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Introduction

“The greatest discovery of my generation is that a human being can alter his life by altering his attitudes.”
William James (1842–1910)

“Habits of thinking need not be forever. One of the most significant findings in psychology in the last twenty years is that individuals can choose the way they think.”
Martin Seligman, Learned Optimism

You will have heard many times that “you can change your life by changing your thoughts and your mental habits,” but have you ever stopped to consider what that means? This book identifies some of the most useful ideas from writings specifically devoted to personal transformation—from the inside out.

I have called these books “self-help classics.” You may already have an idea of what self-help is, but that understanding should be deepened by the range of authors and titles covered in these pages. If there is a thread running through the works, it is their refusal to accept “common unhappiness” or “quiet desperation” as the lot of humankind. They acknowledge life’s difficulties and setbacks as real, but say that we cannot be defined by these. No matter how adverse the situation, we always have room to determine what it will mean to us, a lesson given us in two books covered here, Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning and Boethius’ The Consolation of Philosophy. To consciously decide what we will think, not allowing genes or environment or fate to determine our path—this is the essence of self-help.

A conventional view of self-help is that it deals with problems, but most of the self-help classics are about possibilities. They can help reveal your unique course in life, form a bridge between fear and happiness, or simply inspire you to be a better person. Samuel Smiles wrote the original Self-Help in 1859. He feared that people would think his book a tribute to selfishness. In fact it preached reliance on one’s own efforts, the never-say-die pursuit of a goal that did not wait on government help or any other kind of patronage. Smiles was originally a political reformer, but came to the conclusion that the real revolutions happened inside people’s heads; he took the greatest idea of his century, “progress,” and applied it to personal life. Through telling the life stories of some of the remarkable people of his era, he tried to show that anything was possible if you had the gall to try.

Abraham Lincoln is sometimes mentioned in self-help writing because he embodies the idea of “limitless” thinking. Yet his thoughts were not applied to himself—he considered himself an ungainly depressive—but to the potential he saw in a situation (saving the Union and freeing America of slavery). Lincoln’s vision was not vainglorious; he lived for something larger.

At its best, self-help is not about the fantasies of the ego, but involves the identification of a project, goal, ideal, or way of being where you can make a big difference. In so doing, you can transform a piece of the world—and yourself along with it.

The self-help phenomenon

“…the symbols of the divine show up in our world initially at the trash stratum.”
Philip K. Dick, Valis

The self-help book was one of the great success stories of the twentieth century. The exact number purchased is impossible to calculate, but this selection of 50 classics alone has sold over 150 million copies between them, and if we consider the thousands of other titles the final number would run to more than half a billion.

The idea of self-help is nothing new, but only in the twentieth century did it become a mass phenomenon. Books like How to Win Friends and Influence People (1936) and The Power of Positive Thinking (1952) were bought by ordinary people desperate to make something of their lives and willing to believe that the secrets of success could be found in a paperback. Maybe the genre took on its lowbrow image because the books were so readily available, promised so much, and contained ideas that you were unlikely to hear from a professor or a minister. Whatever the image, people obviously had a new source of life guidance and they loved it. For once, we were not being told what we couldn’t do but only that we should shoot for the stars.

A self-help book can be your best friend and champion, expressing a faith in your essential greatness and beauty that is sometimes hard to get from another person. Because of its emphasis on following your star and believing that your thoughts can remake your world, a better name for self-help writing might be the “literature of possibility.”

Many people are amazed that the self-help sections in bookstores are so huge. For the rest of us there is no mystery: Whatever recognizes our right to dream, then shows us how to make the dream a reality, is powerful and valuable.

The books

This list of classics is the result of my own reading and research, and might be quite different if another person were to undertake the same project. The focus is on twentieth-century self-help books, but much older works are also included because the self-help ethic has been with us through the ages. The Bible, The Bhagavad-Gita, Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations, and Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography are examples of works that may not have been thought of as self-help before, but I hope I can argue the case for their inclusion.

Most of the contemporary writers are American, and while this may seem like cultural imperialism, in reality self-help values are universal. There are a number of strands to self-help that offer specific guidance, for example on relationships, diet, selling, or self-esteem, but the books covered here relate to the broader personal development aims of self-knowledge and increasing happiness. Through the selections I try to give a sense of the huge diversity of the genre. Many of the titles were easily selected because they are both famous and influential. Others are included because they fill a niche through their ideas. Every book had to have a level of readability and “spark” that defies the time and place that it was written.

At the end of Women Who Run with the Wolves, Clarissa Pinkola Estés lists a great array of books that might be of interest to readers. She asks, “How do they go together? What can one lend the other? Compare, see what happens. Some combinations are bomb materials. Some create seed stock.”

The same could be said of the self-help classics. However, to help draw out some themes, below I have grouped the works into areas that may help you find what you are after. There is an additional list, “50 More Classics,” at the end of the book.

The Power of Thought

Change your thoughts, change your life

James Allen, As a Man Thinketh
Steve Andreas and Charles Faulkner, NLP: The New Technology of Achievement
David D. Burns, Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy
Daniel Goleman, Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More than IQ
Louise Hay, You Can Heal Your Life
Ellen J. Langer, Mindfulness: Choice and Control in Everyday Life
Joseph Murphy, The Power of Your Subconscious Mind
Norman Vincent Peale, The Power of Positive Thinking
Florence Scovell Shinn, The Game of Life and How to Play It
Martin Seligman, Learned Optimism

Following Your Dream

Achievement and goal setting

Dale Carnegie, How to Win Friends and Influence People
Deepak Chopra, The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success
Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist
Stephen Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People
Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography
Shakti Gawain, Creative Visualization
Susan Jeffers, Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway
Maxwell Maltz, Psycho-Cybernetics
Anthony Robbins, Awaken the Giant Within

Secrets of Happiness

Doing what you love, doing what works

Martha Beck, Finding Your Own North Star: How to Claim the Life You Were Meant to Live
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience
The Dalai Lama and Howard C. Cutler, The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living 
The Dhammapada (Buddha’s teachings)
Wayne Dyer, Real Magic: Creating Miracles in Everyday Life
John Gray, Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus
Richard Koch, The 80/20 Principle: The Secret of Achieving More with Less
Philip C. McGraw, Life Strategies: Doing What Works, Doing What Matters
Marianne Williamson, A Return to Love

The Bigger Picture

Keeping it in perspective

Marcus Aurelius, Meditations
Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy
Alain de Botton, How Proust Can Change Your Life
William Bridges, Transitions: Making Sense of Life’s Changes
Richard Carlson, Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff… And It’s All Small Stuff
Viktor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning
Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching

Soul and mystery

Appreciating your depth

Robert Bly, Iron John
Joseph Campbell with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth
Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run with the Wolves
James Hillman, The Soul’s Code: In Search of Character and Calling
Thomas Moore, Care of the Soul: A Guide for Cultivating Depth and Sacredness in Everyday Life
Carol S. Pearson, The Hero Within: Six Archetypes We Live By
M. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled
Henry David Thoreau, Walden

Making a Difference

Transforming yourself, transforming the world

The Bhagavad-Gita
The Bible
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Self-Reliance 
Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality
Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged
Samuel Smiles, Self-Help
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man

Over to you

“In the last analysis, the essential thing is the life of the individual. This alone makes history, here alone do the great transformations take place, and the whole future, the whole history of the world, ultimately springs as a gigantic summation from these hidden sources in individuals.” Carl Gustav Jung

Once upon a time we lived in tribal groups that guided our lives and supplied us with our physical, social, and spiritual needs. As “civilization” emerged it may have been the Church or the State that assumed these roles; today, you may depend on the company for which you work for material security and a sense of belonging.

Yet history shows that every kind of institution and community eventually crumbles, and when it does the individual is exposed. This is forced change, and as the world speeds up the likelihood of its happening to you increases. Therefore you need to know more about yourself, be aware of how to manage change better, and have a plan for your life that does not depend on an institution. Whether you want to change the world or just change yourself, you are right in suspecting that no one is going to do it for you. In the end, it is all up to you.

The other key pressure on us, strange as it may seem, is the expansion of choice. Most of us cherish freedom, but when we actually get the opportunity to make our own way it can be terrifying. Many of the works covered in this book, from Philip McGraw’s Life Strategies to Martha Beck’s Finding Your Own North Star to Henry David Thoreau’s Walden, deal with the paradox that the more choices we have, the greater our need for focus. Anyone can get a job, but do you have a purpose?

The twentieth century was about fitting in to large organizational structures—by conforming well you became successful. Yet Richard Koch shows us in The 80/20 Principle that success now and in the future comes from being more yourself; if you are willing to express your uniqueness, you will inevitably contribute something of real value to the world. This has a moral dimension to it (Teilhard de Chardin referred to “the incommunicable singularity that each of us possess”), but also makes economic and scientific sense: Evolution happens by differentiation, not by matching up to some general standard, and therefore the rewards of life will always go to those who are not simply excellent but outstanding.

The future of self-help

“I contradict myself. I am large. I contain multitudes.”
Walt Whitman

At the heart of the self-help literature are two basic conceptions of how we should see ourselves. Titles like Wayne Dyer’s Real Magic, Thomas Moore’s Care of the Soul, and Deepak Chopra’s The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success assume the existence of a changeless core inside us (called variously the soul or the higher self) that guides us and helps us to fulfill a purpose unique to us. In this conception, self-knowledge is the path to maturity.

Then there are titles such as Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, Anthony Robbins’ Awaken the Giant Within, and Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography, which assume that the self is a blank slate on which you can write the story of your life. There is no one better than Friedrich Nietzsche to sum up this attitude:

“Active, successful natures act, not according to the dictum ‘know thyself’, but as if there hovered before them the commandment: will a self and thou shalt become a self.”

The self-knowing and the self-creating person are, of course, only abstractions; a person will always be an interesting combination of the two. Both viewpoints, nevertheless, contain the assumption that the self is independent and unitary (“one”). Yet in the twenty-first century we have multiple roles, are members of many communities, and express a variety of personas, so our experience is of complexity. Where does self-help fit into such a context?

In his book The Saturated Self, Kenneth Gergen suggested that the old idea of the unitary self has had to evolve to take account of our many-mindedness, or what he called the “multiphrenic personality.” Another writer, Robert Jay Lifton in The Protean Self: Human Resilience in an Age of Fragmentation, says that to prevent the feeling of being pulled in all directions we have to develop a tougher and more sophisticated self, aware of all its many dimensions; only this “protean self” will cope with a vastly complicated world. For Lifton, the unitary self is not dead but in a time of challenge.

However, will even this more evolved understanding of the self be able to cope with technological advance? What sort of people will emerge from a twenty-first century that can use genetic and other technologies to alter the personality and increase intelligence? If we will have the ability to change the self to such an extent, what is “self-knowledge” as Plato imagined it?

Scientists are confident that many children born in the next decade will have a life expectancy of well over 100 years, even 140 or 150. Will living that long make your sense of identity more coherent, or will 15 decades of change—relationships, families, careers, world events—shatter any feelings of continuity and security? Scarier still is the possibility that we may be able to keep alive the “software” of our brain long after our body has given up, then perhaps have it transplanted into a new corpus.

The ever more sophisticated application of technology to the human body and brain is clearly going to make the question “What is the self?” even more significant. In this Blade Runner future, the idea of self-knowledge may end up being the historical goal of the “post-human” human being.

Self-help books emerged from the evaporation of certainty and the collapse of tradition. But the literature always assumed that we knew what the self was. As this assumption is questioned, future self-help books will have to be guides to the self itself.


50 Self-Help Classics


As a Man Thinketh
1902

“Of all the beautiful truths pertaining to the soul that have been restored and brought to light in this age, none is more gladdening or fruitful of divine promise and confidence than this—that you are the master of your thought, the molder of your character, and the maker and shaper of your condition, environment and destiny.”

“Good thoughts and actions can never produce bad results; bad thoughts and actions can never produce good results … We understand this law in the natural world, and work with it; but few understand it in the mental and moral world—although its operation there is just as simple and undeviating—and they, therefore, do not cooperate with it.”

“Law, not confusion, is the dominating principle in the universe; justice, not injustice, is the soul and substance of life; and righteousness, not corruption, is the molding and moving force in the spiritual government of the world. This being so, we have to but right ourselves to find that the universe is right.”



In a nutshell

We don’t attract what we want, but what we are. Only by changing your thoughts will you change your life.

In a similar vein

Joseph Murphy, The Power of Your Subconscious Mind (p222)
Florence Scovell Shinn, The Game of Life and How to Play It (p258)



CHAPTER 1
James Allen

With its theme that “mind is the master weaver,” creating our inner character and outer circumstances, As a Man Thinketh is an in-depth exploration of the central idea of self-help writing. James Allen’s contribution was to take an assumption we all share—that because we are not robots we therefore control our thoughts—and reveal its fallacy. Because most of us believe that mind is separate from matter, we think that thoughts can be hidden and made powerless; this allows us to think one way and act another. However, Allen believed that the unconscious mind generates as much action as the conscious mind, and while we may be able to sustain the illusion of control through the conscious mind alone, in reality we are continually faced with a question: “Why cannot I make myself do this or achieve that?”

In noting that desire and will are sabotaged by the presence of thoughts that do not accord with desire, Allen was led to the startling conclusion: “We do not attract what we want, but what we are.” Achievement happens because you as a person embody the external achievement; you don’t “get” success but become it. There is no gap between mind and matter.

We are the sum of our thoughts

The logic of the book is unassailable: Noble thoughts make a noble person, negative thoughts hammer out a miserable one. To a person mired in negativity, the world looks as if it is made of confusion and fear. On the other hand, Allen noted, when we curtail our negative and destructive thoughts, “All the world softens towards us, and is ready to help us.”

We attract not only what we love, but also what we fear. His explanation for why this happens is simple: Those thoughts that receive our attention, good or bad, go into the unconscious to become the fuel for later events in the real world. As Emerson commented, “A person is what he thinks about all day long.”

Our circumstances are us

Part of the fame of Allen’s book is its contention that “Circumstances do not make a person, they reveal him.” This seems an exceedingly heartless comment, a justification for neglect of those in need, and a rationalization of exploitation and abuse, of the superiority of those at the top of the pile and the inferiority of those at the bottom.

This, however, would be a knee-jerk reaction to a subtle argument. Each set of circumstances, however bad, offers a unique opportunity for growth. If circumstances always determined the life and prospects of people, then humanity would never have progressed. In fact, circumstances seem to be designed to bring out the best in us, and if we make the decision that we have been “wronged” then we are unlikely to begin a conscious effort to escape from our situation. Nevertheless, as any biographer knows, a person’s early life and its conditions are often the greatest gift to an individual.

The sobering aspect of Allen’s book is that we have no one else to blame for our present condition except ourselves. The upside is the possibilities contained in knowing that everything is up to us; where before we were experts in the array and fearsomeness of limitations, now we become connoisseurs of what is possible.

Change your world by changing your mind

While Allen did not deny that poverty can happen to a person or a people, what he tried to make clear is that defensive actions such as blaming the perpetrator will only run the wheels further into the rut. What measures us, what reveals us, is how we use those circumstances as an aid or spur to progress. A successful person or community, in short, is one who is most efficient at processing failure.

Allen observed, “Most of us are anxious to improve our circumstances, but are unwilling to improve ourselves—and we therefore remain bound.” Prosperity and happiness cannot happen when the old self is still stuck in its old ways. People are nearly always the unconscious cause of their own lack of prosperity.

Tranquillity = success

The influence of Buddhism on Allen’s thought is obvious in his emphasis on “right thinking,” but it is also apparent in his suggestion that the best path to success is calmness of mind. People who are calm, relaxed, and purposeful appear as if that is their natural state, but nearly always it is the fruit of self-control.

These people have advanced knowledge of how thought works, coming from years of literally “thinking about thought.” According to Allen, they have a magnet-like attraction because they are not swept up by every little wind of happenstance. We turn to them because they are masters of themselves. “Tempest-tossed” souls battle to gain success, but success avoids the unstable.

Final comments

Some 100 years after its first publication, As a Man Thinketh continues to get rave reviews from readers. The plain prose and absence of hype are appealing within a genre that contains sensational claims and personalities, and the fact that we know so little about the author makes the work somehow more intriguing.

To bring its message to a wider audience, two updated versions of the work that correct the gender specificity of the original have been published: As You Think, edited by Marc Allen (no relation), and As a Woman Thinketh, edited by Dorothy Hulst.

James Allen

Allen was born in Leicester, England, in 1864. At 15 he was forced to leave school and go out to work; his father, who had left for the United States following the failure of the family business, had been robbed and murdered. Allen was employed with several British manufacturing firms until 1902, when he began to write full time. Moving to Ilfracombe on the south-west coast of England, he settled down to a quiet life of reading, writing, gardening, and meditation.

As a Man Thinketh was the second of 19 books that Allen wrote in a decade. Although considered his best work, it was only published at his wife’s urging. Other books include From Poverty to Power, Byways of Blessedness, The Life Triumphant and Eight Pillars of Prosperity. Allen died in 1912.


NLP: The New Technology of Achievement
1994

“This book will change your life. We know. What you’re about to read has already changed ours.”

“You’d be surprised at the inner images people try to use to motivate themselves. In their mind’s eye, they see tiny, dark slides of their work being done, or a fuzzy, black-and-white picture of the reward for completing a project. No wonder they’re not motivated. Now, you can make a rich and compelling picture of what you want and what you value. The bigger, richer, more colorful, more three-dimensional and clear, the better.”



In a nutshell

“People work perfectly.” Program in new thoughts, actions, and feelings and you get a new life.

In a similar vein

Richard Koch, The 80/20 Principle (p182)
Philip C. McGraw, Life Strategies (p210)
Maxwell Maltz, Psycho-Cybernetics (p198)
Anthony Robbins, Awaken the Giant Within (p252)



CHAPTER 2
Steve Andreas & Charles Faulkner (NLP Comprehensive Team)

The science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke once said, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” This quote appears at the beginning of NLP: The New Technology of Achievement and is also the conclusion of many who have used neuro-linguistic programming, a science of mind that has swept across the world in less than 20 years. Through NLP techniques, people have rid themselves of a longstanding phobia in a few minutes, or quickly left behind the burden of a horrible memory that has plagued them for years.

We are so used to believing that change takes time, so comfortable with the philosophy of no pain—no gain, that when a contrary practice comes into being we are inclined not to believe it. The authors of this book admit, “It seems so grandiose and unlikely that some people will use that as an excuse to never examine it closely.” We are stuck in a time warp when it comes to psychology, believing that Freud’s ideas are still central even though they were published a century ago. Yet how many people, Andreas and Faulkner ask, would be happy to drive around in a 100-year-old car?

Thanks to advances in cognitive science and the development of NLP methods, personal change is no longer a mystery—it can be fast, reliable, even fun.

NLP: the beginning

In the early 1970s Richard Bandler was a maths undergrad at the University of California with a strong interest in computer science and psychology. He met an associate professor in linguistics, Dr. John Grinder, and they began to lead weekly therapy meetings that involved copying the content and style of the founder of the Gestalt movement, Fritz Perls. This attempt to replicate the results of another person by adopting their behaviors and methods (the German accent, mustache, and chain smoking were eventually accepted as unnecessary) led to the discipline of “modeling human excellence.”

Research into phobias led Bandler and Grinder to the discovery that people who detach themselves from their fear (e.g., in their mind they watch themselves having the phobia from a distance) will lose it. A further array of therapeutic techniques flowed from their work with famous clinical hypnotist Milton Erickson. Bandler’s Master’s thesis became the first volume of the seminal NLP work, The Structure of Magic.

A new technology of achievement

Essentially, NLP is about changing the way you think about thinking. “Neuro” refers to the nervous system and the mental pathways of the five senses. “Linguistic” refers to language and the use of words, phrases, body language, and habits to reflect our mental worlds. “Programming” is borrowed from computer science. Add them together and you get a technology that reveals thoughts, feelings, and actions to be habitual programs open to manipulation.

NLP: The New Technology of Achievement is one of the best introductions to the discipline, written by a professional training team that has links with NLP’s founders. It has intellectual weight, but its real value lies in its many exercises or “thought experiments.” Read only the first two chapters and you will already have a few methods under your belt for instant change. Read the whole book and do the exercises, and you’ll have a mental toolkit to change your moods, behaviors, and memories, shape your thoughts and actions, and live according to your deepest values.

Chapters include:

[image: Image] Getting motivated.

[image: Image] Discovering your mission.

[image: Image] Achieving your goals.

[image: Image] Creating rapport and strong relationships.

[image: Image] Persuasion strategies.

[image: Image] Eliminating fears and phobias.

[image: Image] Building self-confidence.

[image: Image] Creating self-appreciation and self-esteem.

[image: Image] Securing a positive mental attitude.

[image: Image] Achieving peak performance.

NLP principles

The following are the “presuppositions” or principles underpinning NLP:

1 The map is not the territory. We do not respond to the world as it is, we act in accordance with our own mental map of it. We have a much better chance of getting what we want if our map is continually revised to take account of the territory. Doing this is much better than trying to bend the world to fit your map.

2 Experience has a structure. We all have patterns or structures in the way we think. By changing these, we literally change our experience, including how we think about past events.

3 If one person can do something, anyone can learn to do it. We can model the thinking and behavior of people who are already successful in order to achieve similar results.

4 The mind and body are parts of the same system. Our thoughts constantly affect our breathing, muscles, etc., which in turn affect our thinking. Control your thoughts and you control your body.

5 People already have all the resources they need. From our storehouse of memories, thoughts, and sensations we can construct new mental patterning designed to provide the outcomes we want.

6 You cannot not communicate. Everything about you—eye and body movements, vocal tones, habits—is a form of communication. It is not difficult to sense when what a person is saying does not match with who they are.

7 The meaning of your communication is the response you get. People receive information filtered through their mental map of the world. How you communicate must be constantly adjusted so that the message you want to be received is the one that is received.

8 Underlying every behavior is a positive intention. Violence masks a lack of acceptance or fear, and yelling or criticism can express a need to be acknowledged. Look behind what people do to find their positive intent.

9 People are always making the best choices available to them. We make choices based on experience. More and better experiences allow for more choices.

10 If what you’re doing isn’t working, do something else. Do anything else. You’ll only get the same results if you do what you’ve always done.

NLP: The New Technology of Achievement amplifies these principles, including the following points:

[image: Image] Everyone has a “motivation direction,” either toward pleasure and goals or away from pain. The NLP team found that most people are motivated by the latter, but with a change to toward motivation you can focus on possibilities rather than on what you fear. This doesn’t mean living through rose-tinted spectacles, simply changing the way you communicate with yourself. For example, after making your usual negative comments, restate your goal. This order—negative first and positive last—is a simple but effective motivator.

[image: Image] Know the difference between a job and a mission. A job is usually too small for a person; a mission needs a whole life to make it real. Acknowledging the NLP principle that “If one person can do something, anyone can learn to do it,” you can take the successful attitudes, decisions, and behaviors of people you admire and use them to fulfill your unique mission. Film director Steven Spielberg, artist Michelangelo, champion dog-sled racer Susan Butcher, and media mogul Ted Turner are given as examples of people who are crystal clear about what their life is about. NLP exercises can reveal your life’s passion and deepest values, from which your mission will emerge.

[image: Image] Change happens in an instant and should be natural and easy. No matter how many times you try to get a computer to do something, it will not do it if it does not have the appropriate software, or if it can do it, you need to have a manual in order to give it the right instructions. The human brain is much more sophisticated, but NLP is designed to be its software manual, using the brain’s own language to alter and create new neural pathways.

With NLP you do not have to rely on willpower; with knowledge of the technical means, change becomes easy.

[image: Image] NLP’s basic premise is that we can change our minds not simply by having new thoughts, but by changing the way we think, i.e., by choosing a different way to process the multitude of images, feelings, and memories that exist inside us, so that they serve us rather than sabotage us. We can diminish a bad memory quite easily by giving it new associations (just some examples: hearing a happy song in our minds each time we remember it, turning the memory into a “painting” with our choice of color and frame, making it into an old black-and-white movie, seeing ourselves smiling in the image instead of sad). Once these new associations are made, how you feel about a memory changes not only instantly but forever. Revisit it any time and the new association will still be in place. Try it before you dismiss it.

[image: Image] NLP gets you away from “either/or” thinking. In NLP there is a saying: “If you only have one way to do something, you’re a robot. If you only have two ways to do something, you’re in a dilemma. You need at least three ways to do something before you have the beginning of some real flexibility.” Above all, NLP gives you choice in how you want to change; there are few rules, only successful experiments.

[image: Image] Everyone has internal voices. Turn them into great encouragers instead of saboteurs. You can play powerful and uplifting music in your mind whenever you need instant confidence, for instance. You can learn automatically to hear laughter any time you encounter a difficulty or challenge. Such methods put you in control of your reactions and thoughts at any moment, and enable you to take criticism and use it constructively.

[image: Image] The brain does not know how to think negatively. If you continually tell yourself “I want to lose weight,” your brain will be impressed with the word “weight” much more than the word “lose.” Professionals advise slimmers to have a “goal weight” that they focus on; it is to this that they will make their body conform, not the losing of something. NLP teaches you always to use positive language, focusing on what you want, not what you fear.

[image: Image] You can learn the ability to be confident in an instant, to be more loving, or to “make real” your ambitions before they are acted out in the world. Many winners use NLP without knowing it, in the way they can see, hear, feel, touch, and taste victory in their minds long before it actually happens. The feeling of winning draws the win to it; designing a compelling future draws you toward the actions needed to realize it. Those who become adept at creative visualization appreciate the NLP maxim “not all dreamers are achievers, but all achievers are dreamers.”

Final comments

A psychology that sees the mind and body as machine-like and open to manipulation is appropriate for the technological culture in which we live, yet the overall effect of NLP is to increase the intensity and quality of life. Despite its origins in computing and linguistics, NLP is really about graceful human change.

Traditional clinical psychology is all about describing and analyzing problems and finding out their causes. NLP, in contrast, focuses on possibilities and how the mind works to produce results. If NLP could be summed up in one phrase, it would be “People work perfectly.” Our specific thoughts, feelings, and actions have produced what we are today; by changing these “inputs” you will get different results—a different you.

Each of us is a bundle of emotions, behaviors, and potentialities, all of which we must accept and even love in order to achieve what in NLP is called “personal congruence,” the perfect alignment of our desires and values with our capabilities.

Steve Andreas and Charles Faulkner

Steve Andreas was an industrial chemist before becoming an NLP trainer and developer of new methods. With his wife Connirae he founded NLP Comprehensive in Colorado in 1979 (which offered the first ever NLP training certification), and with her has co-authored two books, Change Your Mind—And Keep the Change (1987) and Heart of the Mind (1989). He has written numerous articles and produced video and audio programs, and wrote a biography of one of America’s path-breaking relationships therapists, Virginia Satir: The Patterns of Her Magic (1991). He has an MA in psychology from Brandeis University and for 30 years has run Real People Press, a publisher focused on personal change.

Charles Faulkner has pioneered an array of methods for accelerated language learning, but is well known for his NLP methods in financial decision making and the modeling of successful bond traders. Audio-tape programs include Metaphors of Identity and Success Mastery with NLP.

The other contributing authors to NLP: The New Technology of Achievement are Kelly Gerling, Tim Halbom, Robert McDonald, Gerry Schmidt, and Suzi Smith. The book was originally written as a audio program in 1991.


Meditations
2nd century

“Begin each day by telling yourself: Today I shall be meeting with interference, ingratitude, insolence, disloyalty, ill-will and selfishness—all of them due to the offenders’ ignorance of what is good or evil. But for my part I have long perceived the nature of good and its nobility, the nature of evil and its meanness, and also the nature of the culprit himself, who is my brother (not in the physical sense, but as a fellow-creature similarly endowed with reason and a share of the divine); therefore none of those things can injure me, for nobody can implicate me in what is degrading.”

“Love nothing but that which comes to you woven in the pattern of your destiny. For what could more aptly fit your needs?”

“Everything—a horse, a vine—is created for some duty. This is nothing to wonder at: even the sun-god himself will tell you, ‘This is a work I am here to do,’ and so will all the other sky-dwellers. For what task, then, were you yourself created? For pleasure? Can such a thought be tolerated?”



In a nutshell

Don’t get caught up in trivia or pettiness; appreciate your life within a larger context.

In a similar vein

Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy (p46)
Richard Carlson, Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff (p74)



CHAPTER 3
Marcus Aurelius

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus was emperor of Rome from 161AD until his death 19 years later. By the time he came to power, Rome was under threat: constant warring with “barbarians” on the frontier, disease brought back by soldiers, pestilence, and even earthquakes. Try to imagine the President of the United States being so philosophical in the midst of such crises. Yet despite the circumstances, after his death Marcus Aurelius would come to be idealized by the Romans as the perfect emperor, a genuine philosopher-king who provided the last real nobility of rule before the savagery of his son Commodus’ reign and the anarchy of the third century.

A student of Stoic philosophy, Marcus Aurelius refused to be made miserable by the difficulties of life. Stoicism was a Greek school of thought originating around 300BC. In simple terms, it taught that submission to the law of the universe was how human beings should live, and emphasized duty, avoidance of pleasure, reason, and fearlessness of death. Stoics would also have full responsibility for their actions, independence of mind, and pursue the greater good over their own. The emperor would have been comfortable with today’s United Nations and other world bodies that stand for cooperative effort: Stoics had an international outlook and believed in universal brotherhood.

As well as the world, the thoughts of the Stoics spanned time, as this excerpt from the Meditations demonstrates:

“All things fade into the storied past, and in a little while are shrouded in oblivion. Even to men whose lives were a blaze of glory this comes to pass; as to the rest, the breath is hardly out of them before, in Homer’s words, they are ‘lost to sight alike and hearsay’. What, after all, is immortal fame? An empty, hollow thing. To what, then, must we aspire? This, and this alone: the just thought, the unselfish act, the tongue that utters no falsehood, the temper that greets each passing event as something predestined, expected, and emanating from the One source and origin.”

This was written over 19 centuries ago, yet it is somehow even more relevant when we know how ancient it is. Marcus Aurelius’ life itself bears the statement out; not many now will have cause to remember his skill or otherwise as a leader, but his Meditations, quiet thoughts written by firelight in the midst of campaigns, live on in hearts and minds.

The Meditations are alive with perceptiveness about the basic unity of all things in the universe, including its people. They tell us that the effort to see through another’s eyes is nothing less than an expansion of one’s world—and a unifying of it. To despise, avoid, or judge a person is simply an obstruction of Nature’s law. The realization that to move human relations to a higher level we must do the opposite of these things formed the basis of the emperor’s thought.

On every page of the Meditations is this theme of accepting things and people how they are, not how we would like them to be. There is sadness in this view, as the following brief comment suggests: “You may break your heart, but men still go on as before.” One does get the impression of reading the thoughts of a lonely man, but then Marcus Aurelius’ ability to see life objectively saved him from any real disillusionment:

“Be like the headland against which the waves break and break: it stands firm, until presently the watery tumult around it subsides once more to rest. ‘How unlucky I am, that this should have happened to me!’ By no means; say, rather, ‘How lucky I am that this has left me with no bitterness; unshaken by the present, and undismayed by the future.’”

The great worth of Stoic philosophy is its ability to help put things into perspective so you can remember the things that matter; the Meditations is, if you like, an ancient and noble Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff. The person who can see the world as it really is also carries the ability to see beyond that world. We are here and we have a job to do, but there is a feeling that we came from another place, and will eventually go back to it. Life can be sad and lonely, seemingly one thing after another, but this should never dull our basic wonder at our existence in the universe:

“Survey the circling stars, as though you yourself were mid-course with them. Often picture the changing and rechanging dance of the elements. Visions of this kind purge away the dross of our earth-bound life.”

Final comments

What can we make of the fact that Marcus Aurelius was the father of Commodus, whose accession and brutal reign broke the tradition of non-hereditary kingship? If the philosopher was such a great man, how could he have fathered such a brute?

The Meditations is not just another self-help book with easy answers—its very theme is imperfection. We can never know exactly why things happen, why people act the way they do, but it is not up to us to judge anyway; there is a larger meaning to events and lives that escapes us. This knowledge itself is a comfort.

This is a short book that is a source of sanity in a mad world, and today’s reader will also love the beautiful prose that makes it stand out against modern philosophical and self-help writings (Maxwell Staniforth’s translation is particularly good). Buy a copy and you will make use of it for life.

Marcus Aurelius

When Hadrian, one of Rome’s most successful emperors, died in 138AD, he appointed as his successor Antoninus Pius, who in turn, on Hadrian’s instructions, adopted the 17-year-old Marcus Aurelius as his successor. The young man’s future was confirmed when he was married to Faustina, a daughter of Antoninus Pius. As well as carrying out courtly duties, he devoted himself to the study of law and philosophy. Taking power at age 40, Aurelius voluntarily divided rule with his brother Lucius Verus, who was to die eight years later.

Though peaceful by nature, Aurelius was forced continually to defend the Empire’s territories against the Germanic tribes, including the Marcomanni and the Quadi. A single manuscript, now lost, is the source of the Meditations. Marcus Aurelius had never intended that it be published. The year 1559 saw its first printing, almost 14 centuries after the emperor’s death in 180. While Ridley Scott’s film Gladiator portrays the emperor being murdered by Commodus, there is no historical evidence for this.


Finding Your Own North Star: How to Claim the Life You Were Meant to Live
2001

“Listen carefully: Your family of origin does not know how to get you to your North Star. They didn’t when you were little, they don’t now, and they never will. … People whose families were accepting and supportive have to face the fact that familial love can’t take them all the way towards their right lives.”

“Many of my clients can’t figure out what they want to do with their careers until they restore themselves to physical health by resting deeply for weeks, sometimes even months. Whatever your body tells you to do, the odds are very good that it’s the next step towards your North Star.”



In a nutshell

The book for you if you feel as though your life has taken a wrong turn.

In a similar vein

Joseph Campbell with Bill Moyers, The Power of Myth (p68)
Wayne Dyer, Real Magic (p120)
Clarissa Pinkola Estés, Women Who Run with the Wolves (p132)
James Hillman, The Soul’s Code (p170)
Susan Jeffers, Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway (p176)
Richard Koch, The 80/20 Principle (p182)



CHAPTER 4
Martha Beck

Also known as Stella Polaris, the North Star is found at the North Pole of the heavens. Because it does not move around like other stars, it has always been used by explorers and seafarers to work out their current position and check direction. The North Star struck Martha Beck as the perfect symbol of what she calls “right life,” the fulfilled existence that is uniquely yours and waiting to be claimed.

How do we find our star? Internal compasses, in the form of our physical reactions, intuitions, and peculiar wants and longings, are there to guide us, and to get us back on course when the clouds and storms of life make us lose sight. Beck says that the key to finding our right life is to know the difference between the essential self and the social self. This is what we concentrate on here.

The essential self and the social self

What is the essential self? It is that quiet voice that will ask you to “walk to the beat of a different drum” when you would prefer to stroll with the pack. The social self is the voice that may have determined most of your life decisions so far; it has provided you with skills, networked for you, and is basically “responsible.” Most people make their social self their master, but for you to live a fulfilled live it should be the other way around—take your lead from your essential self, and let the social self do what is practically necessary to get you where you want to go.

Beck came from an academic background in which doing something “difficult” was respected. She took Chinese as her major at college because it sounded admirable and brainy—and she hated it. It bogged her down mentally and was truly hard. Anything you are doing that causes stress and struggle, she says, no matter how worthy you think it is, is probably not part of your true direction. When you find something that gives you joy and at which you seem easily productive—what in eastern philosophy is called “non-action”—it is probably close to your North Star.

In times past, you were much more likely to do well economically through the obedient, conformist behavior of your social self, as the individual was always part of a larger machine. In the twenty-first century, however, this has changed, the real money going to people with a unique personality, skill, or product. And uniqueness never drops out of committees, it arises from deep within a person, from your essential self.

Bringing out the essential self

The essential self is like the daimon or soul image that James Hillman talks of in The Soul’s Code. It can’t speak, so it finds all kinds of ways to be recognized. Many of Beck’s clients come to her complaining that they “self-sabotage”: They fluff exams or interviews that they had to do well in, not really knowing why. Yet what seems like an inexplicable failure may actually be in harmony with your true desires in the long term.

One of the most vital aspects of regaining your essential self is to learn how to say “no” again. The Japanese word for no is iie, but because Japan is a relatively conformist society, it is actually a taboo to say it. We learn from an early age that we must cooperate and always let our essential self give way to our social self. But just as a caged tiger will lash out if someone comes into its precious space, your essential self knows when to say no. It must be allowed to do this, to state its boundaries, or you will end up with neuroses caused by having to be nice to everyone all the time.

Your body and your brain will happily tell you when the essential self has been ignored, be it through illness, forgetfulness, numb hostility, apathy, Freudian slips, or addiction. Listen to your body!

Alignment with your North Star, in contrast, may release a pent-up vitality that you last enjoyed when you were a child. You will start to love yourself again, remember things easily, be more concerned with good health, and be a lot more cheerful to the rest of the world. In the eyes of those close to you, looking for your true purpose may seem selfish—but would they rather live with the results of keeping it buried?

Making the leap

When we contemplate change (having a baby, quitting a job, taking a year off) we make protestations to ourselves that “everybody” will think I’m an idiot, “everybody” will hate me. This is terrifying—until we come to understand that “everyone” is composed of just a few people, some maybe not even still alive. Psychology describes this as the “generalized other.” Beck, for instance, took a long time to realize that merely to get her father’s approval she was writing in the unnecessarily dry style of an academic journal when she should have been using everyday language.

Once we see that there are in fact millions of points of view on everything, we can no longer be beholden to an imaginary everybody, and are free to pursue what we feel to be right. Always remember, Beck says, that the social self is programmed to avoid danger, even if it’s an illusion. By following your dreams, on the other hand, you will develop a new and positive relationship with fear.

Final comments

Finding Your Own North Star is a comprehensive self-help book (380 pages) covering everything from how to appreciate beauty, be generous, welcome change even when everything is OK, diagnose fear in yourself and others, grieve, and express hate and anger, to how to follow your intuition. What have these got to do with your North Star? Not being “on purpose” will affect every area of your life, and you will need to become more aware of your emotions and inner learnings to get back to that state. The last part of the work looks at the four stages of life through which you may go in your quest to find your North Star, and is almost worth a book on its own. There are quizzes and exercises throughout, many designed to “bring you out of your shell.”

Martha Beck

Beck is a graduate of Harvard with a BA, MA, and PhD. She taught at Harvard and at the American Graduate School of International Management in career development. After academia she became a “life design” counselor and set up Life Designs, Inc., a practice for helping clients fulfill their potential.

Her other bestsellers are Expecting Adam: A True Story of Birth, Transformation and Unconditional Love and Breaking Point: Why Women Fall Apart and How They Can Re-Create Their Lives. She has also written for a number of American magazines.

Beck lives in Phoenix, Arizona with her family.


The Bhagavad-Gita

“We are born into the world of nature; our second birth is into the world of spirit.”

“But he who, with strong body serving mind, Gives up his power to worthy work, Not seeking gain, Arjuna! Such an one Is honourable. Do thine alloted task!”

“He whose peace is not shaken by others, and before whom other people find peace, beyond excitement and anger and fear—he is dear to me.”

“If thou wilt not fight thy battle of life because in selfishness thou art afraid of the battle, thy resolution is in vain: nature will compel thee.”

“I have given thee words of vision and wisdom more secret than hidden mysteries. Ponder them in the silence of thy soul, and then in freedom do thy will.”



In a nutshell

Seek peace inside yourself, do the work that is yours, and wonder at the mysteries of the universe.

In a similar vein

Deepak Chopra, The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success (p86)
The Dhammapada (p114)



CHAPTER 5

The Bhagavad-Gita is the record of a conversation between a young man and God (in the form of Krishna). The young warrior Arjuna, from the royal Pandava family, is in a state of panic on the morning of a battle. The “enemies” he is expected to fight are cousins whom he knows well.

In this desperate predicament, Arjuna turns to his charioteer Krishna for help. The answers he gets are not exactly what he wants to hear, but it is Krishna’s opportunity to tell a mortal about how the universe operates and the best approach to life.

The Gita is a small but much-loved part of the vast Hindu epic the Mahabarata, a poetic chronicle about two warring groups of cousins, the Kauravas and the Pandavas. The title means Celestial Song or Song of the Lord, and Juan Mascaró (whose translation is used here) has described it as a “symphony” that represents a peak of Indian spirituality.

The beauty of this work is that it operates on various levels—poetry, scripture, philosophy, self-help guide—and here we will focus on the last of these.

The meaning of Arjuna’s predicament

Arjuna does not want to get involved in this battle, and why would he? The reader cannot but agree that it is madness to wage war against one’s own relatives. The story is allegorical, however; it is about action and non-action, and introduces us to the concepts of karma and dharma.

Arjuna wonders, quite reasonably, why he should bother to do anything good, or to do anything at all, in a world that is so bad. Joseph Campbell says in The Power of Myth that part of maturity is saying “yes” to the abominable or the evil, to recognize its existence in your world. What he calls “the affirmation of all things” does not mean that you can’t fight a situation, only that you can’t say that something does not have the right to exist. What exists does so for some reason, even if that reason is for you to fight it. It would be nice to withdraw from life, to be above it all, but you can’t. Because we are alive, we can’t avoid action or its effects—this is karma.

If we must throw ourselves into life, what should be our guide? There is action motivated by desire, and action undertaken out of a sense of purpose.

The first type seems easier, because it allows you to live without questioning and requires little self-knowledge. In fact it goes against the grain of universal law, usually leading to the departure of spirit from our lives. Purposeful action seems more complicated and obscure, but is in fact the most natural way; it is the salvation of our existence and even the source of joy. The word for this is dharma.

Reason

The Bhagavad-Gita is a great book because it embodies the reasoning mind, capable of choosing the way of purpose over the automaticity of a life led by desire. If Arjuna simply follows his desire not to fight, he learns nothing. Instead, Krishna tells him to “fight the good fight”—this is his duty, his purpose, his dharma.

Freed from indecision, Arjuna is subsequently told that his opponents “have it coming to them” anyway; Arjuna is merely the instrument of divine karma.

The reader should not dwell too long on why God is recommending war. The point of the story is that the young warrior, in questioning his own action and existence, displays reason. Nowadays we tend to equate reason with intelligence. This is lazy thinking, because it means that a mouse or a computer, displaying the ability to “work something out,” is at our level.

Reason is actually the process by which we discover our place in the larger scheme of things, specifically the work or actions by which our existence is justified and fulfilled. It is what makes us human beings.

The Gita is no flight into the mystical; in showing the path to reason, it reveals our highest faculty and greatest asset.

Work

The Bhagavad-Gita draws attention to the three “constituents of nature,” Tamas (darkness), Rajas (fire), and Sattva (light). A Rajas style of life is full of action and endless business, with fingers in too many pies, hunger for more, lack of rest, and lust for things and people. It is about gaining and attaining, a life focused on “what is mine and what is not yet mine.”

Sound familiar? This is living according to “outcome,” and while it may be of a higher order than Tamas (inertia, dullness, lack of care, ignorance), it is still one of mediocrity. And the life of light, Sattva? You will know you are living it when your intentions are noble and you feel peace in your actions. Your work is your sanctuary and you would do it even for no reward at all.

This holy book’s key point about work is that unless you are doing the work you love, you are darkening your soul. If this seems impossible, love what you are doing. Freedom—from fear and anxious worry over “results”—will follow. The wise always have an outcome or result in mind, yet their detachment from it makes them all the more effective.

The Gita says that higher even than the peace of meditation is the peace that comes from surrender of the fruit of one’s actions; in this state we are free from the rigidity of set expectations, allowing the unexpected and remarkable to emerge.

The steady self

You may be relaxing in front of the television when a report comes on about the year’s Academy Awards, telling of the glitter and glory of the Oscars and exclusive post-ceremony parties. Someone remarks, “This is where the rest of the world would like to be.” Beneath the superficial enjoyment of the report, suddenly you get a sense of inferiority. “Who cares if people say it’s shallow, I want to be there! What have I done with my life that I am not on the list for that party? Am I really going back to my job on Monday morning?”

There is a phrase in psychology for this thinking: “object referral.” This means having a focus on others and seeking their approval. Hollywood is famously a shrine to external valuations of worth, where you are always wondering what people will think of your next audition, performance, or deal. This is basically a life of fear and, when things don’t turn out as you had hoped, of desperation. The Gita teaches that you can achieve a state where you don’t need any external commendation to make you feel right; you know you are of real worth.

One of the main routes to this level of being is meditation, which brings detachment from emotions like fear and greed. Through it we discover a self that is not subject to change, that is, in Deepak Chopra’s words, “immune to criticism … unfearful of any challenge, and feels beneath no-one.” This surely is real power, compared to what we can acquire in the world of action.

In your baser conscious desires you are just like everyone else; in the meditative state you grasp your uniqueness. What we do following meditation does not normally generate negative karma, because we are emerging from a zone of purity and perfect knowledge. “With perfect meditation comes perfect act,” says The Bhagavad-Gita.

The book repeatedly comments that the enlightened person is the same in success or failure, is not swayed by the winds of event or emotion. It is a manual on how to achieve steadiness, which ironically comes from appreciating the ephemeral nature of life and the relentless movement of time. Though the universe may be in a constant state of flux, we can train our mind to be a rare fixed point. The book is a brilliant antidote to the feelings of smallness and insignificance that can swamp even the most confident in modern life.

Final comments

Those prejudiced against religious books as “mystical rubbish” may be shocked to discover that The Bhagavad-Gita is one of the great works on the sovereignty of the mind.

God tells Arjuna:

“I have given thee words of vision and wisdom more secret than hidden mysteries.
Ponder them in the silence of thy soul, and then in freedom do thy will.”

Even though God is all powerful, man has free will. The Gita has delivered this message with force across the ages because, perhaps ironically, it is done through poetry, the language of the heart.

This is a perfect self-help book because it is not scholarly or complicated but remains a source of the most profound wisdom, offering a path to steadiness of mind and joy in one’s work that could not be more relevant amid the speed and pressure of life in the twenty-first century.


The Bible

“Thou shalt decree a thing, and it shall be established unto thee: and the light shall shine upon thy ways.” (Job 22:28)

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want; he makes me lie down in green pastures.
He leads me beside still waters; he restores my soul.” (Psalm 23)

“Finally, brethren, whatever things are true, whatever things are honest, whatever things are just, whatever things are pure, whatever things are of good report; if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think on these things.” (Philippians 4:8)

“I can do all things through Christ who strengtheneth me.” (Philippians 4:13)

“He giveth power to the faint; and to them that have no might he increaseth strength.” (Isaiah 40:29)

“If God is for us, who can be against us?” (Romans 8:31)

“What things soever ye desire, when ye pray believe that ye receive them, and ye shall have them.” (Mark 11.24)



In a nutshell

Love, faith, hope, the glory of God, the perfectibility of man.

In a similar vein

The Bhagavad-Gita (p30)
The Dhammapada (p 114)



CHAPTER 6

The way people view the Bible usually falls into one of three categories: a sacred religious text; a vast historical work; or a collection of great stories. However, our attachment to these tired slots can prevent us from seeing it anew as a collection of ideas, ones that helped create our concept of what a human being might be.

Progress

It is easy to forget just how much the Old and New Testaments are responsible for the world we live in today. In his book The Gifts of the Jews: How a Tribe of Desert Nomads Changed the Way Everyone Thinks and Feels, Thomas Cahill wrote:

“Without the Bible we would never have known the abolitionist movement, the prison-reform movement, the anti-war movement, the labor movement, the civil rights movement, the movement of indigenous and dispossessed peoples for their human rights, the anti-apartheid movement in South Africa, the Solidarity movement in Poland, the free-speech and pro-democracy movements in such Far Eastern countries as South Korea, the Philippines, and even China. These movements of modern times have all employed the language of the Bible.”

Perhaps the crucial change in the way we think was the idea of progress. In the distant past time was invariably seen as cyclical; the great creation stories were so important to these early cultures’ understanding of themselves that little attention was paid to the future. The idea that tomorrow could be better than today was alien. There were many gods, but they were impersonal and capricious and none had any particular vision for the human race.

This changed with the direct revelation of the commandments through Moses on Mount Sinai. While this new singular God was to be feared, He was a God who not only always had our best interests at heart, but had a long-term vision for His people. He was the God who led the Jews out of slavery in Egypt to the Promised Land, who would work through history in order to create his own ends—the God of progress.

Though we take it for granted today, this progressive worldview has defined western culture and been adopted by nearly all non-western cultures too. It is, as Cahill says above, the force behind all the great emancipation movements that, often employing the language of the Book of Exodus, grew out of the thought that “it does not have to be this way.” This thought is also the light that guides most of the self-help literature.

The power of love

If the Old Testament has been the inspiration for groups through the millennia, the New Testament became a symbol of personal salvation. The Old was revolutionary because it put fresh emphasis on the individual, but the New took this to its logical extreme by saying that individuals could not only change the world, but had a duty to do so. Its challenge to transform the world in God’s image, using Jesus as the example, made it a manual for active love. Again, a love that heals and creates—like progress—is something totally taken for granted now. But as Andrew Welburn put it in The Beginnings of Christianity: “Love is the revelation of God to the individualised, self-conscious man, just as power and wise order were the revelation of God to ancient, pre-self-conscious humanity.”

The Bible’s theme of the power of love marked a new era of humankind. On his way to Damascus to help suppress the Christians, Saul of Tarsus (who later became St. Paul) was “blinded by the light.” This wonderful story of personal transformation illustrated the strange new idea that love could be stronger than position or power.

Faith

The collections of deities that preceded the Judaic concept of one god were mostly reflections of human desire. If you didn’t get what you wanted, it was obvious that the gods were displeased with you. Moses’ God was more complicated, requiring the worshipper to have faith in order to fashion His ends and demonstrate omnipotence. The Judaic and Christian God became one not simply of creation and destruction, but of co-creation.

Look at the story of Abraham: Told by God to go to a mountain to make a sacrifice, he does so but realizes that the sacrifice will be his only son. Amazingly, he is willing to go through with it. At the last minute God has him replace the boy with a ram caught in a nearby bush. Abraham’s success at this incredible test of faith is rewarded by generations of his descendants living in prosperity.

Yet this was not simply a test of allegiance to God, and not just about Abraham. Humanity itself had passed a test: we could choose no longer to be animals quivering with fear, tied to the physical world, but could reflect God in becoming beings with calm faith.

The Bible and individuality

Other religions and philosophies had seen the world either as an illusion or a drama in which we played a role, but Christianity, by making the individual the unit through which the world would develop and fulfill its potential, made history important—it became the story of humankind’s efforts to create heaven on earth.

Above all, Christianity freed believers from having to accept their lot in life. It was profoundly egalitarian: Human beings were no longer captive to other humans, nor to capricious gods, the “fates,” or the “stars.” This emphasis gave people the groundbreaking idea that they could no longer be defined by factors such as class, ethnicity, or lack of money.

The revolutionary opportunity of the Bible, particularly the New Testament, was to see and understand the “incommunicable singularity of being which all possess” (Teilhard de Chardin). While the broader vision of the Bible is the creation of a community of humankind, it can only be one in which each person has the opportunity to express this singularity to the full. Whatever you think of him, this belief is what fired Pope John Paul to be so strongly anti-communist—that was a system that was willing to sacrifice a person’s uniqueness to some larger community.

Final comments

The Bible deserves to be seen with new eyes. We no longer have to see it as being about original sin and sacrifice, or as spawning a heavy church hierarchy and holy wars. We should be reminded of its simpler messages of compassion and fulfillment and refinement of ourselves, a morality requiring no imposition on others. Though fascinating as a historical book with great stories, we should do the Bible justice by remembering that it was the original manual for personal transformation.
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