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Transform to a hopeful, energized “normal” by hardwiring your brain to work positively for you, rather than against you. Weissenbacher’s innovative steps—backed by neuroscience and real-life application—bypass emotional roadblocks, triggers for destructive thoughts and actions, and pave the path toward freedom, joy, and lasting change.


Dr. Kevin Leman, internationally known veteran psychologist and New York Times bestselling author of more than fifty books, including The Birth Order Book, Have a New Kid by Friday, and Sheet Music


Insightful and blessedly practical, this hope-filled book offers vital keys to the ultimate prize: changing ourselves with God’s help.


Jeff Lucas, author, speaker, broadcaster


Dr. Weissenbacher integrates discoveries in the field of neuroscience with the unchanging truth of Scripture to address the struggles of anyone seeking to make personal changes. By educating the reader as to why change is difficult, he helps to relieve the burdens of shame and failure that often occur. He includes an action plan that applies to any harmful, negative, or destructive behavior, including negative thinking, substance abuse, pornography addiction, disordered eating, overspending, media addiction, or any other behavior interfering with one’s relationship with God and others.


Joyce Williams, MS, LPC, founder of Light of the Rockies Christian Counseling Center


In The Brain Change Program, Dr. Alan Weissenbacher writes from his professional experience with addiction recovery programs and offers new and better tools to find physical, psychological, and spiritual healing. In this gentle, empowering, compelling, and humorous yet poignant account, Weissenbacher brings together his doctoral research in spiritual healing and neuroscience with years of practical experience as a counselor. The result is authentic, realistic help to overcome destructive thoughts, be free from addiction, and improve your spiritual life.


Dr. Robert Russell, founding director of the Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences


Alan Weissenbacher is the rare combination of scientist, theologian, and field minister. He combines his grasp of the sciences, his profound respect for people with different perspectives, and his personal concern for others. While accessible to any reader, The Brain Change Program also commands the respect of the specialist. His book guides readers to a faith-based understanding of brain science, separating it from “pop psychology,” and equips them with the ability to effect change in their lives.


Dr. Earl Creps, director of the Center for Leadership Studies at Northwest University


At a time when people’s mental, emotional, and spiritual health has worn thin, Alan offers a realistic and hopeful means to finding wholeness. This practical guide is built on Alan’s many years of experience working with deeply fractured people, and it is a confluence of carefully studied neuroscience, Christian theology, and spiritual formation. It is rare for an author to successfully bring together various expertise, which is why I have utilized Alan’s help in teaching and training people in my own church.


Brent Cunningham, pastor of spiritual formation, Timberline Church, Colorado


Change does not just happen, and the science behind change can be difficult to explain. In The Brain Change Program, Dr. Alan Weissenbacher has merged neuroscience with steps for meaningful change into one accessible resource. Using scientific research, Dr. Weissenbacher honors the difficulties inherent to change and provides practical steps and tools that lead to true change. This valuable resource explains why common yet ineffective methods do not effect change but instead enforce resistance to change. The Brain Change Program grounded and enriched my use of imagination and prayer toward transformational change. This book is a gift to anyone in the business of helping people become their best selves. It changed me, and it will do the same for you and those you serve.


Ellen Martin, personal and professional coach, author of A Life Shared: Meaningful Conversations with Our Kids


In this terrific work, Alan Weissenbacher has skillfully integrated his clinical experiences with his extensive studies in neuroscience and theology in a delightful and encouraging manner. The valuable insights contained in this book will certainly be of great help to people struggling with personal change.


Junghyung Kim, associate professor of philosophy of religion, Yonsei University, Korea


In The Brain Change Program, Dr. Alan Weissenbacher draws to our attention something we use every day but don’t necessarily think about: the brain. This practical resource helps us approach how we think and behave, making us more conscientious of our minds and habits and more positive, productive people. You will learn to think about the brain differently and, as a result, learn to live differently—and for the better.


T. Shane Couch, MAR, CPSAS, Missionaries to Ministers, Inc.


Since COVID, the rates of depression and mental distress have skyrocketed. Thankfully, Alan is an expert in the field of rewiring the brain in order to overcome self-destructive thoughts, habits, and addictions. He has always been a student of behavior, thought, and the connection between the two. His brilliance is easily camouflaged, as he is a master of taking a complex subject and making it simple for others to understand. Alan’s book will revolutionize the way that society moves forward from the pandemic, both inside and outside of the church.


Jeff Sandstrom, executive pastor, Victory City Church, Chicago, Illinois











[image: ]













BroadStreet Publishing® Group, LLC


Savage, Minnesota, USA


BroadStreetPublishing.com


The Brain Change Program:


6 Steps to Renew Your Mind and Transform Your Life


Copyright © 2024 Dr. Alan Weissenbacher


9781424566624 (hardcover)


9781424566631 (ebook)


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without permission in writing from the publisher.


Names and certain identifying details have been changed to protect the confidentiality of individuals, except where a person has given direct permission to use their real name.


Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide. Scripture quotations marked ESV are taken from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved. Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the New American Standard Bible® (NASB), Copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995, 2020 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission. www.Lockman.org. Scripture quotations marked NLT are taken from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation (NLT). Copyright © 1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale House Publishers, a Division of Tyndale House Ministries, Carol Stream, Illinois, 60188. All rights reserved.


Cover and interior by Garborg Design Works | garborgdesign.com


Printed in China


24 25 26 27 28 5 4 3 2 1











I dedicate this book to the courageous clients of the Denver Rescue Mission and the Harvest Farm rehabilitation program. Your bravery in asking for help, your desire for change, your perseverance through setbacks, and your joy in victories inspired this work. So, dear reader, if anything in this book helps you achieve positive change in your life and you wish to give back, I encourage you to support programs like the Denver Rescue Mission in your local area.
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Preface





“Hey, y’all. I just want you to know that only chumps work when there’s Social Security. It’s been fun. Thanks for the three hot meals and a cot. Crack, whiskey, and the streets of Vegas are calling me. I’m outta here.”


Those were Raymond’s final words during his graduation speech before leaving the Denver Rescue Mission’s Harvest Farm addiction rehabilitation program. Stunned, his audience sat in silence. Raymond strutted out, climbed into the car gifted to him by his church, and drove away.


Before coming to our program, Raymond had been living on the streets and battling alcohol and cocaine addictions for years. At our program, though, he was a model client who demonstrated the efficacy of spiritual-based rehabilitation. Raymond took to the program’s Christian content, devouring Scripture, mentoring other residents, and leading various social work projects to help clients give back to the community. He worked hard in our farm setting and underwent intensive individual counseling, job training, and group therapy. My heart swelled at my favorite memory of Raymond—when he led other clients in building an orphanage in Juarez, Mexico. Everyone saved what little money they had to purchase toys for the orphanage so that it had more to offer the kids than just walls.


Raymond’s bombshell of a decision and departing words devastated the current residents, many of whom were just beginning the program and looking for inspiration. I watched as hope dimmed in their eyes. Their thoughts were written across their glum faces: If the superstar failed, what chance do we have? Will we spend two useless years here too? Members of his church had also come to support him on his big day, and they, too, were brokenhearted. How could this have happened?


Of course, the situation dismayed the counselors and staff as well—not only because they suddenly needed to revive a sense of hope in a room of more than fifty clients before they also chose to throw in the towel, but also because we questioned ourselves. How did we miss this? Could we have said something different? Did we pray enough for Raymond? The members of his church invested considerable time, effort, and community into this man only to watch all of it crumble before their eyes. Not to mention they probably wanted to chase the guy down and retrieve the car. Would they be willing to mentor and invest in someone else after this?


I compare Raymond’s experience to another resident, Charles. Charles had been my client for six months and frustrated me at every turn. He spent hours arguing with me over simple rules, such as showing up to work on time and performing basic hygiene. He initially despised the program’s Christian content and fought hard against the spiritual requirements. He maintained the minimum expectations to retain his residency—but just barely.


Eventually, Charles reached success in the program. I remember the day he ran into my office after returning from his monthly evaluation at the state mental hospital. “Guess what, guess what!” he shouted before brandishing an official-looking piece of paper. “I am now certified mental-illness free! The state mental health board has affirmed that all five mental illnesses are gone!” Grinning, he said, “I have an official government document declaring me legally sane. Do you?”


How did Raymond, a model client, achieve such a miraculous life change only to crash and burn? And yet Charles, a challenging client formerly known by people in town as the man who wore green cowboy boots while yelling at the air, overcame a methamphetamine addiction and permanently changed his life for the better. What marks the difference between those who claim victory and those who succumb to failure, and not just addicts, but anyone desiring to make a change in their life?


I worked in the field of addiction therapy for years. I regularly met with people whose brains suffered damage from substance abuse but who wanted to free themselves from their addictions. They came to us broken, many having spent years living on the streets, and their destructive behaviors had cost them everything: money, homes, jobs, family, and friends. Not to mention their greatest need: healing from the pains that contributed to their addictions in the first place.


It is easy to blame people who fail. Their hearts are hardened. They are stony ground (see Mark 4:5). But are they really? Some people conclude that those who fail simply didn’t work hard enough, but how many of us fail at important things despite all our hard work? What if we need a different approach? One that can soften “stony ground” and increase the likelihood that hard work will pay off. What if the problem is less about hardened hearts, stony ground, and hard work and more about the need for us to provide people with better tools for change?


I’m inspired by the matter of who succeeds and who fails, those whose transformations of character are aided by Christian content and those for whom Christian content shows no effect. And while my initial questions were designed to improve Christian addiction recovery programs, ultimately, my main question was how we can help people grow in their ability to be like Christ, control their brain, overcome sin, develop successful spiritual practices, and find joy in outward-directed service to others. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find the answers in my rehabilitation role alone, so I eventually resigned from my position at the rehabilitation center to study the brain.


My search for answers led to a host of discoveries that offered insight on various spiritual questions: After I have made the decision to forgive someone, why do I still feel so angry? How does memorizing Scripture help me overcome a bad habit? Why do I keep doing that which I do not want to do? Why does willpower fail? Am I sinning in my thoughts when temptation comes to mind? How can I pray better? How can I stop wandering thoughts? I know God loves me, but why don’t I feel it? And how can I renew my mind and take thoughts captive?


Recent discoveries in neuroscience helped me answer these questions, and I unpack them in the chapters to follow. The good news is that we can change our brain and free ourselves from destructive thoughts and harmful behaviors and toward that which produces the fruit of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. With God, we truly have the power to renew our minds and transform our lives.




With God, we truly have the power to renew our
 minds and transform our lives.
















Introduction





So many people want to make changes in their lives but don’t know how. We’re often told that we just need the willpower to change, to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps. And when that fails, we blame ourselves.


In Christian circles, we are also told that in order to change we must renew our minds (Romans 12:2) and take every thought captive (2 Corinthians 10:5). These statements typically left me personally discouraged because how exactly do I accomplish these things? I wanted a blueprint! Anyone who’s ever tried to fall asleep while their brain incessantly reminds them of their problems and shortcomings knows that taking thoughts captive is much easier said than done. But! It can be done.


Where Are the Technical Details?


Typically, books about the brain, behaviors, and beliefs dedicate pages upon pages to thoroughly exploring specific areas of the brain and explaining in great detail what they do, such as the amygdala’s involvement in the fear response or the various brain regions correlated with mystical religious experiences. There are certainly areas of specificity in the brain and a degree of shared commonality among persons when it comes to behavior and experiences, but I chose to mostly forgo the specifics.


Instead, I look at the brain as a whole—its plasticity and ability to learn, the subsequent altering of its shape, and the strengthening of connectivity to accommodate learning and change. Plasticity refers to the brain’s ability to physically transform itself through the activities it performs, making future actions and thoughts easier or harder depending on the nature of the transformation. Don’t worry; we’ll thoroughly explore all of these concepts and more in the chapters to come.


We cannot and should not assume, however, that the brain and its functions are wholly understood by the scientific community. Researchers continue to make discoveries regarding the mechanism of neural plasticity as well as the generation of new neurons. Still, these new and emerging discoveries do not invalidate or make null and void my approach to change because mine does not rely on the idea that plasticity operates in a specific or singular manner. My strategies merely recognize that plasticity exists and plays a powerful role in learning, growing, and experiencing life.


I believe our knowledge of the brain should go beyond understanding mental processes to also understanding how these processes integrate to produce and maintain who a person is and who they can become. I, of course, provide references to scientific literature where appropriate for those who wish to explore all the technical details.


Our knowledge of the brain should go beyond
understanding mental processes to also
understanding how these processes integrate to
produce and maintain who a person is and who
they can become.


The Road Map


The journey of learning to take your thoughts captive and renew your mind begins in Chapter 2, which contains a basic summary of how the brain forms and transforms itself through the activities it performs. By understanding how the brain changes, you can harness the ability to form it in the direction you wish, away from certain thoughts, emotions, and behaviors and toward others. In this same chapter, I explain why we persist in doing things we don’t want to do and how to stop this habit.


Subsections in Chapter 2 explain why willpower fails; how you can change your approach to willpower to maximize your chances for success; how understanding the way the brain learns and develops can help you grow in prayer, forgiveness, and other spiritual disciplines; how to practice these spiritual disciplines more effectively, and how to cope when you’re struggling to connect with God.


In Chapter 3 we explore how the brain forges connections so that we can better understand how our emotions impact our behavior. We learn how to move past emotional roadblocks and triggers that provoke destructive thoughts and actions.


We also discover in Chapter 3 how our past experiences condition what we see and remember. We tend to only see what our life has trained us to see, and if we have only done negative training—training that teaches us to only see a punishing God, for example, or that no one likes us or that the world works against us or that all homeless people are lazy—then how can we expect to see anything different? We only notice data that support our existing beliefs. How do we change our inability to see that which can change our outlook?


I discuss implications for altering behavior, counseling, forgiveness, community service, and overcoming culture shock. Culture shock doesn’t just occur when moving to new cultures. Anyone molding their life into something new will inevitably experience some form of culture shock. For example, sometimes the inability to recover from addiction stems from the culture shock of sober living.


In Chapter 4 I talk about the power of imagination and its key role in life transformation, moral education, and improving spiritual disciplines. Your brain cannot tell the difference between imagining an action and actually doing it, so you can change your brain in your imagination as easily as you could through actual performance.


Chapter 5 then pulls together all of the primary takeaways from each previous chapter and weaves them into a comprehensive six-step brain change program. This program will not only help you identify the change you wish to make, but it will also empower you to put steps into practice to make the change happen—and endure.


I pray that everyone who reads this book gains insight into how to improve their spiritual lives by understanding the brain. This is not a magical procedure for health, wealth, and enlightenment. It is rather a discipline of controlling and guiding the brain to produce Christlike character, help others, and find joy therein.













Chapter 1
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Life Change: Microwave or Crock-Pot?





Change typically occurs gradually with both progress and setbacks, yet at the same time, short-term, dramatic change does occasionally happen. In the Bible, we read of two types of change programs that I like to call the Paul Program and the Jacob Program.


Change typically occurs gradually with both
progress and setbacks.


The Paul Program, found in Acts 9 of the Bible, illustrates dramatic change in a short period of time. Saul, later more widely known as Paul, was engaged in a holy war against the Christian church, running rampant and killing believers. One day, while on his way to arrest followers of Jesus, a light from heaven knocked him to the ground. He had a conversation with Jesus that changed him as a person, so much so that those who knew him couldn’t believe it. He went from killing Christians to writing much of the New Testament and preaching about Jesus across Europe and Asia.


At the Denver Rescue Mission, the addiction rehabilitation center at which I worked for years, many people would pray for instantaneous change like Paul’s, hoping God would zap away their drug craving in an instant, freeing them from the struggle. While this type of change does happen, it’s rare. It occurs often enough, though, for everyone to want to join the Paul Program. Who can blame them? Many of us are no different: God, take away my anger, lust, or help me make peace with my grief by tomorrow. I want that type of change, too, when it comes to improving areas of my life. Microwave me into righteousness, God!


Most of us, however, are on the second type of change program: the Jacob Program. That is, we do not experience the microwave change but rather the slow and steady incremental change that takes place inside a Crock-Pot. The Jacob Program, illustrated in Genesis 25–32, involves slow change—with struggle.


Jacob lied and cheated to steal his brother Esau’s birthright and blessing before fleeing from Esau and his anger. Jacob eventually worked for his uncle, Laban, who proved just as deceitful as Jacob. Laban’s deception first comes through in his treatment of Jacob after Jacob fell in love with Laban’s daughter, Rachel. Jacob agreed to work for seven years in exchange for Rachel’s hand in marriage, but Laban instead tricked him into marrying his other daughter, Leah. Laban then forced Jacob to work another seven years for Rachel. Although men commonly had multiple wives back then, this marital arrangement caused problems for Jacob.


Add to these deceptions a few more years of work during which Laban repeatedly changed the terms of their agreement regarding Jacob’s wages (Genesis 31:7), and Jacob ended up working twenty years because of Laban’s deceit. In short, Jacob the Deceiver became Jacob the Deceived. At the end of this period, Jacob fought with God, and afterward God changed Jacob’s name to Israel, revealing Jacob’s new identity. His final wrestling match with God may very well symbolize the twenty years he spent wrestling with his uncle, himself, and God, all of which changed Jacob’s character. If you are interested in the details of the story, I direct you to Genesis chapters 29–30.


I often narrated these two Bible stories to my clients. “If God has not zapped you so that your addiction is gone, then you are probably on the Jacob Program,” I’d say. “This means you are in boot camp for change.”


The Jacob Program is not a bad thing or something to feel disappointed about. A person who miraculously changes overnight does have a great testimony that glorifies God, but who would you rather have as a mentor: someone who changed overnight or someone who fought a long, grueling battle and emerged victorious? A person who has wrestled and won has not only experienced much but also has wisdom to impart.


So, yes, pray for rapid change but be ready to wrestle. And if you are wrestling, take courage, for you have much to learn in the journey and much to offer others.


Pray for rapid change but be ready to wrestle.




This Is Not a Solo Project


Knowing that we can, in fact, change our brains may lead some people to believe that they can solve all their issues within the privacy of their own bedroom: Yes! I don’t have to let others know that I am anything but perfect. I can maintain the façade of having it all together while quietly working on my prevailing issues in secret. I admit this sounds appealing.


Many of us, myself included, do not want to appear weak. But the more people you have on your brain-change team, the more likely you are to succeed and make those positive changes permanent. Not only can others encourage you, but they can also shed light on areas in need of change that you might not yet be aware of. After all, we can be masters at deceiving ourselves.


The more people you have on your brain-change
team, the more likely you are to succeed and make
those positive changes permanent.


It’s also important to note that some brain pathways go so deep and are so strong that you, alone, cannot change them. My clients in addiction therapy are prime examples. It is highly unlikely that addicts can independently change years or decades of addictive behaviors. Success is more likely when they attend small support groups, seek professional help, or check in to a full-on treatment center if necessary.


But if you are not an addict or if there are no professional programs that offer help and support for whatever plagues you, then find a church group and let it serve as your “treatment center.” Share your struggles with others whom you trust so that they, too, can help you. You don’t need to, nor should you, do this alone. You may be so stuck in brain ruts that change is impossible without the support of others.


Think of home or car repairs. Maybe you can re-caulk a bathtub, but you need a professional technician when it comes to replacing an HVAC system. You may know how to change the oil in your car, but an auto repair shop will change it much faster, and you probably need a mechanic for serious repairs. To further extend this example, the need for some necessary repairs can go unnoticed, and without periodic checkups on your vehicle, you risk jeopardizing its ability to drive. It is better to have help in identifying and resolving issues proactively—before the wheels fall off!


I used to pray, God speak to me. Then I asked myself why I was trying to limit God to one-on-one interactions strictly within the context of prayer. The more avenues available to God to reach me, the better. So I changed my prayer: God, do not speak directly to me only in some still, small voice, but speak through my wife, my children, my boss, that strange guy I see every day on the train, the neighbor’s beagle…whatever it takes!


God’s primary approach to working in your life may involve other people, and God may use you as the primary approach, the vehicle, to reach someone else. We need others to help us identify the parts of ourselves in need of change and to help motivate us to make our brain changes stick.


God’s primary approach to working in your life may
involve other people, and God may use you as the
primary approach, the vehicle, to reach someone else.


As you begin your brain change journey, I strongly encourage you to establish a support system. The positive feelings that come from supportive friends go a long way.







Reflect


1. Read and think through the last half of 2 Corinthians 10:5: “taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ” (NASB). What thoughts do you want to take captive?


2. How effective have you been at stopping negative thoughts? What strategies do you use?


3. In what area(s) of your life have you felt as though you’ve been in a long-term wrestling match or struggle? How does the story of Jacob bring you hope?
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