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To Richard and Marie Henslin. 
I want to dedicate this book to you, Mom and Dad. 
Thank you for your unfailing love, sacrifice, and the wonderful brain 
and heart that you gave me. Thank you for your willingness to share 
the stories of our family so that God could use them to help others. 
Thank you for your example of growing and changing throughout life. 

I love you! 
Your favorite oldest son, 
Earl



“Pleasure comes and goes, but joy has eternity in it.” 
—HEATHER KING IN REDEMED
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FOREWORD

I am honored to introduce you to my friend, Dr. Earl Henslin. We have been colleagues in helping people through the area of brain study for over a decade.

At the Amen Clinics our mission is to help balance troubled brains. We have seen tens of thousands of patients from all fifty states and sixty-eight countries. We see small children, the elderly, and everyone in between. One of the reasons people come to our clinics is because we use sophisticated brain imaging technology to help us understand and treat our patients—something you’ll learn more about in the following pages.

It is through the lens of our brain imaging work that we discovered that when we improve how your brain functions, we help you not only to overcome problems, such as ADD, anxiety, depression, obsession, addiction, and anger, but also to become more thoughtful, creative, energetic, focused, loving, and effective. It is clear to me that a balanced brain is the foundation for a life that is happier, more joyful, wealthier, and wiser.

One question people often ask me is whether the mind is separate from the brain. The answer, after looking at nearly fifty thousand scans over the past twenty years, is no. The mind and the brain are completely intertwined. Just think about Alzheimer’s disease, which is clearly a brain illness. Do people with Alzheimer’s lose their minds? Yes, they do as the disease progresses. When you lose brain tissue, you lose your memory and your ability to be rational.

Or let’s consider brain trauma. I recently saw a soldier who’d returned from war. His brain was damaged in an explosion in Iraq, and he’d been discharged from the Army within a year of his injury because he kept getting into fights with other soldiers—something that did not happen before the injury. Does brain damage affect a person’s ability to get along with others? Of course it does! Damage the brain and you damage the mind, and usually most everything else in your life.

But what about when we improve the brain? Does that improve the mind? Does it improve the quality of one’s life? Yes. Here’s an example. When Edward came to see us, he was driving a truck for a living. He had just split from his second wife and frequently had the urge to drive his truck off a bridge. As a child he did poorly in school, and as an adult he struggled to keep both his jobs and his relationships. His scan was consistent with ADD, attention deficit disorder. The very next day, with the right treatment, his brain had already shown improvement. Edward was a gifted artist but was never able to finish the projects he started. As he continued on his treatment, he finished paintings and sold several at a local gallery. Over the next year the demand for his work increased and he was able to stop driving the truck and do the work he loved. 

This Is Your Brain on Joy is a thoughtful, practical, life-changing book that will help you take advantage of the latest neuroscience research, combined with biblical insights, to bring more joy and love into your life. This book has wide-ranging implications for individuals, families, the church . . . not to mention our society as a whole.

In my years as a friend and colleague to Dr. Earl Henslin, I have referred many, many people to him, including members of my own family. He is a brilliant, competent, kind, caring man. Early on, he immediately understood the importance of using neuroscience to help individual clients and families and has helped to pioneer this work among psychologists, businesspeople, and church leaders across the United States.

How do you know what’s going on in your brain unless you look?

This is a constant phrase Dr. Henslin uses with his patients and colleagues. And for good reason: Did you know that psychiatry is the only medical specialty that never looks at the organ it treats? Most psychiatrists and psychologists today make diagnoses the same way they did in 1840 when Abraham Lincoln was depressed—by looking for symptom clusters and talking with patients. You can try to kill yourself in every major city in the world and virtually no psychiatrist will look at how your brain functions.

Dr. Henslin’s insights into what it takes to keep the brain on joy will help lead the way to new avenues of thinking and healing for many people. And through this book he will show you a different way that just may help you change your brain and change your life to find the joy you so richly deserve. 

—Daniel G. Amen, MD
 Author of Change Your Brain, Change Your Life
Newport Beach, California 
Fall 2008
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SECTION ONE

Healthy Brain, Happy Life



CHAPTER ONE

My First Hug and 
Other Joyful Brain Matters

Thank you, God, for this good life and 
forgive us if we do not love it enough. 
—GARRI SON KEILOR

I come from a family of Minnesota dairy farmers, the population that served as fodder for Garrison Keillor’s hilariously stoic Lutheran characters in the famed Prairie Home Companion skits. Just in case you originate from another, more animated part of the country and wonder if such stiff-upper-lipped (albeit, well-meaning) people actually exist in real life, let me assure you, they do. Though at midlife I embrace the basic tenets of my childhood faith, I have to say—with great relief, some good therapy, and the discovery that God is all for being happy—I’ve gladly dropped the stone-faced expressions that accompanied my religious experience. But my upbringing was straight out of a Lake Wobegon novel, where the citizens feel a sense of unease at potentially emotional moments. Keillor could have been describing my own understated kin when he wrote, “Left to our own devices we Wobegonians go straight for the small potatoes. Majestic doesn’t appeal to us; we like the Grand Canyon better with Clarence and Arlene parked in front of it, smiling.”1

In my family, unbridled feelings of joy and open emotion were momentous events: full of danger and potential for sin, and to be avoided at all costs. That’s why I’ll never forget the moment I received my first open-armed, enthusiastic hug.

I was in my early teens, standing in the front yard with my grandfather, grandmother, mom, and dad. About thirty yards from our white clapboard two-story home stood a picturesque red barn on a field of green. We were all gathered together (except for my three younger siblings, whose whereabouts I’ve forgotten) under the shade of a beautiful maple tree with a trunk about the size of a love seat, its giant umbrella-like branches providing shade on that hot, humid Minnesota day. The whole scene looked like a Norman Rockwell still life. We were lined up in anticipation of meeting my uncle’s fiancée. My uncle came driving into the yard in a light blue Thunderbird, and as the dust settled he jumped out and did something I’d never seen before. Truly, it was like watching some bizarre tribal custom play out before our widening eyes. He walked around to his betrothed’s side of the car . . . and opened the door. She stepped out, and the world as I knew it was suspended in time.

She was beautiful—a vision of loveliness with brunette hair, sparkling eyes, and doing something I’d not seen often in my family or church: she was smiling! She strode forward with confidence, introduced herself to my grandfather, and did something absolutely unheard of except on Father Knows Best or Leave It to Beaver.

She hugged my grandfather.

My grandfather, whom I felt sure had been born with a King James Bible embedded in his side, had quite the impressive Christian pedigree: Sunday school superintendent, Sunday school teacher, and a rich bass voice for hymn singing. None of his religious training, however, prepared him for this unbidden display of affection, and his whole body went rigid—with shock, I assume. This newcomer had no idea how many centuries-old family rules she had just violated. Topping the list was the blatant sin of a beautiful young woman embracing a man to whom she was not married. Though I know it sounds odd now, I do not recall ever seeing any couples around me hug in public, and hardly ever in private.

Undaunted, this vision of loveliness moved ahead to my grandmother, another hard-working, devout, dependable pillar of the faith. My grandmother suffered from severe asthma and emphysema, and in the horror of being hugged, not only went stiff from head to toe, but also began to wheeze and cough. She frantically searched in her purse, brought out her inhaler, and began drawing breaths from it in an effort to recover her dignity.

Next up, my mother, who is the product of these two. Same song, third verse—only as I watched her brow wrinkle in physical pain as a result of the unprovoked hug, I knew she was getting a migraine that would probably put her out of commission for the next day or two. Bless her heart, the persistent fiancée walked over to embrace my dad next. I had seen my dad try to hug my mom, but she always moved quickly away, dismissing him with, “Oh, Richard!” His knees stiff from years of milking cows, he rarely, if ever, caught her. (Though by the sheer existence of me and my three siblings, there’s proof he must have caught her at least four times.)

The young woman hugged my father, and I was expecting the same wooden reaction from him, but to my surprise, he did not let go! In fact, he wrapped his arms around her and held on as if for his life, like a camel that had just walked two thousand miles across the desert, found an oasis, and was determined to quench his thirst until the well ran dry.

Next, the still-smiling lady hugged me. I was, at this point, in the heat of puberty. I had seen girls like her only in my dreams and now felt as though I’d just been transported to heaven on the wings of her soft embrace. After she and my uncle wed, I always looked forward to my aunt’s arrival, knowing I would get a warm, tender hug. She did not know or ask about any of my faults, no prodding into sins of omission or commission of which I may have been guilty. She just hugged me.

It was for me, my first real taste of God’s unconditional love on earth in human form.

Over the years she’d encourage me to reach out to my warm-on-the-inside, fully-concealed-from-the-outside family. “Earl, hug your family even if they act awkward or withdrawn. You can’t hug them when they’re dead.” It took almost a decade of one-sided hugging, but believe it or not, eventually the folks caught on, and hugs are now a routine part of our family’s life.

This is not meant to be a negative comment on my family. They’re the salt of the earth—good folks with generous hearts. But they struggled so much with verbalizing affection, demonstrating physical love, and showing open-faced, smiling joy.

So you may be asking, what’s a guy from a long line of stoics doing writing a book on happiness? Perhaps it is because of my background of sensory deprivation (at least in terms of hugs and smiles), where my family looked upon deeply happy people with a good measure of suspicion, that I developed an almost insatiable curiosity, even fascination, with the subject of joy. 

On the one hand, there is the researcher-therapist in me who loves discovering what makes people tick, and tick with a good measure of glee. Deeply joyful people are not terribly commonplace, particularly in my profession where folks usually knock on my door as a last resort for their depressions, obsessions, and traumas. Therefore, when I happen upon people who radiate happiness from the core of their being, it is almost like observing aborigines, a foreign tribe from an altogether other culture. What if I could bottle whatever it is that they have, and share it with the world? It would be perhaps the most meaningful contribution I could make in my earthly existence as a mental health professional and a researcher involved with all things neurological, psychological, and spiritual.

On the other hand, my reasons for writing this book could be, I’ll admit it, a bit selfish. For it is said that if we really want something, we should teach or write about it. Embarking on the serious subject of happiness and all its applications and implications has already given me some wonderful personal payoffs. It is impossible to apply your mind to the study of joy without experiencing some surges of insight and all the positive feelings that go along with them. So there, I’ve said it. Writing this book is just plain fun.

What I’ve discovered in my research, through reading about the latest scientific breakthroughs, in my experiences with clients in search of happiness, and specifically in studying the brain through SPECT images (more on that later), has been both personally and professionally life-altering. I cannot keep to myself what I’ve learned about joy: what it is, what it is composed of, and how to find, measure, and keep it. When a man finds a fountain of living water, he doesn’t horde it; he shouts about it, shares it.

Jesus spoke of a joy that no man could take away. And it is that joy, that depth of happiness, that we’ll be uncovering in the coming pages. What is especially sad to me is how many Christians believe that their lack of joy is due to some spiritual or personal failing or character flaw. “God made some people happy, and some people Eeyores.” “There are glass-half-full folks, and glass-half-empty folks.”

Is that true? If so, even partially so, how much of our natural disposition determines our potential to approach life from the best possible angle? How much can be changed by our thoughts? By spiritual intervention? By medication, foods, supplements, or exercise?

Are you reaching, on a daily basis, your absolute highest potential for happiness? Are you bringing your best, most joyful self to the table of your relationships?

And while we’re asking questions, by the way, what is happiness or joy? (And is there a difference between the two words?) Is a joyful outlook sustainable during crisis or grief? Do we get it from nature or nurture or supernatural intervention?

Wonderful questions. Questions of the ages posed by centuries of sages. And in time, I’ll do my best—by the end of this book—to give you some thoughtful answers gleaned from my study of the Bible and from living life, being a listening ear to friends, and being a professional therapist to clients. And perhaps, most uniquely of all, from what I’ve learned from my study of and experience with brain science.

What may make this book different, particularly since it is a book written for and from a faith-based standpoint, is that I believe the most logical and compassionate place to begin our search for joy is not necessarily in the Bible. (Though we will get there, I promise.) In fact, we’ll eventually spend a full chapter examining the apostle Paul’s own personal discoveries about joy, a word used sixteen times in his letter to the Philippians (a book, I believe, that was written at the apex of Paul’s spiritual maturity and mental health, not long before his death). But we will not start there.

Neither will we begin by observing deeply happy people and how they got that way though that, too, will be part of this book.

I want to begin by examining the most basic element, the seat of our human potential for joy: that three-pound hunk of gray matter between our ears that we call the brain. Dr. Daniel Amen, a dear friend, fellow believer, world-renowned neuroscientist, and author of many groundbreaking books on how neurology affects psychology, has called the brain “the hardware of the soul.” (And in fact, he has written a thought-provoking book by the same name.) If our hardware isn’t working correctly, Dr. Amen explains, all the software we put into our body’s system will be futile, or at best, only work partially well.

I believe that in the Garden of Eden, God created man and woman with beautifully functioning brains. (Yes, brains that were capable of sin and sorrow but healthy, perfect brains equally capable of joy, love, generosity, and good-will.) After the Fall, everything in creation took a hit, including the hardwiring of our brains. In other words, all brains today are not equal. Dr. Amen goes so far as to assert that though we have free will, depending on the makeup of our brains, human beings do not all have the same amount of free will. “We assumed that we are all equal and have an equal ability to choose right or wrong, good or evil, and heaven or hell. The brain imaging work taught me that we are not all equal, and not everyone has the same power to choose.”2

Only God knows, sees, and can judge how many of our errors are due to our free wills and how many are due to faulty hardwiring. Let me repeat this: only God knows how much of our wrongdoing is the result of pure rebellion or evil intent and how much is caused by brain imbalances. To judge another is to play God’s role and is probably the reason the Bible so often urges us not to do it.

When I see brains that are simply not functioning on all cylinders, it stretches my compassion for patients: they may be absolutely doing the very best they can possibly do with the hardware they are driving. For example, Jim was a man with such angry and unpredictable moods that eventually his adult children refused to allow him to see his grandchildren. At his own wit’s end with his inability to control his rages, he finally took a risk and had a SPECT brain scan done at the Amen Clinics (again, more about SPECT scans soon). He discovered that his hyperreactivity was due to an injury in the temporal lobes from a concussion while playing football in college. Once he was on a mood stabilizer, this Christian leader gained control of his anger for the first time in his life.

Julie’s life had been ruled by panic attacks and migraines. She lived in fear that someday she would be driving with her children in her car and have a panic attack, then an accident, possibly injuring or even killing them all. This all-pervasive fear, along with frequent migraines, would cause her to miss family events, time with friends, and her kids’ school functions. Then there was the added guilt of knowing a “good Christian” should not live in fear. She received a new lease on life when she discovered that the medications she’d been on for her headaches were actually contributing to her anxiety! Once the anxiety center in her brain was calmed, she was free to live fully, without debilitating, irrational fear nipping at the corners of her mind.

If only Christians could see what I see—behind the curtain of the skull and into the brain—I believe we’d be much gentler with each other, and our compassion for strugglers in the average church would soar. For many of you, these pages will offer a true lightbulb moment, relief from false guilt, compassion for others (and yourselves), and hope for a brighter tomorrow. Tragically, too often in religious circles we’ve been trying to pray away or spiritualize a brain problem—assuming (however well-intentioned) that we or someone else has a sin problem. Or a character flaw. Or a root of bitterness. Or, worse, a demon.

With what I now know about the inner workings of the brain, I believe that trying to pray away sadness or exorcise a demon from a person whose brain is imbalanced is the equivalent of putting a Band-Aid on a gaping wound, walking away, washing our hands of further responsibility, and praying the gash will close itself.

Now don’t hear me wrong. Prayer works. Prayer heals. (And you’ll read in these pages how science supports this fact.) But there is our part, the part God has allowed us to discover and uncover, that is just as significant in our journey toward physical or mental healing. And not just healing our hurts, but also upsizing and expanding the mental health we may already be enjoying.

There’s no way to know if someone’s joy is being sabotaged by sin or circumstantial sorrow or a brain imbalance until we take a look under the hood, at the hardware. So this is where we will start. (The great thing about being an author is you get to create the agenda.)

One word of clarification: because I am writing this book for the average person in the pew with a layman’s interest in joy and the brain, I’ll do my best to explain complicated concepts in down-to-earth ways. This means that on occasion, I’ll be oversimplifying and “nutshelling” difficult terminology and ideas. So for the scientists, researchers, professional therapists, and medical professionals who read this, forgive me if I take a few liberties in giving general explanations for detailed data.

My specific goal in this book is to bring brain science into the average Christian home where couples are struggling to love each other; where hearts are broken by abnormal behaviors or addictions in family members; where depressed believers are tortured by thoughts that there is something fundamentally wrong with their souls, when the problem lies between their ears, in a very fixable part of their brains’ anatomy. So if I sacrifice some scientific specifics on the altar of simplification, please understand my purpose. I’ll list resources with the latest and greatest scientific data for those who are curious and want to dive deeper and more thoroughly into the fascinating area of brain study.

I don’t think that people of faith can really bring joy to the world before we live a life of authentic, abiding joy as individuals.

Why should anyone want what we believe if it doesn’t make us truly, deeply joyful people?

Before we start noodling around in our ol’ noggins, however, I’d like to share how I—a family therapist and avid student of Scripture—got stopped in my professional tracks by a grinning doctor and his PowerPoint presentation. Because since that day, when I felt as though God dropped a third piece of the “emotional health” puzzle into my lap, I’ve been helping people get better in a whole new, and much more successful, way.



CHAPTER TWO

The Ah-Ha Moment

But strange that I was not told 
That the brain can hold 
In a tiny ivory cell 
God’s heaven or hell.
—OSCAR WILDE

Before we jump right into brain matters, I’d like to start with a more personal matter: exactly how I became interested in brain imaging and how that interest led to discoveries that would bring me to a crisis of faith and career. One meeting would eventually turn upside-down everything I’d learned as a psychotherapist and cause me to ask myself some of the hardest questions I’ve ever had to answer.

It was over ten years ago that I met Daniel Amen, MD, at a continuing education conference where he talked about the application of SPECT (single photon emission computerized tomography) and its application to attention deficit disorder (ADD). During this past decade I, along with the clinicians that work with me at Henslin and Associates in Brea, California, have worked closely with Dr. Amen. By way of brief introduction, Dr. Amen is a pioneer in brain imaging research and is the author of over thirty professional papers and twenty-two books, including the New York Times bestseller Change Your Brain, Change Your Life, as well as Healing ADD, Healing Anxiety and Depression, Preventing Alzheimer’s, Making a Good Brain Great, and the latest book, Sex on the Brain. Dr. Amen’s high school course, “Making a Good Brain Great,” on “practical brain science health education,” is now taught in thirty-four states and seven countries. In 2008, PBS stations across the nation aired Dr. Amen’s program, Change Your Brain, Change Your Life, which resulted in the book returning to the New York Times bestsellers list close to ten years after it first made that list!

Our office has made more than three thousand referrals for SPECT brain imaging and is one of the few outpatient private practices in the United States working daily to integrate brain imaging into the treatment of anxiety, depression, ADD, addictions, eating disorders, phobias, chronic headaches, anger, migraines, chronic pain, and numerous other spiritual, relational, emotional, and physical problems. In fact, Dr. Amen will tell you that the sheer number of patients I sent his direction was a determining factor in his opening up a clinic in our area.

SIN PROBLEM OR BRAIN PROBLEM?

When I first met Dr. Amen (along with two hundred to three hundred other health care professionals) and heard him talk about the brain as we viewed dozens of scans and their common imbalances in a PowerPoint presentation, I could not help but think of the scripture where the disciples asked Jesus: “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” Jesus answered, insightfully and compassionately, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned . . . but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life.” (You can read more of this story in John 9:1–7.)

What struck me as I listened to Dr. Amen and pondered this particular verse was that there are conditions that we humans are born with that are not the result of personal sin or our parents’ sin. And those conditions don’t just include being blind or lame, or the color of our eyes; they include being mentally and emotionally challenged by our particular brain chemistry.

It was one of the most defining moments of my life.

Oh my goodness, I thought, all the models of psychotherapy that I have learned in my pursuit of two master’s degrees and a doctorate have been based on a faulty assumption: that we all have normal brains, when in fact Dr. Amen pointed out that there really isn’t such a thing as a normal brain.

All our brains are uniquely wired. Some of our wiring gifts us with a basic emotional set point that includes mostly thoughts and feelings of happiness and peace and basic sanity. Sadly, however, some of us are wired to experience more anxiety, anger, or depression. Some have mental predispositions for psychological imbalances or illnesses. And many of us are wired with a mixture of everything in between. But here’s the reality: much of what we are assuming is volitional sin is not. It is neither the person’s fault nor his parents’ fault: it is his brain makeup! And most Christian counselors, pastors, and lay ministers do not take any of this research into consideration. Why? Because they don’t know about it!

In fact, the Christian books on marriage, marital intimacy, parenting, healing, and recovery, including—and here’s a sad confession—the ones I had written, assumed foundationally there was such a thing as a normal brain. (I’ve updated my books in reprints to include information on brain imaging and issues.) As the day went on, the compelling truth of what Dr. Amen showed in slide after slide hit home. I realized that I needed to make a decision: either I would continue as I had been trained in my practice (which was going fine for me) or take the chance to jump in with both feet and learn a new way of looking at human behavior.

On the one hand, I argued with myself, “Earl, if you don’t take this risk and learn all you can about the organic causes of emotional stress, you might miss out on an entirely new way of helping someone, and possibly saving lives.” On the other hand, I knew that as in any relatively new science, I might take a professional beating for opening my mind to brain imaging research.

I learned that day that there are over a thousand research studies that have been done utilizing SPECT brain imaging. I was drawn to Dr. Amen because he had done the hard work of practically applying imaging so that he was helping regular people live extraordinary lives. He now has the world’s largest database (presently over 45,000 SPECT scans), and that is increasing daily in the four clinics he has around the country. Brain imaging centers, stimulated by Dr. Amen’s groundbreaking work, are also developing.

Would I take the chance and wade into new waters of brain scan research, or would I ignore the compelling stories of amazing turnarounds in people who’d been scanned and treated by the Amen Clinics (and often in more dramatic and faster ways than I’d have ever been able to treat them with conventional therapy)? I was growing more and more uncomfortable as God brought to my mind all his hurting children he had brought into our office to help. I realized how much more help I could have given them if only I had known this information. But, once I knew better, God was calling me to be responsible—to do better—and to help others with what the latest and greatest research was showing.

The people in my care deserved my best.

WHAT A DIFERENCE A SCAN MAKES

Let me pause here to give you just one example of how using brain imaging as a part of my practice revolutionized typical outcomes. During the first year of referring people for SPECT brain imaging, I kept track of thirty couples who were headed for divorce at the time of referral. In these situations, one or both spouses had a problem with anger. They were all verbally abusive relationships and were headed down a destructive road straight for the cliff of divorce. At this writing, twenty-nine of the thirty couples are still married. The one couple who did divorce included a spouse who did not follow through on the medication and supplement protocol suggested by Dr. Amen. So the abuse continued, and the marriage dissolved.

Today, all I can say is that I am so thankful I took the jump into the unknown and took a risk in getting to know Daniel Amen. Once this man understood how passionate I was about learning all I could from him, he guided me into the territory of the brain—how it works, how it hurts, how it impacts all that we do, and most of all, how to heal it. Thus began my journey into studying the brain. It also proved to be the beginning of a great friendship.

I took ten years away from writing to learn and study, allowing myself time to be retrained. In this past decade, with the SPECT scan tool as a component of my practice, I’ve gleaned much from those who I’ve been helping get better, and after having done the hour-by-hour, day-by-day, month-by-month work required to teach others, I am finally ready to share this life-altering knowledge and the stories of what God has done. My personal and clinical experience only continues to be affirmed through God’s Word and the latest research.

TOWARD A MORE COMPASSIONATE CHURCH

Dr. Amen has been quite successful in communicating with health care professionals, as well as reaching the educated layperson with the information in his books. But I have a desire to reach out to people of faith especially with this message. I believe it will widen our hearts and increase our compassion. 

By way of example, a forty-five-year-old man was referred to me by his couples’ Bible study class. He was the leader of the study, and the class members were concerned for him because of an ongoing battle with depression. The heavy cloud of gloom caused him to have trouble just getting up in the morning to go to work. In the initial session I asked, “Have you suffered any trauma to your brain as a child, teen, or adult?” Dr. Amen and I often have to ask this question in a variety of ways because people tend to forget head injuries from long ago or don’t consider them all that serious or significant. And yet, we’ve learned that even a minor head injury can damage brain tissue and affect behavior.

He shared that when he was in elementary school, he was climbing on a jungle gym and fell. The impact of the fall resulted in his being hospitalized for four days as the doctors monitored the severe concussion. “How did that trauma affect your school performance?” I asked, but before he could fully answer, he began to sob.

He had not made the connection between the concussion and the change in school performance. Prior to the concussion he loved to read, and after the concussion it was a struggle to concentrate on pages full of words. Then he shared how he had felt such spiritual guilt, along with a general sense of shame, when he had to force himself to read Scripture or to keep his mind from wandering when he prayed.

I referred him for a SPECT scan, and the report showed that there was trauma to the prefrontal cortex, the area of the brain involved in attention and concentration. Dr. Amen prescribed 10 mg of Adderall—a medication that improves perfusion, or blood flow, in the prefrontal cortex—for him to take twice a day. I saw this man for a grand total of three sessions because, as his brain began to balance out, most of his other problems began to fade as well. 

He was especially excited about the joy he was discovering in his spiritual journey now that he could focus more easily. He was able to read without struggle for the first time in decades. He was able to enter into worship and prayer in a deeper manner.

Perhaps even more personally significant to him was that since puberty he had masturbated every night to calm himself in order to fall asleep—in spite of having a satisfying and fulfilling sexual relationship with his wife. This had been a burdensome secret that he had carried alone for decades. Once he went on the Adderall, there was no need to self-soothe or calm himself in that manner.

What a precious moment it was for me, as his therapist, to watch decades of sexual shame lift away. Talk about joy! To be able to help someone enter into a deeper relationship with the Lord he loved and find freedom from an unwanted sexual impulse and to see him smile, relax, and engage with life was such a privilege. It always is, no matter how many times I watch lives transform when problems are accurately diagnosed and treated, whether it be through therapy, prayer, supplements, or medication.

What helped this good-hearted man get free?

It’s significant that his rather fast track to emotional health all began with a few close friends who cared enough to recommend he get some help. Without a brain scan, he might have gone to a general practitioner for his low moods and missed that his depression was stemming from a focus problem, not a mood disorder. The doctor would have begun the normal hit-and-miss prescribing of antidepressants, which in this case wouldn’t have helped much with his core brain issues.

Thankfully, someone in his Bible study had heard about our clinic and pointed the way to a door that held solid answers. When the couples saw the change in this man after he’d received our help, it sent a ripple effect through them all. Their compassion increased even more; their understanding grew in spades. Their love for one another expanded. They bonded more deeply as a group and thus became a living portrait of God’s love on earth.

Did you know that Jesus’ words, “Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matthew 5:48, emphasis mine) might have been more accurately translated, “Be compassionate, therefore, as your heavenly Father is compassionate”? When I observe the whole of Christ’s life and ministry, this second translation makes much more sense to me. In fact, when I ponder what I would like my legacy to be, at least in part it would be for people to say, “Dr. Henslin helped me to be more compassionate to others, and toward myself, through a deeper understanding of the Bible and the brain.”

It is my dream to see pockets of God’s children, all over the world, experience more compassion and more joy based on a solid understanding of the Bible integrated with what we now know about brain science.

Though nothing in life is 100 percent, we are now extremely confident that when we look at a brain scan, we can recommend the right supplements or medications to help clients perform at their best. (To get exact dosages that work for each individual may take a little tweaking and patient-doctor communication.) In short, we help to restore the health of their minds to a more Eden-like state, one that is closer to the brain God intended we have.

One more story about how this brain information can set off a revival of Christian compassion. During the first year of using scans and brain balancing in my counseling practice, a church approached me about doing a summer series for them based on an earlier book I had written called Forgiven and Free. I told the pastor, “I would love to do the series, but I’d like to integrate what I wrote a few years ago with what I’m now learning from neuroscience.” He wholeheartedly encouraged me to do that.

During that workshop series, a businessman from the church was so moved with compassion by the information presented that he personally donated $10,000 to the church to help people who needed SPECT scans but could not afford them. The pastor then began personally driving folks, who wanted to be scanned and professionally evaluated, from his church in Brea to Fairfield, California. (At that time, it was the only one of the Amen Clinics in the country.)

Can you imagine what it would be like to have a congregation full of emotionally healthy, brain-balanced people who were ready to receive all that God had for them to experience? (I know. Every pastor’s dream, right?) I can only report from firsthand observation that it was incredibly exciting to see so many lives changed for the better in one local church body. So many struggling Christians were deeply relieved to discover that the problems they suffered from weren’t just spiritual or psychological—there was a medical component in their ongoing battles with depression, panic attacks, addictions, rage, and so on.

I believe that having a better, even simplistic, working knowledge of brain problems will help us better represent Jesus. We can be kinder to ourselves and offer this gift of understanding to others in the body of Christ . . . and beyond. Though I plan to follow up this book with others about how our brain affects relationships, and how our brain affects our faith (balanced brains tend to believe in God), this first book begins where all of us live and touches a desire of the human heart worldwide.

The infamous pursuit of happiness.

How does our brain affect our experience of daily joy and happiness? So glad you asked. Let’s begin by taking a little tour of your brain, or, as I like to call it, the ultimate head trip.



CHAPTER THREE

A Head Trip to a Happier Life

My own brain is to me the most unaccountable of machinery 
—always buzzing, humming, soaring, roaring, diving, and 
then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for? 
—VIRGINI A WOOLF

Can you actually see happiness? Are there real pictures of people’s brains . . . on joy? Amazingly, yes. Through the miracle of modern science, we can actually see joy on the brain.

One of the most fascinating outcomes of clinical studies on happiness, joy, and well-being is that scientists are now able to observe brains in a state of relaxed joy. A couple of the most interesting studies involved Tibetan monks and Franciscan nuns, both during their time of meditation and prayer, and also when they went about their normal, daily routines. Since the nuns used mental words to form a prayer (a technique called centering or contemplative prayer), a part of their brain (the part that forms verbal thought) lit up that didn’t light up in the monks, who try to empty their minds of all conscious thought.1

However, both groups showed familiar brain imaging patterns: the area of the brain that was most lit up was an area at the front, mostly on the left side—the region associated with clarity and happiness. Areas that were subdued were in the lower back part of the brain—an area that is involved in fear memory, often called the reptilian brain, which activates an automatic fight-or-flight response. It is also an area that helps us orient ourselves in space, showing that while in prayer or deep meditation, we are able to let go of our need to control and simply relax and go with the flow.

What was most interesting was that both groups of daily supplicants experienced a deep sense of well-being, peace, and joy during meditation and—most interestingly—this feeling of serenity followed them throughout the routines of their days, even through their lives. You’ve heard the expression that “an apple a day keeps the doctor away.” Well, it may also turn out to be true that a few minutes of positive, prayerful meditation a day will help keep the blues at bay.

This time of quieting the mind of its typical worries, basically “letting go and letting God,” allowed the study participants to handle negative circumstances with grace, to slow down automatic reactions of anger or frustration by using their thinking brain (or the prefrontal cortex) to talk their fearful brain centers (namely, the basal ganglia and amygdala) down from the ledges. Other studies on the healing effects of prayer, both to the people praying and the people being prayed for (even if they are unaware of the fact), are fascinating and encouraging. In short, doctors, scientists, and researchers have been so impressed by how prayer changes brain and body chemistry for the better that many hospitals are incorporating and encouraging prayer for their patients as an adjunct to traditional healing therapies.

Hey, Doc. Whoa there! some of you are probably saying to yourselves right now. I get the prayer thing, but let’s back up to the middle of that paragraph you just slipped by me. Left prefrontal cortex? Basal ganglia? Amygdala? Are you kidding me? All of this is very interesting, but if I have to learn all these new and difficult-to-pronounce words to understand how the brain affects my experience of happiness, I’m already not feeling like a very happy camper.

Understood.

The terminology that us nerdy neurologist types throw around on a daily basis can cause the average person’s eyes to glaze over in less time than it takes to say “anterior cingulate gyrus.” And yet, I am passionate about sharing this information with everyone. So what’s a brainiac to do?

Think like an architect, that’s what.

After all, most of us are familiar with houses and their basic construction, so, though I’ll admit that some of my scientist friends may accuse me of oversimplification, this model works for most. Virginia Woolf once wrote, “I like going from one lighted room to another, such is my brain to me; lighted rooms.” Indeed, our brains are a lot like lighted rooms, as you will read.2

This cartoon graphic may help you to visualize your brain as a house with emotion-packed rooms.

The Brain House

When the 5 Mood Centers Need Repairs

[image: 9780785228738_0034_004]
THE PRESIDENTIAL CONTROL CENTER 
(THE PREFRONTAL CORTEX)

[image: 9780785228738_0035_002]
(Underside, surface view) 

First, let’s talk about the front door of your Brain House, right behind your forehead. This is like the big entry hall to your brain; and if you can imagine a little guy, let’s call him Noggin, who could walk straight through your skull, he’d first run into the large area called the prefontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex or PFC is the area of thinking, of logic, and it also receives hormones and messages from the other areas of your brain. If working well, it deciphers them and helps you act with forethought and wisdom. If it doesn’t work well, let’s just say it isn’t pretty: several types of ADD can occur, along with other problems. But we’ll get into that in chapter 6.

The Prefrontal Cortex, which operates like the Presidential Control Center of your brain, also has two “wings”—just like the White House. They are the Left PFC and the Right PFC. Let’s take a brief peek inside them, shall we?

A. The Lighthearted Left Lobby (Left PFC Lobe)

[image: 9780785228738_0035_008]
(Underside, surface view)

On the left side of the prefontal cortex, Noggin can see the Left PFC Lobe, or “Lobby,” that is filled with lighthearted, pleasant thoughts. When you turn the lights on in this room (or, in brain imaging terms, when the red dye lights up this area), everything is just peachy. So remember that the L in the Left prefrontal cortex stands for “Lighthearted.” Ideally, you want more lights turned on in this room to get the biggest bang out of the happy part of your brain.

B. The Ruminating Right Lobby (Right PFC Lobe)

To the right of the neocortex, however, there is the (duh . . .) Right PFC Lobe, which rounds out the Lobby. This room in the brain should be lit up some but not too much, or it is not much fun at all. When the lights are too bright here, it goes from being a nice logical balancer (that helps you see potential problems) to a runaway ruminator that can go on rants and, simply put, ruin your day. So we just turn a couple of lamps on in this room and avoid that overhead bright light switch because too much light in this room in the brain usually means we have a troubled, worried, and unhappy person on our hands. So remember, the R in the Right prefrontal cortex stands for “Ruminating.”

[image: 9780785228738_0036_004]
(Underside, surface view)

By way of orientation, if you were to reach up with your right hand and touch the right side of your head, this is the location of the Right PFC. From Noggin’s viewpoint, facing the brain, it would be on the left, which reminds me of something I should probably explain right now. When looking at most of the brain scans in this book, sometimes the right side of the brain shows up on the left side of the page depending on the camera angle (whether it’s a picture from the top down, or the bottom up). I’ve found it helpful to imagine the brain as a turtle shell: some views of the shell are from the top down, but in many scans, the camera takes pictures of the underside of the brain as if someone kicked the turtle shell over on its back and then took pictures. In addition, some of the scans are side views, allowing a look from the side of your head where your ears and temples are located. To keep this from driving you nuts, we’ll help you by labeling the scans and letting you know from which camera angle the pictures are taken. Also, you’ll notice there are two types of pictures that we take: one is a surface scan, the other is an active scan. More details on that in the next chapter.

CIRCULAR GERBIL WHEEL (CINGULATE GYRUS)

[image: 9780785228738_0037_002]
(Side, active view; forehead on left)

Actually, starting in the middle of the prefrontal cortex (which houses both the lovely and luminous left side and that runaway, ruminating right side), there’s a hallway straight down the middle of your head. This is the area called the cingulate gyrus. Borrowing the C from cingulate and the G from gyrus, we’re going to think of this as the Circular Gerbil Wheel hallway. If the lights are ultra-bright in this room, it almost looks like the cingulate has grown from a small dot to a big log running down the middle of your head. When it is fully lit up, our little friend Noggin can get caught in a gerbil wheel of nonstop negativity and worrisome thought that is tough to get out of. Round and round and round your mind goes in the same old rut. Ranting is common in those with cingulate issues.

This is the area of concern with inflexible thoughts (cognitive inflexibility is the therapeutic term) and those with obsessive-compulsive symptoms. We’ll discuss this more in future chapters, but for now, just remember that problems in this area cause “stuck thinking”—when people just can’t let go of a thought or a grudge. They are like a dog with a bone, and no matter how much logic you use to convince them that if they let go of the bone, there’s a juicy steak waiting for them in the kitchen, they aren’t about to let go of what they know and feel is right.

THE DEPRESSED LOW-MOOD SPACE (DEEP LIMBIC SYSTEM)

Now, we’ve got to sink deeper into the middle of the brain. So imagine that Noggin is taking an elevator down, down, to the center of the earth—well, actually, to the center of your head. The Limbic System houses both good and bad feelings. On a scan, when we see too much lighting up this area of the brain, we know this person is probably struggling with depressive thoughts. In fact, we’ve got a saying around the clinic: “When the limbic system is hot, you’re not.” We’re going to learn a lot about this storehouse of emotionally charged memories, both wonderful and painful. But for our brief tour here, just remember that an imbalanced deep limbic system is often responsible for depression and lethargy and can be a real party pooper if the lights in the room are too bright!

[image: 9780785228738_0038_002]
(Underside, active view)

Note: Many scientists include other parts of the brain, such as the basal ganglia and amygdala, as part of the limbic system. For our purposes, we found it helpful to divide out those parts and discuss them seperately. This is why I call this area the Deep Limbic System.

THE BASEMENT OF GIANT FEARS (BASAL GANGLIA)

[image: 9780785228738_0038_007]
(Underside, active view)

Just when you think you’ve seen the worst of the rooms in the Brain House (yes, some minds really can be a scary place to go into alone!), hold on to my hand as we watch Noggin go down the elevator a little lower, to nearly the base of the skull. Here we enter the Basal Ganglia—or as I call it, the Basement of Giant Fears. Actually, the basal ganglia looks less like a room and more like a curve-horned creature with two almond-shaped eyes, called the amygdala. (Actually, amygdala is derived from the word for “almond.”)

[image: 9780785228738_0039_002]
The round marble-looking “eyeballs” attached to the horn-like basal ganglia are called the amygdala. (A single one is called the amygdale.) In the side view on the left, you see half of the structure. In the view on the right—from the front of the brain—you can see the twin-horned structures with amygdala “eyes.”

On a scan, when things are going well, the amygdala actually look like the friendly little dotted eyes on a smiley face. When this area is overlit, however, the “almond eyes” grow bigger and more fearful. Panicked and anxious. It’s like having Chicken Little with eyes bulging, living in your head when this critter is overactivated. Again, when there aren’t too many big red, lit up “eyes” going on in here, things are pretty calm, and the basal ganglia and amygdala (sometimes called the reptilian brain) actually help you avoid many real dangers.

The problems begin if this area of the brain starts sensing nearly everything as a threat or danger and your body stays on hyperalert, as if Noggin really were stuck in this Basement of Giant Fears with a big-eyed monster. You can imagine how hard it would be to suppress these fears if your brain believed they were real. Fear is a drag on your ability to be happy, as your lighthearted lobby has little chance to take charge when the basement lights are blaring and the scary creatures are stomping around.

THE TEMPER LOFTS (TEMPORAL LOBES)

[image: 9780785228738_0040_002]
(Underside, surface view) 
Imagine a turtle shell flipped on its back, so in this picture 
the left side of the brain is on the right side of the page.

Finally, Noggin is ready to float back up and out of the brain, and he is taking the path up the side of the head. Well, actually, Noggin would have to split into two people—so imagine that in a cartoon-like image—and take the path up both sides of your head, near your ears to the temporal lobes (that’s right, by your temples!), and what have we here? Many helpful processes. But if they are lit up like a Christmas tree, guess what? We may have a very angry person under our scan, perhaps, someone who rages inappropriately and is easily set off. Someone who makes others feel as though they always have to walk on eggshells in order to avoid triggering their explosive temper. So let’s call the Temporal Lobe rooms, on either side of the Brain House, the Temper Lofts. As you can imagine, anger is one of life’s most common joy robbers.

TRIAL RUN THROUGH THE BRAIN HOUSE

In fact, now that you’ve had the basic head trip around the ol’ Brain House, let’s do a little trial run around some of the rooms. Let’s say that you are a child, Jay, who has to live with a father who has the lights turned to high beam in his Temper Lofts. What part of little Jay’s brain will light up in coping with an angry father? You bet: the basal ganglia, the Basement of Giant Fears, with its frightened almond-eyed monster (amygdala). And at this point in the boy’s life, the fears are real and valid. The child needs to be hyperaware of his surroundings in order to minimize getting hurt. In reality, his brain is protecting him. Since most children choose flight over fight, they usually do some form of hiding: disappearing to a bedroom, trying not to disturb anyone, remaining still and silent.

Now let’s say, years later, Jay grows up and marries a loving, safe, and emotionally healthy woman named . . . Joy. Of course, even the most emotionally balanced woman has times when she feels angry or irritated. For Joy, it’s usually about once a month. (Pre-monster . . . er, I mean pre-menstrual symptoms can turn the sweetest woman into someone even she doesn’t recognize sometimes.)

Imagine that Joy speaks harshly to Jay when she discovers he’s left a mess in the kitchen. A man raised in a home without fear will think before reacting, and probably apologize for the mess, but also ask his wife to speak to him in a kinder tone of voice. (Emotionally healthy, brain-balanced people tend to think compassionately toward others and toward them-selves.)

But how would a man react whose lights are nearly always blazing in the Basement of Giant Fears? (After all, Jay was basically trained to keep the lights on, always, in order to best protect himself.) Most likely, he’d go into automatic hyperanxiety: fight-or-flight mode. He’d totally shut down in silence and sneak into his man cave, or he’d overreact, mimic what he saw in his dad, and explode in a rage.

And that, my friends, is just one small example among millions of how we human beings can get so confused in the head. We under- or overreact, we lose our joy, we miss opportunities for connection and happiness; we think God, society, our wife, or our kids are out to get us. We see giants in the basement even when there’s no reason for fear anymore.

THIS IS YOUR BRAIN ON JOY

So what does a happy brain look like? Funny you should ask—ironically, it looks a little like a smiling face!

[image: 9780785228738_0042_001]
A joyful, peaceful brain

[image: 9780785228738_0042_003]
A brain in emotional pain

(Underside, active view)

The picture on the left is a normal, happy, balanced brain. You can see that the limbic system looks like a little dot of a nose in the middle of the brain. The light is on, but just enough, like a nice, soft white lamp light. The same is true for the basal ganglia (which looks like a couple of cute little button eyes). No giants in the basement here and, therefore, no major fears. The part where there is a lot of white is the cerebellum, and it is like the lowest basement of the brain, near your brain stem. This should always be lit up quite a bit because it controls automotive motor skills. Because the focus of this book is on joy and moods rather than other brain processes, we won’t spend much time talking about the cerebellum.

Now take a look at the contrasting picture of the brain on the right. It is lit up like the Fourth of July in the areas of the brain that produce fear and sadness. When I see scans like this, I feel two distinct and contrasting emotions. On the one hand, I feel great empathy and compassion for the people who are courageously facing each day with such a burden of sorrowful and fearful emotions at play in their brains. On the other hand, I feel so thankful that I can help them. I have the tools to calm the savage beasts that have ravaged their minds and, often, their lives and relationships. Not only that, but I have the tools to help them get beyond a baseline of normal feelings. I can help them upsize their experiences of life, help them trade their worries for wonders, their sorrows for joy.

And now, because of the tremendous privilege I’ve been given of writing this book, I’m delighted and grateful to share the same information with you. 

After all, joy is a terrible thing to waste.
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