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    “Rarely does a work of art like Present Perfect fall upon one’s desk. This book allows us to transform existential pain caused by our need to be perfect. This book is abundant with tools and ideas that equip the reader to resolve guilt, shame, and perfectionism. Once you accept and surrender your perfectionism, the magical paradox of mindfulness as a healer will unfold.”



    —Ronald A. Alexander, Ph.D., executive director of the Open Mind Training Institute and author of Wise Mind, Open Mind


    “Even those of us with a lot of self-help reading under our belts will experience many a-ha moments while immersed in Present Perfect. Somov’s approach is highly logical, creative, resourceful, and compassionate. Never once will you feel judged; instead, you’ll feel understood. I highly recommend this valuable resource to therapists and anyone with perfectionist tendencies.”


    —Dina Cheney, author of Tasting Club and Williams-Sonoma’s New Flavors for Salads


    “Present Perfect takes a wholly fresh look at an age-old problem by applying a generous dose of the healing salve of mindfulness. Filled with fascinating references and down-to-earth examples, this book skillfully guides the reader through exercises and strategies that can transform the paralyzing and demoralizing pattern of perfectionism. Present Perfect is the perfect way to liberate yourself from the guilt, shame, and blame of perfectionism and rediscover the freedom of living in the ‘what is.’”


    —Donald Altman, psychotherapist, former Buddhist monk, and author of The Mindfulness Code


    “Pavel Somov offers an intelligent, witty, and compassionate critique of perfectionism and makes a compelling case that life is already perfect. I found this book to be thoroughly enjoyable and personally and professionally useful from the first page. I feel as comfortable recommending this book to my colleagues as I do to my patients and am confident that both will find it of tremendous value in their lives. Since perfectionism is often the other side of compulsive and addictive behavior, this book will be relevant to all who seek more moderation and balance in their lives.”


    —Andrew Tatarsky, Ph.D., clinical psychologist in New York City specializing in treating addictive behavior and author of Harm Reduction Psychotherapy


    “This brilliant and practical new book is designed to help alleviate the excess stress and dissatisfaction of perfectionism, one of the main practices of the extremely popular, if unheralded, religion I lovingly call Control Freakism. Pavel Somov gives us numerous helpful awareness exercises, conscious inquiries, insights, mindfulness practices, original perspectives, and penetrating ideas, all conducive to helping us free ourselves from this tyrannical inner demon and experience the radiant reality of things just as they are. Acceptance has its own transformative magic, and I heartily recommend this work to all who want to transform, awaken, and edify.”


    —Lama Surya Das, founder of Dzogchen Meditation Centers and author of Awakening the Buddha Within


    “In this book, Somov not only provides a plethora of highly accessible and instantly applicable ways to connect with mindful awareness, but also provides lucid and rational ways to dethrone the inner tyrant of perfectionism and fully live in the completeness of each moment.”


    —Cassandra Vieten, Ph.D., director of research at the Institute of Noetic Sciences and author of Mindful Motherhood


    “Perfectionism is treacherous terrain, but Pavel Somov is a deft guide. Present Perfect weaves Somov’s impeccable logic and disarming honesty together with a series of irresistibly paradoxical exercises, all of which serve to reveal our perfectionistic thinking for the house of cards that it is. Somov is a benevolent trickster and a true teacher who will show you how to use the tools of mindfulness to unravel the illusive knots of perfectionism that bind you.”


    —Andrew Peterson, author of The Next Ten Minutes: 51 Absurdly Simple Ways to Seize the Moment

  


  
    [image: title page of present perfect]


  


  
    To Thich Quang Duc*, who transcended the human ideal by accepting what is, one object of consciousness at a time, even while on fire.


    

    

    

    


    * Thich Quang Duc, a sixty-six-year-old Buddhist monk, immolated himself on June 11, 1963, in protest of the persecution of Buddhists in South Vietnam. “As he burned, he never moved a muscle, never uttered a sound, his outward composure in sharp contrast to the wailing people around him” (Halberstam, 211).
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    introduction


    In a sense, language is a museum of ignorance. Every word and concept has entered language at a stage of relative ignorance compared to our present greater experience. But the words and concepts are frozen into permanence by language, and we must use these words and concepts to deal with present-day reality. This means we may be forced to look at things in a very inadequate way.


    —Edward de Bono


    There seem to be three types of people on this planet: those who believe perfection is impossible, those who believe perfection is possible but is impossibly hard to attain, and those who think everything is already perfect. The latter group may consist primarily of those who are high, manic, or spiritually ecstatic. While, as a pragmatic realist, I don’t share that sense of intoxication with life, I do agree with their conclusion.


    Everything is perfect, all the time. Perfection—as I define it in this book—is not only attainable but inevitable. The goal of this book (to borrow from de Bono’s imagery above) is to defrost this everyday/every-moment perfection that has been frozen up in the language of perfectionism and to satisfy your craving for perfection with a steady fix of the ordinary perfection that is all around us. In short, the goal of the book is to help you experience perfection without being perfectionistic.


    



    


  


  


  
    Part1


    introduction to perfectionism in general and to your perfectionism in particular


    In this part you will learn about the symptoms of perfectionism, the motivations that underlie it, and its existential costs. You will also have an opportunity to get a jump-start on developing a mindfulness practice and will learn the seven goals of existential rehabilitation that will provide you with a general overview of the self-help journey ahead of you.


    



    


  


  
    

  


  
    Chapter 1


    360° of perfectionism


    Once we become aware of what we are not, we begin to uncover and discover who and what we truly are… When we realize our true nature, we enter into the sphere of the luminous Great Perfection.


    —Lama Surya Das


    The body of your car is made of metal. The body of your perfectionism is made of mind (thoughts, feelings, and habits). Mind can change, and so can you! So roll up your self-help sleeves and jam the shovel of self-exploration into the ground of your being. Let’s talk about perfectionism in general and your perfectionism in particular.


    perfectionism: what it is and what it isn’t


    As a perfectionist, you like precision. In embarking on a self-help project, there’s a good chance you want to know exactly what is wrong with you and what it’s called. In my clinical practice, perfectionists tend to request diagnostic feedback more than other clients. This makes sense: information is power, and, as a perfectionist, you like to stay in control. So, without knowing anything about you in particular and extrapolating only from the fact that you’re reading this book, here is my best diagnostic guess. You may be a bit OCPD (obsessive-compulsive personality disorder) but probably are not OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder, a far more debilitating condition than OCPD; think Adrian Monk (Tony Shalhoub) in the television show Monk). Don’t worry. You’re in good company. In their authoritative book, Perfectionism: Theory, Research, and Treatment, Gordon Flett and Paul Hewitt note that “a strong case can be made for the claim that perfectionism is endemic to Western culture” (2002, xi). Even though OCPD may sound like a diagnostic handful, it’s really just a way to describe a set of behaviors that can be seen as nearly normative for Western society. OCPD is just a framework to help you more clearly see the kinds of actions, attitudes, and thoughts that make someone a perfectionist.


    Let me also throw this into the mix: chances are your prognosis is good. How can I assert that? Because perfectionists are a highly motivated lot, perfectly positioned for a self-help approach. My only lingering concern is for that type of perfectionist who tends to procrastinate, who might only skim through this book. If you think you’re at risk for this, if you and I are meeting in passing, then I hope our minds will cross paths again, perhaps in a different book.


    Getting back to the matter at hand: perfectionism, as the central feature of OCPD, is also characterized by such traits as excessive concern with details, an extreme devotion to work and productivity (at the expense of leisure), excessive conscientiousness, scrupulousness, thriftiness, inflexibility and rigidity in the issues of morality and ethics, reluctance to delegate tasks, and reluctance to relinquish control (Pfohl and Blum, 1991). However, what matters more than these symptoms is the motivation behind them, and we will get to that shortly.


    In the meantime, let me note that perfectionism is mostly a result of learning, programming, and conditioning. I see it as an ingenious adaptation to a hypercritical, high-pressure, invalidating environment, a psychological self-defense strategy that unfortunately creates more problems than it solves. Most of the perfectionists I have worked with had perfectionistic or narcissistic (un-empathic and invalidating) parents. Aside from parental influence, the extent of perfectionism depends on the culture you live in. Some societies are more culturally perfectionistic than others. The so-called “developed societies,” for example, tend to emphasize “efficiency, punctuality, a willingness to work hard, and orientation to detail.” Of course, these are the very traits that may accompany perfectionism and OCPD (Millon and Davis, 2000, 174).


    Perfectionism can be directed at oneself and/or at others (Flett and Hewitt, 2002). Self-directed (inwardly oriented) perfectionists are notoriously hard on themselves: if they make a mistake, they shred themselves to pieces in ruminating bouts of merciless self-scrutiny. While self-directed perfectionists are their own worst critics, other-directed (outwardly focused) perfectionists are tough on others and are easily frustrated by others’ imperfections.


    The literature on perfectionism also distinguishes between generalized (or “extreme”) perfectionism (in which perfectionists pursue “extreme standards across a variety of life domains”) and situational perfectionism (in which perfectionism is limited to specific areas of life) (Flett and Hewitt, 2002, 16). Situational perfectionism is, up to a point, adaptive and useful. Indeed, some jobs have extremely narrow margins of error and require great attention to detail (for instance, surgeon, air traffic controller, accountant). However, when perfectionism becomes a way of living (rather than a way of earning a living), then you have a case of generalized or extreme perfectionism.


    the existential costs of perfectionism


    On January 6, 2009, CNN reported that German billionaire Adolf Merckle died by suicide, jumping in front of a train because his fortunes had declined from $12.8 billion to $9.2 billion in 2008. CNN offered the following explanation: “The financial troubles of his companies, induced by the international financial crisis and the uncertainty and powerlessness to act independently…broke the passionate family business man, and he took his own life” (CNN, 2009). My clinical guess is that Adolf Merckle was a casualty of perfectionism, not of the economy. CNN’s explanation of the reasons behind the suicide is replete with red flags of perfectionism. Let’s take a close look at this psychological autopsy. The press release notes that the suicide was precipitated by the “financial troubles” of Merckle’s companies. Merckle didn’t lose everything; he didn’t go broke—he just moved down in rank from forty-fourth to ninety-fourth on the Forbes list of the world’s richest people. His fortunes “declined,” but they didn’t vanish. This was a case of partial failure, not complete failure. But, for the all-or-nothing perfectionistic mind, partial failure means total failure. The press release indicates that Merckle was troubled by “uncertainty and powerlessness to act independently.” This is typical of perfectionists, as they are indeed threatened by the prospect of relinquishing control. Merckle, according to this press release, was a “passionate family business man.” The significance that I see here has to do with the typical blurring of private and professional. Merckle’s business was a family business, therefore professional failures were personal failures. But even if his business had not been a family business, Merckle, if he was at all like other perfectionists I know, would have probably taken his professional failings personally. That’s what perfectionists do: they live for success and depend on it for meaning.


    Vincent Foster, the former Deputy White House Counsel under President Clinton, died by suicide and is another likely casualty of perfectionism. In an article on the destructiveness of perfectionism, Yale psychiatrist Sidney Blatt wrote that Foster was “typical of numerous examples of talented, ambitious, and successful individuals who are driven by intense needs for perfection and plagued by intense self-scrutiny, self-doubt, and self-criticism” (1995, 1005).


    Let’s face it: perfectionism isn’t cheap. In fact, perfectionism is existentially unaffordable, as it exacts a high psychological price of anxiety, worry, and depression (Maxmen and Ward, 1995). Perfectionists are “more likely than nonperfectionists to experience various kinds of stress” (Flett and Hewitt, 2002, 257). If unaddressed, perfectionism is a serious relational liability that can lead to alienation and missed social opportunities. Many perfectionists are pushed into therapy by family and friends to address the problems of anger and hypercriticism and to work on their control tendencies and their insistence on being right. Perfectionism can also lower your productivity. Perfectionistic preoccupation with outcome distracts the mind from the actual work process and creates performance anxiety that, in turn, undermines productivity or leads to procrastination. Similarly, perfectionism can stand in the way of your creativity. Perfectionists like to play it safe, stick to the protocol, and not take chances in order to avoid mistakes. This kind of emphasis on consistency is a wet blanket on any creative spark of experimentation and spontaneity. Moral or ethical perfectionism can result in a spiritual crisis and lead to a deficit of kindness and compassion. Perfectionism costs money, time, and resources. Perfectionists might be prone to fix what isn’t quite broken, to redo entire projects because of minor perceived imperfections and flaws. While perfectionism offers the short-lived reassurance of structure from the ambiguity and uncertainty of life, ultimately it constrains your choices and sense of freedom. In sum, perfectionism is an existential trap.


    your particular perfectionism


    There are different forms of perfectionism, and you may have a tendency toward one or another. We’ll examine these different manifestations more closely later in the book. For now, the following several exercises can help you get started in making sense of your perfectionism. You don’t have to do all of these exercises in one sitting. Pick a couple to journal about. Read through the rest and come back to them when you have time. However, I do suggest that you work through each and every exercise in the book no matter how obvious or odd it might seem at a glance. Each exercise sets an experiential precedent: it lays the tracks of memory in your mind for a similar train of thought to run on later. As a final note on exercises, I’d like to point out that the exercises are sometimes strategically placed to orchestrate a particular build-up of a target experience. Whenever that is the case, I will cue you to pause to engage in a given exercise before you read on. Most of the time, however, I will simply include one or more exercises to go along with a given point.


    Exercise: Why Are You Reading this Book?


    What prompted you to invest your time in this book? Did you have an epiphany about your life and its impact on others? Did somebody give you this book to read? How did you react to their suggestion? What do you want to change in your life as a result of reading this book? Document your thoughts in your journal.


    Exercise: What’s the History of Your Perfectionism?


    Who do you think “programmed” you to aspire to be perfect? Who loved you so conditionally that they needed you to be perfect? Who was so perfectionistic with you that you had to be perfect to be accepted and loved? Whose margin of error was so unforgiving that just being you wasn’t enough? For whose attention, love, and approval were you competing? Note any particular phrases or slogans from your upbringing that got stuck in your mind (maybe something like “Failure is not an option!”).


    Exercise: What Are the Costs of Your Perfectionism?


    What’s been the cost of your perfectionism? Anxiety, worry, depression? Failed relationships? Procrastination? What passed you by as you crossed the t’s and dotted the i’s?


    Exercise: How Do You See the Cost of Imperfection?


    What does your imperfection say about you as a person? What are the costs of being imperfect? What threatens you about being less than perfect? Document your thoughts.


    Exercise: Do You Know AnyoneWho Is Perfect?


    Do you know anyone perfect? What makes them perfect? Are they perfect in absolutely every respect? If not, then are they still perfect? If you don’t know anyone who is totally perfect, then what do you make of your own pursuit of perfection? With whom are you competing? God? Journal on this.


    Exercise: What Are Your Imperfections?


    Catalog your imperfections. Make a list of your life’s biggest mistakes and ponder the extent to which these mistakes were a function of imperfections or a function of your perfectionism.


    Exercise: How Are You Programming Your Children?


    This one is only for the parents. Are you expecting your children to be perfect? If so, why? If not, why not? Why the double standard? Are you trying to spare them the turmoil of perfectionism? If so, how do you plan to model self-acceptance to your children when you are so unforgiving of yourself? Wrestle with this one.


    Exercise: How Do You Define Perfection?


    Imagine that you are defining the idea of perfection for a dictionary. Go beyond the specifics. “Perfection is…” Fill in the blank.


    understanding the motivation behind perfectionism


    In making sense of perfectionism, I distinguish between primary and secondary perfectionism.


    Primary perfectionism is a pursuit of perfection for its own sake, as an end in and of itself. Primary perfectionism is when you want reality to be better than it is because you think it could be or should be better. (In principle, there’s nothing wrong with striving for a better world. It’s just that in practice, constant striving for a better world obscures the ordinary perfection of the world that already is.)


    In secondary perfectionism, trying to be perfect is a means to an end, and the pursuit of perfection is secondary to the psychological, relational, and existential dividends of being perfect (more about this below).


    Perfectionism Is a Striving on a Feedback Loop


    Perfectionism is akin to an insatiable appetite: no matter how much you have, it’s never enough. Buddhist psychology posits that the cause of suffering is an unremitting striving for more and offers a useful metaphor of a hungry ghost (preta in Sanskrit). Pretas are portrayed with bloated stomachs and necks as narrow as a needle’s eye, so that food cannot pass fast enough to satisfy their desires. Just like perfectionists, pretas are perpetually dissatisfied: the more they want, the emptier they feel. That’s the thing about incessant striving: it empties us out. Say you are content with what you have, and you don’t want anything else. You are full. Then you see something that you want. So you think that if you could only have what you want, you’d be even fuller and life would be even better—it would be perfect. If you allow this desire to grow into an obsession, soon you’ll feel that what you already have isn’t enough. The desire leads to a loss of contentment. What happens next is a runaway feedback loop of dissatisfaction: the more you want something that you don’t have, the less you are content with what you do have; the less you are content with what you have, the more you want that which you don’t have. And so it goes, round and round, until you find yourself in a knot of suffering.


    Three Types of Perfectionistic Hunger


    In striving for perfection, what have you been actually craving? As I see it, there are three types of perfectionistic hunger: approval/validation hunger, reflection/attention hunger, and control/certainty hunger.


    Approval/Validation-Hunger Perfectionism


    A pat on the back, a word of praise, or a nod of approval can sure feel validating and can put a self-doubting mind at ease. Approval-hungry/validation-hungry perfectionism parallels the so-called conscientious compulsive variant of OCPD (Millon and Davis 2000). Conscientious compulsives tend to be hard working, dutiful, and ever eager to meet others’ expectations. They fear “that failure to perform perfectly will lead to both abandonment and condemnation” by others (2000, 176). This makes sense: when you’re perfect, people generally like you (unless they are threatened by your perfection), and they come to depend on you. As a result, you feel valuable and indispensable. The downside, of course, is that you have to constantly strive to meet everyone’s expectations and you essentially live in fear of others’ disapproval of you.


    Reflection/Attention-Hunger Perfectionism


    At a certain stage of our growing up it is essential that we feel seen, acknowledged, and attended to. This is known in psychological terms as being mirrored. Perfectionism can be an adaptation to a deficit of mirroring. Growing up with an insecure, possibly narcissistic parent, you might have lost your sense of self because you were compelled to serve as a mirror for your parent’s hungry ego. And now the only way for you to feel good about yourself is to stand out by being perfect. Some reflection-hungry perfectionists seek out attention; others demand it, commanding special treatment and insisting on unquestioning compliance with their wishes, both trying to be perfect themselves and demanding nothing less than perfection from others. If you recognize yourself in this, cut yourself some slack: you aren’t bad, you’re just starved.


    Control/Certainty-Hunger Perfectionism


    Life is confusing and full of the unexpected. It tests our predictive acumen and frustrates our assumptions. So, in order to go on and not surrender to the chaos of life, we crave certainty, we yearn for a sense of control, we seek reassurance that we are on the right track. To deal with this uncertainty and lack of control, we shop around for a philosophy of living, for some kind of ideological structure or guidance. Once we find something that makes half-decent sense, we latch on to it. As we become invested in a particular way of living and thinking, we become understandably threatened by differences. Ideas different from our own make us second-guess our own approach to life, undermining our hard-earned sense of certainty and control. Some of us respond by becoming more rigid. We might even fight back by insisting that others should live, think, and act the way we do. So, in trying to protect our sense of control, we become judgmental and controlling. This kind of principled perfectionism is common in the area of ethics and morality, and it runs a close parallel to the so-called puritanical compulsive variant of OCPD, which is characterized by being uncompromising and dogmatic (Millon and Davis 2000).


    Though you may not like the sound of it, you should recognize that hunger for control and certainty (just like hunger for approval, validation, reflection, and attention) is a normal part of who we are. We all start out as a bit needy and afraid. We are all new to this bewildering world. Living, like any skill, has a learning curve to it. If you’re reading this, you are climbing that curve.


    Exercise: What’s Eating Me?


    Ask yourself: What am I hungering for? What am I chasing—perfection, approval, certainty, validation? Why am I seeking all this? How am I incomplete without it all? What’s amiss? Do I really need what I’m chasing, or do I just want it? What will approval prove? What will validation validate? What will certainty protect me from?


    Ask yourself: Whose stamp of approval am I striving for and why? Whose pat on my back has the power of the Midas touch that makes me feel golden, valuable, worthwhile? Whose opinion of me do I worship, seek out, cater to? Who has the power and wisdom to reassure me of all my fears and insecurities? Whose validation, attention, and acknowledgment do I need in order to feel visible and justified in my existence?


    Then ask yourself: Who promoted this person/these people to this special status? How did they earn such clout, such influence in my life? How have I gotten by all these years without that which I’m still chasing?


    Feeding the Hungry Ghost of Perfectionism


    So, if perfectionism is metaphorical hunger (for approval/validation, reflection/attention, or control/certainty), then how can we satisfy it? With the bread of acceptance. Borrowing language from Buddhist psychology, I offer you the following treatment (“feeding”) plan:


    
      	The experience of reality as imperfect (dissatisfaction with reality the way it is) exists and is inevitable.

        The source of this suffering/dissatisfaction is a desire or an expectation for reality to be different from how it is, to be better than it is. In other words, the source of perfectionistic suffering is the striving to perfect what is.


        Perfectionism can be cured through the acceptance of reality for what it is in its perfectly imperfect suchness. (I’ll explain more about the notion of “suchness” in a bit.)

      

    


    How’s this acceptance achieved? The short answer is: through mindfulness (the technique) and mindful living (as a consciously chosen philosophy of living). To get the long answer, read the rest of this book.


    the staff of mindfulness


    Mindfulness, as a philosophy of living, is a pledge of allegiance to the present, a commitment to not only the destination of your journey but also “being there” every step of the way. As a technique, mindfulness is a tool to support yourself on this journey of life.


    Long, long before smart phones, a walking stick was our support staff when on the go. A good walking staff was the ultimate assistive device. If you misstepped, the staff helped you regain your balance. If you tired, the staff was there to support you. The staff offered the benefit of a probe if you needed to explore an unfamiliar object along the way. It could be used as a gauge to test the depth of water if you had to ford a stream. If you needed to commit something to memory, you could notch the information down on the staff more or less with the same ease as we do it with the flash-drive memory sticks of today. And if necessary, a staff could be readily used as a weapon. All in all, the staff helped clear the way of obstacles.


    Whereas acceptance of the ordinary perfection of what is is the destination of our walk in this book, mindfulness—metaphorically speaking—will be your walking staff. As an assistive psychological device, mindfulness will help you traverse the turbulent streams of your consciousness. It will prop you up when you stumble over some imperfection, help you remember what you are and what you are not, and clear away the debris of illusions on your way to well-being.


    I believe the entire human civilization as we know it began with mindfulness. First, living in the jungle of life, we were too busy surviving to sit down. When we finally figured out how to use fire to protect us, we got a chance to relax. When we sat down in a circle around the first fire, for the first time in the history of our species with nothing to do, we noticed ourselves. We noticed the fire dance of our mortal impermanence and the circular interdependence of us all. This was our first zazen, our first sitting meditation, our first species-wide experience of mindfulness, the dawn of self-awareness. Some of us were immediately spooked by the realization of our impermanence and interdependence and reacted by psychologically separating from this realization. This separation, these I–you, me–it, self–other, subject–object, mind–body, man–nature distinctions, led to dualism. As soon as we separated ourselves from reality, we started trying to control it, improve it, and perfect it. Having inevitably failed, instead of accepting our limitations, we chose to transcend them. We started to strive. Perfectionism was born. While we ran from ourselves and our deeper connections, there were always others who stayed seated, transfixed and inspired by the fire dance of impermanence. It is from these “babysitters” (monks, mystics, meditators, introspectors, hermits, and inner-nauts) of our primordial consciousness that we all have been trying to re-learn how to be a human being, not a human doing.


    As a special kind of awareness, mindfulness involves two essential mechanisms: 1) passive attention and 2) dis-identification. Attention can be active or passive, that of an active observer or that of an uninvolved witness. This distinction is easy to understand through the contrast of such verbs as “to look” and “to see.” “To look” implies an active visual scanning, a kind of goal-oriented visual activity. “To see” implies nothing other than a fact of visual registration. Let’s say I lost my house keys. I would have to look for them. But in the process of looking for my house keys, I might also happen to see an old concert ticket. Mindfulness is about seeing, not looking. It is about “just” noticing and “just” witnessing without an attachment to or identification with what is being noticed and witnessed. But how do you do this mindfulness thing? By not doing it. James Austin, a professor emeritus of neurology and the author of Zen and the Brain, puts it this way: “It is a letting go of oneself, of letting things happen, of not striving. This means not trying to do something. It also means not trying not to do something. Finally, a state beyond trying arrives” (1999, 142). “A state beyond trying”—a state beyond striving, beyond craving, beyond seeking, beyond reaching—is a state beyond perfectionism.


    Exercise: Watching the River (the “Dots” Exercise)


    James Austin, the author and neurologist I mentioned earlier, called this state of effortless witnessing a “riverbank attitude.”


    Watch your thoughts. Each and every time you recognize that you have a new thought event (mental image, sensation, feeling), mark down a dot on a piece of paper with a pen or a pencil. Set an alarm clock for five minutes and watch your mind like this while marking down dots, one after another. Remain a dispassionate observer of whatever pops into your head, as if you were sitting on the bank of a river watching boats pass by. Just watch the mind flow, the thoughts come and pass down the river, staying where you are, in this riverbank attitude, without getting carried away downriver and without getting caught up in any thought. When the time is up, look at the dots on the paper. Realize that the thoughts came and went, but you’re still here. Tip: This exercise is meant to be an opportunity for you to learn how to step back from what you think, feel, or sense. This exercise is designed to help you begin to tune in to what you are by recognizing what you are not. You are not your thoughts.


    Practice this exercise daily as you “walk” your way through this book. Mindfulness will serve as an invaluable walking staff on your journey to acceptance.


    Exercise: The Dots and Spaces


    Building on the preceding exercise, let’s add an element of breath focus to leverage the calming effect of this meditation. Once again, you’ll need a pen/pencil, a piece of paper, and your lungs. Begin by paying attention to the breath. Simply notice your breath as it is. And as soon as you are distracted by a thought or some other sensation, put down a dot on the piece of paper. As soon as you put down a dot, return to the awareness of your breath. Keep at it for a few minutes. Go ahead and try this now, before you read on.


    Good. Now, look at the paper. Recognize that the dots correspond to mental events, to mind events. Each dot was some kind of thought, some kind of informational event, an object of consciousness, a slice of the mind-stream. Now, what about the spaces in between the dots? What do you think the spaces could stand for? These fleeting moments of emptiness, these spaces between the thoughts, these moments of pure awareness, these moments of informationally untainted presence—that is you. You are not your thoughts, sensations, or feelings. After all, they come and go. You are what remains. These mind events (thoughts, feelings, sensations) are, indeed, a part of you but no more than a reflection is a part of the mirror. You are the space in between these mind dots, the consciousness from which these thoughts emerge, the consciousness into which these thoughts dissolve. Now try this exercise again. Settle into the space that you are. Take a note of this sense of unqualified and indescribable presence: here you are, the real you, the one that doesn’t change, the one that is beyond evaluation and comparison; simply here, not going anywhere, invulnerable and unafraid. It’s nothing special. And that’s what makes it permanent.


    Exercise: Watching the River (Portable Version)


    This is a more portable version of the river-watching meditation: instead of jotting down dots, rest one of your hands with its palm down on top of your knee and gently tap away the thoughts with your index finger. So, each and every time you witness your mind change, each and every time you notice a new thought, feeling, or sensation arrive onto the shores of your awareness, tap it away.


    You might be curious about this whole business of jotting down dots or taps. This is something I’ve stumbled upon in my own practice and used as a meditation teaching method. Here’s how I see it: each thought is the beginning of an action sequence. In a manner of speaking, each thought wants to be born, it wants to graduate to a level of action. It carries an action/impulse potential. The tap (or the jotting down) discharges this action potential, grounding the energy in a generic, nonspecific manner, thus completing the “life cycle” of a thought. The tap (or the dot) is a behavioral deflection. In my own meditation practice, in discussing mediation with others, and in sharing it with my clients, I have long noticed a pattern of people suddenly bolting out of meditation. So, here you sit, watching your mind, and most of the time you do just fine. But now and then something emotionally charged sneaks up on you, gets to you—and you bolt. I’ve found that this jotting/tapping element serves as an effective way to bolt without bolting, to act out without abandoning the meditation place. The added benefit of using the tap rather than jotting down dots is that you can use this exercise on the go.


    Exercise: Sneak Meditation into Real Life


    People tap their fingers (particularly when stressed or impatient) all the time. Try the river-watching exercise with the finger tap during a real-life situation. Say you’re at a difficult, emotionally charged business meeting. You don’t like what’s going on. You’ve got some nasty thought in a pre-launch state of readiness on the tip of your tongue. No, you’re not losing it exactly, but you are about to say something that you might regret (or worry about later on). With one of your hands (palm down) on your knee, practice mentally stepping back from what’s going on. Notice the thoughts, feelings, and sensations that are flooding you and gently, inconspicuously, tap them away.


    Exercise: Just Sit and Watch


    After a couple of weeks of practicing the meditations above, try either the river-watching or the river-watching-plus-breath-focus meditation without either jotting down or tapping away the thoughts. Just sit and watch the mind flow. There’s nothing to do, nowhere to go. You made time to be here, so be here. The world will wait. Remember that the whole business of jotting dots or tapping away thoughts is just a set of training wheels on a bicycle. When you’ve learned to stay balanced and unperturbed by the passing thoughts, you can go for a ride without these assistive devices.


    Exercise: Watch Your Perfectionism Pass


    As I mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, your entire perfectionism is made of mind (thoughts, feelings, habits, and defenses). Mind constantly changes: thoughts come and go, feelings ebb and flow. I’d like for you to watch your perfectionism. Think of some mistake that you made. Get close to it. Recall the details. And as soon as this process of recalling-on-demand begins to acquire the free-flowing nature of dwelling, kick back and watch the flow of your perfectionistic rumination. Watch it the same way you channel-surf TV. If it fails to hold your attention, make a conscious choice to change the channel and move on.


    conclusion: seven elements of existential rehabilitation


    The following are the seven habits that, in my opinion, compose the basis of existentially vibrant living and appear to be in particular deficit in the life of a perfectionist:


    
      	The habit of making your own meaning


      	The habit of noticing ordinary perfection


      	The habit of being present in the moment


      	The habit of making conscious choices


      	The habit of self-acceptance


      	The habit of accepting uncertainty


      	The habit of forgiving and compassion

    


    These seven vital signs of conscious, meaningful, and mindful living are the goals of the program of existential rehabilitation laid out in this book. I predict that developing these habits will help you feel freer and more alive, more at ease and invulnerable, more attuned to yourself and more connected with others, and, most importantly, less preoccupied with what should be and more in awe of what already is.

  




End of sample
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