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FOREWORD

Growing u p , I  w e n t  t o  n u r s e r y , p r i m a r y  s c h o o l , a n d  
s e c o n d a r y  school and then to university. I gathered a huge 
number of concepts about life and was constantly encouraged to 
become a better thinker.  I was taught that if I had a problem 
then a solution could be found by thinking it through. Yet, 
despite becoming really good at thinking, my life continued to 
consist of problems and peace eluded me.

What I didn’t realise was that thinking had become an unhealthy 
habit that I had become addicted to.  So much so, I couldn’t stop 
my mind from working overtime. I would think all day and 
sometimes all night too.  Yet despite uncontrollably thinking all 
the time, I was blind to it because I was convinced that thinking 
about solutions would eventually solve my problems.

Nobody ever told me that the underlying cause of my problems 
was the very act of thinking itself.  So after university I went on 
to spend thousands of pounds on personal development courses 
to change my mind and enjoy the problem-free and peaceful 
existence that my heart yearned for. But the more I tried to 
change and improve myself, the more things I found that needed 
fixed and improved!

After countless attempts to find peace through the next personal 
development course, a friend made a passing comment that 
changed my perspective completely.  She said that she was ‘a 
victim of personal development’.  And it really resonated with 
me. I saw that all of the personal development courses that I 
had attended had a hidden assumption at the heart of them that 
implied something was wrong with me and that I had to fix, 
change and improve my mind in order to make my life better.
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In this life-changing book, Richard Paterson insightfully shines 
a light on what he calls the ‘mother of all beliefs’ – namely, the 
belief that something is wrong with my life and me. It is a 
belief that silently operates out of sight, but leads to so much 
stress and suffering for millions of people on this planet.  It 
causes people to resist life and never feel fully content with how 
things are, or with how they are. And most relevantly in the 
context of this book, it is the hidden belief that causes the 
compulsion to think.

The mind loves a problem and becomes very active in finding a 
solution.  So as  long a s  you go on believing t h a t  there i s  
something wrong, then you will feel compelled to overly think. 
But the good news is that it doesn’t need to be this way. You 
can kick the thinking habit and this book can show you how. 
Richard Paterson shares powerful tools for becoming present 
and reconnecting with your peaceful presence. Very skilfully, 
by showing you ways to rediscover the peace and perfection of 
the present moment, Richard helps you to transcend the hidden 
belief that something is wrong and experience the nirvana of 
Now.

In ‘Kick the Thinking Habit’ Richard Paterson offers a clear and 
concise template for thinking less and reclaiming the peace and 
love that your heart has always wanted.

Sandy C. Newbigging, best-selling 
author of Mind Calm
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THE DAILY STAMPEDE

Do you know that delicious state you can sometimes experience 
when you have just woken up but haven’t yet remembered who 
you are or anything about your life?

It is an experience of pure awareness, free of mental activity. In 
the absence of thought, you are neither male nor female, rich or 
poor, young or old.  You simply ARE – pure consciousness 
aware. There is, as yet, no concept of an individual ‘me’.

And then, on the blank canvas  o f  your awareness, t h e  first 
thought appears – the presentation you have to give later this 
morning. The thought, whatever it may be, is accompanied by a 
knee-jerk emotional reaction and then closely followed by more 
thoughts: “What's the time? I shouldn’t have gone to bed so late, 
I wish I had prepared better” and so forth. Thoughts turn into 
thinking.

Awareness of the exquisite state of perfect peace, which was all 
that existed only moments before, begins to fade into the 
background as your attention is hijacked by the growing stream 
of thoughts, which are rapidly gathering momentum.

Each new thought represents another piece in the jigsaw puzzle 
called ‘me and my life’. As the pieces continue to fall into place, 
the mental picture of who (we think) we are is reconstructed. 
This happens each morning upon awakening.

Like a herd of wild horses, kicking up a cloud of dust as they 
stampede across the tranquil plain, thoughts charge across the 
field of your awareness, distracting us and pulling your attention 
away f r o m  t h e  p e a c e  a n d  s t i l l n e s s  t h a t  w a s  t h e r e  just 
p r i o r  t o  their arrival.
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What if:

O in truth, w e  w e r e  f a r  m o r e  than the thinking minds 
we perceive ourselves to be?

O we simply overlook the peace that always exists within 
us through the deeply ingrained habit of giving all of our 
attention to our thinking minds?

O it was possible, through insight and awareness, to break 
this habit and learn how to access this peace at will – 
whether thoughts are there or not?
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INTRODUCTION

Thinking seriously harms you 
and everyone around you!

Imagine you want to mow the lawn. You get the mower out of 
the shed, plug it in and complete the job. What do you do with the 
lawnmower once you have finished? You put it back in the shed, 
right?

Imagine if you were to go round in circles day in, day out, 
mowing the same patch of grass over and over.  How tedious 
and exhausting, not to mention pointless, would that be?

And yet, this provides a good analogy to illustrate how most of 
our minds work. We spend our days lost in unconscious and 
unproductive thinking – addictively replaying the same mental 
patterns, the same old stories, over and over in our heads like 
worn-out gramophone records.

Rather than being a helpful tool to be picked up and used when 
required, the mind is more like an out of control Frankenstein 
monster with a life of its own. And we don’t know how to stop 
it. We don’t know how to pull the plug and put it back in the 
shed.

Worrying about the future, obsessing over what could or should 
have been, forever doubting our decisions, judging ourselves and 
others, blaming the world for our woes – these are some of the 
habitual thinking patterns we can become unconsciously lost in 
for hours, days or even for a lifetime. I use the word unconscious 
because much of our unproductive thinking happens on 
autopilot.
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Used productively to carry out specific tasks, the mind is an 
amazing tool, capable of incredible feats of engineering or 
penetrating the mysteries of life and the universe. On the other 
hand, a restless and out of control mind can cause us no end of 
trouble and  be exhausting a n d  deeply destructive. This type 
of thinking can seriously harm you and everyone around you.

In his book “The Power of Now”, spiritual author Eckhart Tolle 
likens unconscious thinking to ‘being possessed by an invading 
entity’. And this is how it seems.

If I say that “my mind is driving me nuts”, my mind is perceived 
to be an object separate from myself and thinking, as something 
t h a t  happens T O  me. We appear to have no choice but to 
listen to the mind’s endless ramblings and spend our days 
listening to, believing and taking seriously the voices in our 
heads.

As we shall see later, this type of addictive and unproductive 
thinking is no more than a deeply ingrained habit, stemming 
from a l a c k  of understanding of our true relationship with the 
mind.  The key to becoming free of the habit is to make thinking 
conscious.

Over many years, I explored different ways of freeing myself 
from the pain and frustration I often felt at being trapped in the 
confines of m y  o w n  h e a d  w i t h  a  r e s t l e s s  and 
w h i n g e i n g  chatterbox for company.

Looking back, I can see that my own journey involved four 
distinct phases, which I will call Distraction, Self-Improvement, 
Awareness and Presence. These four themes loosely comprise 
the four sections of this book.

At first, I sought distraction from the chatter in my head through 
numbing myself with alcohol, TV and other drugs or through 
attempting to fill every waking moment with activity. 
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These solutions provided only temporary relief. 

The next strategy was to attempt to change or fix the content of the 
mind through self-improvement. It seemed logical that if I could 
find a way to convert troublesome thoughts (I include feelings and 
emotions here too) into more pleasant and acceptable ones, that I 
could free myself of mental suffering.

Over a twenty-year period, I devoured every spiritual book I 
could lay my hands on, immersed myself in countless self- 
help programmes and made numerous visits to spiritual teachers 
in India and the Far East. Although I undoubtedly became more 
content than I had been, this approach did not address the true 
cause of my restlessness and discontent – my addiction to 
thinking itself.

Although I had, to some extent, succeeded in converting my
‘sad and unhappy’ story into a happier, more spiritual one, I still 
spent m y  d a y s  l o s t  i n  unconsc ious  t h i n k i n g .  I was  
j u s t  a s  addicted t o  th ink ing  a s  before .  A l l  t h a t  had 
changed w a s  t he  content of the story.

Then, on a meditation retreat in 2004, I saw something, which 
brought about a radical change in my experience – a tiny shift in 
PERCEPTION, which changed everything in an instant.

Although the thoughts themselves were pretty much the same as 
before, the restlessness and frustration I had known for years 
were gone. For the first time ever, I felt content and at peace.

I saw clearly how to pull the plug on the mind and, furthermore, 
I understood why my previous attempts had not worked – and 
could never work. The purpose of this book is to share these 
discoveries with you.

You see, the mind i t s e l f  i s  not t he  problem, r a t h e r  ou r
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relationship WITH the mind. I saw how the real key to kicking 
the addictive thinking habit is through awareness and through 
understanding how the mind works.

Up until that point, my focus had always been on the mind itself, 
either trying to escape it, change it or fix it.  It had never 
occurred to me to step back and objectively observe the mind – 
to make the mind itself the object of my attention – without 
judging, without analysing, without labelling, without trying to 
fix or change anything – simply allowing it to do its thing, 
without getting involved.

When we shine the light of awareness on the thinking process 
itself, we see how thoughts appear by themselves from nowhere 
and how, through our deep-seated habit of giving them our 
undivided attention, they flourish and turn into unconscious 
thinking.

We also see that:

 it is not so much the thoughts themselves that cause us to 
suffer, rather the mental commentary about the thoughts.

 although we have no control over the thoughts that appear 
in our field of awareness, THINKING ITSELF IS A CHOICE.

 we suffer to the extent that we resist and struggle against 
the content of our mind.

 the mind tells a lot of lies.

 there is so much more to who we are than the thinking 
minds we believe ourselves to be.

 the moment we become consciously aware that thinking is
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going on, thinking stops. We are present.

If addictive thinking were an intrinsic part of who we are – part 
of our essential nature – there would be little or no hope of ever 
being free of the relentless chatter in our heads which, for many 
people, is the primary cause of suffering in their lives.

Fortunately, this is not the case. Unconscious thinking is no more 
than a  h a b i t  t h a t  w e  h a v e  p i c k e d  u p  a n d  w h i c h , 
t h r o u g h  awareness, we can also learn to drop. Furthermore, 
in order to free ourselves of addictive thinking, it is not necessary 
to fix, change or alter the content of the mind. That would be a 
never- ending task, which could well take us the rest of our lives.

What IS required is to change our relationship WITH the mind. 
This is achieved through making that which is unconscious, 
conscious. What we become aware of, we become free of.  

When we understand the nature of the mind, the voices 
themselves may or may not remain, but either way, they cease 
to have the same impact on our experience of inner peace.

So, if you are ready to pull the plug on the mind, read on.
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PART ONE

SETTING 
THE SCENE
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CHAPTER ONE

THE MOTHER OF 
ALL ADDICTIONS

To break free of the addictive thinking 
habit, we need NOT change, fix or alter 

the content of the mind in any way.

Addiction t o  th inking i s  the  m o t h e r  o f  a l l  add ic t ions , 
b o t h  literally and figuratively – literally in that it is by far the 
most common addiction, affecting practically the entire 
population to some extent or other – and figuratively, because 
it is arguably the root cause of all other addictions.

Our addiction to food, alcohol, work, television and the Internet 
stems directly from our attempts to escape from, numb ourselves 
to or shut out the relentless chatter that goes on inside our heads.

If you are in any doubt that thinking can be an addiction then 
consider the following definition from The American Heritage 
Dictionary:

Addiction: the condition of being habitually or compulsively   
occupied   with   or   involved in something.
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If you spend your days lost in thinking, whether it be habitually 
worrying, compulsively dwelling on the past or future or forever 
being absorbed in incessant mental chatter, then you are probably 
addicted to thinking. Almost everyone is. And it is considered 
normal.

Addictive thinking is unconscious thinking.  It happens mostly 
on autopilot, with little or no awareness that it is going on. 

When we are not distracted by some activity or other, we spend 
much of our time lost in the endless stream of memories, 
commentaries, stories and future imaginings that the mind 
continually churns out. In doing so, we become unaware of the 
present moment and oblivious to what is going on around us.

For example, you get in your car to drive to work and the next 
thing you know, you have arrived. You have no recollection of 
the journey. Your body was in the car but you were elsewhere – 
perhaps replaying last night’s argument with your partner over 
and over in your head.

We don’t do this because we choose to. We can’t help it. It is a 
deeply ingrained habit and we don’t see that we have a choice.

There are two types of addictive thinking.

The f i r s t , e x p e r i e n c e d  b y  a lmost  e v e r y o n e , i s  t he  
i nc e s s an t  mental chatter, not necessarily negative, which plays 
like a radio in our heads, distracting our attention from our 
surroundings. You may be walking along the street, dreaming of 
sipping a cold beer in a tropical beach resort or replaying over 
and over in your head the winning goal you scored at 5-a-side 
football last night, when your blissful reverie is brought to a 
sudden halt by the lamppost you walk into.
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Seduced and hypnotised by the mind’s activity, we walk around 
in a  d a z e , h a l f  a s l e e p .  Meanwhile, life, w h i c h  i s  
a l w a y s  happening now, slips by, largely unnoticed.

The second type of addictive thinking involves destructive and 
often-painful patterns such as worry, fear, grief, self-criticism, 
envy or doubt. 

When these patterns play in our heads like worn-out 
gramophone r e c o r d s  on  constant replay, i t  can leave us 
feeling exhausted and overwhelmed.  This type of thinking can 
be all consuming and cause intense suffering for ourselves, for 
those around us and, on a wider scale, for the world.

We all have a story about ourselves and about our lives. Apart 
from the obvious components such as name, birthplace and 
nationality, the stories we tell ourselves over and over often 
include elements such as believing we are worthless or unlovable, 
thinking life is against us or perhaps even believing we are 
superior to others.

The stories we addictively tell ourselves colour every aspect of 
our experience of life. We don’t see things as they actually are, 
but experience everything second hand, through the filter of our 
distorted beliefs about ourselves, our lives and others.

At one point in my life, the (gramophone) record “I’m Never 
Good Enough” topped the charts on my mind’s play list. Some 
of the individual tracks included “Nothing I Do Ever Pleases 
Mum” and “L i f e  Is So Unfair.” There were others records in 
my col lect ion t o o , mos t  of which be longed  t o  the victim 
genre.

Whenever I wasn’t occupied or distracted by some activity or 
other, the records would automatically kick in, playing over and 
over on continuous loop and often driving me nuts.
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Being subjected to this type of incessant chatter is like sitting in 
a small room with a loud television blaring in the corner. We 
seem to have no choice but to listen. As we shall see later, 
when t h e s e  p a t t e r n s  a r e  m a d e  c o n s c i o u s , t h e r e  a r e  
s e v e r a l  choices available to us.

In my search for ways to free myself from the clutches of an 
overactive mind, I spent years reading spiritual books and 
attending (and later teaching) countless healing and self- 
development classes and workshops. I studied Reiki, worked on 
my wounded i n n e r  chi ld , learned  to  channel, m e t  my 
spirit  guides, chanted mantras, practised affirmations, sat at the 
feet of Indian gurus and much more. And it worked – to an 
extent.

Fast forward twenty-odd years and I was a different person. I 
was happier, much more content than I had previously been. I 
now felt compassion for my mother, understanding that her 
criticism had had nothing to do with me. She was merely 
projecting her own self-judgment and dissatisfaction onto those 
around her. I no longer saw life as being against me. I now saw 
it had simply been part of my unconscious programming – a 
false belief that I hadn’t questioned.

One significant thing had not changed however. I still spent my 
days lost in unconscious, addict ive thinking – lost in 
identification with the mind.  The ‘sad, broken guy’ story that 
had played over and over for years had been replaced with a 
new record – the ‘happier, wiser guy’ story.

Although this n e w , i m p r o v e d  s t o r y  w a s  u n d o u b t e d l y  
m o r e  pleasant and more ‘spiritual’ than before, thinking itself 
was still unconscious and running largely on autopilot. 
Furthermore, my state of emotional well-being was still 
determined by whatever thoughts happened to be grabbing my 
attention in any given moment. In short, I was still a slave to the 
mind.
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If we are going to be lost in unconscious thinking, it is far better 
to spend our days listening to pleasant thought patterns than to 
tortuous ones. I have nothing at all against self-improvement. 
Anything that can help us create a more enjoyable experience of 
life has got to be welcomed.

But what if it were possible to  be free of the influence o f  
thinking altogether – to move beyond the duality of happy guy 
story/ sad guy story? How would life be without a story?

For me, everything changed when I realised the following:

To break free of the addictive thinking 
habit, we need NOT change, fix or alter 

the content of the mind in any way.

The mind can still be there, doing its dance exactly as before 
but, where there was previously pain and conflict, there can be 
harmony and peace.

What we do need to change is our relationship WITH the mind. 
We must first make unconscious thinking conscious through 
learning to step back and watch how the thinking mind operates. 
Rather than being lost in the content of the mind, we give our 
attention to watching the mind. The mind has no power other 
than that which we give it.  Through awareness and 
understanding, we strip the mind of its authority and its power to 
affect our peace.



Kick the Thinking Habit

12

CHAPTER TWO

THINKING CAN COST 
YOU YOUR LIFE

“If you think there is something missing from your 
life, it is probably YOU!”  - Robert Holden

According t o  s t u d i e s  c a r r i e d  o u t  a t  T h e  S t a n f o r d  
R e s e a r c h
Institute in the US, the average adult has anywhere between
80,000 and 120,000 thoughts per day. Some research suggests 
that up to 95% of  these a re  the same thoughts  a s  we had 
yesterday and that around 80% of them are predominantly 
negative.

Rather than  being exper ienced i n n o c e n t l y  a n d  through 
f r e sh  eyes, each day is experienced as another yesterday. Each 
new moment is fresh and alive but the conditioned mind is old 
and stale.

When we live under the influence of addictive thinking, we lose 
our innocence. Although, in truth, we have no idea what the new 
day may bring, we assume in advance that today will be the 
same as yesterday – the traffic will be murder, our boss will be 
grumpy, work will be boring and we will be tired and exhausted 
by the time we get home. There is no room in our mind for 
surprises.
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We have already, to a great extent, decided what kind of day we 
are going to have, even before we step out of the front door. We 
have already anticipated our emotional responses. We are not 
innocent and open to the delights the new day may bring. And in 
thinking about all these things, we have failed to notice the slice 
of toast we have just eaten or the sound of the birds singing 
outside.

I asked someone recently: “How are you?” She replied: “One 
more day to go till the weekend”. She was implying that, in her 
mind, she had already decided that Saturday was going to be a 
better day than today. And I bet you she will spend much of 
Sunday thinking about work on Monday or possibly in counting 
down the weeks until the summer holidays.

When she asked me in return: “How are you doing”? and I 
answered: “Fantastic!” she looked at me as if I were a bit odd. 
“Are you always this cheerful?”  she asked, and I answered: 
“Well, my mind is pretty neurotic most of the time but I try not 
to give it too much attention.”

The fact that all of these habitual thoughts and assumptions arise 
is NOT the problem.  The mind has simply been programmed 
that way and is just doing its job. The real problem is that it 
doesn’t occur to us to challenge the mind’s take on things. We 
suffer when we blindly listen and accept as truth everything it 
tells us.

In my country, common responses to the simple question “How 
are you?” are: “Not too bad I suppose”, “Could be worse” or 
“Mustn’t grumble”. 

In all of these answers, there is an underlying implication that if 
we can manage to keep our heads above water, we are doing 
well.  We settle for so little. Life really is amazing. It is not 
intended to be an ordeal to get through, but an adventure to be 
thoroughly enjoyed.
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When we spend our time lost in unconscious thinking, the days, 
the weeks, the months and the years all blur into one. They 
become a series of yesterdays. Robert Holden, Director of The 
Happiness Foundation, refers to this as the daily blur. I love the 
following observation he makes.

“If you think there is something missing from your life, it is 
probably YOU!”

We never really show up for our lives because we are lost in our 
addictive thinking habit. Life is lived in our heads, not in the 
world.  Life is happening, right here, right NOW, but we are 
absent.

It wouldn’t be so bad, perhaps, if it were only our lives that we 
lost through our lack of presence but in many cases, unconscious 
thinking also robs us of our peace, vitality and happiness.

The key to breaking the habit is to make unconscious thinking 
conscious. If you spend a lot of your time worrying for example, 
you will most likely spend your days lost in painful emotion.

If you can be alert enough to STOP for a moment, take a step 
back and simply be aware that worrying is going on – without 
judging it, without resisting it, without analysing or trying to 
change or fix it – the pattern has been made conscious. You are 
no longer unconsciously caught  up in the pattern.  You have 
created a gap between yourself and the mind. Rather than being 
the worrier, you have become the watcher of the worrying.

When patterns such as worrying, blaming, judging, complaining 
or regretting run unconsciously on autopilot, as they usually do, 
we suffer two-fold. First, we suffer from the pattern itself and 
then subsequently c r e a t e  an additional l a y e r  of  suffering 
b y  beating ourselves up about it.
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If we can be present enough to catch ourselves running these old 
patterns and realize that nothing bad is happening – there is no 
physical pain, no blood anywhere – our experience becomes 
more peaceful. I see that the mind is simply doing what it has 
been programmed to do and I now choose to allow that to be 
OK. I also choose to allow any judgement I have towards myself 
for complaining to be OK too.

Mental  suffering  ultimately  comes  from  resisting  what  IS.  If 
worry,  anxiety,  judgment  or complaining  are already  present, 
there is nothing  we can do about it. We can either resist and 
create suffering for ourselves or simply let it be as it is. Wrap it 
in the peace of acceptance and see what happens.

By seeing clearly how these patterns work, they lose their power 
over us. In reality, the mind has no power of its own – only that 
which we give it through habitually feeding it with our attention. 
Awareness is the key.

When we spend our days lost in thinking, our lives flash by 
unnoticed. The flowers, the trees, the birds, the bees are all here 
NOW but we are too caught up in thinking to notice them. The 
beauty of each precious moment is lost to unconsciousness.
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CHAPTER THREE

TIME STRETCHING

Each NOW moment stretches into one long 
eternal NOW moment and to the time-bound 

mind, the day seems to go on forever.

Whether negative or positive, unconscious thinking pulls us out 
of the experience  of the moment  – out of the simple  joy  of 
being.

I remember when my daughter Sara was about two years old. 
We lived in Tokyo and I used to take her to Inokashira Koen, a 
beautiful park near our house in the leafy suburb of Asagaya. 
She was, like all kids of that age, intensely present, alert and 
fascinated by everything in her world.

She was aware of every minute detail in the park – the ladybird 
crawling up the blade of grass, the woodpecker perched in the 
tree high above and the airplane flying overhead. On one visit, I 
remember her excitedly squealing ‘oof oof’ (her word for dog) 
upon spotting a dog in the distance.

Her voice snapped me out of my reverie and I became aware for 
the first time that we had actually arrived at the park. Although 
my body had been there for several minutes, I had been lost in 
thinking about God knows what, and had just ‘arrived’ in that 
moment. And this is how we live our lives.

Our attention is naturally drawn to that which fascinates us the 
most. For most of us, the endless commentary  and story lines
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that the mind churns out are so compelling that all of our attention 
goes there. We are more accustomed, through habit, to following 
the mind’s activity than we are to noticing the wonder of what is 
going on around us.

The opposite is true for young children. Unburdened by an 
addictive thinking habit, they are free to fully participate in the 
miracle that is life. Free of self-limiting beliefs and ideas about 
who they are, what needs fixed or where their life is going, they 
are able to fully enjoy each moment as it is.

Do you remember how long the summer holidays seemed to last 
when you were a kid?  Each day went on forever and the weeks 
seemed like an eternity.

I  had  always  thought  that  the  experience  of  time  stretching 
without end was something we only experience once in this 
lifetime. It had always been my belief, as I suspect it is for most 
people, that the older we get, the more quickly time seems to fly 
by.

To my surprise,  on a lengthy  meditation  retreat,  I discovered 
that this is not the case. During the retreat, I once again 
experienced the days as being impossibly long. I can hear the 
cynics saying that long hours of meditation must be so boring 
that of course the days would seem to go on for ever. But it 
wasn’t that.

When we consciously withdraw our attention from the thinking 
mind  and learn  to give  it instead  to the present  moment,  we 
enter a state that is beyond time. Each NOW moment stretches 
into  one  long  eternal  NOW  moment  and  to  the  time-bound 
mind, the day seems to go on forever.

When  we  learn  to  kick  the  unconscious  thinking  habit,  we 
literally get our lives back. Freed from our preoccupation with
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addictive  and  unproductive  thinking,  we  break  free  of  our 
autopilot routine and begin to savour and enjoy life, moment by 
moment.

I would like to give you a powerful exercise to try right now. I 
guarantee that if you sit quietly and do this exercise for a couple 
of minutes, you will immediately experience more peace, 
regardless of how busy your mind seems to be.

THE NOTICING EXERCISE

Sit quietly with your eyes open and follow these simple 
instructions:

I will ask you to simply notice, one by one, a list of objects. As 
you do so, be aware, on a scale of 1-10, (with one being 
ridiculously easy and ten being impossibly difficult) how easy 
or difficult it is  to  notice  each  object.  Take your  time  and  
spend  a  few moments between each step.

1. Simply notice your left hand.

2. Notice your right ear.

3. Notice the back of your head.

4. Notice the table in the room (or choose another item)

5. Notice the front door of your house.

6. Notice the space filling the room.

7. Notice that this moment is happening.
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So, how did you get on? Do you feel calmer, more peaceful? 
What  happens  to  your  busy  mind  when  you  give  your  full 
attention to something else? Are you aware of a presence, a 
consciousness that is more expansive than what you normally 
experience yourself to be?

However it may seem, peace is always with us, hidden behind 
curtain of the busy thinking mind. Peace can never leave us but 
we routinely leave it, through habitually giving more attention to 
the mind’s activity than we do to Presence, the awareness within 
us which is able to witness all these things.
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE COMMENTATOR

We are not here to be comfortable.
We are here to wake up.

Although  much  of  the  suffering  in  the  world  is  undoubtedly 
caused by external circumstances such as poverty, hunger, war 
and illness, an inordinate amount is self-inflicted and caused by 
our inability to pull the plug on our overactive minds.

Most of us in the West are fortunate to be spared the hardship of 
eking out a meager  existence  from scant resources.  We don’t 
have to walk for hours each day to collect drinking water or 
struggle too much to put food on the table. Despite being 
surrounded by an almost obscene over-abundance of all things 
material, true contentment remains nevertheless rare.

Much of our mental and emotional suffering is caused, not by 
the events and circumstances which occur in our lives, but by 
our habitual mental commentary about them.

Two individuals may be confronted with exactly the same 
circumstance and respond in entirely different ways. Let’s say, 
for example, that you come out of your house one morning and 
your car has been stolen.

Commentary A: Oh no! What am I going to do now? I will 
never be able to afford another car. AND I am going to miss the
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meeting.  My  boss  is  going  to  kill  me.  Why  do  these  things 
always happen to me?  I just seem to have been born unlucky.

Commentary B: Hmm …that’s interesting. I wonder what the 
lesson is here? The car was getting a bit old anyway. Maybe the 
Universe has a better one in store for me? Anyway, without a 
car for a few days, I will be able to slow down and get more 
exercise.

Same circumstance but very different experience. The suffering 
(or lack of it) did not come so much from the fact the car had 
been stolen but from the subsequent mental commentary triggered 
by the event.

When the commentary  is unconscious,  we tend to react in the 
same way each time a similar situation arises. We unconsciously 
become  upset  and agitated  when things  don’t  go the way we 
think they should. We are mostly a “bundle of conditioned 
responses” as spiritual teacher Deepak Chopra puts it.

When our emotional state is determined by our unconscious 
reactions  to  events  and  circumstances that  are  beyond  our 
control, we are like little boats being tossed about at the mercy 
of a constantly  changing sea – up one moment and down the 
next.

Events (I include thoughts, feelings and emotions here), which 
the mind labels “good”, don’t cause us trouble. Those that are 
labeled “bad” or “undesirable” are experienced as painful.

Having your car stolen is, in itself, not inherently good or bad. It 
simply IS. It is the labeling and subsequent mental commentary 
that causes us to suffer or not, rather than the event itself.

A  little  character  sits  at  the  gateway  to  our  mind  with  a 
clipboard and pen and, as each thought, feeling, emotion, event
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or circumstance appears in our experience, assigns it a label
– good/bad, right/wrong, desirable/undesirable.

The labeler’s decisions are based on a snapshot view of what is 
happening right now. We don’t see individual events in relation 
to the bigger picture.  What is ‘bad’ today may turn out to be
‘good’ tomorrow. Uncomfortable  does not always equate with
‘bad’.

If your car breaks down on the way to the airport and you miss 
your  flight,  you  will  almost  certainly  judge  this  to  be  a bad 
thing.  If  you  then  discover  that  the  flight  you  missed  has 
crashed, you are suddenly very grateful for the breakdown.

I am sure that most people can recall events in their lives which 
were experienced  at the time as painful and ‘bad’, and which 
later turned out to be blessings in disguise.

The following story illustrates the point well.

GOOD NEWS? BAD NEWS?  WHO KNOWS?

There was once an old farmer in China who was very poor.
His only possession of worth was a prize stallion he kept on his 
farm. One morning he awoke to discover that, during the night, 
the stallion had broken out of its enclosure and run off.

Seeing what had happened, the farmer’s neighbour said: 
“That is terrible. What are you going to do now?”

The old farmer, being a wise man replied: 
“Good news? Bad news? Who knows?”
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Two days later, the farmer was working in his field when he 
looked up and saw the missing stallion coming over the hill with 
several mares in tow.

The neighbour, also seeing this, shouted: 
“What great good fortune! “

The wise old farmer replied:
“Good news? Bad news? Who knows?”

As the farmer and his son busied themselves building a new 
paddock to house the horses, one of the mares bolted and the 
son’s leg was broken.

Seeing this, the neighbour exclaimed:
“ How awful. Who is going to help you now with your work?”

Again the farmer replied:
“ Good news? Bad news? Who knows?”

Several days later, some army officials arrived at the farm. War 
had broken out in the province and they were enlisting all the 
young men to join the army. Due to his broken leg, the son was 
unable to join the cause.

Hearing the news about the farmer’s son, the neighbour said: 
“That’s wonderful. You must be so relieved.”

To which the wise farmer replied: 
“Good news? Bad news? “We’ll see”.

I know of many people, particularly on the spiritual path, who 
have been jolted out of unconscious slumber as a direct result of 
a painful or traumatic experience. Maybe you are one of them?
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We each, at some point in our evolution, reach the point when 
we become so tired of things as they are, so exhausted with 
listening to the minds incessant ramblings, that we become open 
to real change. 

As long as we remain relatively comfortable, it is easy to drift 
through life half-asleep – or comfortably numb as Pink Floyd put 
it.  

Life is always trying to keep us on our toes  – trying to remind 
us of the glory of who we really are, beyond the thinking mind.

There are two ways to view the events in our lives. If we believe 
that our main purpose on earth is to be comfortable, then many 
of the events and circumstances in our lives will inevitably be 
viewed as highly inconvenient and bothersome, which, from this 
viewpoint, they undoubtedly are.

If, however, we see the challenging events in our lives as 
opportunities to wake up and rise above our old conditioned 
patterns  and responses,  our inner  dialogue  about  these  events 
will clearly be very different.

With  awareness,  comes  the  realisation  that,  although 
challenging situations are unavoidable, whether they produce 
mental suffering or not is, to a great extent, in our own hands. 
Stuff happens!  We suffer when we unconsciously  react in the 
same old ways over and over. As we become more aware, we 
are able to step back, closely watch our reactions and choose to 
respond differently if we wish.

Freedom comes from realising we are free to change our mental 
responses.

If situations were inherently problematic, then all people, at all 
times, would experience  them as such. This is clearly not the 
case. Problems lie within the individual mind.
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If the mind says there is a problem, then there is - if we listen to 
the mind, that is. Through unconscious habit, we take the mind's 
commentary  as fact. Whether we choose to listen or not is up to 
us. The real problem is lack of awareness.
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CHAPTER FIVE

MEET THE CAST

We suffer because we take the voices in our 
heads seriously and believe what they tell us.

As we step back from ourselves and begin to observe the mind 
in action, we discover that a troupe of little characters live inside 
our heads. Collectively, we refer to them as ‘me’.

You will be very familiar with the cast – the judge, the critic, 
the  coach,  the  cheerleader,  the  analyzer,  the  strategist,  the 
dreamer  and  the  complainer,  to  name  a few.  Their  job  is  to 
provide a moment-by-moment running commentary on every 
aspect of our day.

Suffering occurs when we:

o take these little voices seriously 

o believe what they are telling us 

o take the comments personally

o believe that the voices are who we are

Crazy, isn’t it?
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This ‘collective insanity’, as Anthony de Mello describes it, is 
considered  normal.  According  to him, the only reason we are 
not all locked up is because there are too many of us.

He also suggests that the main difference between a patient in a 
mental hospital and an apparently sane person is that most of us 
keep the voices to ourselves. If we were to openly voice them 
to those around us, we would quite possibly become candidates 
for the lunatic asylum!

Let’s  take  an  imaginary  look  at  these  characters  in  action. 
Imagine a guy on a first date with a girl he likes.

The Coach: “OK, be natural and remember to pay attention and 
not to butt in as you usually do.”

The Critic: “Man, what were you thinking wearing that bright 
orange shirt! You should have worn the black one. 
It makes you look thinner.”

The Dreamer: *sigh* “I used to be so slim.”

The Coach: “Right, the gym  …starting Monday.” 

Cheerleader:  “Nice joke!  You got her laughing. That’s a
good sign! I think she likes you.”

The Judge:  “Smart move, Dumbo – inviting her to Granny’s
90th birthday party with all the family there. Way 
to pile the pressure on.”

The Coach:  Breathe, relax, don’t appear too keen.”

Phew!  I feel exhausted  just from writing  the above  dialogue, 
never mind living it. Imagine if you actually had an entourage of
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characters in the flesh who followed you around every waking 
moment, whispering, in turn, comments in your ear. Or even 
worse, imagine if they were all talking at the same time.

You would quickly be exhausted, not to mention extremely 
irritated. And yet, it is not so far removed from the truth of what 
we experience on a daily basis.

In the above example, the woman would also be subjected to a 
running commentary from her own cast of characters. It is a 
wonder  that  we are able  to be at all present  in our 
communication with others with all these voices distracting us.

I once heard that the reason we are given two ears and only one 
mouth is because of how important it is to be a good listener. 
Most of us are very good listeners. We are very good at listening 
to the voices in our own heads and often give them far more 
attention  than  what  the  other  person  is  saying.  One  of  the 
greatest benefits of kicking the thinking habit is the emergence 
of true communication.

REWINDING AND FAST-FORWARDING

During a meditation retreat a few years back, one of my teachers 
came up with a wonderful way of illustrating how disruptive 
unconscious  mental  commentary  can  be  to  our  enjoyment  of 
life.

One day, it was announced that the following evening there was 
to be a movie night, complete with popcorn, ice cream and other 
treats. Having sat meditating for several weeks on end with very 
little distraction, we were excited by the idea.

The evening arrived and we were all gathered,  eagerly 
anticipating  the  film.  As  promised,  buckets  of  popcorn  and
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bowls of cake and ice cream were doing the rounds. Our teacher 
was seated at the front with several of the senior teachers. The 
movie began.

A few seconds into the movie, the commentary from the front 
row began. They were deliberately speaking in loud voices so 
we could barely hear the movie.

A: Wow! That was really cool.
B: Shall we rewind and watch again? 
C: Yes, lets have another look.

We were barely 8 seconds into the movie when it was rewound 
back  to  the  beginning.  The  opening  scenes  were  reviewed 
several more times before the movie was allowed to continue.

A few more seconds into the movie: 

D: He really shouldn’t have said that.
A: I agree. What’s up with him?
B: But it wasn’t his fault.
C: Let’s fast forward and see what happens next.

Again the movie was rewound and then fast-forwarded.

I could feel myself  becoming  increasingly  irritated  by all the 
fast-forwarding, rewinding and incessant commentary. Why 
couldn’t they just be quiet and let the movie play?

The commentary continued – likes, dislikes, desires, aversions, 
hopes, fears, doubts, looking back, looking forward, judgments, 
assumptions – with much rewinding and fast-forwarding.

Eventually they stopped. We were spared the torture of further 
commentary and allowed to enjoy the rest of the movie in peace.
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This beautifully illustrates how many of us go through life.

How are we supposed to relax and fully enjoy the movie called 
“Life” with all the incessant mental commentary going on in the 
background and the endless rewinding and fast-forwarding?

When  the  voices  in  our  heads  are  not  providing  us  with  a 
moment-by-moment  analysis  of every aspect of our day, they 
are busy re-running mental movies of past events or anticipating 
an  imagined  future.  And  it  is  all  habitual.  We  are  largely 
unaware that we are doing it.
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CHAPTER SIX

PEAK EXPERIENCES

We are more accustomed, through habit, to identifying 
with and getting caught up in the mind’s activity than 
we are to being still and resting in the present moment. 
The busy mind serves as a curtain which veils the Self.

I remember an experience I had many years ago whilst visiting 
the Shetland Islands. I was staying with a friend who lived on a 
remote peninsula in the north part of the main island.

One autumn evening, I stepped out of the door and was almost 
bowled over by the sight that met my eyes. The entire sky was 
lit  up  like  a  giant  kaleidoscope  of  swirling  colour.  Brilliant 
spirals  of  green,  yellow  and  orange  shimmered  and  danced 
across the night sky.

Although I had seen the Northern Lights before, I had never 
witnessed anything as spectacular as this. Even the locals said 
afterwards that it was the most impressive display they had seen 
for many years.

Temporarily, my mind was stunned into silence at the wonder of 
the spectacle. Just for a moment, time stood still. All mental 
activity ceased and what remained was an experience of intense 
alertness, present moment awareness and wonder. There was no 
sense  of an individual  “I” having  an experience.  The witness 
and the witnessed were one.
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As I ran back into the house to grab my camera  and tell my 
friend to come quickly, the moment of contact with reality was 
gone and I was back in thinking mode again.

We have all had these moments – experiencing the miracle of 
childbirth,  witnessing  a spectacular  sunset  or being  in love – 
when the curtain of our conditioned mind is peeled back for a 
moment,  allowing  the light  of our  being,  our  true  nature,  to 
shine through the cracks.

I invite you now to bring to mind the best experience of your 
life. Or you may have several in mind. Just choose one.

Now I will describe your experience to you. It was a moment of 
intense  aliveness,  deep  peace  and  contentment  –  a perfect 
moment with no sense of anything lacking or missing. It was an 
experience of deep connection, free of time. All notions such as 
me, my life, my story or my problems were temporarily 
forgotten about, even if just for a moment.

The psychologist Abraham Maslow coined the phrase “peak 
experience” to  describe  this  state  of  intense  presence  and 
aliveness  -  the  direct  experience  of  who  we  are  beyond  the 
thinking mind. It is similar to the experience, mentioned earlier, 
of having just woken up in the morning but having not yet 
remembered who we are. Pure awareness is aware of Itself.

Maslow monitored the brain waves of people under a range of 
conditions and his results were striking. He discovered that a 
person lost in unconscious thinking exhibits chaotic and random 
brain  wave  patterns,  with  little  or  no  coherence  between  the 
right and left hemispheres of the brain. 

People having peak experiences, on the other hand, such as 
athletes in ‘the zone’ or monks meditating, produce beautifully 
symmetrical brain wave patterns with strong coherence between 
the hemispheres.
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The  peak  experience  is  a  state  which  exists  naturally  in  the 
absence  of  thoughts  and  thinking.  Everything  we  long  for  - 
peace, joy, love, and connection – is already there, ever-present 
beneath the surface of the thinking mind. In ordinary 
consciousness, our attention is so absorbed in following the 
movements of the mind that we fail to notice what else is there, 
right under our noses. During peak experiences, we are given a 
fleeting glimpse of who we are beyond the thinking mind.

What prevents us from experiencing this in every moment is our 
deeply ingrained  thinking habit. Peace is always there but we 
are too distracted by mental chatter to notice. We are more 
accustomed, through  habit,  to  identifying with  and  getting 
caught up in mental activity than we are to being still and resting 
in the present moment. The busy mind serves as a curtain which 
veils our true nature.

There  is  no  need  to  change  or  fix  the  mind  in  order  to 
experience  peace.  The  mind  isn’t  the  problem.  Identification 
with  the  mind  is  the  problem.  It  is  our  relationship  WITH 
thoughts and thinking that needs to change. This is achieved 
through awareness and understanding.

Most of us are so busy analyzing and trying to fix the mind that 
it doesn’t occur to us that what we really need to do is to stop 
listening to it – to stop believing it and taking it so seriously. If 
we leave the mind in peace to do its dance, it will leave us in 
peace  to  do  ours.  When  we  struggle  against  it,  we  create 
suffering for ourselves, not from the content of the mind itself, 
but from our resistance to the content.

The thinking mind continuously pulls our attention into the past 
and future. Peak experiences occur when we are in a state of 
intense present moment awareness. Perhaps this is why some 
people  take  up  dangerous  activities  such  as  rock-climbing. 
When you are perched precariously on a ledge, thousands of feet
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above  the  ground,  your  attention is  rooted  in  the  present 
moment. There is no time for unproductive thinking.

At times, life will present situations, which are so intense and 
overwhelming that the mind is stopped dead in its tracks.

Soldiers in life-threatening situations on the battlefield, for 
example, often report feeling a great sense of calm coming over 
them. The mind has no time to create a problem out of the 
situation.  Time  stands  still  and  a greater  power,  a force that is 
ordinarily not available to us, emerges from deep within our being 
and takes over.

In the absence of thinking, concepts such as what is possible or 
not,  vanish  and  acts  of  incredible  strength  and  courage  often 
ensue. In the state of no mind, the body just gets on with what 
the situation requires. We read stories of strangers diving into 
icy canals to rescue people or mothers  single-handedly  lifting 
cars to free a trapped child.

Sometimes intense emotional pain can also trigger a peak 
experience or, in some cases, a permanent awakening.

A friend  of  mine  experienced  a particularly  intense  series  of 
events a few years back, which left him emotionally distraught. 
One evening, several weeks later, he phoned to tell me that 
something amazing had just happened to him.

He said: “For weeks now, I have been feeling lower than I have 
ever  felt.  I  was  sitting  in  my  room  this  evening,  feeling 
particularly down and utterly exhausted from trying to stay on 
top of things, when something strange happened.

I found these words coming out of my mouth: ‘God, I can’t go 
on like this any more. I really need help. I give up. Do with me 
as you will.’
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“Almost  immediately,  I was  aware  of  a tingling,  a fluttering 
feeling which seemed to emanate from the centre of my chest. 
The feeling grew in intensity, expanding outwards until I could 
feel my whole body vibrating. It felt delicious, as if I was being 
tickled from the inside. Then all sense of inside and outside 
dissolved. What remained was a feeling of intense presence, 
sweetness and a depth of peace beyond anything I have ever 
experienced before.”

Peak experiences usually happen ‘to’ us, unexpectedly and out 
of the blue. In a moment of beauty, danger or intense emotion, 
the curtain of the thinking mind is temporarily peeled back and 
we are given a momentary glimpse of what lies beyond. We are 
given  a  PEEK  experience behind  the  veil.  That  which  is 
revealed in these moments of Grace – described in the bible as 
“the  peace  that  paseth  all  understanding”  –  is  always  there, 
always available to us.

If, in order to experience these moments of intense presence, 
connection and peace, it were first necessary to change or heal 
some aspect of our mind – to improve ourselves in some way – 
they would not happen to us. The fact that we are able to have 
peak experiences, WITH all of our perceived flaws, is evidence 
that everything we long for is already there within us.

There is no need to go looking for peace, for joy or for love. All 
we need do is break the mental habit of giving all our attention 
to the mind’s incessant activity and learn instead to keep our 
attention  here in the present moment. Peace, joy and love are 
what remain in the absence of thinking.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

WE SUFFER BECAUSE 
WE HAVE A STORY

If you don’t like your life as it is, the problem may 
not lie in your life itself, but in the story you 

habitually tell yourself ABOUT your life.

Mrs. McDonald died and went to heaven. She was met at the 
pearly gates by a radiant being cloaked in light.

He said: “Hello. I am God. Who are you?” 

She answered: “ I am Mrs. McDonald.”

He lovingly replied: “I don’t want to know what your name is. I
want to know who YOU are.”

She replied: “I am the wife of Mr. McDonald and the mother of
Tom and Joe McDonald.”

God said: “I don’t want to know whom you are related to. I am 
asking who you ARE.”

She thought for a moment and said: “I am a schoolteacher.” 

Smiling, God replied: “I am not asking about your profession.
Who are you”?
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Mrs. McDonald: “I am a Catholic?”

As she had not yet learned who she really was, beyond name 
and form, Mrs. McDonald  was sent back to earth for another 
round of learning.

We all, with very few exceptions,  have a story about who we 
are. Each night, in deep sleep, we return to our essential state of 
pure consciousness free of mental content. We then, upon 
awakening each morning, recreate the story of who we (believe 
we) are. The story we tell ourselves is then reinforced daily 
through our addictive thinking habit.

We  are  always  seeking  to  justify  the  validity  of  our  story 
through our selective interpretation of the events and 
circumstances in our lives. We unconsciously gather evidence to 
support and uphold the beliefs that our stories contain.  If you 
believe, for example, that the world is full of unfriendly people, 
you will find them everywhere you go. People of all types will 
be there but you will only register those who fit in with your 
filtered views. The friendly, helpful people will remain invisible 
to you.

The Universe is like a giant photocopier, which will faithfully 
reproduce, just for you, whatever it is that you expect to 
experience. This, in turn, is determined by the nature of the story 
you habitually tell yourself.

Thoughts  are powerful  things. We tend to attract to ourselves 
that which we think about the most and give the most energy to. 
People who think and speak constantly about being broke, for 
example,  will  keep  attracting  more  broke-ness  towards 
themselves.
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If you wish  to turn your  life around  and begin to experience 
more abundance, a good place to start is to become more aware 
of how much energy you give to thinking and talking about the 
conditions  you  wish  to  be  free  of.  Focus  instead  on  seeing 
yourself as you wish to be. See yourself as already abundant. 
Mother Teresa understood this well when she declined an 
invitation to an anti-war demonstration, saying: “If you organize 
a pro-peace rally I will be delighted to come.”

As well as all the obvious elements that make up our story, such 
as name, gender, age, nationality and social status, we also carry 
around with us a  whole host of ideas, beliefs, concepts opinions 
and assumptions. Many of these were taken on board at an early 
age through our cultural programming and others were added 
later as a result of our own personal life experiences.

Most people who are caught up in unconscious thinking are 
unaware  of how  powerful  a part  their  story  plays  in shaping 
their experience of life. As we become more aware, and choose 
to step back and take an objective look at what we routinely tell 
ourselves, we begin to question the truth of it.

Most of the beliefs we hold about ourselves and our lives fall 
apart  under  scrutiny.  If you  believe,  for  example,  that  life  is 
against you and that things never go your way, you will forever 
look  for  (and  find)  justification  to  support  this  belief  in  the 
events that show up in your life.

If, however, you were to make a list of all the times that things 
have gone your way, you would most likely be able to find an 
equal amount of evidence to support the opposite belief. With 
awareness, comes the possibility to change, adapt or even drop 
our story altogether.
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Generally speaking, people’s stories tend to be either 
predominantly past or future-based. Either way, we are 
continuously pulled out of the experience of this moment.

Many of the older generation, for example, think and speak of 
the good old days – how people used to help each other more, 
how the youth of today lack discipline, how the world has gone 
to  pot,  how  there  is  no  sportsmanship  in  football  any  more 
(that’s  my dad’s favourite!),  how much better everything  was 
years ago, and so forth.

Some of these things may even be true, but that is not the point. 
The point is that, if we spend our days addictively attached to 
running the same old mental themes over and over, we create 
unnecessary  suffering  for ourselves  (and  others)  and we miss 
out on Life. Life is here, but we are not. We are marooned in the 
past.

Or maybe you find yourself obsessively thinking about a 
relationship  that  didn’t  work  out,  the  promotion  that  didn’t 
happen, someone that hurt or cheated you or how much better 
your life might have been if you hadn’t got married and had kids 
so young?

The mind will always find ways to justify a belief that we are 
victims  who  have  been  wronged  or  treated  unfairly  in  some 
way. And maybe you genuinely have been a victim.

The truth is, however, that if we wish to experience more peace 
in our lives, we need to be willing to let go of the tendency to 
replay the past over and over in our heads – to endlessly dwell 
on what could or should have been. We need to give up all hope 
for a better past and cultivate the habit of giving more of our 
attention to the present moment. Energizing the past through 
giving  it our  attention  is painful  and unproductive.  The  most
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important  question is: “What do you wish to experience  right 
now, in this moment?”  Peace or suffering?

A client came to see me following the break-up of her marriage. 
She  was  in  some  distress  as  she  shared  the  details  of  her 
unhappy story. I politely asked her when they had split up. "Five 
years ago," she answered.

There  is a tribe in Africa  that has a saying:  “Tell your woes 
three times, but no more”. They recognize that, when we are 
experiencing emotional pain, it is helpful to share it with others 
in order to get it off our chest. There comes a point, however, 
when it becomes wallowing and it is no longer helpful, to 
ourselves or to our poor friends who have to listen to it again 
and again.

If we wish to break free of our addictive thinking habit, we need 
to reach the point where we become tired enough of our weary, 
old story that we are willing to let it go. There comes a point 
when re-running the same old storylines over and over becomes 
so tedious and exhausting that we are happy to drop it. We need 
to  reach  the  point  where  our  desire  to  experience  peace  is 
stronger  than our need to be right.  We need to be willing  to 
make our experience of the present moment more important that 
our attachment to a past which is dead and gone.

Lets  take  a  look  now  at  the  second  type  of  person,  the  one 
whose story is predominantly future-based. When the kids leave 
home, when I find a better job, when I meet the right partner, 
when I have more money, when I find my life purpose  – then I 
will be happy. A future-based story usually features worry and 
anxiety.

When we are fearful of negative future outcomes, we are 
projecting our past experiences into the future and making the 
assumption  that life will bring us more of the same. If this is
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your  pattern,  then it is important  to learn  to be innocent  and 
open to the possibility that your life could open up in ways you 
cannot even imagine. As like attracts like, when we consistently 
energize,  through  incessantly  thinking about it, the belief that 
we will experience an undesired outcome, we significantly 
increase  the likelihood  of it happening.  As mentioned  before, 
life will willingly supply you with the evidence you require to 
justify your story. It is important to be careful what we ask for.

The stories we tell ourselves often bear little or no relevance to 
what is actually happening in this moment. We play out endless 
scenarios in our heads about all manner of things we can do 
nothing about right now. Meanwhile life flashes by unnoticed. 
Preoccupied with our incessant mental movie-making, we miss 
out on the miracle of Life that surrounds us in every moment.

For most of us, it is not through choice that we spend our days 
lost in these stories. We can’t help ourselves. Our whole sense 
of identity is tightly wrapped around the story we hold of who 
we believe ourselves to be. We are addicted to playing our old 
broken records over and over and don’t know how to pull the 
plug, how to knock thinking on the head. This type of self– 
inflicted suffering is unproductive,  exhausting  and fortunately, 
also  avoidable.  What  is  required  is  the  willingness  to  make 
peace our priority.  When we reach this point, it is really not that 
difficult to identify the thinking patterns that are unproductive 
and energy draining and to choose to simply stop entertaining 
them.

Unless we are aware of these things, we have no choice. Most 
people live and die without realising that thinking is a choice. 
They  take  their  stories  as  fact  and  suffer  as  a  consequence. 
When we learn to question our stories, we discover that much of 
what the mind tells us is simply untrue.
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Awareness is the key. Life is neutral. It simply IS at it is – not 
good, not bad. It just IS. Labels such as good and bad, right and 
wrong, belong to the mind’s interpretation of reality. How you 
experience your life comes down to the story you tell yourself 
about your life – your mental commentary about the events and 
situations in your life.

If you don’t like your life as it is, the problem may not lie so 
much  in  your  life  itself,  but  in  the  story  you  habitually  tell 
yourself ABOUT your life.

There are people who, given a free, all-expenses paid holiday to 
a paradise location with everything they could possibly desire at 
their  beck  and  call,  would  soon  find  something  to  grumble 
about. There are others who face the most challenging 
circumstances on a daily basis with a smile on their face and an 
attitude of gratitude.

Research  into  happiness  reveals  that,  above  a certain  income 
level (around $15,000 in the US), higher earnings produce no 
significant  increase  in  levels  of  happiness.  True,  we  may  be 
more comfortable with more money, but satisfaction and 
contentment have little to do with our circumstances and 
everything to do with our story.

Awareness opens up the possibility of challenging the truth our 
story and re-evaluating what is really going on in our lives – not 
what our mind would have us believe is going on.

It feels wonderful to be free of the old “broken me” record that 
played in my head for years – how I was fed up with my life, 
how the world seemed to be against me, how corrupt the system 
was, how I never seemed to meet the right woman – it went on 
and on and on and was exhausting.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

MY STORY

When thinking is unconscious, we are so absorbed 
in our story that it simply does not occur to us that 

we have any choice other than to listen.

After years of attempting to drown out the voices in my head through 
busi-ness and other distractions, followed by more years of trying to 
change or fix the voices through a multitude of healing and self- 
development modalities, I was still restless and plagued by incessant 
thinking.

It is true that I had changed a lot through my visits to ashrams in 
India, Buddhist retreats in Japan and all the self-help books I had 
studied and classes I had attended (and taught) over the years but 
my mind still drove me nuts a lot of the time and I still had no idea 
how to stop it.

I believed I was my thoughts and accepted my story as fact. As we 
shall explore in depth later, mental suffering is not caused so much by 
the thoughts themselves, but from our relationship with the mind. This 
is the central theme of all true spiritual teachings - but I had not yet 
grasped it. I still felt stuck inside my own head.

When we believe we are our thoughts, it makes sense to attempt to 
change the ones we don’t like, the ones that are labeled ‘bad’ or
‘wrong’ by the mental commentator. This is an endless task and will 
forever keep lasting contentment at arms length, as something to be 
experienced in some future moment. There is a much simpler, much 
quicker and much more effective way.



Kick the Thinking Habit

44

When I showed up in Kelowna, British Columbia for a six-month 
meditation retreat several years ago, I was in a mess. I had recently 
been  (self)  demoted  from  the  role  of  international  healer  and 
workshop leader to that of delivery van driver.
It  didn’t  help  matters  that  the  rest  of my meditation  group  had 
already started the course one month earlier, so when I walked in the 
door of the retreat centre, I was met by a sea of shining, smiley 
faces. My mind was more active than ever and I just wanted to get 
to my dorm and hide. My pattern in those days when I was 
experiencing inner conflict was to shut myself away like a hermit, 
arms crossed defiantly like a two-year old, and feel sorry for myself.

I wasn’t just hooked on my broken victim story. I had swallowed the 
line and sinker too! I don’t remember clearly what my story entailed 
but it was something along the lines of being forsaken by God, feeling 
resentment and anger about having to do a job I was clearly way too 
smart for and despair that yet another relationship hadn’t worked 
out. I was also clear that I needed help.

Suffering plays an important role in the spiritual evolution of most 
people. For many, it is the main teacher. Everyone eventually reaches 
the point when they have suffered enough and are ready to REALLY 
drop their story. I was at that point.

In my first meeting with the head teacher on the retreat, I was to 
receive a powerful insight.

He asked me “How are you?”

I  proceeded  to  recount  that  I  was  struggling  and  experiencing 
anxiety.

I was unprepared for his answer: “Don’t worry about it,” he said. 
“It’s just bliss!”

“You need to talk to Paramanada.  Before he came here, he had



Kick the Thinking Habit

45

spent years on medication for anxiety. He is very blissful by nature. 
All that time, whenever the feeling arose, his mind labeled it anxiety 
and he suffered as a result. If you call it bliss, there is no suffering. 
Same feeling, different labeling – different experience.”

I found it fascinating that this guy, Paramananda  had suffered for 
years, not because of the feeling of anxiety itself, but because of the 
mental labeling and subsequent story attached to the feeling.

He finished our meeting by saying: “Don’t believe what your head 
tells you. The mind is a liar.”

Paramananda was indeed a bubbly and joyful character. I asked him 
about his anxiety and he said: “Yes, that feeling still arises from time 
to time – and the feeling I used to call depression too c but without 
labeling, without a story, without seeing anything wrong with it, what 
is the problem?”

It is quite disconcerting at first to be in the presence of someone who 
doesn’t buy into your broken story. It is even more disconcerting (to 
the ego that is) to be in a whole community who see you as already 
whole and perfect as you are.

I couldn’t find anyone who was willing to support the notion that 
there was something wrong with me. No matter how much I fished 
for sympathy, I could find it nowhere.

The first month there was very difficult (for the ego) and every day I 
contemplated  running away. I thought of the movie “Escape From 
Colditz” about a bunch of British POW’s trying to escape from a 
German prison camp during the war.

I  checked  out the underside  of the  delivery  van  that  came  with 
supplies each day to see if it could provide an avenue to make my 
escape. I knew at the same time, however, that wherever I went, my 
restless monkey mind would go with me and that at some point, I 
would need to stop running and face it.
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The hardest part for me was the main meeting that was held each 
evening. There was no option but to go because, if you didn’t, they 
would send someone to look for you. As I mentioned before, my 
pattern up until then had been to hide. The idea of people seeing me 
when I was struggling was embarrassing.

Such was the clarity of the 100 or so people gathered in the room 
that if anyone was having a rough time, they may as well have had a 
neon light above their head with the words ‘STRUGGLING’ 
emblazoned upon it.

Someone would invariably shout out “So how has your day been, 
Richard?”

“Bastards” I thought, trying to hide my discomfort with a plastic smile 
that I knew was fooling nobody.

“I’m doing well,” I lied.  Anything to get off the hook as quickly as 
possible.

This may sound like a nightmare but in truth it was a tremendous gift
– an opportunity to break free of my old contracted pattern of hiding 
away and to learn to fully accept myself exactly as I was, warts and 
all. The only person in the room who had any problem with how I 
was, was me.

The real nightmare was the years I had spent feeling trapped inside 
my own head being subjected to the unrelenting chatter.

As time progressed, I gradually became more honest and more real 
in the meetings. What a relief it was to simply be truthful and honestly 
say how I was, without editing. All I ever received in return was 
praise. There was never the slightest trace of judgment from anyone, 
except myself, that is. To try to hide anything in that environment was 
simply too painful. What a gift.
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And then the night came which changed my life. Someone shouted 
out the usual question “So how are you doing Richard?”
I was starting to enjoy being asked and answered honestly: “Well, to 
be honest, today was pretty rough. I had a lot of emotion …”

Before I could finish the sentence, Krishnananda, the head teacher, 
jumped in: “You know Richard, I am getting so bored of that whining 
old story that you wear like an old coat.”

For a moment, I was shocked and then suddenly I burst out laughing. 
In that moment, it was the funniest thing I had ever heard in my life! I 
laughed and laughed and laughed and soon the whole room, including 
Krishnananda, was in fits of laughter. The relief that came with my 
laughter was immense.

I bet he wasn’t nearly as bored and fed up with the story as I had 
been. In that moment, my relationship with the whiny voice in my 
head changed forever. His tough love gave me the greatest gift I had 
ever received.

And he was right. Here I was, surrounded by stunning mountains, 
beautiful forests and conscious, loving people and where was my 
attention?  On the beauty and abundance  all around me or on the 
weary old story playing in my head?

When thinking is unconscious, we are so absorbed in our thoughts 
that it simply does not occur to us that we have any choice other than 
to listen. As we become more aware and learn to watch the mind 
rather than being caught up in it, we realize that we are free to give it 
our attention or not and that thinking is a choice. The mind has no 
power other than that which we give it. We empower our thoughts 
through the unconscious habit of giving them our attention.

The mind is programmed to churn out thoughts and stories all day 
long. It is simply doing its thing. Just because unhappy thoughts, 
complaining  thoughts,  envy  thoughts  or  worry  thoughts  arise 
does not mean, however, that we have to listen to them.
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We could also choose, for example, to give our attention to 
appreciating the mountains, being mindful of the present moment 
or focusing on praise or gratitude. Freedom comes, not from  
changing  or  fixing  the  content  of  the  mind,  but  from 
changing our relationship with the mind.

Thoughts are, in and of themselves, not problematic. We create 
suffering for ourselves through the habit of listening to them, 
believing  them,  resisting  them,  taking  them  personally  and 
creating an identity for ourselves out of them. More on this later.

Two months after getting my head chopped off, a new group arrived 
on the property. There was a rule on the course that if you were 
suffering with anything for more than a few minutes, to share it with 
someone. Usually in the sharing, it would dissolve.

A woman from England with a shock of bright red hair grabbed me 
one day and asked if she could share what was going on for her. As 
she recounted how rough her day had been and all the painful stuff 
that was coming up for her, I found it difficult to give energy to her 
broken story. All I could see in her was the beauty and perfection of 
her essential nature.
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CHAPTER NINE

WE DON’T REALLY 
WANT TO BE HAPPY

Most people are about as happy as they make 
up their minds to be. – Abraham Lincoln

In the Happiness Workshops I sometimes run, one of the first 
things I ask the group is the question: “Do you REALLY want 
to be happy?”

People generally look puzzled at being asked. After all, why on 
earth  would  they  be  attending  a  happiness  workshop  if  they 
didn’t want to be happy, right? If you were to ask 100 random 
people in the street the same question, most of them they would 
give you a funny look and say “Of course I want to be happy. 
Who doesn’t?”

The second question I ask is “If absolutely nothing in your life 
were to change – if your life situation were to remain exactly as 
it is now – could you be HAPPIER? I don’t necessarily mean 
jumping for joy, but could you be even a little happier?

After giving the question some thought, the majority of people 
answer  in  the  affirmative.  I  then  ask  them  to  write  a list  of 
concrete things they could apply to their lives in order to 
experience more happiness.
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They come up with things like:

o be more grateful for what I already have
o actively praise others and show more appreciation
o focus on giving rather than taking
o practice loving kindness
o be gentler on myself
o forgive those I hold any grudge against

I then say: “There you have it – your blueprint for happiness. If 
it is true that you really want to be happy, then you know where 
to begin.”

Abraham Lincoln once said “Most people are about as happy as 
they make up their minds to be.”

When I do my follow-up  calls a couple of weeks later to see 
how people are getting on, how many do you think have been 
actively practising the items on their list?

To be fair, there are usually one or two who have reached the 
point where they have suffered enough and are really ready to 
turn their lives around. There are many, however, who have 
stopped practicing the items on the list and are already looking 
for the next self-help book or workshop. And the truth is this:

Most people don’t REALLY want to be happy. Many will, of 
course, deny this but it is nevertheless true.

What we do want is to keep the level of suffering in our lives at 
a  manageable  level.  To  be  truly  happy  would  involve  being 
willing to let go of our addictive story and to take full 
responsibility for our own inner experience – no more blaming 
anyone or anything on the outside for our woes. And most of us 
(including myself for many years) are not willing to do this.
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I have lost count of the number of people who have taken the 
Ishaya meditation weekend course (which I used to teach) and 
by  the  Sunday  afternoon  were  saying  things  like:  “This  is 
amazing. I have never experienced so much peace in my life. I 
can’t  believe  it  could  be  so  simple.”  The  very  same  people 
would then give up practising after a week or two.

I remember  one particular woman who used to show up once 
every few  months  at the weekly  meetings  we held. After the 
group meditation, she would always say the same thing: “I can’t 
believe  how  relaxed  and  at  peace  I  feel.  I  really  must  start 
coming regularly.” And then she wouldn’t. As long as things are
‘not too bad’ in our lives, we settle for that. Being too happy and 
content may not fit in with our story.

To let go of our familiar old story is to take a step into the 
unknown. Our whole sense of identity, of who we are, is tightly 
wrapped  around  the  ideas  and  beliefs  that  we  hold  about 
ourselves, our lives and the world. Who would we be without a 
story? Most people feel safer to stick with what is known. Even 
if it is painful at times, at least it is safe and familiar.

There are also many (perceived) benefits, particularly when we 
play the victim role. It can be a way of getting attention or of 
standing out from the crowd. Nobody suffers in the same unique 
way that I do. It makes me special. If I was happy all the time, 
who would care about me?

So, how do we kick the addictive thinking habit? How do we 
pull  the plug  on  our  overactive  minds  and  reclaim  our  inner 
peace? The answer may be simpler than you think. But before 
moving on to solutions, let’s first take a look at some common 
strategies that do NOT work.
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PART TWO

DISTRACTION AND 
SELF-IMPROVEMENT
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CHAPTER TEN

SEEKING DISTRACTION

In the West, we have come up with a mind-boggling 
array of gadgets and other tools for distracting 

ourselves from ourselves.

Many years ago, I spent several months in the village of 
Jageshwar,  perched  high  in  the  foothills  of  the Indian 
Himalayas. Inspired by the book “Autobiography of a Yogi” by 
Paramahansa Yogananda, I had gone in search of yogis in the 
hope of learning to meditate. I was willing to go to great lengths 
(and distances) to be free of my troublesome mind.

I soon discovered that even the ordinary villagers had a level of 
peace and contentment  that is rarely, if ever, witnessed in the 
West. I felt quite envious of them and wanted to have what they 
had.

On my way to the village chai shop each morning, I would pass 
an old man who positively beamed with joy. Although his body 
was old, his demeanour was like that of a child. It seemed that 
no matter what time of day I passed by, he was always there, 
exhibiting endless patience.

After  a  couple  of  hours  sitting  in  the  chai  shop,  I  would 
invariably begin to feel restless and start thinking of things to do 
to fill my day. Unlike the villagers, I seemed to lack the ability 
to be content to sit in one spot for hours on end, doing nothing.
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I could hear my mother’s voice (many of the voices in our heads 
are  not our  own)  saying:  “You  can’t  just  sit around  all day. 
You’ve got to find something productive to do.”

Or another voice would inform me that I was bored and insist 
that I find some kind of entertainment or distraction. This was 
not easy as there was not a great deal to do in the village.

I was  slowly  beginning  to develop  a new  ambition  in  life.  I 
wanted to master the art of being perfectly content to sit in one 
spot for hours on end without feeling the need to move. What 
would my mother have thought?

What  is  true  success  anyway?  To  accumulate  wealth  while 
being plagued by a constantly agitated mind or to learn to be 
peaceful and content in all conditions? I know which I would go 
for.

After a while, my restless Western mind would get the better of 
me and I would stand up and announce that I was going for a 
walk. It was obvious from the faces of the villagers that it was 
an alien concept.

“Where are you going?” they would ask.

“Nowhere in particular. I’ll just walk and see where I end up,” I
would reply.

“Why  do  you  need  to  go  anywhere?”  they  would  respond, 
looking puzzled.

Very good question, I thought. The truth was that I just needed 
to do something – anything in fact. If I didn’t find something to 
do, my restless mind would drive me nuts.
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Although  I  am  sure  that  these  people  also  have  their  own 
addictive  thought  patterns,  I am tempted  to believe,  from my 
own experience, that the Western mind is busier than most. Who 
knows?

What is clear is that, in the West, we have come up with a mind- 
boggling array of  gadgets and other tools for distracting 
ourselves from ourselves. In our ingenuity, we have discovered 
a million ways to drown out the chatter in our heads.

I would like to touch now on two strategies which are commonly 
used in our efforts to escape or fix the relentless chatter that goes 
on  in  our  heads.  We  will  also  see  why  neither  can  provide  an 
effective and lasting solution. Let’s call them the Path of Distraction 
and the Path of Self-Improvement.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE PATH OF DISTRACTION

Those pesky voices in our heads haven’t a hope in hell 
of making themselves heard against the combined 

might of Facebook, Twitter and X Factor in unison!

Here are some common  strategies  we employ  in our attempts  to 
numb  ourselves  to  or  drown  out  the  troublesome  voices  in  our 
heads.

Sleep
Sinking  into  the  oblivion  of  deep  sleep  was  my  favourite 
strategy for escaping the vagaries of addictive thinking – if you 
can call it a strategy. What a relief, after a hard days thinking, to 
lie  down  and  go  to  sleep.  There  are,  of  course,  obvious 
drawbacks to this approach, the main one being the tendency to 
wake up again the following  morning. So, short of living our 
lives under general anaesthetic, we can safely disregard sleep as 
a practical solution.

Drugs
Before the advent of computers and mobile phones, the staple 
drugs for drowning  out the mental noise in our heads were a 
daily dose of 4hrs. 35 minutes of TV (the amount of time the 
average Brit was estimated to spend each day in front of the 
television)  and several  pints  of beer  on a Friday  or Saturday 
night.
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TV is a highly effective tool for inducing a semi-comatose state 
and  numbing  ourselves  to  the  chatter  in  our  heads.  As  we 
become absorbed by the content on the screen, our own mental 
chatter naturally subsides and our problems are temporarily 
forgotten. Soap operas provide an added bonus by allowing us 
to not only forget our own problems but to indulge in the drama 
and problems of others – how wonderful!

Gadgets
As I write, on the desk in front of me lie a computer, a mobile 
phone and a digital camera. It is amazing to think that none of 
these items even existed 20 years ago.

It is astonishing how far technology has progressed in one 
generation. Apart from opening up amazing capabilities in 
communication that were once the domain of sci-fi movies, 
modern  gadgets  are  also  the  ultimate  tools  for  creating  a 
distraction from our busy minds.

We seem to be moving closer and closer to the possibility of 
getting through an entire day without having to spend a single 
moment with ourselves. There is little evidence, however, to 
suggest we are any happier with the emergence of all this new 
technology.

On one level it is extremely impressive. These days, while 
watching last Saturday’s episode of X–Factor on catch-up TV, 
we can simultaneously follow the every movement of 8 friends 
on Facebook AND receive regular text updates from the kitchen 
on how dinner is progressing! Marvellous, isn’t it?

Those pesky voices in our heads haven’t a hope in hell of being 
heard against the combined might of Facebook, Twitter and X- 
Factor in unison.
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Computers  are similar to our minds in many ways. Used as a 
tool for accessing information, the Internet is a wonderful thing. 
It is akin to having a national reference library in our bedroom. 
If we spend every waking moment on the computer, however, it 
is clearly highly addictive and leads to more restlessness in the 
long term.

It is the same with the mind. Used as a tool to carry out specific 
tasks, it has magnificent capabilities. If we spend every waking 
moment  lost  in  thinking  however,  it  can  cause  us  untold 
suffering  and  misery.  It  all  comes  down  to  our  relationship 
WITH the mind – whether we use it or it uses us.

I  was  recently  reading  about  a  new  syndrome  in  which  the 
sufferer imagines that their mobile phone is ringing all the time. 
They are unable to live a normal life for fear that they may miss 
a text or call. Bonkers, isn’t it?

The drugged  state which  gadgets  induce,  not so far  removed 
from deep sleep, provides a highly effective means for drowning 
out unwanted inner dialogue. You can quite easily get lost in 
computer  games  or  in  surfing  the  Internet  for  hours  on  end 
without noticing time passing – without noticing anything at all 
for that matter.

Gut feeling tells us this is not a healthy trend. Excessive Internet 
use is highly addictive and can lead to feelings of isolation and 
loneliness. Although effective, gadgets are clearly not a healthy 
long-term solution to curb additive thinking.

Busi-ness
Another common strategy for keeping the voices in our heads at 
bay is to seek constant distraction through activity. The mantra 
for such a person is: “What’s Next?” Checking email (for the
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anything to avoid facing our feelings of restlessness and
boredom or the incessant commentary in our heads. True

sixth  time) making  another  cup  of  tea,  raiding the fridge, 
phoning  a  friend,  surfing  the  internet,  going  for  a  walk  –

contentment, or allowing this moment to be enough as it is, is a 
rare occurrence for the busy mind.

I remember a friend I used to visit for tea. I could always tell 
when she was restless or agitated because she would get up, 
unconsciously reach for a cloth and start cleaning the already 
immaculate surfaces in her kitchen.

A student of the Indian spiritual teacher Osho once complained 
that he found meditation boring. Osho replied with something 
along these lines: “Yes, it is true. Meditation is the most boring 
thing.  And  that  is  the  whole  point  of  it  –  to  meet  your 
restlessness, your boredom head on, without flinching, without 
seeking distraction.”

The next time you feel bored, restless or in some way agitated, 
rather than reaching too quickly for an aspirin in the form of an 
iPhone or such like, you may like to try the following:

Sit quietly and simply notice that the feeling is there. As best 
you can, allow yourself to fully feel it. Drop any resistance you 
have to the feeling and allow it to be there. Your mind will want 
to get involved. It will try to convince you that you need to do 
something about it. Don’t listen. Simply allow the feeling to be 
there without resisting it in any way.

Emotions are simply energy in motion. They are not inherently 
good or bad. The suffering we experience comes mainly from 
our resistance to the feeling and not from the feeling itself. What 
happens when you don’t mind it being there? We will discuss 
this in detail later on.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

SELF- IMPROVEMENT

As long as the belief that ‘there is something wrong 
with me as I am’ is lurking, undetected, beneath the 
radar, no amount of self-improvement will ever be

Attempting to fill every waking moment with some form of 
distraction can provide, at best, only temporary relief from the 
restlessness and agitation caused by addictive thinking. You can 
only spend so many hours buried in a smart phone or computer 
game.

Furthermore, these pursuits can be highly addictive and ultimately  
cause  us  to  be  more  restless.  Many  people  get frustrated 
these days if a webpage takes more than a couple of seconds to 
load.

If we are troubled  by our thoughts,  feelings  or emotions,  the 
next obvious step towards finding greater peace is to attempt to 
change or fix them. If we can find a way to change sad thoughts 
into happy thoughts, restless feelings into peaceful feelings and 
troublesome emotions into pleasant ones, then our lives should 
be a whole lot better. This makes total sense – and is also true.

I spent many years reading spiritual books and attending self- 
improvement workshops. I spent countless hours, weeks and 
months  analyzing  my  negative  thought  patterns,  learning  to 
think  positively,  studying  emotional  release  techniques,
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applying  The  Law  of Attraction,  sitting  at the  feet  of Indian 
gurus and attending meditation retreats around the world.

There were many times that I left a particular seminar feeling 
excited or even euphoric, with a new framework through which 
to view the world tucked under my arm. Before long however, 
the  feelings  of euphoria  would  subside  and  I would  be back 
where I started, feeling restless, dissatisfied and still plagued by 
addictive thinking.

The  basic  premise  for  all  forms  of  self-improvement  is  that 
“there is something wrong with me as I am right now”. When 
we embark on the journey of self-improvement,  we are hoping 
to find salvation in the future. We overlook the possibility that 
everything we are looking for is already here, right now.

Then, on a meditation retreat in Canada, I had an experience, 
which forever altered my relationship  WITH the mind. About 
four  months  into  the  retreat,  I  was  taking  my  usual  early 
morning  stroll  through  the  forest  when  suddenly  the  whole 
world appeared different.

Everything became intensely present, vibrant, pristine and alive, 
as if I was seeing it for the first time. I was rooted in stillness 
and filled with the most exquisite feelings of peace and joy.

The experience continued unabated for several weeks. The 
thoughts that had been troubling me for so many years were still 
there, pretty much as before, but my relationship with them had 
completely  changed.  I  experienced  peace  whether  they  were 
there or not. Contentment was there, whatever the inner dialogue.

What I discovered through this experience was that:
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In order to experience freedom from the suffering caused 
by unconscious thinking, it is NOT necessary to change 
or fix the content of our minds in any way. What IS 
required is to change our relationship with the mind.

For years I had been trying to fix the troublesome thoughts but 
the thoughts had never been the problem. The problem had been 
my and identification  with and resistance  to the thoughts  and 
also, not understanding the difference between thoughts and 
thinking.

Can it be helpful to work on ourselves?  Yes, definitely. 

Is it necessary?  No, not at all.

I am not at all against therapy or self-improvement. Many of us 
are so entangled and closely identified with the content of our 
minds that therapy can create the necessary space between 
ourselves and our minds to allow awareness to gain a foothold.

I have also met people who have never attended any kind of 
workshop  in their life, who “get it” in one session.  You may 
recall the Noticing Exercise earlier in the book, where we 
consciously put our attention on a series of objects, thereby 
withdrawing it from the mind.

This is my favourite exercise to use when I give talks. Many 
people instantly experience a deep feeling of peace, regardless 
of how busy their minds normally are. When I then ask: “Did 
anything  need to change about you or your mind in order for 
you to experience deep peace?” they can see for themselves that 
nothing need change. When all of our attention is focused on the 
mind, which it normally is, we suffer. When we choose to put 
our attention elsewhere, there is peace – immediately.



Kick the Thinking Habit

63

For many, self-development serves as a steppingstone along the 
way. I recognise from my own journey that every step (including 
the many blind alleyways I encountered)  was necessary, and 
perfect.

Like Edison said when he finally produced a working light bulb 
on the 1000th  attempt:

“ I have discovered 999 ways NOT to make a light bulb!” 

And talking of light bulbs, here is a good analogy.

Imagine a 500-watt light bulb burning brightly. If you were to 
cover the bulb with a cloth, you would continue to see the light 
shining through the cloth, only a little dimmer. If you were to 
then keep adding cloths, one on top of the other, there would 
come a point where the light emanating from the bulb would be 
obscured completely. Beneath the cloths, the light would continue 
to burn as brightly as ever but it would not be seen on the 
surface.

This is a beautiful metaphor to describe the human condition. 

When  we  are  born,  the  Divine  light  within  us  is  burning
brightly. Unaware of and unaffected  by concepts such as fear,
self-doubt,  self-limitation,  lack  of  self-love  etc.,  there  are  no
‘cloths’ preventing us from directly experiencing the brilliance 
of our Being. The concept of “something being wrong with me” 
has yet to appear.

With time, the baby grows and develops a limiting story about 
who she is and gradually, through mimicking those around her, 
develops an addictive thinking habit which constantly feeds and 
reinforces the story, keeping it alive. As we grow, the story of 
who  we  are  becomes  more  and  more  elaborate  and  complex 
until  the light of our Being  is dimmed  to the extent  that  we
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forget we  are  the  bulb  and  become fully  identified with 
ourselves as the cloths.

The story is a lie. The truth is that the light of who we really are, 
beyond  form  and  personality,  can  never  dim  in  the slightest. 
Even the most apparently troubled and screwed up individual is 
as close to their Source as the next person. There is no degree of 
separation – but it can appear so from the surface perspective.

We  can  liken  self-improvement  to replacing  dirty,  old  cloths 
with clean, new ones – or replacing 120,000 troubled thoughts a 
day with 120,000 more pleasant ones.

Although providing immense benefits in terms of improving the 
overall quality of our lives, self-improvement does NOT address 
the  issue  of  incessant  and  addictive  thinking.  We  can  spend 
years clearing our emotional blocks and learning to think more 
positively  and  still  spend  our  days  lost  in  thinking,  largely 
unaware of Life, of the present moment.

The path of self-awareness on the other hand, allows us to 
recognise that we are not the cloths – that the cloths belong to an 
illusory self.  This is true healing. Only with this understanding 
is perfect contentment possible.

Self-improvement  begins  with  the  premise  that  there  is 
something wrong with me as I am.

Self-awareness begins with the premise that I am already whole, 
already complete. I just haven’t seen it yet.

There are several reasons why self-improvement can only offer 
a partial solution.

o we are not addressing the real issue. Even if you were to 
succeed  in  replacing  all  the  old  cloths  with  the  most



Kick the Thinking Habit

65

exquisitely  beautiful  new  cloths  imaginable,  you  would 
still feel there was something missing.

o as long as the belief that “there is something wrong with 
me  as  I  am”  is  lurking,  unseen,  beneath  the  radar,  no 
amount  of  self-improvement  will  ever  be  enough.  This 
belief alone will keep us in search mode forever.

o although  our  thoughts  may  be  more  pleasant  and  less 
troublesome than before (which in itself is great!), self- 
improvement alone will not help free us from addictive 
thinking. They are separate issues.

o we are working on the “wrong” self. Who we really are 
cannot be improved upon. It is already perfect as it is. 
Recognising our true Self will automatically take care of 
everything else – without us needing to fix anything.

o what you resist persists. Through working on that which 
we perceive to be “wrong” in ourselves, we give it more 
energy and attract more of it to ourselves.

Before moving on, I would like to provide one more analogy to 
illustrate our relationship with thoughts, feelings and emotions.

This is taken from a technique  called The Sedona Method by 
Hale Dwoskin which I thoroughly recommend exploring. It is a 
wonderful method for helping let go of unwanted emotion.

o take a  pen  or  another object which you have little 
attachment to.

o roll the object in the palm of your hand.
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o the pen represents  your thoughts,  feelings  and emotions, 
your hand the true Self.

o notice that the pen is not attached to your hand – that the 
passing thoughts, feelings and emotions are NOT who you 
are. They are simply events arising in awareness.

o grip the pen tightly. This is what we do when we grab onto 
thoughts rather than allow them to freely pass by.

o now turn your hand to face the floor, let go of the pen, and 
allow it to drop from your hand.

How difficult was that?

Our thoughts, feelings and emotions, as well as the stories that 
we tell ourselves over and over are not who we really are, or 
more accurately,  they are only a small part of who we are. If 
they were part of our essential nature, we would not be free of 
them for a single moment.

This  is  clearly  not  the  case.  Everyone,  regardless  of  how 
troubled they are, experiences  moments of joy, of laughter, of 
OK-ness.  If  you  were  your  anger,  your  sadness,  the  broken 
person your mind would have you believe you are, this would be 
your continuous experience.

We have simply, as children, been programmed  to believe we 
are something we are not.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

SELF-ACCEPTANCE

No amount of self-improvement can ever make up 
for any lack of self-acceptance. - Robert Holden

Most of us are harder and more demanding on ourselves than we 
are on anyone else. We are often able to forgive others for 
relatively serious indiscretions but constantly beat ourselves up 
for minor ones.

When I was on the meditation  retreat mentioned  earlier, there 
was a meeting every night with over 100 people in attendance.

In those days, I was very hard on myself and filled with self- 
criticism. I would constantly compare myself with others and 
believe that everyone else was doing better than I was.

Honest praise played a large part in the teaching and I was told 
night after night how well I was doing, how fun I was to be 
around, what a cool guy I was etc. This was how others saw me. 
Upon  hearing  this  praise,  the  commentary  in  my  own  head 
would go something like,

“If you really knew me, you wouldn’t be saying that.”

or  “You obviously aren’t seeing me as I really am.”
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Then  one  day  it  dawned  on  me  that  99  people  found  me 
perfectly acceptable as I was and that only one little voice, my 
own, was in disagreement. It occurred to me that maybe, just 
maybe, these 99 people, who incidentally, were a  pretty 
conscious  and insightful bunch, were right and it was the one 
voice that was wrong.

This insight led me to look at the inner voices of self-criticism in 
a new light. What if my mind was telling lies and the truth was 
that I really was perfectly acceptable …as we all are, regardless 
of what the voices in our heads say.

Also, I was able to look upon everyone else in the meetings with 
love, compassion, admiration and without a trace of criticism or 
judgement.  Even  if  there  were  traits  present  in  others  that  I 
would ordinarily have judged, I could see the underlying beauty 
behind  the  personality.  I  could  see  that  every  one  of  them, 
without exception, were perfect as they were. What made me so 
special that I was the only one unworthy of the same?

And now I say the same to you. Regardless of what your mind 
tells you,

YOU ARE PERFECTLY ACCEPTABLE, 
EXACTLY AS YOU ARE

The only  thing  ultimately  ‘wrong’  with  any  of us  is that we 
believe the distorted stories that our minds feed us. And it is not 
our fault. Our minds have simply been programmed  that way. 
But it is nothing more than a big, fat lie.

You are wonderful. You are unique. You are so special that 
without you, the Universe couldn’t exist - even WITH all your 
perceived faults.
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SO WHY ARE WE SO HARD ON OURSELVES?

We are programmed from an early age to be self-critical.
Our unconscious  parents,  relatives  and society  have projected 
their own judgments  and insecurities  onto us, as their parents 
did onto them. There is no blaming in this statement, for they 
were truly innocent, as we are too.

As Jesus said: “Father  forgive  them,  for they know not what 
they do”. (Luke 23:34)

Lacking the capacity to discern truth from untruth, we simply 
absorbed, as truth, everything we were told. We live in a society 
where judging, criticising and blaming are the norm.

If you tell a two year-old that they are bad or stupid, it is taken 
as fact. These patterns are so deeply entrenched in our psyche 
that, on a deep unconscious level, we still believe that we are 
fundamentally  flawed  and never good enough.  We then 
constantly  seek,  and  find,  justification  for  this  belief  in  the 
events and circumstances of our lives.

I hope that, in reading these words, you already feel more love 
and compassion for yourself.

After years of criticism as a child, I grew up to be very hard on 
myself.  We don't realise as children  that the adults around us 
have their own issues. When we are judged or criticised by our 
parents or teachers,  we unconsciously  come to the conclusion 
that there is  something wrong with us and that we are 
unacceptable as we are.

The day I proclaimed myself “innocent of all charges" was one 
of the sweetest of my life ...what a relief!

Self - acceptance is made easier when we realise that:
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o we had no choice over the beliefs and programming  that 
we took on board as children.

o our parents, our teachers and the society at large were not 
to blame either. They were doing the best they could, 
according to their own level of awareness.

o every choice we have ever made in the past was the best 
we could have made at the time. If we had known better, 
we may well have chosen differently.

We worry because we are programmed to do so. We regret the 
past because we are programmed to do so. We judge, blame and 
criticise because this is how we are hard-wired – this is how our 
minds  have  been  programmed.  If  you  display  any  of  these 
patterns, stop beating yourself up about it.

What happens to these patterns if you don’t judge yourself for 
them? What happens if you simply watch and allow them to be 
there without commentary, without seeing anything wrong? See 
that the only reason you worry, regret or blame is because you 
are programmed to do so. You are blameless. If you could act 
otherwise, you would. When we become aware of these things, 
we then have a choice. Before that, we have none.

In his book “Awareness”, Anthony de Mello says that before 
becoming conscious, everyone is an ass. He says: “I'm going to 
write a book someday and the title will be I'm an Ass, You're an 
Ass. That's  the most liberating,  wonderful  thing in the world, 
when  you  openly  admit  you're  an  ass.  It's  wonderful.  When 
people tell me, "You're wrong." I say, "What can you expect of 
an ass?"
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PART THREE

AWARENESS
MAKING THINKING 

CONSCIOUS
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We  discussed  in  the  previous  section  how  distraction can 
provide, at best, only temporary respite from an overactive mind 
and how self-improvement, although able to enhance the quality 
of our lives in many ways, does not address the issue of our 
addiction to thinking.

To the restless mind, this moment is never enough as it is. We 
are always seeking to add something to our experience, whether 
it  be  searching for  the  next  thing  to  do  to  alleviate  our 
restlessness  or  boredom  –  the  “what’s  next”  syndrome  –  or 
looking for the next spiritual book or self-help programme to 
improve  or  fix  ourselves  in  the  hope  of  discovering  a  more 
content version of ourselves in the future.

No matter how much we manage to improve ourselves however, 
as long as thinking remains unconscious, that is, unobserved, we 
will remain slaves to the mind.

Awareness and self-knowledge are key. To become free of our 
addictive thinking habit, we must first make thinking conscious.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

TWO TYPES OF THINKING

When thinking is conscious, our predominant state is 
one of present moment awareness with brief sojourns 

into thinking when required.

There are two types of thinking. The first produces an ongoing 
experience of  restlessness and  self-inflicted suffering. The 
second creates peace, contentment and leads to freedom.

When thinking is addictive or, in other words, unconscious, it 
happens largely on autopilot with little or no awareness that it is 
going on. Our days are spent lost in thought and the present 
moment  passes  us  by,  largely  unnoticed.  Our  body  is  here, 
NOW, but we are absent.

The mind is experienced  as an entity separate from ourselves, 
(the fact we describe  it as ‘my’  mind means  it can’t be me), 
which subjects us to a never-ending stream of commentary. We 
seem  to  have  no  choice  but  to  listen.  It  is  not  dissimilar  to 
having a noisy television playing in our head all day long. The 
peace of our true nature is always there beneath the surface but 
we are  too  distracted  by,  attracted  to and  identified  with  the 
mind’s activity to notice.

When thinking is unconscious, there is a tendency to treat our 
thoughts  and  beliefs  as  facts  and to take  them seriously.  We
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accept, without question, the often grossly distorted version of 
reality that the mind feeds us.

This  type  of  thinking is  largely unproductive and  energy 
sapping, triggering within us an endless stream of fluctuating 
feelings and emotions, some pleasant, many not so pleasant.

It is a state of mental slavery in which our inner experience is 
determined by  whatever stream  of  thought  happens to  be 
gripping our attention in any given moment. We don’t think 
because we choose to but because we can’t help it. We are 
addicted. This type of thinking is also considered normal.

Now let’s take a look at the second type.

When thinking is conscious,  we notice when we are thinking. 
We are able to step back, create space between ourselves and the 
thinking mind, and objectively observe the mind in action. As 
well  as  the  thoughts,  there  is  also  a  witnessing  presence,  a 
watcher of the thinking, which itself remains untouched and 
unaffected by the mind’s content. We notice how thoughts arise 
by themselves and watch the mind’s tendency to assign labels.

Understanding that much of the mind’s take on reality has little 
basis in fact and stems mostly from a multitude of false beliefs 
and assumptions we have been programmed with from an early 
age, we question the truth of our thoughts and take them with a 
large pinch of salt.

The mind is used as a tool to perform specific tasks. Upon 
completion of a task, it is put back in the toolbox, so to speak, 
and our attention returns to awareness of the present moment. 
When  thinking  is  conscious,  the  predominant  state  is  one  of 
present  moment  awareness  with  brief  sojourns  into  thinking, 
when required.
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There is an awareness that “my” thoughts, “my” feelings, “my” 
emotions are not me, or rather, that they are only part of who I 
am. They are experienced as events passing through the field of 
consciousness which I AM. We become like Teflon and nothing 
sticks. Thoughts are unable to find a parking space in our 
awareness.

Most of our suffering comes, not from the thoughts themselves, 
but from the habit of identifying with, grabbing onto, chewing 
over  and  resisting  them.  When  we  are  aware,  we  see  that 
thinking is a choice.

There are basically three approaches to freeing ourselves from 
the suffering caused by unconscious thinking.

1. accepting our thoughts exactly as they are through dropping 
our resistance to the content of the mind.

2. choosing  to focus  our  attention  on  the present  moment, 
which stops thinking in its tracks.

3. deeply  questioning the  false  beliefs and  unfounded 
assumptions  that shape  much  our habitual  thinking 
patterns.

Later in the book, we will examine the first two approaches in 
depth but first, let’s take a close look at the third.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

QUESTIONING 
OUR THOUGHTS

“There is only one cause of unhappiness: the 
false beliefs you have in your head, beliefs so 
widespread, so commonly held, that it never 

occurs to you to question them.”
- Anthony de Mello

Our minds are filled with a million and one beliefs and 
assumptions, which we generally take as facts. When we take a 
step back and begin to challenge the truth of these mental 
assertions, much of the minds content does not stand up to 
scrutiny. As we learn to take the mind’s stories with a pinch of 
salt, it quickly  becomes  a much quieter,  much more  peaceful 
place.

In the meditation classes I teach, we begin by inviting the 
participants to “be open to the possibility that everything you 
believe to be true may not be”.

Let’s  take  a  look  at  some  common  thinking  patterns  and 
examples of associated beliefs that may accompany them.
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Worry
o I am not going to be able to pay the bills on time.
o I have a pain in my chest. It must be cancer.
o She hasn’t phoned today. She must be thinking of

ending the relationship.

Regret
o I will never meet anyone as compatible as him again.
o Life has passed me by.
o If only I had got the job, everything would be fine now.

Victimhood
o Knowing my luck, everything that can go wrong, will.
o Nothing I try ever seems to work.
o The world is against me.

Fear
o God will be angry if I don’t go to church.
o I bet you my job will be the one to go.
o The end of the world is nigh (from a Jehovah’s Witness I

actually met)

I could  go  on  and  on  with  other  common  patterns  including 
guilt, blame, control issues, holding grudges, complaining, self- 
criticism – the list is endless.

The point I wish to make here is that none of the above points 
are FACTS. They are beliefs. The imagined conditions or 
outcomes exist only in our heads and may or may not be true.
We can spend days, weeks,  months  or even  a whole lifetime
suffering from what Eckhart Tolle calls mental movie-making.

Have you ever spent days absorbed in worrying about something  
that never  materialised  in the end? Have  you ever made an 
assumption about something or someone, which turned out to be 
way off the mark? Of course you have. We all do.
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A large proportion of our habitual thought patterns are based on 
premises that may or not be true. In truth, we have no way of 
knowing.

So what is the solution?

Here  is  a  technique  I  use  a  lot  and  find  very  helpful.  It  is 
inspired by “The Work” by Byron Katie, which I would strongly 
recommend investigating.

A powerful question to regularly ask yourself is this:

Ca n  I  b e  a b so l u t e l y  c e r t a i n  t h a t  t h i s  b e l i e f , th o u g h 
t o r a s s u m p ti o n i s tr u e ?

I like to imagine a sentry standing guard at the gateway to my 
mind. His job is to protect my peace and his weapon is enquiry, 
using the above question.

If you catch yourself mid-story or even mid-sentence and ask 
yourself the above question, you will find that the answer is very 
often: “No, I can’t be certain.” What you will also discover is 
the following:

When you believe the assumption you suffer. 

When you don’t, you experience peace.

Let’s take a look at some concrete examples.

I remember one particular meditation workshop I taught. We 
always began the weekend with an hour-long introductory talk 
after which, people could decide whether to sign up for the class 
or not. As the talk began, I was aware of a man sitting to my left 
who seemed very tense and agitated. Each time I happened to
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glance over, he seemed to be glaring at me, arms crossed, with 
an intense look on his face. I could feel his eyes boring into me. 
Feeling  uncomfortable  and  distracted,  I  thought:  “This  guy 
really doesn’t like me”.

When the talk ended, rather than just leaving, as I had expected, 
(and secretly hoped) he came up to me and I thought: “OK, here 
we go,” expecting a tirade of abuse or something similar.

I was taken aback when he said: “Thank you for the talk. I found 
it fascinating. Is it really possible to be free of painful thinking? 
I feel very stuck inside myself. Do you think these techniques 
could work for me?” He was much softer now and seemed to be 
genuinely  intrigued.  “In  my  experience,  yes.”  I  replied.  He 
ended up taking the class. The discomfort I had experienced for 
the past hour had not come from the man himself but from my 
mind’s interpretation – from the false assumptions I had made 
about him.

A friend of mine had been divorced for five years and had not 
seen or heard from her ex-husband since. She had moved away 
from the city where they had lived together, and he had since 
remarried.  As chance would have it, she had reason to return 
and was telling me over coffee how she sometimes  wondered 
how he was and how nice it would be to see him again.

“So  why  don’t  you  get  in  touch  and  let  him  know  you  are 
coming?” I suggested.

“There’s no point.” she replied. “He won’t want to see me.”

I then asked her whether she could be certain that he wouldn’t. 
After all, people can change a lot in five years, and who knows? 
Maybe he would like to see her too?
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I  suggested  that  she  let  go  of  her  assumption,  be  totally 
innocent and let him know she was coming, without any 
attachment to his response. So she agreed to send him an email 
informing  him when she would be there  and of her desire to 
meet up with him.

Two days later, she received an email in response. It turned out 
that just that week he had also been thinking how nice it would 
be to see her again.

Here is another example.

I was recently talking to a man who was experiencing terrible 
feelings of guilt because he had little or no desire to attend the 
local mosque for daily prayer. He dragged himself along each 
day out of a sense of obligation and to keep up appearances. He 
also had a genuine fear that God was judging him for his lack of 
faith.

I  asked  him  how  he  could  know  for  certain  that  God  was 
judging him – or that others were judging him for that matter.

“Because it is written in the Koran,” he answered.

I then asked him how he could know for certain that what was 
written in the Koran was true. (I certainly don’t believe that 
everything written in the Bible, another holy book, presents an 
accurate rendition of what Christ taught.)

“Faith,”  he answered,  although  he also confided  that what he 
was actually most concerned about was that his faith seemed to 
be deserting him, even though he had recently been to Mecca. 
And  there  is  another  belief  –  that  going  to  Mecca  sho ul d 
increase one’s faith.
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I asked him if he would be willing to give me an honest answer 
to the following question – a straight yes or no.  He agreed.

“Can you be absolutely  certain that God will judge or punish 
you for not going to prayer?”

“No” he answered.

“How do you feel when you believe you will be judged?” 

“I feel guilty …and worried,” he replied.

“And how do you feel when you don’t believe it, or at least 
question it?”

“I feel relieved,” he said

Now, his belief may or may not be true but that is not the point. 
The point is, how can he know for sure? What is the point in 
suffering over something that may not be true?

Incidentally,  this man also happens to be an extremely gentle, 
kind and giving person. Many of the ‘faithful’, in my observation, 
come across as hard, rigid and unforgiving – which raises  
another  question:  “How  would an allegedly  loving  and all-
merciful God wish us to be?” - assuming she had any preference, 
of course.

Or maybe there IS only God, appearing in the guise of both the 
kind man and the angry man.  Who knows?

A Christian, a Moslem, a Buddhist, a Hindu, an atheist and an 
agnostic would probably all give a different answer, according 
to their own personal beliefs.
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So, "Be open to the possibility  that everything  you believe to be 
true may not be."  This is the path to peace.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

BELIEFS ARE NOT FACTS

Do you believe that feeling sad or being upset is a 
bad thing? Have you ever thought to question it?

Much of our day-to-day suffering is self-inflicted and comes as 
a result of unquestioningly taking our beliefs and assumptions to 
be facts.

A Mexican friend of mine was determined to attend the same
six-month meditation course I  was  on  several years ago, 
although  the  course  was  expensive  and  she  had  very  little 
money.

Most people would have looked at the situation and immediately 
given  up  all hope  of attending.  Her  attitude  however,  was “I 
have  absolutely  no  idea HOW  I am going  to get there  but I 
KNOW for certain I am.”

She put down a non-refundable deposit one month before the 
course  began,  still  needing  to  raise  90  per  cent  of  the  cost. 
Several days later, she won a car in a competition she had not 
even entered (a friend had bought the ticket for her) and was 
able to sell the car and thereby raise the money.

If you believe that the guy who dumped you and who you are 
agonising over, really was “the one”, question that belief. Think
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about all the things that weren’t great in your relationship. If it 
was that great you would still be together, wouldn’t you?  You 
may be surprised at how easily you can disprove this belief to 
yourself.

If you are constantly thinking about how the world seems to be 
against you, try writing a list of all the times that things have 
gone your way. It may well end up being much longer than the 
list of things that didn’t work out.

If nine people  compliment  you  and  one criticises  you,  where 
does your attention go? Many of us are programmed to barely 
register all the good that happens in our lives. The moment 
something  goes  wrong  however  it  sticks  to  our  minds  like 
Velcro.

Whatever beliefs you hold, the mind will always seek to find 
evidence to support and justify them.

The following story illustrates this well. There was once a weary 
traveller  who,  having  been  on  the  road  for  many  years,  was 
longing  to  find  a  place  to  settle  down.  Upon  approaching  a 
town, he came across an old man standing at the roadside. 
Informing the old man of his desire to settle down, he asked: 
“What is this place like?”

In response, the old man asked: “The last place you stayed …
what was that like?”

“I didn’t like it very much,” replied the traveller. “The people 
were rude and unfriendly and everyone seemed agitated and in 
too much of a hurry to talk to you.”

The  old  man  then  said:  “Well,  this  place  is pretty  much  the 
same.”  And the traveller continued on his way.
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Some time later, another traveller, with a similar desire to settle, 
came  along  and,  upon  meeting  the  same  old  man  by  the 
roadside, asked: “What kind of place is this?

The old man asked him: “The last place you stayed …what was 
that like?”

“Oh,  it  was  wonderful!”  replied  the  second  traveller.  “The 
people were so generous and giving and would go well out of 
their way to be helpful. I loved it.”

To which the old man replied: “Well, that pretty much describes 
how this place is.”

If  you  believe  that  the  world  is  full  of  difficult,  obnoxious 
people, you will find them everywhere you go. You will 
unconsciously  look for evidence  to support your belief. There 
may be friendly, helpful people all around you but you simply 
won’t see them.

A powerful tool to use when you become aware that your beliefs 
are causing you to suffer is to:

1. identify the belief or assumption behind your suffering.

2. consciously  look  for  evidence  to  support  the  opposite 
view.

Research shows that around 95 per cent of what we think about 
today is the same as what we thought about yesterday and the 
day before.

Much  of our  habitual  way  of  thinking  is shaped  by  be l i e f s 
th a t  a r e  s o  w i d e s p r e a d ,  s o  c o m mo n l y  h e l d  t h a t  w e 
ne v e r t hi n k t o qu e s t i o n t he m .
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I will give you a good example.

Do you believe that feeling sad or being upset is a bad thing? 
Have you ever thought to question it? I know it seems almost 
absurd  to question  something  that seems  so obvious  but let’s 
look at this belief closely.

Sadness  is a feeling.  Our  conditioning  is such  that  when  the 
feeling  arises,  we unconsciously  assign the labels “bad, 
undesirable or wrong” to it and then want to push it away – want 
to be free of it.  We do not question the labeling.

“Of course it is a bad thing to feel sad,” we think. It is absurd to 
think otherwise.  Our  minds  unconsciously  associate 
uncomfortable with ‘bad’. But, just because something feels 
uncomfortable, does that necessarily mean there is something 
wrong with it? Does our suffering come from the feeling itself 
or from our mental labeling and reaction to the feeling? Is it not 
our resistance  to the feeling  rather than the feeling  itself  that 
causes us to suffer?

When a happy feeling arises, on the other hand, it is not seen as 
a problem at all. Happy thoughts receive a stamp of approval 
from the mental traffic policeman and meet with no resistance.

What would happen if, when the feeling of sadness arose, you 
simply allowed it  to  be  there without judgment, without 
resistance, without trying to fix it and without labeling it in any 
way? What would happen to the feeling of sadness if you saw 
nothing  wrong  with  it and were  absolutely  fine with  it being 
there? The feeling would either remain or it wouldn’t, but your 
peace would not be affected either way.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE MOTHER OF 
ALL BELIEFS

The belief that I am unacceptable as I am is so 
commonplace and so universally held that it 

never occurs to us to question it.

Earlier, we listed some of the more common addictive thinking 
patterns, which can drive us nuts and rob us of our peace. These 
include patterns of worry, regret, blame, complaining, holding 
grudges, desire to control, being a victim and judgment of self 
and others.

All of these patterns, and many others besides, are linked by one 
common factor. They are all offspring of the belief that:

Th e r e I s S o m e t h i n g Wr o n g W i t h M e A n d M y Li f e

This belief is so commonplace  and so universally  held that it 
never occurs to us to question it. Our minds will tell us there are 
all kinds of things wrong. Surely that is a fact, isn’t it?

If you were to ask 100 random people in the street whether they 
believed there was anything wrong with them or with their lives, 
most, if not all, would probably think you were bonkers for even 
asking and quickly come up with a long list of complaints.
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And yet, can we be absolutely certain that this belief is true? Is it 
a fact or is it a belief?

Is it not also possible that:

o the idea of something being wrong exists only in our heads 
and not in the world?

o everything,  including the content of our seemingly  crazy 
mind, is exactly as it is meant to be?

o the root of our suffering lies in the false belief that we are 
in some way unacceptable as we are?

I am not saying that this is the case or not, but simply examining 
the validity of the belief.

Spiritual  masters  from  all  traditions  have  been  saying 
throughout the ages that ALL IS WELL – that everything is 
exactly  as  it  is  meant  to  be  and  that  all  problems  are  mind 
created and stem from the false beliefs that have been programmed 
into us from a young age. Maybe they are right?

Just imagine for a moment the implications in your own life if 
the belief that something  is wrong DID turn out to be a false 
one. You wouldn’t worry about things going wrong if there was 
no such thing as wrong.

You  wouldn’t  be  so  concerned  about  a  relationship  having 
ended.  You  would  still,  of  course,  experience  the  pain  and 
sadness  of  loss  but  would  be  spared  the  additional  suffering 
caused by judging the situation and resulting emotions as being
‘bad’ or ‘wrong’.

Feelings themselves do not cause us to suffer. Suffering comes 
mostly  from  the  mental  commentary  that  tells  us  there  is
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something  wrong  –  and  from  the  subsequent  resistance  this 
creates.

If we are able to just sit with the feeling or emotion – without 
labeling it, without judging it, without getting involved in any 
story about it and resist the temptation to avoid it through some 
form of distraction – something beautiful can open up inside us. 
We  may realise  that all feelings,  regardless  of how  the mind 
labels them, are part of the exquisite tapestry of Life.

The impulse to complain, judge, criticise or hold grudges arises 
when we believe there is something wrong with having 
challenging situations or difficult people in our lives.

Seen as opportunities to help us wake up and experience more 
of who we truly are, these challenges become our gifts and our 
teachers.  Difficult  individuals  become  angels  who  have  been 
sent to help us consciously embrace our own shortcomings.

The Dalai Lama suggests  that if we want to experience  more 
peace  in our lives,  we should  become  more  interested  in our 
own inner reactions and responses than we are in the situations 
and people that trigger them.

When we choose to drop our resistance to what IS, the mind 
immediately becomes a much more peaceful place.

When I walked over the brow of the hill all those years ago and 
first saw the holy town of Jageshwar nestled in the valley below, 
I was struck by the beauty and perfection  of the scene before 
me. There was nothing I would want to have changed about it.

Few of us, however, are content with the valley of our own inner 
landscape as it is. We want to keep some things and get rid of 
others. The hills are OK as they are but we want the river to be 
on the left rather than on the right. Some of the trees we like, but
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others we wish to uproot and replace with a different species. 
We  suffer,  not  because  of  the  layout  of  the  valley  –  the 
particular  set of thoughts,  emotions,  events and circumstances 
that make up our lives - but because of our resistance to parts of 
it. We suffer because we want to be in control of what the valley 
looks like rather than just letting it be as it is.

Most, if not all, of our suffering comes from the various 
ramifications of the single belief that something is wrong – with 
me, with my life, with the world. If we could let go of that one, 
the rest of our  negative  beliefs  would  topple  like a house  of 
cards.

Let’s take a look now at how the belief that I am in some way 
unacceptable as I am, arises in the first place and how, given our 
circumstances, we could not have come to any other conclusion.

This concept is clearly absent in the newborn baby. Babies are 
perfectly at ease and content with who they are. Babies are, 
generally speaking, not scolded or chastised for their behaviour. 
Everyone knows that they do not choose how they behave but 
simply do what comes naturally to them.

Before the advent of the individual “I” concept, we experience 
ourselves as not being separate from Life itself – as part of the 
one  all-pervading  Reality.  We  are  not  conscious  of  this,  of 
course.

The  belief  that  I  am  in  some  way  not  good  enough,  not 
acceptable as I am, is an inevitable and unavoidable conclusion 
that we come to at the point when our perception shifts from the 
impersonal to the personal and we begin to experience ourselves 
as separate individuals identified with “my” body and “my” 
thoughts.
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Dad comes home from work stressed and exhausted. The boss 
has been on his back all day. As he comes in the door, he is 
absorbed in thinking about deadlines and is too preoccupied to 
notice the grinning  bundle of unconditional  love greeting him 
with arms outstretched. This is interpreted by the young mind as 
“there is something wrong with me.”

Mum has been home all day and, feeling overwhelmed and 
frustrated that she has no time to do her own things, she puts 
baby down in front of the TV to create some space for herself.

Baby feels abandoned  and naturally  concludes  “there is 
something wrong with me. I am not worthy of love.”

As we grow and become fully identified with this body and this 
mind, it is inevitable that we begin to compare ourselves with 
others. The world is full of people who are more clever, more 
sporty, more beautiful, more popular and later on, more successful 
or wealthy than we are. The inevitable conclusion we come to is 
that “I am not good enough. I am unacceptable as I am”.

If we look at this logically, there are only two possibilities. The 
belief that there is something wrong with me is either true or it 
isn’t.

If it is true then the best we can ever hope for is relative peace, 
and relative happiness. No matter how much you adorn a bucket 
with gold and diamonds, it will forever remain a bucket.

If it is a false belief then there is nothing to fix in ourselves, for 
we are already exactly as we are meant to be. God didn’t screw 
up, after all, when he made you.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

INNOCENCE IS BLISS

There is tremendous freedom in acknowledging that 
we haven’t a clue about anything and in making 

friends with uncertainty.

You have probably heard the expression “ignorance is bliss”. It 
is sometimes  true that not knowing  something  is more 
comfortable than knowing. But blissful? I would say that the 
experience of bliss is much more than simply the absence of 
discomfort. True bliss is experienced in the absence of 
identification with our conditioned ways of seeing the world. It 
is more accurate to say that “innocence is bliss”.

Although both words convey a state of not knowing, ignorance 
can  be  seen  as  a  negative  condition  whereas  innocence  is  a 
quality that enables us to experience each moment in a fresh and 
alive way – to see things as they actually are rather than through 
the conditioned filter of our stories, beliefs and assumptions.

Up to a certain age, children are innocent …and therefore joyful. 
Free of pre-conceived ideas about how the next moment is going 
to be, the joy  they exhibit  is not caused  by external 
circumstances. It flows as a natural expression of who they are. 
Young children’s minds are uncluttered, enabling them to 
experience life directly and not through the complex structure of 
conditioned thinking.
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As we grow, each new life experience is filed away, as memory, 
in our mental filing cabinet. Much of what is stored is essential 
for  our  safety  and  well-being.  We  learn,  sometimes  the hard 
way, that it’s not a good idea to swallow a plastic soldier or stick 
our finger in an electric socket. And later in life, it is definitely 
helpful to remember which house is ours when we come home 
from work or which husband or wife is ours, for that matter. We 
would be unable to function without memory.

The baby’s actions are free and spontaneous. Life itself animates 
and  moves  the  body.  There  is  no  concept  of  anything  being 
wrong with screaming for hours on an airplane or giggling and 
having a great time at a funeral.

Although much of our early learning, such as looking before we 
cross the road, is necessary, much of it is also distorted and 
comprised of unconscious patterns that are passed down from 
generation to generation.

We learn that certain body parts are taboo, that certain emotions 
such as crying or being angry are met with a smack on the bum 
or that doing fun stuff, such as dismantling  Granny’s  antique 
clock, results in being sent to our room without supper.

At  this  age,  we  are  completely  dependent  on  our  parents  or 
carers for survival. When we are called ‘bad’ or ‘naughty’, love 
is withdrawn from us and we feel afraid and insecure.  It seems 
too risky to be as we are so we begin to sacrifice being 
spontaneous  and  natural  for  being  ‘good’.  We  learn,  as  a 
survival mechanism, to hide our true feelings and suppress our 
emotions.  Our  actions  no  longer  spring  spontaneously  from 
Being but are first run by the mind to check what the likely 
response might be.
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When innocence is lost, life is no longer experienced directly. 
Each individual interprets life through their own unique set of 
memories, past experiences, beliefs and assumption. I have my 
version  of  reality  and  you  have  yours  but  neither  version  is 
Reality. It is a mind-created idea of reality. Without innocence 
we experience life second-hand, through our conditioned minds.

As  adults,  most  of  our  mental  suffering  is  self-inflicted  and 
stems directly from a lack of innocence. Our conditioned minds 
try to keep an iron grip on things and we are no longer “open to 
the possibility  that everything  we think we know, may not be 
true.” Our conditioned mental structure gives us an identity – 
something to hold onto in a world of uncertainty. We like to 
believe we are in control of our lives but, in truth, we never have 
any idea what might happen in the next moment. We are like 
leaves blowing in the wind, which may land anywhere.

There is tremendous freedom in acknowledging that we haven’t 
a clue about anything and in making friends with uncertainty. 
There is tremendous  sweetness  in recognising  how precarious 
our lives really are. I remember  phoning my teacher one time 
and saying: “ I don’t know anything any more – about anything. 
I have examined all of my beliefs and assumptions and, in truth, 
I have no way of knowing if any of them are true or not.”

He answered: “Neither have I. Isn’t it cool?”

This is innocence. When we accept that we have no idea how 
the future might turn out and that we are really not in control of 
our lives at all, a huge burden is lifted from our shoulders. We 
can relax and give God his job back. What a relief to be free of 
the stress and worry that comes from giving so much energy to 
anticipating imagined future outcomes, not to mention the stress 
of trying to get our lives right  – as if there was a wrong.
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My favourite card in the Tarot deck is the Fool, who represents 
innocence and wisdom. Depicted stepping off the edge of a cliff 
with a smile on his face, he is seen as the wisest character in the 
deck. Having just emerged from the womb of creation, he is 
spontaneous, natural and as yet, free of conditioning. Free of the 
heavy burden of conditioned thinking, he fully trusts Life and is 
able to simply enjoy the passing show, whatever it may bring.

A favourite expression of one of my teachers was: “Get Stupid
Quick!” – a name I also considered using for this book.

What he means by this is to drop all ideas that we are in control 
of our lives and to rest instead in our natural state of openness, 
innocence and spontaneity. When we stop giving energy to all 
these mental stories and movie projections, what remains is 
beautiful.

In most of us, the mind has been promoted to the role of director 
of  all  our  affairs,  a  position  far  above  its  true  status.  Used 
correctly, the mind makes a wonderful servant. When it takes 
charge of the boardroom, however, the consequences can be 
painful and often disastrous.

The mind has no power of its own, only the power we give it. If 
you were to go to a consultant for advice on something and the 
advice he gave you turned out to be dodgy, unhelpful and full of 
untruths, would you keep going back for more? Probably not.

And yet, seeing no alternative, this is exactly what we do, again 
and again. When we clearly see, through deeply questioning the 
mind’s authority, that it can’t be trusted, we don’t go there any 
more for advice. We take its input with a healthy pinch of salt.

I was talking to a woman the other day who is a lawyer. When I 
asked her how she was doing, she answered: “I’m really stressed 
out. I have a difficult case this afternoon and I just know that the
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judge, who is very strict, is going to chew me up and spit me 
out. I have been dreading it.”

As she was telling me all of this, I couldn’t help but notice the 
yellow, white and purple crocuses, which were in full bloom in 
the garden next to us.
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PART FOUR

THE MECHANICS 
OF THINKING
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

WATCHING THE MIND

We can either be identified with the thinker or with 
the one who is aware that thinking is going on, but 

not both at the same time.

When we are lost in unconscious thinking, it is as if the thoughts 
are  attached  to  us  like  clingfilm  (saran  wrap  for  American 
readers). There is no space between ourselves and the content of 
the mind. We don’t know where the ‘off’ switch is located and 
feel trapped in the experience of thinking. We don’t see thinking 
as a choice. If I am the thinker then who would be the one 
choosing?

When we make a statement such as: “My mind is driving me 
nuts!”, whose mind are we talking about? Who is this ‘me’ that 
has a mind? Am I separate from the mind? And if so, then who 
am I?

When thinking is unconscious, we just think, without stopping 
to ask these questions. It doesn’t occur to us to take a step back 
from ourselves and take a look at how the process of thinking 
works.

In  order  to  pull  the  plug  on  the  mind,  it  is  necessary  to 
understand the mechanics of thinking and in particular the 
difference between thoughts and thinking. The three main keys
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to kicking the thinking habit are awareness, understanding  and
Presence.

We must first be aware enough to notice that we are thinking. 
The moment we are aware that we are thinking, thinking 
subsides and just for a moment, we are awareness aware. This
happens because our attention can only be in one place at a time.
We can either be identified with the thinker or with the one who 
is aware that thinking is going on, but not both at the same time.

So, how does thinking happen? I invite you to try the following 
exercise.

COUNTING YOUR THOUGHTS EXERCISE

1. Sit comfortably and close your eyes.

2. For the next two minutes or so, relax and watch your mind. Be 
alert  and  simply  notice  the  thoughts  as  they  appear  on  the 
screen of your awareness.

3. Begin to count the thoughts as they arise.

If your mind wanders  and you begin to think about something 
else, that is fine. In fact, this can’t be helped. In the moment you 
become aware again, gently bring you attention back to watching 
the mind and counting the thoughts. Any labeling, judging or 
commenting on the thoughts that arise will come in the form of 
more thoughts, which can be counted too.

So, how did you get on?  How many thoughts did you count?

You may be interested  to know that, in a two-minute  period, the 
average person absorbed in unconscious thinking would have
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around 180 thoughts. That works out at more than one thought per 
second.

When I introduce  this exercise in workshops,  people rarely count 
more than 50 thoughts. The simple act of being alert and mindful 
tends  to  slow  down  mental  activity.  Many  people  also  report 
feelings  of  increased  peace  and  calm,  a  natural  result  of  being 
present.

When the labeling or judging thoughts – the thoughts about the 
thoughts – are simply seen as more thoughts to be counted, they 
do not have the same emotional impact.

For example, if the thought “I am bored” appears on the screen of 
your awareness, it may be followed by a habitual judgement thought 
such as “that’s a bad thing” which in turn creates a negative feeling 
in your body.

When  the  whole  process  is  simply  watched  –  first  there  is  the 
original thought and now, there is the labeling thought – without 
judging,  without  resisting,  without  analysing,  without  trying  to 
change or fix it in any way - simply allowing it to be as it is, you 
create a space between yourself and your mind. You become the 
watcher rather than the content.

If you are watching with full alertness, you cannot be thinking. In 
this place of ‘no mind’, of pure awareness witnessing, there are no 
worries, no troubles, and no problems. All problems belong to the 
thinking mind.

Suffering is created through the unconscious habit of labeling and 
subsequently judging the thoughts and not from the thoughts 
themselves.  In  the  absence  of  judgement,  they  become  neutral 
events – just another thought, not good, not bad, passing temporarily 
across our field of awareness.
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Even Jesus, the Buddha and all the other great sages continued to 
have thoughts, feelings, and emotions, even after their awakening. 
These  movements  in  consciousness  are  part  and  parcel  of  being 
born a human and happen by themselves. These great beings 
transcended  suffering,  not  through  changing  or  eliminating  the 
content  of the mind,  but through  non-identification  with thoughts 
and thinking.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

WATCHING CARS

NOW be alert. Be aware of your surroundings, of 
your sense perceptions. In this moment, allow 

everything to be as it is. Then become aware that 
there is an awareness here, a presence, and that 

THAT is more truly who you are than anything else.

Imagine you are standing in the middle of a busy road. A green car 
passes by at speed and you dive and grab hold of the bumper. You 
are dragged several hundred yards along the road, hanging on for 
dear life. Spotting a blue car coming in the opposite direction, you 
let go of the first car and dive and grab hold of the second. Again 
you are dragged, bruised and battered, along the road. A yellow car 
is allowed to pass, then a red one too (thoughts the mind labels 
acceptable) but then comes another green one, which you again dive 
and grab onto.

We spend our days being emotionally dragged all over the place by 
the content of our minds.

When  we  become  aware,  we  are  able  to  take  a  step  back  and 
become the watcher of the mind, rather than being unconsciously 
lost in the mind. Instead of  risking life and limb in the middle of the 
road, we are able to stand safely at the side and simply watch cars 
go by.
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When we are present and alert, we discover a new dimension within 
ourselves - that of the Silent Witness. The more aware we become, 
the less we identify with ourselves as the thoughts. As we develop 
this new habit through repetition, we gradually experience ourselves 
more and more as the watcher of the cars rather than the cars 
themselves.

If you were to do the Watching the Mind exercise 100 times, the 
number of thoughts counted and the thoughts themselves would be 
different each time. You would discover, however, that the one who 
is aware, the one who is counting the thoughts, never changes. The 
witnessing  presence  and  the  true  Self  are  one  and  the  same.  It 
remains  untouched  and unaffected  by thought activity,  just as the 
sky remains untouched by the passing clouds. This is the eternal and 
unchanging aspect of ourselves, the ground of our Being - pure 
consciousness aware. It also raises an interesting question.

Who am I?

Am I the thoughts (I include feelings and emotions here) or am I the 
witnessing presence, the one who is able to observe and count the 
thoughts? Am I the green cars, the blue cars, the yellow cars or the 
silent, unchanging presence that just watches? Or am I all of it?

On a recent trip to the beach, I joined a group of people out 
bodysurfing the waves. The waves were big that day and, if you 
weren’t really alert, you could quite easily end up being “wiped 
out” - dragged mercilessly along the bottom of the sea, cut and 
bruised.

At one point, in between waves, I happened to glance along the 
line of people, all standing there eagerly anticipating the arrival 
of  the  next  wave.  As  I  looked,  it  struck  me  how  attentive 
everyone was. They were all absolutely present in the moment, 
their  eyes  fixed  unwaveringly  on  the  water  –  and  for  good 
reason!
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And it is the same with thoughts. If we are not alert, we can end 
up being dragged emotionally all over the place. As long as we 
remain aware, the mind, like the sea, loses its power over us.

Thoughts, like the waves, appear by themselves and we have no 
say in the matter. Even the most conscious person continues to 
have  thoughts. Thinking, however, is  a  choice.  When  we 
become aware that we are thinking, we can then choose whether 
to continue or not. Awareness is the key.

I  used  to  believe  that  conscious people  experienced only 
pleasant and peaceful thoughts and feelings. This is not the case. 
All  types  of  thoughts  and  feelings  may  continue  to  arise. 
Without labeling, without identification, without resistance and 
without taking them too seriously, however, they need not affect 
our peace.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN 
THOUGHTS AND THINKING

Let the thoughts arise but don’t allow 
them landing space - Papaji

I have  another  exercise  for  you  to try.  It should  only  take  a 
couple of seconds.

1. Close your eyes now and be alert.

2. Watch closely to see what the next thought will be.

3. When it has appeared, open your eyes again.

If you still have your eyes closed after a few seconds, you have 
probably had  several  thoughts in  that  time,  including the 
thought: “I haven’t had a thought yet!”

Did you have any idea what the next thought was going to be? 

Did you play any part at all in the appearance of the thought?

I have yet to meet anyone who knew in advance what the next 
thought  was  going  to  be.  In  other  words,  thoughts  arise  by
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themselves.  Their  arrival  in  our  field  of  consciousness  has 
nothing to do with us.

When I first saw this, I felt so relieved. For so long, I had been 
giving myself a hard time over the thoughts  that happened  to 
pop into my head – angry thoughts, critical thoughts, judgmental 
thoughts  and  so  forth.  For  years,  I  had  judged  myself  and 
believed there was something wrong with me.

How can we be responsible for something that we have no say 
in? I mean, what can we do to stop thoughts appearing or to 
influence the nature of the thoughts that do appear?

Nothing!

One of the most common misconceptions I hear when I discuss 
meditation with people is the belief that it is about trying to stop 
our thoughts. Like the waves at the beach, thoughts roll in by 
themselves. It  just  happens. What meditation IS  about is 
learning to observe the thoughts – without labeling, without 
judgment, without commentary, without trying to change, fix or 
push them away - without doing anything at all with them other 
than watching.

We simply notice how they appear, remain for a moment and 
then continue on their way. Suffering happens when we resist 
their appearance through grabbing on to them, chewing on them 
and becoming lost in mental commentary about them. As the 
Indian spiritual Master Papaji once said: “Let the thoughts arise 
but don’t allow them landing space.”

As long as we are alert, we remain rooted in present moment 
awareness  and thoughts  are unable  to turn into thinking.  The 
mind is only capable of doing one thing at a time. We can either 
be aware of this moment, NOW, or we can be thinking.
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Don't take my word for this. Test it for yourself. If you are truly 
alert there can be no thinking - thoughts yes, but thinking  no. 
Alertness stops thinking dead in its tracks. Awareness kills the 
thinker.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

WHAT IS THINKING?

When we are alert, thinking is unable to gain a 
foothold. It flows in fits and starts, broken up by 

the act of noticing it.

What normally happens, in the absence of awareness, is that a 
thought  appears  by  itself,  from  nowhere  (as  they  do)  and 
triggers an unconscious stream of related thoughts. This is called 
thinking.

For example the thought of an ended relationship appears and 
triggers a story: “We were so good together. I can’t understand 
how she could have ended it. What does she see in him? He 
doesn’t love her nearly as much as I do. Maybe I will be alone 
forever. I will never meet someone as right for me ever again.” 
And we are swept away on a sea of emotion, taken over by 
thinking and with seemingly no choice but to listen to the full 
rendition of the story. Each time the thought appears, the story is 
triggered.

Thinking results when thoughts go unobserved. At any point, if 
we are able to be present enough to see what is happening, we 
can choose to cut the story short.

Instead of being lost in unconscious thinking, we notice – there 
is  the  original  thought  –  and  now,  here  are  the  stream  of
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thoughts, the story about the original thought (which, by the way 
is  usually  full  of  untruths).  The  simple  act  of  seeing  this  is 
enough to interrupt the flow of thinking. The moment you are 
aware that you are thinking, thinking stops, even if only for a 
moment.

You can either be aware or you can be thinking but never both 
at the same time. Then, thinking starts again but again you catch 
it. In this way, thinking is unable to gain a foothold. It flows in 
fits and starts, broken up by the act of noticing it.

As you become more and more aware of how thoughts turn into 
thinking, the stories attached to the thoughts become shorter and 
shorter. At first you get the full 10 chapter rendition, then you 
catch yourself thinking in Chapter 2, then Chapter 1 paragraph
3,  then  Chapter  1  line  3,  until  you  begin  to  catch  the  story 
almost as it begins.

As long as there is interest in seeing the outcome of the inner 
fight, it will go 10 rounds.  If there is no interest, how long can 
the fight last? I remember my teacher saying: “We need never 
complete another sentence again”.

Many people, even after clearly seeing the way out, choose to 
continue running their  patterns anyway but  now  they  are 
conscious they are doing it – which is a massive thing to see. 
Addiction  to  thinking  is  one  thing.  Addiction  to  drama  is 
another. Most people, in my experience, don’t want to cut out 
suffering  altogether,  but want  to maintain  it at a manageable 
level. We enjoy the occasional moan or getting involved in a bit 
of juicy gossip. It keeps our lives interesting and makes for good 
entertainment.

If you have been lost in unconscious thinking for most of your 
life, the habit of identifying with thoughts and thinking may be 
deeply  ingrained.  With  practice,  however,  you begin  to catch
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yourself thinking earlier and earlier until a new habit is formed 
and it becomes second nature.

It’s a bit like going to the gym. The ‘following  thoughts  and 
getting  caught  up  in addictive  thinking’  muscle  may  be very 
strong in the beginning and the awareness muscle, flabby and 
undeveloped. As we regularly train this muscle through choosing 
to withdraw our attention from thinking, a reversal occurs. With 
practice the ‘choosing’ muscle becomes firm and well-toned 
while the thinking muscle gets weak from under use.

Coupled with this, as we see more and more the untruth of much 
of the mind’s content, the distorted version of reality it routinely 
feeds us, we naturally  begin to take the stories less seriously. 
The next time a thought like “nobody loves me” comes up, you 
may find yourself responding with: “Come on, that’s ridiculous. 
You don’t expect me to fall for that one, do you?” You may well 
find that the content of your mind becomes quite funny!
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

DROPPING OUR 
RESISTANCE TO WHAT IS

It is not so much the thoughts themselves that cause 
us to suffer but rather our inner resistance to them.

Any time we are experiencing agitation or unrest, one thing is 
certain.  There  is  something  in  our  experience  that  we  are 
resisting. Suffering comes when we resist what IS.

When  thoughts,  feelings  or  emotions  arise  that  are  given  an 
“OK” stamp of approval by the mental commentator, the voice 
in our heads that labels them as good or bad, they don’t trouble 
us in the slightest.

Thoughts  and  feelings  which  are  deemed  acceptable  or 
desirable, such as happy thoughts, meet with no resistance 
whatsoever  and do not cause us problems.  They pass through 
our field of awareness unobstructed. Like friendly house guests, 
we are happy to receive them.

The moment an angry thought or a sad thought approaches, 
however, our shackles are up and it is greeted at the door with a 
loud inner “NO”.  It is not so much the thoughts themselves that 
cause us to suffer, rather our inner resistance to them.
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Thoughts themselves are neutral. They simply appear from 
nowhere, as we saw in the previous analogy of cars randomly 
appearing on the road. It is our habitual pattern of welcoming 
the appearance  of some  thoughts  (feelings  and  emotions  too) 
and rejecting others that causes us to suffer. I know people who 
experience  unbroken  peace  even  in  the  midst  of  feelings  the 
mind would normally label as sadness or anger.

The following is one of my favourite poems, written by the Sufi 
poet Rumi. In it he gives us clear guidance on how to deal with 
troublesome thoughts and feelings.

The Guest House

This being human is a guest house
Every morning a new arrival
A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
Some momentary awareness comes 
As an unexpected visitor
Welcome and entertain them all
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows 
Who violently sweep your house 
Empty of its furniture
Still treat each guest honourably
He may be clearing you out for some new delight
The dark thought, the shame, the malice, 
Meet them at the door laughing,
And invite them in,
Be grateful for whoever comes, 
Because each has been sent
As a guide from beyond. - Rumi



Kick the Thinking Habit

113

One of my teachers, a very joyful guy, had suffered from 
depression for ten years before discovering meditation. I once 
asked him whether he ever feels depressed these days.

He replied “Sure, the feeling still visits me from time to time”. 

“Some momentary awareness comes
As an unexpected visitor
Welcome and entertain them all 
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows 
Who violently sweep your house”.

In order for us to experience ongoing peace, we need NOT first 
free ourselves of “the crowd of sorrows that unexpectedly visit 
us.” If they are met with no resistance - if we “welcome and 
entertain them all” - their presence need not affect our experience 
of peace at all.

One of the great secrets for experiencing ongoing peace and 
contentment is to learn to say YES to every experience, whether 
it is comfortable or not. Without resistance nothing sticks. The 
movie  called  “My  Life|”  is  able  to  flow  freely  without  the 
constant rewinding, fast-forwarding and incessant commentary 
that exhausts us and spoils the viewing.

Some experiences may still be uncomfortable - sadness for 
example. This does not mean, however, that there is anything 
wrong with it being there or that it needs to be healed, fixed or 
gone before we can experience peace.

Our labeling of certain thoughts and emotions as bad or wrong 
is  so  habitual  and  automatic  that  it  doesn’t  occur  to  us  to 
question it. And it is the labeling that causes us to suffer, not so 
much the condition itself. Without any mental commentary  or 
story attached to them, emotions are simply energy in motion, 
possibly uncomfortable, but in themselves not a problem.
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Here are some powerful questions, inspired by The Sedona 
Method by Hale Dwoskin. They may provide further help in 
dropping your resistance the next time you are confronted with 
challenging thoughts or emotions.

First, allow yourself to feel whatever is there in this moment. 
As  best  you  can,  just  let  it  be  there.  Then  go  through  the 
following questions. As you ask yourself each question, trust the 
first answer that comes to you, without thinking about it. Both 
yes and no are perfectly acceptable answers.

Just for now, could I simply allow this emotion to be here? 

Just for now, could I let go of any attempt to understand it? 

Just for now, could I let go of any wish to change or fix it? 

Just for now, could I let go of any desire to be free of it?

When  we offer  no resistance  to the thoughts  or feelings  that 
make up our inner landscape, they generally don’t stick around 
for long. And even if they do, so long as we don’t resist them 
being there, there is no problem.

If you find it difficult to drop your resistance to a certain pattern 
or emotion, you can allow that to be OK too. There is always 
something you can choose to drop your resistance to, even your 
inability to drop it.

The implications of non-resistance are huge.

We can either spend years trying to understand and heal all our 
issues and perceived problems or we can choose to fully accept 
them exactly as they are right now. We can either strive to 
experience inner peace in some future moment when more of
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our ‘stuff’ is healed or we can choose to experience it right now
– regardless  of whether ‘stuff’ is there or not. If you are OK 
with all of your perceived blemishes being there, then what is 
there to heal? And where is the problem?

It need take only a moment of seeing. The tiniest shift in 
perception  can  transform  your  life  in  an  instant.  Isn’t  that 
amazing?

I love the following quote from Thich Nhat Hanh:

“To oppose, brush aside, or deny pain in our body or mind only 
makes that feeling more intense. . . . Our painful feelings are no 
other than ourselves, or to put it more precisely, they are a part 
of us. To deny them is to deny our very selves. The moment we 
accept these feelings, we begin to feel more peaceful, and the 
pain begins to lose some of its intensity. To smile to our pain is 
the wisest, the most intelligent, the most beautiful thing we can 
do. There is no better way.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

PAIN IS UNAVOIDABLE, 
SUFFERING IS A CHOICE

Although it is true, on one level, that all these 
experiences are happening to me, the individual 
person, it is also true that this body/mind unit is 

only a small part of who we really are.

As long as we inhabit these human bodies, it is inevitable and 
unavoidable that we will experience some form of discomfort or 
pain, whether it be physical, mental or emotional.

Thoughts, feelings, emotions and events come and go, passing 
through our awareness like waves on the surface of the ocean. 
Some are experienced as pleasant, some unpleasant.

We are not in control of the experiences which happen to appear 
in any given moment – a thought of elation, a doubt thought, a 
feeling of joy, a feeling of sadness, winning the lottery, breaking 
our leg. It all happens in spite of us.

Although we cannot avoid challenging experiences in our lives, 
whether  they  cause  us  to  suffer  or  not  is  another  matter, 
determined  largely  by  our  mental  interpretation  of  the 
experiences rather than by the experiences themselves. Much of 
our day-to-day suffering is self-created.



Kick the Thinking Habit

117

It is entirely possible, for example, to experience the emotion of 
sadness  and  to  remain  undisturbed.  It  is  possible  to  have  a 
million and one chaotic thoughts raging through our heads and 
to remain totally at peace.  It is possible to have your car stolen 
and enjoy the sensation of the sun on your face.

In summary, we create suffering for ourselves when we:

o label our  experiences as desirable or undesirable.

o get caught  up in unconscious  stories  and inner  dialogue
ABOUT what we are experiencing.

o believe  there  is  something ‘wrong’  with  whatever is 
happening.

o resist our experience and seek ways to avoid, fix or push it 
away, rather than just accepting it and allowing it to be as 
it is.

o take our thoughts,  feelings  and emotions  personally  and 
believe they are who we are.

Although it is true, on one level, that all of these experiences are 
happening to me, the individual person, it is also true that this 
body/mind unit is only a small part of who we really are.

In  the  final  section,  Presence,  we  will  explore  who  we  are 
beyond thoughts and thinking, the difference between our self- 
image and our unconditioned Self and how making present 
moment awareness our focus stops unconscious thinking dead in 
its tracks.
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PART FIVE

PRESENCE
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

BEING PRESENT

Being a person is only part of the truth 
of who we really are - Mooji

Stop right now and simply be aware.

Look around you and allow your gaze to fall, one by one, on the 
various objects in the room or, if you are outdoors, on the things 
that  surround  you.  Look  without  naming,  without  labeling, 
without thinking - as if all that was sitting on your shoulders was 
a big eye. Simply be aware of what is there.

Notice  any  sounds,  any  bodily  sensations  –  the  car  in  the 
distance, the weight of your hand resting on your lap, the texture 
of the cloth beneath your hand. Give each sound or sensation 
your full attention for a few moments. Be aware of your breath 
as it flows in and out.

Now, be aware of the space filling the room. 

Allow everything to be exactly as it is. 

Notice that right NOW is happening.
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Notice  also  that  there  is  a  presence,  a  consciousness  that  is 
aware of all these forms  – a witnessing presence, which is itself 
formless and remains untouched, unaffected by all it observes.

As you are attentive to this still, silent presence within, what 
happens to your worries, your problems, to your identity even?

When our attention is fully resting in the present moment, we 
forget about ourselves and our lives - we temporarily become a 
no-body. All problems, all worries pertain to the some-body, to 
the individual me.

Everything we believe ourselves to be is comprised of thoughts. 

Everything we think about ourselves is comprised of thoughts.

All notions that there is anything wrong with us also arises only 
as thoughts.

Any idea that there is something to fix about ourselves comes in 
the form of thoughts.

When mind and thought forms subside in the power of our 
Presence, who are we? What are we? In the absence of mind, 
we are already whole, already complete. The peace, the joy, the 
love we seek are already there. They have been there all along, 
covered up by the habitual thoughts about the person we believe 
ourselves to be.

Being a ‘person’ is only part of the truth of who we really are.
- Mooji

Peace, joy and love are not ‘things’ that can be attained or lost – 
objects to be added to ourselves, to be chased after. We already 
ARE peace. We already ARE love. This is either recognised or 
it is not. They are ever-present  as our unconditioned  Self, our
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true nature. The ‘person’, who is a product of thought, acts as a 
curtain which veils our true identity.

We enliven, through giving it our attention, whatever we choose 
to focus on. When we are focused on our thoughts and on the 
stories we tell ourselves about ourselves, we open the door to 
suffering.

When we choose instead, to put our awareness on the Presence 
which witnesses thoughts arising and observes stories being 
narrated, without itself being touched in any way, we discover 
that peace is already  there. It has always been there.  We just 
didn’t notice.

To recognise this requires no time, no study, no training, no self- 
improvement. All that is required is a moment of Presence.

So, throughout the day, whenever you become aware, take a few 
moments to be consciously present, to be fully aware of your 
surroundings and what is going on inside you. We each have the 
power within us to choose where we put our attention.

Just for a moment take a break from all the ‘stuff’ you habitually 
think  about  -  past  regrets,  grievances,  future  plans,  things  to 
resist and react against. Simply BE here as you are. Life is 
happening  right  NOW.  Be  sure  not  to  miss  it.  It  is  pretty 
amazing.

There is no need to try to stop thinking. Trying to stop it is a 
form of resistance. Whatever we resist grows. Simply put your 
full attention, as best you can, on this moment and thinking will 
fall away by itself. Your attention can only be in one place at a 
time.

The  person  exists  as  a  bundle  of  thoughts.  When  thinking 
subsides, even if only for a moment, no ‘person’ is there to be
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found. When the person falls away, nothing is person-al and all 
worries and concerns disappear. Learn to develop an intimate 
relationship with the present moment. This is achieved through 
consistently choosing to make NOW more important than 
entertaining any past or future thoughts – any stories.

When we turn to face the sun, the light of our Presence, all 
shadows fall behind us. Anchor yourself in this moment. Your 
peace is always here.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

SELF-IMAGE AND 
THE TRUE SELF

Don’t be present as a person. Be Presence - Rumi

We learn at a very young  age to identify  with this body and 
these  thoughts,  feelings  and emotions  as being  the totality  of 
who we are.

This thought-based personal identity, this self-image we hold of 
ourselves is, of course, real on some level. It would be foolish to 
suggest that the suffering we experience is not real - it certainly 
is. It is also true, however, that we are infinitely greater what we 
believe ourselves to be.

Throughout the ages, the sages and spiritual masters from all 
traditions have asserted that we are in truth the timeless, 
unchanging Presence from which all phenomena arise and that 
suffering is due to a case of mistaken identity. Although I can be 
present  or  you  can  be  present,  there  is  only  one  Presence  – 
which is ever-present. This is what Jesus was referring to when 
he said: “I and the Father (Presence) are one”.

The primary cause of all self-inflicted suffering is the ignorance 
of  who  we  really  are.  And  the  remedy  is  Presence. The 
constantly fluctuating kaleidoscope of thoughts, feelings and 
emotions we experience are part of the package that comes with
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being born human. This was just as true for Jesus or the Buddha 
as it is for you or I. Even after awakening this continues to be 
the case.

We create suffering for ourselves when, rather than simply 
allowing thoughts and emotions to be there as they are, we grab 
onto them,  label them, chew on them, resist them and weave 
them into our story - the self-image we hold of ourselves.

The ocean provides a good analogy. The surface of the ocean, 
like our thoughts and emotions, is in a constant state of flux. 
Sometimes there is turbulence, at other times relative calm, but 
there is always  some degree of movement.  In the depths,  the 
ocean is silent and motionless.

When we are addicted to thinking, we spend our days lost in the 
surface  movement  and as a result,  experience  the dualities  of 
pain and pleasure. When events, which are out with our control, 
go our way, we are satisfied. When they don’t, we suffer.

If we wish to experience ongoing peace, we must first recognise 
THAT still, timeless place in the depths of our being and then 
learn to anchor our attention there. As long as our fascination 
with the surface movement continues to grab our attention, we 
cannot avoid being buffeted around by the constantly changing 
sea – desiring some experiences and resisting others.

When we, through increased awareness, discover the dimension 
of Presence within ourselves -– when we recognise and develop 
intimacy with that still, timeless, and unchanging place which 
exists  as the core of our being  – we are then free  to choose 
whether  to  engage  in  thinking  or  to  remain  rooted  in  the 
experience of NOW. Without seeing this, there is, of course, no 
choice.
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Self-improvement is like trying to iron the surface of the ocean
– trying to smooth the waves. If we choose this method, Life 
will provide us with a never-ending mountain of dirty laundry to 
deal with! As long as we believe ‘there is something wrong’, 
something  else  needing  fixed,  there  will  never  be  an  end  in 
sight.

It is far simpler, far more effective to learn how to dive into the 
depths  of our  Being  and  to anchor  ourselves  there.  Then  the 
surface can do whatever it pleases but we are not really that 
interested or bothered any more.

The depth and expansiveness of the ocean becomes far more 
appealing  than  the  bubbles  that  appear  momentarily  on  its 
surface.

The quickest and most direct way to re-experience ourselves as 
the ocean  is to develop  the habit  of consistently  choosing  to 
bring our awareness back to this moment  … to break the mental 
habit of engaging  and identifying  with thought. What you put 
your attention on grows.

In India, when the ochre robes of monks  are dyed,  the white 
cloth is dipped in dye and then allowed to dry. Once dry, the 
fabric is dipped a second time, then a third time and so on, until 
it has fully taken on the desired color.

In the same way, each time we choose to be attentive to this 
moment, rather than grabbing onto and playing out our mental 
stories – each time we take a dip in our own Presence – the more 
we take on the qualities of the true Self.

What is left in the absence thinking? Who are we then?

The more we become aware of ourselves as consciousness, the 
less  appealing  thoughts  and  thinking  become.  You  may  soon
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find yourself stopping mid-thought stream simply because it is 
too much like hard work. This is a great sign.

So, be aware right NOW that this moment is happening. 

Close your eyes and be aware of yourself as Presence.

Just  for  a  moment,  don’t  touch  anything  that  arises  -  any 
thought, any feeling or any emotion. Don’t give anything that 
comes and goes a place to land. Let everything be as it is. Just 
hold onto the sense of Being. Feel it expand as you give it more 
of your attention.

Don’t be present as a person. Be presence. – Rumi
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

PAST AND FUTURE

Life is like the mangle that extracts the 
juice from the sugar cane. It crushes you 

to bring out your sweetness.

There is nothing we need change or improve about ourselves to 
be more present. There is nothing we need to learn or “get”.

It is said that the darkest hour of night is the one immediately 
before dawn. Although it need not be this way, it seems that for 
many people, including myself, it takes some form of personal 
crisis  to  crack  us  open  and  break  through  the  hard  shell  of 
stubborn egoic conditioning. To feel overwhelmed and helpless 
is very humbling to the ego and can reveal a place of great 
sweetness within ourselves.

This reminds me of a beautiful metaphor. Throughout India, you 
find  little  carts  at  the  roadside  selling  sugar  cane  juice.  The 
vendors take the long sticks of cane and crush them through an 
old-style mangle, collecting the sweet juice into a cup at the end.

The saying  goes:  “Life  is like the mangle  which  extracts  the 
juice from the sugar cane. It crushes you to bring out your 
sweetness”.

So, if you are experiencing a challenging situation in your life 
and your mind is driving you crazy thinking about it, it may not
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necessarily be ’bad’ in the greater scheme of things.  It may just 
be  exactly  what  is needed  to  open  you  up  to  the  joy  of  the 
greater Reality within, to bring out your sweetness.

You may well look back at some point in the future and see the 
perfection  of what is happening  now – see that anything  less 
would not have been enough to bring you to a place of 
relinquishing control and surrendering to something greater than 
your (ego) self.

So, how to uncover the treasure within - what the Indian sage 
Paramahansa  Yogananda  once  described  as  our  portable 
heaven?  We  need  simply  remove  the  habitual  mental  noise, 
which covers up the Presence that we already are.

And we achieve this through removing time, through making the 
present  moment  our  priority.  The  mind  cannot  exist  without 
time. Let me explain. When we are addicted to thinking and 
identified  with  me,  the person,  our  existence  revolves  around 
time.

All  aspects  of  our  self-image,  the  bundle  of  thoughts  that 
determine who we believe ourselves to be, exist within the 
framework of time. We are born on a particular date, celebrate 
our birthday each year and live a certain life span.

When we listen to our minds, we are rarely, if ever, content with 
this moment as it is and spend our lives mentally absorbed in the 
past and the future. When we aren’t busy wishing for a better 
past or hankering after some long gone experience or situation, 
we skip over this moment in our search for something to add, 
something  to  improve,  something  better  to  experience  in  the 
future.

Both past and future exist only as thought forms. The past is 
history. It belongs to the person with a personal his-story.
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Sit quietly  for a few  minutes  and imagine  yourself  without  a 
past. Imagine you have just appeared on earth in this moment 
and have no personal history - no regrets, no grievances, no 
grudges, no judgments. Is it possible to suffer without a past?

The future is a phantom that exists only in our minds, in our 
imagination. In truth, we have no idea what the future may hold. 
Why give a phantom any energy? The mind has no power of its 
own.  We  energise  it,  and  thereby  make  it  real,  through  the 
power  of  our  attention.  The  mind  needs  time  to  function. 
Through keeping our attention fixed on this moment, we pull the 
plug on the mind.

We must learn to make peace with this moment, to make it our 
friend.  If  we  are  not  content  now,  why  should  some  future 
moment  be  any  different?  When  it  arrives,  it  will  arrive  as 
another NOW after all.

Through the ingrained habit of continually revisiting the past or 
seeking salvation in the future, we overlook the possibility that 
contentment  may  already  be HERE  - under  our  noses,  so  to 
speak  – in fact,  even  closer  than  that.  We  already  ARE  that 
which we seek.  What we need to do to realise this is to stop 
looking and be still. We are so focused on ‘becoming’ that we 
miss out on Being.

And  all the time  LIFE  is passing  us by.  Life  is always  here 
NOW but we are not. We are lost in time, thinking about the 
past and future. Presence, or Being is timeless and exists only 
NOW. It has no form, no beginning and no end.

It is the ground from which all phenomena, including ‘my’ 
thoughts, arise. It is there prior to the appearance of thought. It 
is there, awake, while we sleep. It is already there, waiting for us
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to awaken to it. It existed before this body and will continue to 
exist after. It is the eternal, unchanging “I AM” presence.

We  are,  on  one  level,  the  time-bound  person  we  perceive 
ourselves to be, with all our agitation, restlessness, worries and 
other ‘stuff’. But much more than this, we are the timeless 
Presence  that  dwells  in  perfect  peace  beneath  the  noise  and 
chaos of our busy monkey minds.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

DIRECTING THE 
ATTENTION INWARD

It would perhaps be more accurate to describe 
ourselves as human ‘doings’ or human
‘becomings’ rather than human Beings.

Throughout the day, our attention is habitually directed outwards 
into the world, taking in the myriad sights, sounds and stimuli that 
surround us - either that, or absorbed in unconscious mental 
chatter.

As a result, most of us spend precious few moments each day 
aware of what is going on inside us - aware of Being- ness. It 
would perhaps be more accurate to describe ourselves as human
‘doings’ or human ‘becomings’ rather than human Beings!

What is going on inside you right now?

Just for a moment, put your awareness on your body. How are 
your knees doing right now? What is going on in your back? 
Take a few moments to put your attention there.

Zoom in to one part of your body; let’s say your hands. Are you 
able to feel or sense anything, perhaps a tingling, a pulsing, a 
vibration there? Can you feel the life force energy?
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Are you aware of the Presence that is able to watch all of these 
things?

Put  your  attention  on  your  heart  centre.  Now,  while  keeping 
most of your attention there, allow your senses to gently move 
outward to take in the surroundings.

Look at the various objects around you whilst keeping your 
attention fixed on the heart centre. Be aware of any sounds, feel 
the breeze against your skin - all the while maintaining your 
inward focus.

You may find it brings a different quality to your perception – a 
softness, an expansiveness, an aliveness or a heightened sense of 
beauty. It may also seem as if ‘seeing’ is happening by itself, 
without a seer.

I find this a very helpful way to stay present throughout the day. 
Whether walking along the street, washing the dishes or driving 
the car, try using your heart centre as a focal point for your 
awareness.  By doing so, thoughts  are denied  a landing  place. 
That would require giving them your attention. You would need 
to abandon being present in order to engage with them.

The next time you find yourself in a conversation with someone, 
try listening with your attention resting inside. You will find it is 
perfectly possible.

In fact, we can only really listen to what the person has to say 
when we are fully present. Otherwise we have half our attention 
on them and the other half on our own inner dialogue about 
wanting to be right, trying to be clever, looking for approval or 
waiting impatiently for a chance to jump in and have our say – 
all the usual ego stuff.
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So, whatever you are doing and whenever you remember, play 
with keeping some of your attention inside. As you set the 
intention to stay present, to remain aware of NOW, you will 
experience times when you simply forget. This is normal. Just as 
we have no say in the thoughts  that happen  to appear  in our 
heads, whether we remember to be aware or not in any given 
moment is equally out with our control.

We can only be aware when we are aware. It is only in the 
moments  that we remember  to be present  that we are able to 
choose whether to engage in thinking or not.

What we put our awareness on grows. Through cultivating the 
habit of giving more attention to Presence, we pull the plug on 
our old thinking patterns. Without the juice of our attention they 
gradually  wither  and die. As mentioned  before,  they have no 
power of their own. We give them power through focusing on 
them. We are each the gardeners of our own inner landscape. 
Whatever we choose to give water to will flourish, whether it be 
the weeds, the roses or the Presence that created both.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

MINDFULNESS AND 
MEDITATION

Don’t be concerned about the thoughts that come and 
go. Leave them alone and they will leave you alone. 
Leave the mind in peace to do its dance, and it will 
leave you in peace to do yours. Don’t touch it at all, 

and you will remain untouched by it.

Meditation is a very useful tool for helping direct the attention 
inward and thereby develop a more intimate relationship  with 
the present moment – with the Presence within.

It is a common misconception that the purpose of meditation is 
to  try  to  stop  thoughts  or  attempt  to  empty  the  mind  of  all 
content.

Meditation  is not to be seen  as  a secret  weapon  for gunning 
down those pesky thoughts as they arise. What we resist will 
persist.  As  long  as  we view  thoughts  as  the enemy,  we will 
never find lasting peace. As long as we are trying to achieve any 
particular goal through our meditation, it will be effortful and 
difficult.
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The aim is more to be OK with whatever thoughts or feelings 
are there. We have no control over what we are experiencing in 
any given moment. What is already there can be either accepted 
or rejected.

If we use meditation to try to create a particular experience or 
mood  –  peace,  for  example  –  then,  in  our  trying,  we  are 
rejecting the moment as it is. We are judging this moment as 
unsatisfactory  and  looking  for  a better  one.  We are trying  to 
control our experience and in doing so, create inner tension, or 
in other words, suffering.  If we can fully accept and embrace 
our non-peace, there is peace.

Even if, through our efforts, we do succeed in achieving a state 
of temporary  peace,  it is inevitable  that it will at some  point 
leave us again. Everything that comes and goes does. As long as 
we mentally label certain conditions as desirable and others as 
undesirable, suffering is inevitable.

When we give this moment our full attention and resist nothing 
in our experience, then we ARE peace – not the transient form 
which comes and goes as a person-al experience, but as a direct 
experience of who we already are.

This is the peace, the joy and the bliss that children experience. 
It is not caused by anything external. It is the natural 
consequence of allowing things to be as they are. As we free 
ourselves from the mental habit of labeling and judging, we 
learn to be content in all conditions. Then we can experience 
peace in the midst of a million chaotic thoughts.

“I  have  learned,  in  whatsoever  state  I  am,  therewith  to  be 
content.” Philippians 4:11
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Meditation is our natural state – a state of openness, alertness, 
innocence and present moment awareness. It  is addictive thinking 
that is unnatural.

Regular meditation helps us break the mental habit of giving all 
our  attention  to  thoughts  and  thinking  and  at  the same  time, 
helps deepen  our experience  of the unchanging  aspect  of our 
being, the part of ourselves which exists beyond the mind.

Each time we consciously withdraw our attention from thoughts 
and thinking, the habit becomes weaker. By the same measure, 
each  time we give more  of our attention  to awareness  of the 
present moment, that habit is strengthened.

If you drive from Edinburgh to London, each passing mile is a 
mile  further  from  Edinburgh  and  a  mile  closer  to  London. 
Whether  we focus  on leaving  thoughts  behind,  through 
consciously  withdrawing  our attention or on approaching 
Presence  through  fixing our attention  on the present  moment, 
the result is the same.

Mindfulness,  often  associated  with  the  Buddhist  tradition,  is 
more a way of being than a meditation practice. When we are 
mindful and give our full attention to what is present in front of 
us, activities such as washing the dishes or sweeping the floor 
become meditation.

You have most likely had the experience of finishing your meal 
and  then  realizing  that  you  hadn’t  noticed  eating  it.  Or,  you 
jump in your car and the next thing you know, you are at your 
destination and have no recollection of the journey.

Next  time  you  become  aware  that  you  are  lost  in  thinking, 
STOP. Give your full attention to whatever you are doing in 
that moment. If you are eating, be aware of the chair you are 
sitting on, feel the fork in your hand, pick the food up from the
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plate with your full attention. As you put it in your mouth, be 
conscious of chewing and fully savour the taste.

If you are driving  along and suddenly  realize you are 
daydreaming, focus on driving as attentively as you did during 
your driving test, performing each manoeuvre with infinite care 
and attention. I bet you were present then.

Adding a regular closed-eye meditation practice to our daily 
routine can also be of great benefit in helping kick the thinking 
habit and becoming more present.

When a baby is upset or crying, we distract its attention with a 
rattle or by flicking through a favourite picture book. As their 
attention can only be on one thing at a time, as they become 
absorbed in the new object they forget about the cause of their 
upset.

In sitting meditation, the mind is given an object to focus on, for 
example a mantra, a candle flame or the breath. As long as we 
hold our focus on the object, the mind is unable to hijack our 
attention and cause trouble.

The following is a very simple meditation you may wish to try.

o find a comfortable place to sit or lie down – somewhere 
where you will be undisturbed for a few minutes.

o close your eyes and begin by watching  your mind for a 
couple  of  minutes.  Simply  be  aware  of  the  thoughts 
moving through the mind.

o now, very gently become aware of your breath.

o as you breathe  in, follow  your breath as it moves down 
into your diaphragm.
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o now, as you exhale, be aware of the breath rising.

o give each in and out breath your full attention, 
without straining, without effort.

You can also count the breaths if you wish. When you have 
counted 10 rounds of inhalation and exhalation, begin at zero 
again.

As you do this meditation, you will most likely have moments 
when you forget and start thinking again. This is absolutely 
normal. We can only be aware when we are aware. Whenever 
you  notice  that  your  mind  has  strayed,  gently  bring  your 
awareness back to the breath.

There  is  nothing  at  all  we  need  do  with  the  mind.  Simply 
choosing to put our focus elsewhere is enough. Our attention is 
the  only  sustenance  the  mind  has.  Without  it,  it  becomes 
impotent.

In this final  meditation  exercise,  the mind  itself  becomes  the 
object of our attention.

MINDFUL MEDITATION

o close your eyes, relax and watch the mind. Observe it 
in a detached manner, like a scientist might watch an 
experiment.

o notice how random thoughts appear from nowhere.

o simply let them be there – without labeling, without 
judging, without evaluating, without doing anything at all 
with them.
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o just notice them – nothing more. Simply be an impartial 
observer of what IS.

o if you become unaware and start thinking again, that is 
perfect. Notice that you started thinking and now you are 
aware again.

o slowly open your eyes.

]
Don’t be concerned about the thoughts that come and go. Leave 
them alone and they will leave you alone. Leave the mind in 
peace to do its dance, and it will leave you in peace to do yours. 
Don’t touch it and you will remain untouched by it.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

AN EXISTENCE OR A LIFE?

The Presence that turns the head of every flower to 
face the sun and causes the planets to spin unerringly 
in their orbits, is more than capable of taking care of 

our every need, seen and unseen.

The mind is not our enemy although, if incessant thinking drives 
you nuts, it may often seem that way. Used as intended, it is a 
magnificent tool, capable of the most incredible works.

In  most  people, however, the  conditioned mind  has  been 
promoted to the position of CEO of all our affairs, a position far 
above its true status. In truth, the mind has no authority of its 
own – only that which we give it. But for many, Frankenstein 
has  taken  over  the boardroom  and  has  changed  the company 
name  to “Worry,  Fear  and Doubt  Inc.”  I would  suggest  they 
might not be the best crowd to approach for advice on how to 
run our lives.

When we live exclusively through the filter of conditioned 
thinking, we experience life second-hand. Everything is seen 
through the mind’s distorted  interpretation  of reality, which is 
then accepted as truth.

The conditioned  mind is filled with a thousand  and one ideas 
about how our life and the world around us ‘should’ look – I
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shouldn’t be feeling this, he shouldn’t have done that, this 
shouldn’t be happening to me etc. When the mind’s expectations 
clash with reality, we experience inner contraction  and suffer. 
The  events themselves are  not  the  primary cause of  our 
suffering, but our inner resistance to them.

In  our  youth,  we  are  generally  more  spontaneous  and  free- 
spirited. Free of the burden of past conditioning, most of our 
actions are guided by the natural impulses that flow from our 
hearts. As we get older, however,  there is a tendency  to give 
more and more attention and weight to the voices in our heads. 
In doing so, we often ignore the Life within, which speaks to us 
through our feelings and intuition.

Although faculties such  as  memory, reason  and  logic  are 
essential tools for  functioning in  the  world, nature never 
intended that we use the mind, especially the conditioned mind, 
as the main tool for plotting our direction in life. That is the job 
of the heart, of Life itself.

Built within each of us is an infallible inner compass which has 
two main settings – expansion and contraction. When we are in 
alignment  with the flow of Life inside us, we feel expansive, 
joyful and alive. When we ignore the inner guidance, and act 
instead upon the mind’s distorted perceptions, we feel 
disconnected from our true selves and from Life itself.

Instead of doing what we feel, we do what we feel we should 
do. Rather than trusting our intuition, we go with what the mind 
tells us is sensible. Instead of being spontaneous, we are ruled 
by  what  we  believe  others  may  think  of  us.  Passion  and 
aliveness are sacrificed for security and ‘not rocking the boat’.

When we live in this way, we are working in opposition to the 
flow  of  Life  itself,  which  is  forever  seeking  to  expand  and
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evolve.  When we swim against  the current,  our lives become 
hard work and not much fun – more of an existence than a life.

As long as thinking remains unconscious, there is little we can 
do to change things. With awareness, however, comes choice.

As we shine the light of awareness on our unconscious thinking 
habit and learn to step back and objectively  observe  how the 
mind operates, we begin to see everything  in a different light. 
We see that the mind itself does not cause us to suffer. Much 
like a computer, it simply regurgitates, time and time again, the 
same  old  patterns  that  have  been  programmed  into  it.  Our 
suffering comes mostly from our relationship WITH the mind.

We suffer when we allow the mind to dominate our attention - 
when we don’t question it, when we struggle and fight against it 
and  when  we  believe  our  thoughts  are  personal  and  that  the 
mind is who we are.

We experience peace when we:

o deeply question the mind’s take on reality.
o accept the mind’s content exactly as it is.
o realise that we are NOT our story.
o stay innocent and refrain from imagining future outcomes.
o develop the habit of being attentive to the present moment.

The only power the mind has is the power we give it. When we 
stop feeding it, through consciously choosing to withdraw our 
attention,  it  becomes  docile  and  ceases  to  cause  us  trouble. 
When we leave the mind in peace to do its dance, it leaves us in 
peace to do ours.

As we cut out unconscious, unproductive thinking, we come 
home to our original, unconditioned Self. As we break down, 
through understanding and awareness, the wall of conditioned
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thinking that separates ourselves  from our Selves, the light of 
our Being begins to shine through the cracks. We discover the 
simple beauty that has been there all along.

Freed from our constant preoccupation with past and future, we 
begin to  show up  in our l ives .  LIFE, i n  turn, r e sponds  b y  
showing up for us. We discover that we really do not need to 
think that much at all. Rather than mentally weighing up options 
and trying to figure out what to do next, we begin to operate 
more from a place of heightened intuition. Like the kitten being 
carried around by its mother, Life places us here, places us 
there. Everything becomes simpler and requires far less effort.

"When you live guided by intuition rather than thought, your life 
dances like writing on water, fresh and untraceable." - Mooji

Actions flowing intuitively from Presence are always for the 
highest good of all. When we stop resisting what IS and live 
instead from a place of harmony and co-operation with Life, 
we stop harming ourselves and others. –  although they may 
not always see it that way.

Egoic mind is destroying the planet – literally. The chaos and 
destruction that are all too apparent in the world around us are 
merely outer manifestations of the mental chaos within each of 
us. The wars and destruction that we experience on the outside 
stem directly from the inner war that rages within each of us – 
the war against this moment as it IS.

When we learn to co-operate and flow with life, through making 
each new moment our friend, rather than our enemy, we become 
a powerful force for good in the world.

The real boss, Life itself, waits with endless patience in the 
wings, ever ready to take her job back. The Presence that turns 
the head of every flower to face the sun and causes the planets
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to spin unerringly in their orbits, is more than capable of taking 
care of our every need, seen and unseen – if we will only step 
aside and allow.
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WHAT NOW?

Feel free to email me at richard@thinklessandgrowrich.com with 
any questions you may have relating to the material in the book. 
I’m happy to help in any way I can.

If you would like to work with me one-on-one, feel free to email 
me at the same address and we can set up a free Zoom discovery 
call to explore personal coaching.

I offer a comprehensive 12-week “Kick The Thinking Habit 
Coaching Package” which you can find out about at this link:

https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/one-to-one-coaching/

Join my private Facebook group here: 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/quietmindpeacefullife/

I’ve also written a book called ‘Awaken The Happy You’ which 
you can check out on my website:

https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/

You can read the Introduction on the next page.

Thank you for reading Kick the Thinking Habit. I hope it will help 
you make peace with your mind. Be sure to email me with any 
questions.

With love, Richard

mailto:richard@thinklessandgrowrich.com
mailto:richard@thinklessandgrowrich.com
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/one-to-one-coaching/
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/one-to-one-coaching/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/quietmindpeacefullife/
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/
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INTRODUCTION TO ‘AWAKEN 
THE HAPPY YOU’

“A tall, triple, extra-wet, soya decaf latte and a mozzarella 
and pesto, gluten free panini please,” I overhear the woman 
in front of me in the coffee shop queue say, before waving 
her smart phone across the scanner to complete the order.

I order a black filter coffee and settle down to write in a seat 
by the window. 

Glancing outside, well-heeled shoppers and businessmen in 
sharp suits scurry past, laden with designer brand shopping 
bags and briefcases. 

Inside, everyone around me is buried in an iPad, smart 
phone or laptop, oblivious to the world around them. 

Just back from India, I feel distinctly out of place sitting here 
with my japamala, notepad and sporting a winter tan.

Out of curiosity (and as research for this book) I ask the 
young man behind the counter how many drinks are 
available on the menu. He produces a large ring binder and 
flips it open to a page with the headline: 

“Over 19,000 ways to enjoy your Starbucks coffee!” 

“Wow, that’s a lot!” was all I could muster in response.

My mind flashes back to Govinda’s chai shop, a ramshackle 
little hut by the side of the road outside Tiru, the south 
Indian temple town where I spend the winter each year.
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There, the chai comes in one variety only—the ‘take it or 
leave it’ variety. Tall, skinny, extra-wet, decaf, vanilla, soya 
lattes have yet to reach these parts.

Each day, when I showed up for my morning chai, Govinda, 
a portly, middle-aged man with sparkling eyes and a warm 
smile, would be there, cheerfully manning the clay oven and 
dishing out a never-ending stream of hot chai and idlis to the 
regulars. 

I was always struck by his cheery nature and air of simple 
contentment. Like most people in the village, he seemed 
unburdened and fully at ease with the hand that life had 
dealt him.

For me, India is the best place in the world to sit by the side 
of the road, watching life go by. Govinda’s establishment 
provided the perfect vantage point for doing just that. 

Like the dogs, the cows and the monkeys, the villagers go 
about their business in a relaxed and unhurried manner. 
Though they are materially poor, most of them appear to be 
genuinely content, genuinely at peace within themselves. 

I am always particularly impressed by their ability to sit in 
one spot for hours on end, displaying little sign of 
restlessness – a trait that has all but vanished in the West

It always takes me at least a month upon arriving in India for 
the sediment of my restless Western mind to settle to the 
bottom of the glass – to gear down to the Indian speed of 
life.

In the West, where ‘success’ is often measured in terms of 
wealth, achievement or fame, these simple villagers would 
score low on all counts.

If you were, however, to redefine success as “the ability to 
be consistently content and at peace within oneself”, then I 
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would say they have a lot to teach us — and from our own 
children for that matter, who also seem to exude an 
uncaused happiness from within.

Observing the simple contentment of the villagers sparked 
in me a desire to understand what lies behind their happy 
demeanour and, in particular, why so many of us in the 
West seem to have lost sight of it, despite all the trappings 
of comfort and wealth.

Or is it partly because of these things that dissatisfaction is 
rife?

If comfort, security and possessions were able to deliver 
happiness, we in the ‘developed’ world should all be 
jumping about, deliriously happy — barely able to contain 
ourselves. 

This clearly is not the case. 

In fact, in places like Hollywood or Wall St., places where 
people are striving the hardest to climb the ladder of 
success, there seem to be higher than average levels of 
stress and unhappiness.

So, what does make us happy? 

Ask any spiritual teacher this question, and they will all give 
you the same answer – that happiness is our natural state. 

This is the premise that I work with and expand upon 
throughout the book. 

Most people spend their lives striving to create the outer 
conditions they believe will bring happiness in the future. 
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Maybe, if we were to direct our attention inwards instead, 
we would discover that what we seek is already present 
within – right here, right now. 
 
Spiritual teacher and author, Anthony de Mello, said: “When 
the eye is unblocked, seeing happens.” 

All that is required for seeing to happen is that there be 
nothing covering the eyes. 

And it is the same with happiness. When we remove the 
conditions that are preventing our inner light from shining 
through, happiness happens, effortlessly and by itself.

The purpose of this book is to shine a light on the ways in 
which this natural state of happiness becomes blocked and 
to offer practical ways to go about freeing yourself – to 
reconnect with ‘the happy you.’

I like to use the metaphor of a lighthouse to illustrate this.

The minds of young children are like the clear, starry night in 
the previous analogy. Free of judgement, self-criticism and 
beliefs about how life should be, there is very little 
preventing the light of their true, joyful nature from shining 
through.

The villager’s minds are like a mild fog enveloping the 
lighthouse. Living slow and simple lives close to nature, a 
relatively thin veil is covering up their inner light. Much of the 
light is still able to get through. 

The modern city lifestyle, with all of its stresses, complexity, 
busy-ness and separation from nature, produces a dense 

fog around us, separating ourselves from our Selves. When 
the fog of personal identity is thick, it blocks out much of the 
inner light. 
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As the great Indian sage, Sri Ramana Maharshi, says: “The 
search for happiness is really an unconscious search for 
your true Self.”

The book contains four sections.

The first section takes a general look at the topic of 
happiness – what the research says, the ways in which we 
typically search for happiness outside of ourselves and how, 
although we may be successful to some degree with this 
approach, finding lasting happiness is really an inside job.

In section two, Creating A Happiness Mindset, we will look 
at ways to break free of the thinking patterns, habitual 
reactions and attitudes that stand in the way of our joy. 

The third section, Removing The Blocks To Happiness, 
looks at why people living in traditional societies seem to be 
more in touch with the natural state of happiness than most 
modern city dwellers and how implementing different 
lifestyle choices can help us reconnect. 

The fourth section, Awaken The Happy You, examines how 
the search for happiness is really a search for the true Self 
and why no amount of searching on the outside can ever be 
fully satisfying. Through identifying with the shifting weather 
patterns, we forget that we have always been the light itself.

Remembering this is true happiness.

To purchase “Awaken The Happy You” click the link below:
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/

https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/
https://www.thinklessandgrowrich.com/awaken-the-happy-you/

