small child who is scared by a large dog often spends the rest of his life being afraid of dogs. A young boy who gets lost in the woods for 24 hours might hate the concept of camping for the rest of his life. A young girl who falls off of a stepladder might spend the rest of her life having a fear of heights. A small boy who accidentally gets hit in the face with a ball might spend the rest of his life tensing and bracing every time a ball is thrown to him. The tragedy here is that bringing our past fears into the present will produce more of the same outcomes. We will always be responding to certain circumstances from a prejudiced and preconceived point of perception. We will be reacting and not creatively acting. By dragging our past into the present, we will be tainting the present, which in turn will be limiting our future. Our challenge is to free ourselves from the effects of past traumas so that we can respond appropriately to current situations and events.

One way to free yourself from past traumatic circumstances or to lessen their impact on you is to make a list of your most painful childhood experiences. Next, write down the decisions you made about life because of these negative experiences. As an example, let’s say that, as a child, you almost drowned in a lake. This primal experience could produce the decision that swimming is dangerous and unpleasant.

Or let’s say that when you were a young boy you fell in love with the little girl next door. When you became brave enough to share your feelings with her, she seemed insulted as she laughed and ran to tell her girlfriends. Your heart was broken. You might have made the decision that being vulnerable and sharing your true feelings are not safe or enjoyable thing to do.

The obvious question that needs to be asked is: Are these decisions still serving you? Every now and then, apply the 15-Second Principle by stopping and assessing whether your early decisions and survival mechanisms are still valid and helpful today. Old fears and jaded perceptions could be placing obsolete roadblocks in front of important entryways. These barricades may be determining the roads never traveled, adventures never tasted, and people never met. In addition, the price that you pay for these off-limit constraints could include lack of spontaneity, trust, freedom, and self-expression. This is too big a cost for any person.

The Inclusion Factor

Each of us probably has at least one quality, trait, or habit that we would like to work on and improve. Perhaps we’d prefer to be thinner, in better condition, less addicted, richer, more organized, more informed, or happier. Most of us know what we want to improve upon, but very few of us seem to be successful in achieving lasting changes in these areas.

One of the most powerful realities of change is the tenacity of what we resist. The more we attempt to rid ourselves of a habit, the more of a hold it tends to have on us. The more we try to bury a negative thought with positive thinking, the louder the negative thought can become. The more we attempt to annihilate an unwanted characteristic with vivid visualizations, the more persistent it may be. The more we try to suppress sadness with an imposed state of false happiness, the less authentic and integrated we feel. In a sense, when unwanted habits and feelings sense their survival is being threatened, they will respond by digging in their heels and fighting even harder.

This might appear to be a catch-22 situation, but there is a way out. I offer it to you in the hope it will help free you from the effects of limiting thoughts and habits. I call this concept the inclusion factor. It is a little tricky, because it is based on a paradox that will most likely challenge your belief system. The inclusion factor states that it is possible to hold two contradictory statements, feelings, or beliefs simultaneously. This is usually quite difficult to accept because we have been brought up in a culture that encourages an either-or mentality. We have not been trained to allow for two diametrically opposed emotions or ideas to live side by side. However, if we don’t make room for opposite feelings, thoughts, and traits to live (or visit) under the same roof and we instead focus on eradicating the undesirable ones, the negative ones will tend to become even larger and more debilitating.

A fundamental neuropsychological principle is that
whatever stimulus you focus on becomes magnified in
your perceptual field...while all the other stimuli are
reduced. The phenomenon is called lateral inhibition.

—Dr. Saul Miller, Performing Under Pressure

Making Room for Dualities

The inclusion factor states that within me there is both a thin and a heavy person, a quick and a slow learner, a winner and a loser, a talented and an untalented student, an attractive and a homely person, an able and a disabled athlete, a dark and a light side, a confident and a scared person. I am a walking conglomeration of all these possibilities. Because it is an inclusive and not an either-or situation, the question can then become: Where do I want to put my attention? Do I choose to focus on nurturing my positive qualities, or do I place my attention on attacking, destroying, or worrying about my less desirable qualities?

One of the most powerful sentences you will read in this book is this: We tend to become or be controlled by the very thing we don’t want to include. A heavy person who hates being overweight and is always attacking the extra pounds can have a weight problem for his entire life. A woman who is driven by the fear of becoming a homeless bag lady can spend the rest of her life being hounded by this feeling, regardless of how wealthy and successful she becomes. A young boy who was once hurt and ashamed when his older brother called him stupid could spend the rest of his life accumulating Ph.D.’s just to prove his brother wrong. A man who hates being disorganized and who constantly attempts to annihilate this trait can be fighting this problem forever.

The word include is a little tricky, so let’s discuss it for a minute. Imagine that you own a special series of videotapes. Each tape shows you with a different characteristic in a different setting. In one video you are failing miserably, while its companion video shows you winning. In another video you are living outside as a homeless person, while its companion video shows you living in a beautiful home. One video shows you overweight, lethargic, and wearing unattractive clothing, while its companion video presents you thinner, energized, and wearing attractive garments. Another video shows you crying and moaning, “I can’t, IT’S TOO LATE, this is just too difficult,” while its companion video reveals you smiling and saying, “I can. I think I can figure this thing out.” Still another video shows you as an angry victim saying, “No, I don’t feel like doing it now,” while its companion video reveals you as a determined fighter saying, “Even though I don’t feel like it, I am going to honor my commitment to myself and do it anyway.”

What makes the video tapes in this series so unusual is that you cannot destroy them or give them away. You are stuck with all of them forever. I know this is not the greatest news in the world, but it is not the worst news either. Because you own and house this huge video library, you always get to pick and choose which tapes you are going to see up on your large television screen. As the program manager, you have a choice as to whether your Insecure Loser video gathers dust on the shelf or whether it is up on the screen playing in digital surround sound day and night.

Once you make room for dualities to float side by side, you will become larger than any one of them. You will become the vessel that holds all of your characteristics (the good, the bad, and the ugly). Rather than trying to annihilate the heavy person inside of you, you will be freer to focus on building the thin and healthy person. Instead of attempting to destroy the disorganized person, you can choose to let the organized person (regardless of how feeble) take more mini-actions.

The inclusion factor will encourage you to redirect your attention and point of view. Any time you find yourself attacking a bad habit or attempting to demolish a negative thought, stop and apply the 15-Second Principle. By stepping back from the conflict, you will be able to see things more clearly. This disengagement will remind you to include more and expel less. Once you can allow intolerable thoughts, feelings, and characteristics to coexist within you, the result will be more peace and quiet inside your mind. This, in turn, will add freedom, creativity, and focus and reduce pain, struggle, and tension.

I dreamed I had a child, and even in the dream I saw it was my life, and it was an idiot, and I ran away. But it always crept onto my lap again, clutched at my clothes. Until I thought, if I could kiss it, whatever in it was my own, perhaps I could sleep. And I bent to its broken face, and it was horrible...but I kissed it. I think one must finally take one’s life in one’s arms.

—Arthur Miller, After the Fall

Is Pat Driving You Crazy?

Imagine you have a Siamese twin named Pat. Because your left hip is attached to Pat’s right hip, it’s obvious that you spend a lot of time together. Because you both like to drive, you buy a student driver car with dual steering wheels and pedal controls. Several years after buying the car, you suddenly realize that, although you are the better driver, Pat does most of the driving. You also become aware that, even when you do drive, Pat controls things by being an arrogant navigator. It seems that, because Pat’s head popped out of your mother first, Pat became the dominant older sibling. This is unfortunate because you have better eyesight, reflexes, judgment, and sense of direction. In addition, you have a healthier choice of destinations. In reality, Pat’s success can be attributed to an overabundance of attitude, assurance, arrogance, and unearned confidence.

The problem is that, when Pat is driving, it is common to find yourselves in the woods, on someone’s front lawn, or in a deserted drive-in movie. You once spent two days in a narrow dead-end alley because Pat was sure there was a way out other than putting the car into reverse. One mistake you make is letting Pat drive. Pat’s license should have been revoked years ago. Another mistake is trusting that Pat is driving correctly when you are watching the scenery or taking a nap. More often than not, you are frustrated and disappointed when you discover just where you wind up.

If you ever look around your own life and say, “How in the world did I ever get here?” perhaps the answer is that Pat got you there. If you feel you would never have intentionally created the life you currently lead, your main error is putting too much trust into your out-of-control and dominant sibling. You have unwittingly entered into a collusion. Pat agrees to take over the helm while you agree to become submissive to Pat’s whims, values, and phobias. The good news is that you do not have to change too many things in order to gain back command of your life.

The first skill to develop is the ability to distinguish Pat from yourself. Following is a list to help you accomplish this.

1. Any time you compare your own skills, intelligence, wealth, and looks to someone else’s—and feel better or worse, depending on how you measure up, it’s Pat.

2. Whenever you attempt to control an outcome with intimidation, aggressiveness, or omission, it’s Pat.

3. If you constantly complain about the same problem, situation, or bad habit but never solve, cure, or accept it, it’s Pat.

4. Whenever hopeless, impossible, or “it’s too late in life” thoughts and feelings come up, it’s Pat.

5. If you go around with a negative running commentary about people, places, and things, assume it’s Pat.

6. Whenever you are more focused on being interesting, rather than being interested in people, it’s Pat.

7. Any time you are obsessed with achieving specific results and oblivious to the price you are paying for the results, it’s Pat.

8. If you find yourself more comfortable thinking and talking about the past or the future, rather than living in present time, it’s Pat.

9. If it is difficult to say “I’m sorry” or admit you were wrong (especially if you’re a parent or head of a company), it’s Pat.

10. Whenever you can’t be lovingly teased, it’s Pat.

11. If you have this burning desire to get the last winning word in during most arguments, it’s Pat.

12. Whenever you live in a world of just black and white and have no room for shades of gray, it’s Pat.

13. If you think you will be happy only after you achieve success or reach a certain goal, it’s Pat.

14. Whenever you feel you are in desperate need of a compliment, more often than not, it’s Pat.

15. If you are constantly dwelling on what you don’t have, it’s Pat.

16. Whenever you are generating evidence or trying to keep score in a relationship (a you-owe-me-one type of mentality), it’s Pat.

17. If you love telling people what they should do and how they should feel, it’s Pat.

18. Any time you are lecturing someone rather than sharing or communicating with them, it’s Pat.

19. If you have difficulty listening to someone’s side of the argument and are unable to see and hear his or her point of view (even if you don’t agree with it), it’s Pat.

20. Whenever you are terrified of losing everyone’s love, it’s Pat.

21. If you are constantly checking yourself out in a mirror, it’s Pat.

22. Any time you trash people or gossip about them, it’s Pat.

23. If you have a constant need to be the performer (by entertaining and educating), rather than the audience (by listening and learning), it’s Pat.

24. If you would love to be more successful, but you fear the process will take too much effort and cause too much struggle and pain, it’s Pat’s perception.

25. Whenever you feel uncomfortable around people who have more information, different opinions, and values than your own, it’s usually Pat.

26. If you experience fear and terror whenever you begin something new, it’s Pat.

27. If you feel safer around people after you go to the gym and pump up your muscles, it’s Pat who is pumping the iron.

28. Any time you attempt to obliterate some negative aspect of your personality, it’s Pat.

29. If it is easier for you to work harder rather than smarter, it’s Pat.

30. If you would rather perk yourself up by having a cup of coffee or a cigarette, rather than a short walk around the block, a quick nap, or a glass of juice, it’s Pat.

31. If it is difficult for you to give or receive a compliment, it’s Pat.

32. If you have very little patience (with yourself and others) and lack tolerance when you encounter any form of incompetence, it’s Pat.

33. If you are always seeking answers and then dismissing every answer you receive as “not the one,” it’s Pat.

34. If you can only operate on two speeds, one being procrastination and the other being a panic-induced productivity, it’s Pat.

35. If you are always walking around overwhelmed, depressed, annoyed, and complaining about all of the commitments you’ve agreed to, it’s Pat.

36. If whatever you accomplish is never good enough, and whatever you’re currently doing is never quite “it,” the critic is Pat.

37. If you hate this list, I hate to tell you but...it’s Pat.

If you find you relate to more of these statements than you’d like to admit, don’t get upset. There is a lot of Pat in all of us. Once again, the most important skill to develop is the identification of Pat. This simple awareness of when you are “Patting” and when you are “Selfing” is worth its weight in gold. When I first began this isolation process, I discovered that Pat was controlling most of my life. The more aware I became of Pat, however, the easier it was for me to shift back into a selfing state. If you want to know how to tap more into yourself and less into Pat, I would suggest you begin looking for yourself in a calm, creative, and playful part of your mind and body. Remember, whenever there is a lot of internal commotion, chatter, and critiquing: Assume that Pat is running the show. Here are some specific actions that can help you to focus more on yourself and less on Pat: an early-morning or late-night meditation, a walk through the woods, yoga, writing in a journal, singing, playing a sport in a joyful state, studying a martial art, holding hands with a loved one, molding clay, taking deeper and more relaxing breaths, drawing a picture, sending love into a baby’s eyes, watching a sunrise or sunset, listening to or making music, and feeding the homeless as you look into their appreciative eyes.

In addition, you will experience yourself more often when you are able to be with uncomfortable feelings and emotions. By being willing to experience these unpleasant sensations (when facing challenging situations) and not trying to change, numb, deny, or annihilate them, you will tap into more of yourself and less of Pat. (See “The Door Process” on page 158.)

Pat’s Agenda

It’s also important to know that your twin has an agenda opposite to yours and rarely in your best interest. If you want to be thinner, Pat will have an enormous appetite. If you want to be more organized, Pat will be totally disorganized. Here is a more detailed example of what I’m talking about. If your dream is to write and sell a novel, Pat, seeing that this dream is already taken, will take an opposite one. Pat’s dream will be to become the type of person who has plenty of talent but who never fully realizes it. To accomplish this, Pat will create obstacles, perhaps constantly blame a painful childhood, or be obsessed with a limiting disability. In addition, Pat will attract people who will help to support this perception. This will include friends who show an enormous amount of concern about poor Pat’s situation. Pat will also hook up with people who will distract him or her with invitations, draining phone calls, and addictive substances. All of these people and situations will help support Pat’s dream: being full of potential and possibility but never achieving tangible results.

There is an additional piece of information you need to know about Pat. Unfortunately, your twin suffers from a split personality. Schizoid Pat will give you a piece of advice and then, after you heed the advice, turn around and attack you for making that exact decision. Then, Pat will engage in a heated discussion (taking both parts). Pat will tell you to go ahead and eat that piece of pie and afterwards berate you for being so undisciplined and out of control. Pat will first tell you it’s okay to hit the snooze alarm “just one more time” and then later on will curse you for once again running late. Pat will tell you that you have worked out in the gym enough and then afterwards get angry with you for not being in better shape.

The secret to weathering these Pat-to-Pat conversations is in knowing that neither position or argument is your own. Pat is parading around disguised as both the advisor and the critic. By applying the 15-Second Principle, you can stop and create a little distance between yourself and the voices. This will enable you to step out of the play and become a third party to these dueling Pat conversations. Once this occurs, you will be freer to take back control of your life. Breck Costin, a leading Los Angeles consultant and personal coach, helps us to identify Pat with the simple yet life-altering phrase “noise or no noise.” When there are constant discussions and debates going on inside your head (regardless of how brilliant), it’s Pat. When there is calm, peacefulness, and serenity, it’s you. It’s important to know that the louder the chatter and fiercer the battling in your head, the more difficult it is to take an appropriate action.

Here is a game you can play that will also help to separate you from Pat. I call it the Angel Game. What if you were actually an angel placed on earth, but you didn’t realize it? Once you discovered this fact, would you still feel as opinionated and critical as Pat? Once you review the Pat list you’ll realize the two common denominators that run Pat’s life are scarcity and insecurity. Because angels will always have everything they need, they are never threatened by loss, rushing to grab more, or racing to get somewhere. Instead, they come from security and abundance as they share and receive love. Anytime you are confused about who you are being, stop and ask yourself, “Would an angel think, feel, or behave like this?” If the answer is no, assume Pat is once again at the helm.

Although it might be tempting, your objective is never to kill Pat off. If you do, you would have an enormous amount of dead weight to carry around for the rest of your life. (Recall the inclusion factor from page 42.) Instead, your goal is to keep distinguishing Pat from yourself. This is where the 15-Second Principle comes in handy. It only takes a few seconds to ask yourself, “Who’s driving my car?” and “Am I behaving like a babbling and petty Pat, or my angel self?”

Remember: Anytime there is loud, opinionated, and critical dialoguing in your mind, assume the chatter and discourse are coming from Pat. By separating Pat from yourself, you will be much freer to redirect your attention and choose a more nurturing and mini-action mode of thinking, acting, and producing. This, in turn, will enable you to tap into your personal manifest destiny that is just waiting to be uncovered.

Bozo the Chimp

Once upon a time there was a very talented chimp named Bozo, who was a retired circus performer. He lived on a deserted farm with his trainer, Joey. Bozo’s greatest joy was riding a miniature motorcycle that Joey had built for him. Each morning the chimp would wake up early, dress himself, eat a banana, and juggle golf balls until Joey came downstairs. After breakfast, they’d go outside, where there were thousands of acres of beautiful land.

Joey would start up Bozo’s motorcycle and allow him to ride it around a circular dirt track next to the farmhouse. Bozo would ride around the track for hours at a time and would only stop when he ran out of gas. Each day, the chimp would log on hundreds of miles as he raced around this 1/16-mile track. Neighbors loved looking out their windows to see Bozo enjoying himself by racing around and around.

After a few years of this ritual, the chimp’s favorite neighbor, Ralph, a retired banana wholesaler, realized something interesting was going on. When he glanced out his window, although he could still see an enormous amount of dust being kicked up into the air, he couldn’t see Bozo or his motorcycle. When he walked over to take a closer look, he discovered that over the years Bozo’s motorcycle had carved a 6-foot-deep circular trench out of the track. Ralph located Bozo as he was racing round the bend of the sunken track. Bozo was wearing goggles and a leather chin-strapped cap and was entirely covered with dust. He was smiling, coughing, and wheezing. Ralph began to laugh, knowing that this poor chimp was making great time going nowhere.

Had Bozo experimented with straightening out his handlebars (while still maintaining his balance), the chimp would have had options other than going around and around in one small circle. With this additional skill, some courage, and curiosity, Bozo could have explored many different areas of town.

Perhaps there is a little of Bozo in all of us. We get so caught up in our familiar patterns and limiting conversations that, at some point, these habits become closed loops, limiting our progress and creativity. While we can expend a lot of energy, we will reap few new results other than digging deeper ruts into the same old terrain. The purpose of the 15-Second Principle is to encourage you to change any constraining or bankrupt behavior (regularly berating yourself for lateness, for example, yet never actually breaking the pattern, is bankrupt behavior). By straightening out the handlebars of your life, you will be able to break out of a circular arena of limiting familiarity and into a spacious yet unfamiliar realm of wonder, risk, and daring. It’s interesting to note that one definition of madness is always taking the same actions while expecting different results. Whenever you suspect that you are “looping,” stop and apply the 15-Second Principle. Remind yourself that at every moment of every day there are many choices available to you. Are you going to select the same, old, comfortable, yet confining choice, or are you going to get courageous and take a different approach? Can you execute any mini-action that will allow you to “de-Bozo” yourself? Can you move any chess piece in your life a little differently? Is there one phone call you can make? Is there one push-up you can do? Is there one drink or cigarette you can not take? Any mini-action that you can perform will serve as a valuable “de-looping” technique. This, in turn, will create more spontaneity, freedom, vitality, and choice in every area of your life.

Most people live, whether physically, intellectually, or morally, in a very restricted circle of their potential being. They make use of a very small portion of their possible consciousness, and of their soul’s resources in general, much like a man who, out of his whole bodily organism, should get into a habit of using and moving only his little finger. Great emergencies and crises show us how much greater our vital resources are than we had supposed.

—William James

A Hot Tip From Molly Gwynn

A few years ago, while in Moscow, I walked into a restaurant, sat down at a table, and was delighted when the waitress handed me a menu that was actually written in English. The front cover of the menu read:

MOLLY GWYNN’S

A SLICE OF BRITISH TRADITION

Just below these words was a painted picture
of Molly followed by the statement:

REMEMBER

“The proof of the pudding is in the eating.”

Even though I didn’t have any dessert that night, Molly’s statement kept reverberating in my brain. Was Molly offering me some wisdom in addition to her bread pudding? Perhaps what Molly was saying was that just as we should judge a pudding by its taste, so should we judge someone or something by the experience we have by engagement rather than prejudging people, places, or things with “reasonable” opinions and preconceived perceptions.

How many times have we:

[image: image] Refused to taste a food because we didn’t like the way it looked or the name it was given?

[image: image] Talked ourselves out of going for an interview because we just knew that the job and industry would be way too boring or out of our league?

[image: image] Turned down a date or even a conversation because we just knew that this person wasn’t our type?

[image: image] Said “no thank you” to a party invitation, because we were sure that there wouldn’t be any people there who we could relate to?

[image: image] Not visited a city or country because we were sure that it had absolutely nothing to offer us?

Oftentimes, in order to live more dynamic and interesting lives, it helps to stop and spend 15 seconds talking to ourselves the same way we would talk to a child about food: “I know it looks weird, and that its name sounds unusual, but why don’t you just go ahead and try it. If you don’t like it, you won’t have to taste it ever again.”

By applying the 15-Second Principle and letting your experience be your teacher and navigator, you will increase your chances of living a much more exciting, spontaneous, enriching, and “taste-full” life.

Going Into Receivership

Do rich, successful, and lucky people possess a skill that poor, unsuccessful, and unlucky people do not have? I believe the answer is yes. For most, that magical trait is their ability to receive. They are ready and willing to receive success. On a conscious and/or unconscious level, they are open and available for it to occur. It’s not enough to be smart and to work hard. It’s not enough to be a wonderful and caring person. It’s not enough to have a plan and a goal. You must also have the magnetic capacity to receive the rewards, joys, and riches that the planet can provide.

Have you ever met a woman who is successful, yet never seems to be struggling to close deals? Somehow, clients, customers, and deals just seem to appear at her doorstep. Did you go to school with a guy who wasn’t very bright, then find out that he’s now a multimillionaire? Have you ever met a woman who wasn’t beautiful, yet always seemed to attract handsome and eligible men? Have you ever met a guy who was rude and crude, yet lived like a king on a mountaintop?

Perhaps the common denominator here is their ability to receive. People who have mastered this skill don’t have guilt, shame, or negative feelings associated with concepts such as prosperity, money, and power. Neither do they have sabotaging mechanisms built into their unconscious. For right reasons or wrong ones, they feel comfortable with the concepts of receiving.

The ability to receive is the fundamental building block for all success. Developing this receiving muscle is a crucial element to master. Here are some helpful actions that can expand your ability to receive.

Breathe Consciously

The simple act of conscious breathing is a very dynamic action. With each inhalation you can rediscover the wonders of receiving the greatest gift of all: air. This most basic act will constantly remind you of your right to receive. The more aware you become of your breathing patterns (shallow or deep, fast or slow), the stronger your receivership capacity will become. Each inhalation offers an opportunity to take in feelings of love, self-worth, and abundance.

Many people, when they encounter something or someone they feel they don’t deserve to have or to know, will respond by unconsciously holding their breath. This bracing or freezing will prevent any receivership and spontaneity from occurring. To counterbalance this tendency, become more aware of your breathing patterns. Make sure you are receiving air when you meet a beautiful person, see a luxurious car, and pass a magnificent home. Your receivership breath will remind you that you deserve to have it all.

Exhaling will remind you to share more of what you already have. Exhale your love and generosity. This action can also assist you in releasing any excess tension, exhaustion, or fear. It is helpful to let the air out naturally rather than aggressively forcing it out. In your breathing, as well as your life, what you are after is a harmonious relationship between receiving and giving. (See “Scuba Breathing on Land” on page 165 for a full discussion of conscious breathing.)

Have a Worthy Reason

Another way to enhance your receivership ability is to have a worthy reason to receive. If your skill of receiving is weak, find a purpose that is larger than your own self-interest. Pick a cause or charity that you believe in. Promise to donate a portion of your time or future income to this goal or organization. Be as generous as you can with the percentage. The more you can stretch in this area, the better. Make this agreement even if you are penniless or in debt. From a metaphysical standpoint, this sharing contract will set up a powerful magnetic field. It will form an attraction recipe that will improve the chances to receive.

Learn to Let Go

Believe it or not, in order to improve your capacity to receive, you must also strengthen your ability to lose. Many people hate the feeling of losing or giving up anything. This even includes abusive relationships, cluttered rooms, and stale memories. If given a choice, our old friend Homeostasis will choose familiarity over newness. However, in order to grow, change, and receive, you must accept initial loss as part of the growth package.

Physicists tell us that the universe loves to fill any vacuum. If the universe has already taken this filling job, then what is your task? Your job is first to create the vacuum. This can be accomplished by an emptying-out process. The clearer the space, the more powerful the suction of the vacuum. The great part of this process is that you only have to know what isn’t working in your life. Your assignment is to look around for the clutter and addictions and then be brave enough to let go of them. This includes any draining and distracting relationships, valuable clothing that you never wear, brilliant books and articles that you know you will never have time to read, and inherited furniture that you never loved in the first place. In a sense, you have to be willing to let some things die in order to have new things grow.

The fertile space you create will help to attract other opportunities. If you find this isn’t the case, one of two things is happening: Either you are not specific enough in identifying the draining elements in your life or you are still emotionally attached to a person, place, or thing that you thought you were free from. If attachment is the issue, what’s called for is a releasing process. Sometimes writing a good-bye completion letter will help you disengage from these lingering feelings. The letter doesn’t have to be mailed, and it can even address a person who is deceased or an old flame you haven’t seen in decades. Remember: This clearing of the space and acceptance of the pangs of loss will ultimately enable you to experience the joys of gain.

Remember the Umbrella

Here is a physical exercise that will help you to expand your ability to receive. Take one of those large, old-fashioned umbrellas. Make sure it has a long tip at the end. Take the umbrella outside, open it, and hold it as you normally would. Now imagine you are in a dry, hot desert and you are literally dying of thirst. You are using the umbrella to protect yourself from the blistering sun. Suddenly, it begins to get cloudy and then to rain. How are you going to use the umbrella now? Rather than trying to protect yourself from getting wet, you will turn the umbrella upside down and use its long tip as a makeshift handle. In this manner you will catch as much rain as the umbrella will hold. This inversion action will convert a protective shield into a receptive reservoir.

One of the secrets of receivership is to walk through life with an invisible inverted umbrella. This image will constantly remind you of your God-given right to receive in abundance. Unfortunately, most of us walk through life with a protective upright umbrella that prevents anything from reaching us.

It’s important to remember that there is nothing wrong or greedy about the desire to receive. As long as there are pockets of wealth on the planet, why shouldn’t you work toward receiving a portion of them? Philanthropists have to develop their ability to receive before they can have anything in their bank accounts to share. The larger our reservoir, the more it can hold and the more generous we can be with our neighbors. Let’s remember Scrooge’s lesson. The greatest joy of all comes from sharing. Ebenezer was leading a miserable and meaningless life collecting money until he began to share his wealth, time, and heart with the rest of the town.

Whenever we feel that our life is not going the way we want it to be going, rather than looking outward and blaming external circumstances, we need to look inward. The 15-Second Principle can help us to stop and do some internal soul-searching. Most of the time, what is standing between us and our dreams is ourselves.

A cautionary word is necessary here. History reveals that those who experience the most satisfaction from receiving are those who have put in their dues by working diligently toward a goal. Executives who build up their own companies report more satisfaction than lottery winners. Students who write their own papers receive more satisfaction and feel more self-worth than those who plagiarize. People who earn their income usually experience more enjoyment spending it than people who have inherited it. Apparently, the more creative and involved we become in the process of receiving, the greater our satisfaction. The secret, then, is to feel that you deserve to receive, to overcome obstacles, to expand your capacity to receive, and then to work in a committed fashion to fulfill your passionate mission.

The Art of Wedging

The art of wedging is about separating ourselves from our old and limiting beliefs. It is also about freeing ourselves from stagnant inertia, fear, and restrictive behavior. By gently placing a wedge between ourselves and our confining thoughts and patterns, we can produce more freedom and opportunities for ourselves. This dissociation will enable us to discover more of our gifts and allow us to realize more of our dreams. To understand the art of wedging, it will be helpful to go back in time to when people were using record players and listening to these big round black vinyl things called albums, back to a time when the artwork on a record jacket really meant something. Recall that the record player had a large spindle that could hold many albums at one time. After the first album played, the spindle would automatically drop the second one on top of the first, and then a third one on top of the second.

Imagine now that you’ve got very unique records stacked on your player. They do not need a needle to be played. Instead, as soon as each record is dropped, all the songs on the record will begin to play simultaneously. If there are many albums revolving on the turntable, the listener will hear a lot of noise and confusion, but little music.

Let’s say that there is already an album playing on your turntable. It is called My Freedom and My Potential. This is your personal album of unlimited potentiality, where anything is possible. On it is only one song, called “My Wonderful Life.”

Now picture a second album falling on the first. It is entitled The “Truths” of My Family a.k.a. The Things I Bought for Free. This album echoes the fears and concerns you hear—or heard—from your family, which you have internalized. On it are cuts such as “It Is Better to Be Practical than Passionate,” “The Bigger You Think, the Larger the Disappointment,” “Life Is a Serious Matter,” “I’m the Dumbest One in the Family,” “Who Do You Think You Are?,” “The Safest Place to Keep a Dream Is in the Closet,” and “If Your Genius Isn’t Discovered Before Age Five, It Ain’t There.”

Let’s say that now a third record falls on the second. It is entitled Society’s Values and Fears. On it are such classics as “More Is Better,” “The Only Thing Separating Me From Happiness Is a Little More Money,” “You’ll Never Be Okay Without a Mercedes,” “Another Economic Depression Could Be Around the Corner,” and “If You Are Not Gorgeous, Thin, Young, or Rich, You Might as Well Give Up.”

The problem here is that the beautiful song on the first album, called “My Wonderful Life,” is being drowned out and interfered with by all of the confining lyrics of the songs that are simultaneously playing from albums two and three. Because you are only human, you are quite susceptible to the limiting themes that are vying for your attention. Ultimately, the messages of all three albums can get so blended together that it becomes extremely difficult to distinguish your own truths and dreams from the pressures, values, and expectations surrounding you.

Wedge to Disengage

The skill is in being able to put a symbolic wedge between your album and the others. This wedge will help you to pry the other distracting albums off your precious album. Although you can’t destroy these other records, they at least can be raised off your album and placed back up the long spindle where they can barely be heard. This disengagement will provide more stillness, spaciousness, and solitude for your personal song to be playing. With less interference, you will be able to create more freedom and opportunities to discover just what your values, beliefs, and dreams truly are.

The art of wedging is really about self-manifest destiny. When you have a limiting thought about yourself, your life, or your future, stop and declare a time-out. Apply the 15-Second Principle by stopping, separating your album from everyone else’s, and attempting to discover the source of this restraining message. Was it originally on your album, or were you infected by it from the contaminating messages revolving above? Once you can decipher its owner and origin, you will be freer to choose the theme as your own reality or to ignore it as someone else’s protective misconception.

The art of wedging will give you the option to no longer be influenced by someone else’s restricting beliefs. It will facilitate you in distinguishing personal, empowering songs from impersonal, confining ones. This uncoupling will help you achieve more goals and satisfaction with less stress and struggle.

Containerization

Have you ever tried pouring a full quart of milk into a thimble? I’m sure the answer is no. Your reason would be that once the thimble got full, the milk would simply spill over onto the floor. Obviously, the thimble is too small a container to hold a full quart of milk. In order to hold more of the liquid, the thimble would have to be expanded or exchanged for a larger vessel.

A similar phenomenon occurs in life. The mind has the capacity to create different-sized visionary containers. If it creates a small container for itself, as happens with low self-esteem, and a large and empowering thought or opportunity arrives, due to the limited capacity of the vessel, we would be unable to take advantage of it. It would be uncontainable. As a result, we would not be able to entertain this as a new possibility.

This is why low self-esteem is such a disabling “dis-ease.” It limits the mind’s capacity to hold and be comfortable with big plans, passionate dreams, and dynamic conversations. This confining self-concept vessel will prevent us from ever realizing our full potential, regardless of our education, intelligence, talent, or energy.

Here is a powerful process to help children (and adults) experience and emotionalize this concept. First, look around the house for three different-sized empty containers, without lids. An empty quart-sized milk carton, a gallon can, and a pail or wastebasket will be perfect. Next, find a huge, uninflated balloon. The balloon represents our full potential and the different containers represent the limits of our self-concept.

Place the uninflated balloon inside each container and have your child attempt to blow it up. He or she will instantly experience that the larger the container, the larger the balloon will be allowed to expand. The balloon stands for who we really are and what we ultimately can do and become. The containers represent our self-entitlements and self-doubts. Unfortunately, a small container will restrict our ability to receive. A large container, on the other hand, will allow more possibility in every area of our lives.

The challenge is to expand the containers that are inside our heads. Just as people go to the gym to build up their muscles, so must we visit our mental gym to enlarge our self-entitlement containers. Sometimes our identity vessel can become so old, brittle, and confining that, in order to expand our container, we must symbolically abandon our old self-image. Just as the snake sheds its skin and the caterpillar transforms into a butterfly, so must we discard or transform a familiar yet restricting self-identity. (This requires us to trust and risk that we won’t disappear or die.) As the philosopher and physician Maxwell Maltz reminds us, by expanding the self-image we can expand “the area of the possible.”

A Supple, Expansive, and Resilient Identity

The most important thing to realize about the containerization process is that our identity balloon is much more supple, expandable, and resilient than we think. Although we may feel that it is fragile, brittle, and small, most of the time this is just not the case. Our identity balloon is in fact huge, vibrant, durable, and just waiting to expand. Ultimately we want to be free of all containers. Once this occurs, our identity balloon will keep expanding to its rightful size and unique shape. It’s inspiring to note that Auguste Rodin, the brilliant French sculptor, believed that our mission in life was to grow ourselves into what we were really meant to be.

Any time you feel unable to risk and expand, stop and apply the 15-Second Principle. Take a little time to discover where these limiting feelings and thoughts are emanating from. More often than not, they are coming from a confining container and not an expansive balloon of potentiality. A confining container is usually created by the incorrect lies that we bought into (from early childhood and family experiences), the obsolete fears that still rule us, and the false and fearful perceptions that incorrectly color our world. While a limited container may feel like our deepest truth, in fact it is not. A powerful question to ask ourselves is: “If I believe and feel my container to be smaller than it is in fact, where in my life did I get this perception?” Most of the time, the answer can be found in the dynamics of the family, a close friend, or a teacher.

It’s also difficult to shed a limiting container because we often get a lot of emotional mileage out of it. Acting and feeling as if we have a small container provides a safe identity. It also generates a lot of love, concern, and attention. Many families and friendships create relationships that are built around this dynamic. Sometimes, in order to create a larger identity vessel, we must be courageous and risk losing the attention and love that we are currently receiving. In a sense, we have to risk losing other people’s love and risk how other people perceive and relate to us, in order to gain more of our own love and self-worth. This can be a frightening experience that calls for an enormous amount of courage and faith.

However, by facing this fear and stretching our self-entitlement container, we can realize even more of our latent potential. Nelson Mandela brilliantly captured the spirit of the concept in his 1994 inaugural speech when he quoted Marianne Williamson:

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that frightens us. We ask ourselves, “Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?” Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn’t serve the world. There’s nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We were born to make manifest the glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

Expanding Your Boundaries

When we can gather the courage and take one more step beyond our perceived limits, what we will discover is that there is still ground beneath our feet.

—Al Secunda

When we were young, our parents, relatives, older siblings, teachers, and baby-sitters created protective boundaries for us. For our own well-being, they told us where it was safe and unsafe to venture. We were told such things as “You can go as far as the tree, but no farther,” “You can walk up to the corner, but never cross the street,” “Don’t go near the water,” “Don’t think those thoughts,” “Don’t talk to strangers,” and “Never leave the classroom without taking the pass.” Although all of these commands were meant for our own safety and security, they inadvertently also planted boundary seeds in our unconscious minds. As we got older, these limiting seeds matured into powerful weeds with restraining messages that still echo somewhere inside us.

The best way to grasp the power of this early restrictive programming is to view it in animals. In Deepak Chopra’s Magical Mind, Magical Body audio series, we find the following two examples of boundary indoctrinations.

1. How to Train an Elephant

In India, people train elephants in a fascinating manner. They take baby elephants and place a thick chain around one of their front legs. Next, they attach the chain to the base of a large tree. The little elephant quickly surrenders and does not try to venture past the length of the chain. Here’s where the story gets interesting. As the elephant grows and becomes larger and stronger, the trainers replace the thick chain with thinner and thinner ones. They also attach these chains to smaller and smaller trees. Eventually, a thin piece of rope connects the elephant to a small tree. Even though the elephant now has the strength to snap the rope or to uproot the entire tree with its trunk, it does not. Instead, it chooses to perceive and react to the rope and tree as though they were the original thick chain and strong anchor. The adult elephant relates to its current world through its past and limited reality.

2. How to Separate Fish

Scientists conducted a revealing experiment with tropical fish. They partitioned a fish tank by lowering a piece of glass into the center of the tank. They arbitrarily put half the fish in one section and half in the other section. After some time the scientists removed the glass partition. Interestingly enough, what they discovered was that none of the fish ventured across into the other section of the tank. They became so “comfortable” in their limited and familiar little world that they were still honoring the partition, even when it was removed. Their conditioning stifled their mobility and curiosity. Apparently, they did not feel safe visiting an unfamiliar neighborhood.

Old realities and obsolete beliefs can limit and negatively affect our new adventures and endeavors. Directly or indirectly, they diminish the permission we give ourselves to venture past our familiar boundaries. These habits, in turn, determine just how far we are able to stretch our own personal envelopes. Although old convictions and beliefs might have once acted as shields that protected us, at some point they usually turn into barricades that restrict us.

Take a minute to dwell on the following question: Which areas in your life are you giving yourself permission to play in, and which areas are off limits to you? More specifically, which job are you afraid to apply for? Which exercise or diet program are you afraid to begin? Which course are you afraid to sign up for? Which city are you afraid to visit or move to? Which potential customer or romantic interest are you afraid to call? Which article are you afraid to write? Which large sum of money are you afraid to attract?

Many people, after asking themselves these questions, discover that they have a lot in common with elephants and fish. Unfortunately, early programming and unsuccessful adventures are still keeping a lot of us locked up in the same zoo.

To counterbalance these limiting tendencies, start becoming more aware of your habits and behavior. Become an observant witness to your patterns and fears. This will help you determine whether your fears are deciding your future or whether you are free to choose the future that is locked up inside of you and dying to get out.

Becoming Nonjudgmental

When making your observations, be sure they are nonjudgmental in nature. Rather than labeling something as bad, refer to it as interesting. “That’s interesting how I can never seem to call that CEO.” “That’s interesting how even though I’m attracted to Chris, I can’t seem to make eye contact and say hello.” “It’s interesting that I love to go bicycle riding, yet I never schedule time for it.” “It’s interesting how I’m fascinated by psychology, yet I never signed up for any classes in it.”

The more conscious yet neutral you can become in your observations, the less power these limiting habits and phobias will have over you. By becoming more aware of your patterns, they will begin to control you less. This, in turn, will enable you to choose a more passionate, rewarding, and courageous path. In truth, if we have the power to invent these self-imposed boundaries, then we also have the power to disassemble them.

Another important element in this freeing process is to stop complaining about the behavior you want to change. Rather than motivating you, the complaint—whether you make it verbally or physically (through body language)—will lock you into the unwanted behavior. If you can’t stop the behavior, then at least stop complaining about it. A complaint is a mini-addiction that feeds and keeps the unwanted behavior in place. By stopping the habit of complaining, you will at least begin to change some aspect of this pattern. This alone will improve your chances of freeing yourself from the unwanted behavior.

A perfect conclusion to this boundary discussion is the following inspirational message. Published in Ram Dass’s Journey of Awakening, it was written by Nadine Stair, a woman from Louisville, Kentucky, who was 85 years old at the time.

If I Had My Life To Live Over

I’d like to make more mistakes next time. I’d relax. I would limber up. I would be sillier than I have been this trip. I would take fewer things seriously. I would take more chances. I would climb more mountains and swim more rivers. I would eat more ice cream and less beans. I would perhaps have more actual troubles, but I’d have fewer imaginary ones.

You see, I’m one of those people who lives sensibly and sanely hour after hour, day after day. Oh, I’ve had my moments, and if I had it to do over again, I’d have more of them. In fact, I’d try to have nothing else. Just moments, one after another, instead of living so many years ahead of each day. I’ve been one of those persons who never goes anywhere without a thermometer, a hot water bottle, a raincoat, and a parachute. If I had to do it again, I would travel lighter than I have.

If I had my life to live over, I would start barefoot earlier in the spring and stay that way later in the fall. I would go to more dances. I would ride more merry-go-rounds. I would pick more daisies.

Don’t Act Like a Squirrel

Recently, I was driving up Bel Air Road in Los Angeles. It is a narrow, winding, two-lane roadway that climbs into the opulent mountains that overlook the city. As I got halfway up the mountain, I noticed that, ahead of me, a squirrel was crossing the road. He began his journey on my side of the road and had almost arrived on the other side of the road, when he did something weird. Just as my car was about to pass him safely, he apparently got startled and sprinted back across the 95 percent of the road that he had just crossed. As I jammed on the brakes, he was able to take one last desperate leap and land back into the thick and safe vegetation.

After celebrating the fact that I didn’t destroy his day or mine, I began to think about how stupid the squirrel was for needlessly endangering his life. After all, before he panicked, he was just a few feet away from his destination. Why in the world would he change course so late in his journey and head back to the other side of the road, where the noise and danger was coming from?

My guess was that he was attempting to cross the road in order to visit a new or less familiar section of Bel Air. When he heard my car coming, he sensed danger, abandoned his exploration, and sought refuge in the environment he felt safest and most familiar with.

Then I realized that we, as humans, probably practice this behavior more often than we’d like to admit. First, we commit to a passionate and challenging project that we are curious about (writing a novel, inventing a product, looking for a new job, developing a one-person show, going for an educational degree, writing songs for our own CD). Second, we begin developing momentum and making progress with our dream project or overwhelming task. Third, before we complete, sell, or declare our creative journey a success, something interferes with and interrupts our flow, confidence, and advancement. Perhaps a knowledgeable friend or “expert” gives us a negative critique (and we believe it); an agent, publisher, manufacturer, or producer does not buy or resonate with our idea or product; we get overwhelmed by the enormity of our commitment; or we prematurely run out of steam, passion, and/or money.

We then take the interruption or negative critique personally, believe it, make it extremely significant, turn the experience into an huge obstacle, and allow it to dishearten and paralyze us.

The tragedy here is two fold. First, we have stopped doing something that we were passionate about and that fulfilled many of our self-expressive and creative needs. Second, there was a chance that we were closer to a successful outcome than we realized. Maybe it would have taken just one more phone call, revision, meeting, or audition to move us forward and rekindle our excitement, commitment, and possibility for success.

In Summary

If and when you experience doubt, lethargy, ambivalence, or depression because of disappointments or rejections, don’t let these emotions and physical states dictate your future behavior and prevent you from continuing on your journey. The secret is that, after stopping and feeling the pain and disappointment, at some point—rather than retreating—you will need to gather your courage and apply the 15-Second Principle by stepping forward and taking one more mini-action in the direction of your dream or overwhelming task. This courageous act of moving forward rather than retreating, more often than not, will reignite your curiosity and momentum and show you that you are much closer to success and self-satisfaction than you or the squirrel could ever imagine.

How to Change a Habit

Habit is habit, and not to be flung out of the window, but coaxed downstairs a step at a time.

—Mark Twain

It appears that, while most of us would love to change some aspect of our lives, many of us do not have the necessary discipline or tools to accomplish this wish. As a result, each time we attempt to alter our behavior, we come up short. From changing our eating habits to starting an exercise regimen, from stopping smoking to getting ourselves more organized, from improving our financial situation to changing our sleeping and waking habits, many of us do not succeed.

Before we begin discussing a success strategy for change, we first need to define two terms: charged behavior and uncharged behavior.

Charged behavior encompasses all the habits that we are aware of and that we want to change. We place negative emotional value on these habits. Some examples of charged behavior might be eating the wrong foods, smoking, procrastinating, waking up too late in the morning, drinking too much, biting our nails, or being disorganized.

Uncharged behavior includes all the patterns that we may or may not be aware of, but that are not important to us. As a result, we don’t care much about changing them. Some examples of uncharged behavior might be using our dominant arm and hand to perform many chores (dialing the phone, opening drawers, carrying objects), getting into bed and dropping our socks on the floor, and squeezing the toothpaste tube a certain way.

One of the main reasons we have difficulty changing patterns is that most of us do not know how to approach them. What most of us do is leave most everything in our lives the same and single out the one charged behavior we want to change. We attempt to change this behavior by getting serious, focusing, and aggressively attacking it. What we neglect to realize is that Homeostasis is very attached to and protective of charged behavior. As a result, more often than not Homeostasis rallies to the rescue and does a heroic job of fending off the new behavior.

Instead, before changing a charged behavior, it is best to alter some harmless uncharged behaviors first. We want to reassure Homeostasis that, just because we are changing some habits and shaking up the mix, it doesn’t necessarily mean that Homeo should get activated and switch into a defensive and protective mode.

Sharon’s Desire to Change

Let’s use a fictional character named Sharon to illustrate an effective course of action for building on a desire to change. Sharon is a very tall, attractive, and successful account executive who wants to lose 20 pounds. Before she begins to lose the weight (a charged behavior), she should first do a few other things. First, she should attempt to change her relationship with her weight. Although she’d prefer to be thinner, the excess pounds should not become the enemy that she is attacking. Up until this moment, the weight may have even served some emotional purpose. Two good questions for Sharon to be dwelling on are: “What purpose is this extra weight serving?” and “What would I be giving up if I let go of (rather than lost) this weight?” Is her extra weight serving as a protective shield? If so, is she now willing to release the shield as well as the weight? Is her excessive eating to fill up an emotional emptiness? If so, is she now willing to cut back on her emotional eating in order to experience and explore that feeling of emptiness?

In addition, has Sharon’s constant weight complaining (silently and vocally) become an invisible subaddiction? Is she at least willing to begin by giving up the pattern of complaining and berating herself about her eating habits and weight? Oftentimes it’s the constant complaining that keeps the unwanted pattern or characteristic locked in place.

Next, Sharon should become more aware of her life patterns and daily uncharged behaviors. If her life were videotaped for a week (morning through night) and later played back for her, she would begin to see recurring themes (physical, verbal, and emotional). Sharon might observe the following:

Actions

[image: image] When entering the bathroom in the morning, she always turns the light on with her left hand.

[image: image] When picking up the phone, she usually uses her right hand.

[image: image] When putting on her socks, panty hose, or jeans, she always starts with her left foot.

[image: image] When opening the silverware drawer in the kitchen, she usually uses her left hand.

[image: image] When carrying a shoulder bag, she usually hangs it over her right shoulder.

[image: image] When speaking on the phone she frequently says, “You know what I mean?”

[image: image] When talking to men she usually twirls her hair with her right hand.

The first week, Sharon’s main assignment is just to become an objective witness to her own actions and patterns (both charged and uncharged). She should apply the 15-Second Principle several times a day by observing her actions and making mental or written lists of her discoveries.

The second week, Sharon’s assignment is to change at least one of her old, uncharged behaviors each day. For example, Sharon will now always open the silverware drawer with her right hand, she will now carry her shoulder bag over her left shoulder. Within a week, Sharon’s goal is to change permanently seven of her uncharged behaviors.

The third week, Sharon will start to follow a few aspects of her medically sound weight-release program. She may have one less piece of toast. She may take a little more salad, less dressing, less pasta, and fewer rolls. At least once a day, she takes the staircase instead of the elevator. Whenever she walks, she will lengthen her stride and pick up her pace. Not yet strictly following her new health program, Sharon slowly starts going toward it. The fourth week, Sharon becomes a little more committed to following additional aspects of her eating and exercising program. The fifth week, Sharon is following most of the program. The sixth week, Sharon is fully committed to her program.

Whenever Sharon has a setback with her eating agreements, she increases her awareness of why this occurred, forgives herself, and immediately returns to one of the above weekly programs. It doesn’t really matter which weekly program she returns to. Sharon must keep reminding herself that this is an ongoing process and personal journey, not a grueling “stopwatch” race with a finite finishing line. What is most important is that if she falters, she must forgive herself and reenroll somewhere back into the six-week program. Ultimately Sharon’s apparently long, six-week mini-action approach will turn out to be a fast shortcut to health, balance, and mastery.

Keep remembering that the secret to changing charged behavior is first to alter uncharged behavior. In addition, whenever you have your eye too far down the road, stop and apply the 15-Second Principle. Remind yourself that a slow and steady process is the name of the mastery game. This slow and steady process will sustain your momentum, strengthen your stamina, and improve the odds that Homeostasis will not stand in the way of desired change. 
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