
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advanced Praise for A Whole New Life

			 

			“Wow! This is the most insightful and profound book on life and change in many many years. Clear observations, wise insights and un-judging tone, sprinkled with amazing quotes and relatable anecdotes. Very powerful. Highly recommended.”

			—Derek Sivers, sivers.org

			 

			“I have known Lucia for quite some years now, and have always been shocked at her ability of putting complex situations in a very simple frame. Her multidisciplinary knowledge and training always push you to view from different perspectives through an extremely balanced approach, thus realizing where you are and the blocks that pull you back. Her wisdom in making things easy allow you to see change as a mere exercise, no more an insurmountable task. Her friendship and support have been extremely important in evaluating complicated situations.”

			—Alessandro Giuliani, Managing Director, MISB Bocconi, India

			 

			“A Whole New Life—is a powerful journey that takes us from awareness to action. In our experience, the true key to change, is to be able to have access to different tools, that one can reach out to, whenever life comes calling. This book provides exactly that! A guide to help us year after year, to create our life of our dreams!

			“Lucia has offered several courses in India, and A Whole New Life is an instant hit. It helps participants go deeper in their understanding of themselves, dissolving barriers and blocks and creating a powerful vision. Months after the seminar, participants have written to us, sharing how her techniques are helping them. It is overwhelming.

			“Lucia’s insights and intuitive ability to understand people, creates an instant connection with her readers. Her genius lies in making complex things, simple. Her passion for creating change and her understanding of psychology comes through in every touch point. This book is truly a pathway to creating a whole new life!”

			—Sneha Shah & Shashank Gupta, Directors, ISRA
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE
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			To better illustrate the proposed concepts, I have chosen to share many personal anecdotes and actual cases involving people who have participated in our corporate meetings or public courses during the last ten years. In order to protect their privacy, names and significant details have been changed. The episodes related to my own life, however, are true to life because my intent is to share my personal journey toward change and its relative lessons in their entirety.

			 

		


		
			 

			FOREWORD
[image: 9192.jpg]

			Within every human heart there is a yearning to find meaning and purpose in life, to somehow make a difference on the earth. That desire within you is why you were drawn to this book. Sometimes, the search begins with feelings of unhappiness or a vague sense that there is a depth of life you haven’t yet touched. Other times it’s a sudden, unexpected challenge like losing a job, relationship, finances, or health that is the beginning of an inner examination of oneself and life.

			Be comforted. A Whole New Life is the guide you have been looking for. The author provides a roadmap to changes on every level of life: physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual. It inspires you to say yes to your life and your dreams, the passions and the possibilities. Are you willing to take the journey? A roadmap doesn’t do any good unless you are willing to embark on the road. All it takes is your willingness to get started, and a commitment to each step of the process.

			We humans often say we want to change our lives. Why don’t we? Perhaps we lack the skills needed to embrace change, or the ego brings up the fear of the unknown, a new path where the end is not in sight. What will it take to go on this path? As a therapist, I have worked with people who were dissatisfied with a job or relationship, and despite the change work we did, they stayed stuck in the situation. Until...one day they were fired, or their partner decided to leave. When we don’t follow the whispers of our heart, they get louder. If we still don’t make the change, spirit has a way of creating what we say we want in a way we never expected.

			Our life stories begin forming at a very young age. The unconscious mind absorbs all our experiences, the words we hear from others and the emotions we feel in response. It tucks them all away and installs beliefs about future experiences. We begin to create stories in our heads about our worthiness to receive love, our potential success in life (or lack of it), whether change is safe or scary, what money we can earn, and so many more! Then our unconscious mind does its best to recreate these stories in our adult life. During training workshops, I teach in Louise Hay’s philosophy, I use a pair of oversized sunglasses to demonstrate how we all have filters (oh, so many of them!) in the unconscious mind that block us from achieving our potential and living an empowered life in all areas. Especially in the area of relationships, the participants can easily understand (and sometimes even laugh about) how many of the differences with their partners occur because of these filters. Awareness of the filters in all areas of our lives is the key to positive change.

			Imagine for a moment, the many sunglasses you walk around with every day. Each one is filtering your experience, taking in what you already believe about yourself, keeping out what you don’t. Your daily thought patterns are creating emotions that enact the childhood beliefs. For the next few days, act as an observer of your own mind. Pay close attention to your thoughts—are these thoughts empowering you or not? A Whole New Life shows you step by step how to take off the sunglasses and achieve your dreams.

			Yes, stepping out into new territory can be scary. It takes courage and trust. I am reminded of a riveting scene in the movie, Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade. Indiana is on a quest for the Holy Grail (the chalice Jesus drank from at the Last Supper). The quest becomes truly urgent when Indiana’s father is shot, and only the water from the Grail will save him. Using a small book with ambiguous clues, Indiana passes two obstacles and arrives at the third, a huge crevice resembling the Grand Canyon. His only clue is to “leap from the lion’s head.” To do so appears to be falling to his death in the abyss. His inner struggle is apparent as the camera shows the close-up of his face. Does he trust the clue and leap or not? Suddenly, he leaps! Incredibly, there is a bridge he lands on that was invisible before.

			Life is like this. Spirit always has a safety net waiting for us, although in the midst of a challenge, it can be difficult to trust that there is a solution. And yet, the key is focusing on what you want, not what you are experiencing. Remember that what you resist persists. Miracles happen when you are trusting there is some solution for the challenge you’re facing or some new path you are choosing, despite not knowing how it will happen. Most people have an old pattern of obsessing about the problem rather than ordering the solution from what I playfully like to call the Cosmic Kitchen. What are your life’s orders?

			As you go through each chapter in this book you will discover powerful ideas and examples to help you develop a deeper level of trust in yourself. As you put the ideas into practice, you will understand the process of change for yourself, and what has been holding you back. You will discover what inspires you to action, and how to use tools like meditation, breathing techniques, and vision maps to transform your life.

			Lucia Giovannini has masterfully brought together her unique personal experiences, examples of her clients’ paths of change, scientific studies, a variety of personal growth processes, thought provoking ideas and questions, practical tools for transformation, and much more to inspire you with the possibilities for your life.

			Nurture the new ideas, emotions and patterns. No one else can achieve your dreams. Those dreams are in your heart for a reason, and life is there to support you as you step out in trust and courage to fulfill them.

			—Patricia J. Crane, Ph.D. 
Author, Ordering from the Cosmic Kitchen: The Essential Guide to Powerful, Nourishing Affirmations and Master Trainer for the Heal Your Life Workshop Leader Training in Louise Hay’s philosophy.

		


		
			 

			PREFACE
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			Until recently, if someone had asked me, “What is A Whole New Life?” I would have answered: It’s a guide to change. And, in effect, it is. For years, A Whole New Life has helped thousands of readers create desired changes in their lives, achieve their own dreams or, at least, make great progress toward those ends. At the same time, it has supported an equal number of people to better manage undesired changes that life has sent them.

			So, yes, the book in your hands is a guide to change. But, since its first printing, I have realized that it is much more! A Whole New Life is a way of gathering forty years of my personal experience of spiritual and psychological research along with more than twenty years of teaching. It unites my transformation story to the stories of many participants in the BlessYou seminars around the world. It gathers various techniques and current philosophies and is a bridge between East and West, between logic and intuition, between ancient wisdom, modern scientific discoveries and future possibilities.

			When you begin to put it into practice, you will find that it is a lifestyle. A Whole New Life is first a promise, then an idea, a series of steps and, in the end, a reality.

		


		
			 

			INTRODUCTION
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			The difference between what we accomplish and what we are capable of accomplishing would resolve most of the problems of the world.

			—Mahatma Gandhi

			 

			Often the participants at my weekend seminars ask me: “What books do you recommend that we should read?”

			And then comes the big question: “Why don’t you write a book that would help us to use the steps toward our personal growth in our daily lives and accelerate our change. It would be like having a personal coach by our side at all times.”

			For years, my answer was automatic: “There are thousands of books. Here’s a list of the interesting ones.” But every time someone would ask the question, something made my heart beat and my eyes twinkle. Evidently, the call was deep.

			A thought, however, crept into my mind: “Who do you think you are? What’s so special about you to make you think you can write a book that could actually help people?”

			In July 2005, my husband Nicola and I had planned a trip to the United States to attend a series of lectures, but, at the last minute, the plan changed. All of a sudden, I had a great resource on my hands: time. And I had a lot of it. There were no more excuses. Finally, I had the time to start the book that I’d always wanted to write.

			Despite this, after a couple of days, I found myself full of commitments. I had to finish decorating the house we had just moved to; I had to work in the garden; I had to update my website. Of course, my goal was still in front of me, but there was always something to stop me from taking the leap, to start writing. The space that separated me from what I wished for seemed enormous, so enormous that I seriously considered abandoning the idea. After all, it was only a dream. And besides, it was hard to even think of achieving it.

			It’s too complicated, I thought; I don’t have enough time (or resources or money or ability), I will never be able to do it!

			Does it sound familiar? How many times have you said the same thing?

			I knew what I wanted, but, even so, it wasn’t easy. How many of us can honestly say that we know exactly what we want? And, moreover, how can we connect what we want with our reason for living? What are the stages of change and in which order should we put them? And how can we learn to accept forced changes, the ones that life gives us? How can we transform uncertainty, pain and suffering into fuel for our personal growth?

			These and many other questions have been with me for many years and have pushed me to analyze the implications of the human soul, to study the newest discoveries in cognitive psychology and neurology, and to examine ancient spiritual writings; to speak with men and women of medicine in the remotest parts of the world and to experiment—on myself—with all that I learned while I met the changes in my life and the large and small challenges that they brought.

			These and others are the questions that will be discussed in the following pages, with the idea of guiding you toward change.

			 

			***

			 

			WHO THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN FOR, WHAT IS IT ABOUT AND RESULTS YOU CAN EXPECT 

			We don’t know if changing is better, but we know that to get better, we must change.

			—Anonymous

			Basically, the problems that we face in life can be put in two categories: the ones that obligate us to change against our will and the changes that we desire but we don’t get.

			In the second case, the possibilities are two: we know what we want but we don’t know how to get it—or we don’t know what we want.

			Whether you are faced with a change that you did not choose or you have a dream that you do wish for: you are about to start a new phase of life; you want it to be better, to develop your potential; you want your life to assume a deeper and more satisfying meaning. In any case, these pages intend to guide you during the transformation. A Whole New Life is intended to be a solid aid in helping you find the motivation, the strength and the tools to face and resolve difficult situations. The book talks about dreams and teaches you how to make them come true. It will teach you how to develop flexibility without losing direction.

			It will take you through various stages of change: the conscious decision to initiate change; the acknowledgment of the mechanisms that we use to anesthetize ourselves against emotional pain and which prevent us from fully listening to the call of change. It is an invitation to take a look at the direction that our lives are taking, a push to boost our self-realization and a guide for making a “map of the vision.” Once completed, we’ll have a compass to better guide our emotions and moods and to give us a new direction for our actions.

			This book will also teach us some techniques, easy and available to all, that can be compared to a virtual tool box. Once you have them, you will have them at your disposition for your whole life, without an expiration date! Over many years, during my seminars, I’ve had the honor of witnessing change in thousands of people, who, thanks to these journeys, have notably improved their quality of life, their relationships and their work.

			Obviously, it is not, and does not want to be, a magic pill that will resolve all your problems. It is a book where you will find the seeds, learn how to plant them, take care of them and get the fruits that you hope for. This process requires willingness, commitment and action.

			It has happened to thousands of people all over the world. It happened to me, and it is for this reason that I decided to share parts of my life with you. Why shouldn’t it work for you, too?

			 

			SUGGESTIONS FOR USE

			To feel full, you must cook and eat. If you want fruit to grow, studying agriculture is not enough. You must plant the trees and take care of them.

			—Mata Amritanandamayi (Amma)

			There are various ways to use this book. My suggestion is to first read it through right to the end and you will reap many benefits. You’ll get new ideas, new knowledge and possibly deepen some concepts that you already were familiar with. Then you can reread the book and apply the key questions of each chapter to your own life and see what happens. This way you will have a true and real interior journey, a journey toward a new relationship with yourself and the world.

			You will find various exercises that will guide you through the steps of transformation and then, because the quality of our life is almost completely determined by the quality of the questions that we ask ourselves, you will also find many questions. If you answer honestly, new possibilities will open; you will get to know yourself better. As we will see, a lot of what guides our thoughts and reactions happens at the unconscious level, without our even realizing it. The questions that you find in the various chapters have been created exactly to help you see this part of yourself. If you are confused by some, don’t worry. It only means that the mechanisms are still in your unconscious. To become aware of them, you will use a technique that we suggest at our classes; you will ask yourself, “I know that I don’t know, but, if I knew, what would my answer be?” and let yourself simply think and let ideas emerge, without trying to judge or change them.

			In all my seminars, the experimental part has a very important role: only through experience can we find what is true for us and then completely and deeply absorb it. There’s a big difference between intellectual knowledge and the emotional. Knowing how to relax, produces an effect completely different from having a relaxing experience. In the same way, the exercises that you find in these pages will help train your mental muscles, emotional and spiritual. And they can be done alone, with a friend or in groups.

			In addition, something that can help strengthen your relationship with this book is to keep a diary. When you begin your internal journey, it is very useful to take notes about your thoughts and your moods, your reactions, your dreams and any deep intuitions that you may have. All of this will help you to put down on paper your personal story and to be more aware of what is happening to you. On my website www.luciagiovannini.com, you will find many resources, articles, photos, experiences, additional exercises and, in the blog, you can contact other readers in the world to discuss about what I love to call “the path of change.”

			You can, of course, do the same thing without a paper and a pen, but you would lose your train of thought. The act of writing down the ideas allows the mind to clear itself of its thousand crowded thoughts and to detach itself from emotion and worry. You can retrace your path of change and your exercises over and over. Use it as a guide whenever you want to make a change in some area of your life. For this to work, it is not necessary for you to accept it blindfolded or that you must agree with every idea that is presented. Even if, in the end, you make yours only one idea or one exercise, it will make a difference in your life.

			As we grow, it does not take a lot to help us reach physical independence; a healthy diet along with exercise usually makes us reach this state . naturally. But can we say the same of psychological and emotional independence? Is that as easy to attain?

			How much do we know about what happens within ourselves? Most people dedicate a lot of energy, time and money to improve their outer self, but is that enough to confront the challenges of life? How much time do we dedicate to knowing and improving ourselves? How would our lives change if we accepted the idea of trying just as hard to exercise for our mental and emotional well-being?

			I think that it’s time to invest in real well-being and to dedicate a little time and energy exploring our internal mechanisms and the complexity of our mind-body-emotions systems.

			Are you willing to train your heart and your mind?

			Do you want to enter the circuit of change?

			 

			Bon Voyage!

			Lucia

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			EMBRACING CHANGE
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			It’s not the strongest or the most intelligent of the species that survive but those who adapt best to change.

			—Charles Darwin

			 

			There are certain conditions or assumptions that are necessary to verify a positive transformation. And there are different levels on which this transformation can occur. What you are about to read is the result of experience, study, analysis and research of human behavior when confronted with change, regardless of whether the change is forced by what life deals us or improvements that we choose ourselves. Recognizing these levels of change, you will more deeply understand the process of transformation and will be able to develop the behaviors and feelings necessary to best start your journey.

			In the following chapters, we will build solid foundations, create a base that will be enriched, developed, built and reinforced with examples, explanations and exercises. I will talk to you about the paradoxes of change. Meeting with the contradictions of the paradoxes can leave much unsaid. The reality is actually embracing two extreme realities in apparent contrast between them so it will increase our point of view, and we will create the space for the change to exist. I don’t know if you have noticed, but life itself is full of paradoxes. An example is the ability to remain faithful to oneself, to one’s values, to one’s own personal ethics, and, at the same time, be able to modify one’s own beliefs.

			 

			THE ART OF CHANGE

			Only by changing can we remain the same. And only by moving can we stay where we are.

			—Tony Buzon

			 

			We Cannot Not Change

			If there is one constant, one certainty in life, it is change. An old Zen saying says that you cannot enter the river the same way twice. Similarly, the conditions in life will be different each time, like entering a new river. The human body itself is constantly changing. Cells, blood and organs work towards change, without rest, to maintain homeostasis or perfect equilibrium. In other words, to be able to remain healthy, the body constantly changes.

			It is a spontaneous mechanism that happens constantly in nature. We all have had the experience, when we have a lake, a sea, a river or a pool—and we find ourselves in water so deep that our feet don’t touch the bottom. How do we maintain our position? We must move. Paradoxically, to remain where we are, we must change, remain in motion. And we must do so in a coordinated way, giving rhythm and direction to our actions.

			Day after day, we are changing. But in what direction are we changing? Are we flowing with the current? Or are we sinking?

			 

			THE FIVE STAGES OF CHANGE

			In his studies, about learning and change, the famous anthropologist Gregory Bateson notes five levels.

			Level zero consists of resistance to change. Even if we are not satisfied with the results that we achieve, we continue to do the same things, have the same habits. By doing this, we have an illusion of stability and of safety. In reality, however, we are actually changing. But we are not changing for the better. On the contrary, the more we continue to use these methods that don’t work, the more we are troubled. “As long as it’s fast; I don’t have time to waste.” Phillip is a sales director of an important multinational company. People who work with him are afraid of his rough manners, his tension-filled silences and his authoritative ways. They refer to him as “father-master.” For this reason, the CEO of the company asked us to guide him with some coaching sessions.

			“It’s my nature,” Phillip explains, “and, besides, it’s the only way to get results, to get ahead.” At home, the situation is not any better. “Lately, my wife has mentioned getting a separation; my kids don’t really talk with me, and my working environment is more and more hostile,” he confessed—while playing with a pack of cigarettes, which he seemed to be smoking more and more often.

			For years, Phillip has behaved in the same way. Lately, he has gained weight, often has headaches and is always nervous. In this case, the change is not desired because, day after day, things are getting worse. The first level of change happens when we start to learn something new which will help us do something different. We struggle to adapt, to develop flexibility and new ways to react to situations.

			This level is known as “incremental change;” slowly we begin to achieve better results.

			During the sessions, Phillip learned to manage his personal, family and work time. At the beginning, it was difficult, but, little by little, he gained new and healthier habits. He quit smoking, drank less alcohol and started a regular running routine, all of which made him more relaxed.

			As we gradually develop new habits and confront situations differently, our point of view grows, and, before long, we realize that we have only just begun to improve and that there’s a long way to go. We are in the “developmental change” phase, where we begin to develop new capacities and seek new territory.

			Continuing his coaching sessions, Phillip began to understand his behavior. “I’m embarrassed to admit it, but, until now, I saw people only by their function. They were just numbers with which to generate sales, and everyone was my servant. I was the same at home: I expected that my needs came before everyone else’s.”

			Quickly Phillip understood that there was more than managing stress that he needed to learn. “I want to learn to be more open and positive with my colleagues. I want to learn to see their worth and respect their needs. I want to learn to hug my children and express how much I love them.”

			Like Phillip, our change is not just in our behaviors, our work, our relationships; it is in the deepest part of us.

			This is the “evolutionary” level.

			Phillip discovered a new world to which he had never been before, that of emotional intelligence: tenderness, empathy, equality, and mutual support. He even found that he had an artistic side and loved to paint. When a new identity emerges, it changes our whole world, guides our choices and gives us new direction. It is the moment of “reawakening.” In fact, it brings an actual revolution to our very existence.

			He participated, with other members of the group, in many of our personal development classes and asked if he could be trained to become a coach. He is, at this point, actually a mentor at work, someone who is greatly respected, the one with the highest performance and motivation. What about his wife and children? After their initial disbelief, they are happy with his change: “He seems like another person. It’s been a true revolution!” they told us happily.

			Often it is difficult to measure change because it’s not something that we can see or touch. And yet it is something concrete: it is a process that happens right before our eyes.

			 

			WHAT IS AT THE FOUNDATION OF CHANGE?

			As the Bateson study concluded, the key words are “to learn” and “to grow.”

			We change as we grow, and, in the meantime, we learn and develop new talents, ideas and behaviors. While we incorporate our new lessons, something inside us begins to change. The beginning of change is innate in every human just like the ability to walk. No one is born knowing how to walk. The development of this ability revolutionizes our entire existence. Then, over time, if we want, we can even improve on this talent and, with training, become dancers, runners or athletes.

			In the same way, we can use our natural capacity for change to make big or small daily transformations.

			 

			ACCEPTANCE

			God, grant me the serenity to accept the things that I cannot change, the courage to change the things that I can and the wisdom to know the difference.

			—Saint Francis

			Years ago, my husband and I wanted to create a new version of community where we could live in the country together with friends and colleagues, in the lap of nature. For this, we examined many farmhouses and old abandoned estates before finding the perfect one. After signing the lease, with renovation plans ready and even the furniture chosen, we found that we could not go ahead. For a variety of reasons, we had to give up the house, at least for the time being.

			My first reaction was total denial of what was happening: “No, it’s not true! There are no real obstacles. I will do it!”

			For months and months, I continued to try and try; the idea of not achieving my dream was too much. But whatever solutions I tried to find, I continued to bang my head against a wall.

			Then, all of a sudden, I got it! Maybe it was time to accept that I could not change it. Only when I completely realized this (and it was not easy) did I find that I did not have to completely give up on the project as I had thought. And that’s how it was! Instead of continuing to follow the initial dream, we redirected our search toward a simple house in the country. All of a sudden, everything changed! In less than a month, we found a beautiful home at a price that we could afford. Nicola and I moved there and many of the friends that were part of the initial project now live close by. If we had not opened our minds to change, we would still be living in Milan and we would still be fighting with lawyers, surveyors, and architects.

			There’s an old saying that I always try to keep in mind: if I can change something, why should I worry? And, if it’s something that I cannot change, why should I worry? Without having an open mind, determination degenerates into stubbornness, the creative tension becomes nervousness and frustration and the change becomes a war! It is only by accepting the situation that we can create the necessary conditions to increase our capacity to learn from experience and go toward evolutionary change.

			But what is acceptance? And, more than that, what is it not?

			Often, when I approach these discussions in my courses, I hear someone asking if, in accepting life as it comes, are we not becoming inert and mere spectators of life? If I accept every situation, won’t I risk complacency and actually block any change?

			Once a woman, who often came to our sessions, acknowledged she was a victim of domestic violence. She mentioned that she accepted the fact that she was regularly beaten by her husband. That is not an example of acceptance, but of resignation because, in that situation, things could have been changed.

			The big difference is that resigning oneself to the situation is a passive state of mind. Resigning oneself is the same as accepting, often against one’s will, and to become closed within our self, playing the role of the victim.

			Accepting inevitable events requires strength, courage, desire and determination to go forward. It means taking note of how things are, listening to the call to change, stopping putting your head under the sand, and recognizing what is happening and being honest with yourself.

			 

			OBSERVE WITHOUT JUDGMENT: BLESSING OR BAD LUCK?

			Before acceptance can occur, it’s necessary to observe without judgment, with sincere curiosity. As soon as we judge, we become rigid in our position. This pollutes our capability to see the nuances; it contaminates our interpretation of the world and alters our responses to events.

			An old Taoist story tells of a wise man who lived in a village in the northernmost part of China. One day his son let their best horse escape. His father, the wise man, told him, “How can you tell that it’s bad luck and not a blessing?”

			Months later the horse returned bringing with it a beautiful stallion. Now the boy was radiant in his good luck and the whole village congratulated him for his fortune.

			But the father said, “How can you say that this is good luck and not a disaster?”

			The stallion quickly became the favorite of the boy, but, one day, while in the saddle, the boy fell and broke his hip. Once again, the father said, “How can you tell that this is bad luck and not a blessing?”

			A few months later a nomad tribe invaded the north of China and all the able men were drafted to combat the enemy. The boy was not due to his injury. Nine out of ten never returned home. The fall from the horse saved his life! The boy and his father lived happily taking care of each other for many years.

			As this story reminds us, how can we say that what we think is bad luck is not actually a blessing? We should face reality keeping our observation as realistic as possible, being sure not to judge based on preconceived ideas.

			 

			AND WHEN I FAIL?

			Let’s go back to the time when we learned how to walk. We all tried over and over and failed many, many times. But we never felt as though we had failed, and no one ever judged us! This allowed us to get up each and every time and to continue to try to get better every day. Oh, how different things would be if we could have the same accepting approach—with no judging—to all the failures of life!

			Acceptance allows us to love ourselves and to appreciate ourselves even if our take off is not perfect—even if we fall for the hundredth time. The psychologist author Nathan Freeman suggests, “You must love and accept your psychosis before you can heal.”

			Is that how easy it is? No, not really. It’s simple but it’s not easy because there is a trap. How many times have we thought that we accepted reality when, instead, we have merely rationalized and inside we are angry, discouraged and feeling guilty? True acceptance comes only when we are open to absorbing and to completely digest what it is.

			As we will see later, often it’s exactly the things that we cannot change, like grief, sickness, and separations, which teach us and make the most important transformations of our lives. And often it is the most difficult situations that change us. During the courses, much of our work consists of helping people make exactly this passage.

			We will look more deeply at things that will help you develop self-acceptance, such as optimism, mediation along with faith and spirituality.

			If we do not accept something (a situation, an experience, a part of ourselves), how can we completely own it? And if we don’t own it, how can we change it?

			 

			THE POWER ZONE

			If you don’t like something, change it. If you can’t change it, change your attitude. Don’t complain.

			—Maya Angelou

			“Nobody around here helps you even if you’re drowning in work. I wish things were different, but what can I do!” Up until she arrived in class an hour ago, Roseanne had a forced smile on her face that was not difficult to notice. There is a big difference between the cheek muscles that worked to show her teeth—worthy of a whitening toothpaste commercial—and her deer eyes, where there was not a trace of happiness! Is this what Paul Ekman1 would have called the “Pan Am” smile?

			It happened again. I was distracted. When a person shows a strong contradiction between what he/she says and what his body expresses, I tend to follow the body clues. My attention was immediately drawn to the resigned tone with which the woman continued, “Nothing will ever change. People talk about cooperating, but, in the end, everybody worries about their own. How can one work in a place where no one even greets you in the morning?”

			So I decide to try something. “Up to now, what have you done to make the situation better? How many times have you been the first to say ‘hello’ in the morning?”

			“Oh, no, they should greet me! I have already tried enough. When we started to share the office, I greeted both Louise and Mary. They did answer me—but without even lifting their eyes from the computer screen.” Rosanne was on the defensive. My experiment failed.

			“Have you ever thought that, at that time they were very busy or maybe morning greetings were not very important to them? Have you ever spoken to them about it?” I asked, continuing to be surprised at how, in large companies, it is often the little things that affect the well-being and productivity of the workers.

			“Well, we’re all busy. They should come and apologize. They are ruining my life.” Rosanne’s tone was getting dryer and the tension in her jaws more and more visible. My second experiment failed. It was a shame that she didn’t realize that it was she who was ruining her life.

			I gave it one more shot. “How can Louise and Mary ruin your life? Who tells you how to react to situations? Do you want it to be others? Do you want to give these people the power, or do you want it to be yourself that decides for you and for your life?”

			Silence...Rosanne did not move for a few seconds. Then suddenly her jaws relaxed. No, wait, I think they actually dropped! “Of course not! No one can ruin our day or our life unless we give them permission. I never looked at the situation from that point of view,” she responded with one of the best expressions of surprise that I have ever seen. This time it worked. It’s such a simple concept; why do we continually forget it?

			 

			THE TWO ZONES

			There are two very clear areas in which we move. One is a zone of which we are completely in control and another which is completely foreign to us and which we cannot influence. How often we wish we could have everything under our control: the behavior of our partner, the choices of our children, corporate politics, traffic, and so on. And how much of all of that is actually under our control? And, even more, how much time and energy do we waste worrying, complaining and trying to change things without ever succeeding?

			No one can make us feel inferior, sad or angry if we don’t want them to. Nothing and no one can ruin our life if we don’t allow them to. Viktor Frankl, a Viennese neuro-psychiatrist of Hebrew descent and father of logo therapy, reflecting on his long imprisonment in Auschwitz, said that whatever his jailers did to him, they could not force him to hate them and he concluded that, “…in the end, it is possible to take everything from us except one thing: the ability to choose how to act when faced with any possible circumstance.” Thinking, feeling, talking and reacting are our four principal capabilities, and, together, they form our power zone. It is here that lives our engine of change.

			 

			THE CARDS OF LIFE

			Mata Amritanandamayi, known all over the world as Amma, or actually Mother, is an Indian guru considered by many to be a saint because of her incredible humanitarian efforts and her precious teachings. Born in a very poor area of Kerala, she dedicated her life to alleviating the suffering of the neediest. Owning nothing but her sari, she was able to build many schools, orphanages and hospitals and donated more than 25,000 houses to the homeless. Her organization provides over 50,000 meals a day to the hungry. She has received many international awards and has often been invited to the United Nations. Yet, she is one of the humblest people that I have ever met. During a visit to her ashram in India, I heard her use a suggestive metaphor to explain our power zone. Amma compared life to a game of cards. The cards are dealt by the dealer and can be given many names: God, destiny, karma, chance, etc. Sometimes we get beautiful cards making it easy to play; at other times we get really bad cards. In each case, we have no power in choosing the cards. That which we have complete control over, however, is the way in which we play the cards. And this makes the difference in our life and the world. Having this distinction clear allows us to stop wasting time and energy trying to change things that we cannot. These are the cards that life is dealing. But, we can decide how to use them. Surely, we can choose to not care, to complain and to pass whole days being angry with the dealer of our cards. But will that make us use our cards better?

			 

			RESPONS-ABILITY

			To live means to accept the responsibility of finding the correct answers to the problems of life.

			—Viktor Frankl

			If only I had enough money/time/good luck. If only I got more help from colleagues/family members/friends.

			If only my husband supported me.

			If only I were younger/thinner/prettier. If only my work was less stressful.

			Does this sound familiar? What feelings and actions come to mind with this train of thought? When we find ourselves thinking and talking this way, are we in our power zone?

			The line that identifies our power zone is clearly defined and has a name: respons-ability.

			Responsibility does not mean blame. It is certainly not our fault if we were fired, left by our partner. To be responsible means to regain the ability to respond to the events. It means to be able to give the best answers to the questions that life’s problems ask us. We are totally responsible for our power zone, the way we think, feel, talk and act. We are also responsible for our behavior, what we say and how we act toward others.

			But we are not responsible for what others think, do or say. That is part of the other person’s power zone. We can only change how we feel toward them. Understanding this mechanism will help us create relationships that are healthier, more open, more honest and more efficient.

			“There are ten of us working on this floor, and there are two bathrooms. Last week the cleaning people were on leave and the bathrooms were not cleaned the whole time. Is it possible that no one could take the initiative and clean the bathroom?

			“Every time that something unpleasant must be taken care of, the issue bounces from desk to desk like a hot potato and no one wants to take the responsibility. Why should I do it?

			“The planet is polluted every day. Many animals are mistreated. Somebody should do something!”

			 

			EVERYONE, SOMEONE, ANYONE AND NO ONE

			This is the story of four people named Everyone, Someone, Anyone and No one. There was an important job to do and Everyone was asked to do it. Everyone was sure that Someone would take care of it. Anyone could have done it, but No one did it. Someone got angry because it was Everyone’s job. Everyone thought that Anyone could do it, but No one understood that Everyone would not do it. In the end, everyone blamed Someone for not doing it when No one did what Anyone could do.

			This is the story of every one of us.

			When faced with a difficult task, starting an uncomfortable conversation, a difficult step to take, a difficult situation to change, No one is happy. It would be much easier for Anyone to play the role of the victim and become depressed or blame others. Someone, however, uses his power zone and decides not to do it.

			Every time that we choose respons-ability, we take a step forward toward evolutionary change.

			 

			TAKE POWER AWAY FROM EXTERNAL EVENTS

			“So the anxiety, anger and malaise that I have felt for months were not caused by my colleagues, my husband or any external events but by my reaction to their behaviors?” Rosanne asked me this question during our lunch break, taking me aside as if she were telling a big secret. I looked at her; now her eyes were smiling. I knew that she knew the answer to the question. Relationships, in which people are responsible, are not guided by need, by control, or by expectations that are invariably disappointed. They are guided by the desire to play the game, to speak honestly and openly, by the pleasure of sharing, exchanging, from mutual understanding and respect.

			It may seem that our power zone is very limited. In reality, if we use it completely, we will find that it’s not at all like that. Here we meet another contrast of change: the tighter the power zone, the larger its influence.

			Often we err in thinking that others have something that is not right, that they are wrong, that they are incapable of resolving problems. And, in that case, we feel as though we have to do it for them. To be aware of your own area of influence means leaving the possibility and the space for those around you to be responsible of their own thoughts, words, actions and states of mind. And this means believing in others, in their complete ability to change.

			In this sense, by changing ourselves, we open the way for change even for others who desire it. When we speak of change from now on, we will take as fact that it does not mean changing others but learning how to manage ourselves better, our moods, our time, our resources and our potential. And it is from this point of view that we face change.

			In the days to come, at home, at work, simply notice if and when you find yourself outside your power zone. What happened? To what or to whom did you give permission to manage your mood and your reactions?

			By continuing to do that, will you live better?

			 

			IT’S MINE!

			Think of something for which you feel a great sense of ownership, something that is absolutely yours and that you would not give up for anything—something about which you could say, “It’s mine,” with every cell in your body.

			Is it your wallet? The keys to your house? Your dog? Would you give all of this up to the first person you met on the street? For what reason would you never do it? Because it’s yours!

			In the same way, our power zone is ours, a birthright.

			 

			Why do we give it up so easily?

			 

			PLAYING WITH THREE STRINGS 

			There is no passion in playing small, accepting less than what we are capable of.

			—Nelson Mandela

			It was 18 November 1995, and Itzhak Perlman, world-renowned violinist, was playing at the Lincoln Center in New York.

			He had polio as a child, he had to wear braces on his legs, and he walked with difficulty even with the help of his crutches.

			Anyone who had seen one of his concerts knew it.

			Perlman walked across the stage very slowly. The audience waited patiently.

			Finally, he sat down, put his crutches on the floor, took off his braces, and got into his characteristic pose with one foot behind the other; he bent to get the violin, placed it under his chin and made a sign to the orchestra conductor and began to play. The audience was used to this ritual.

			But this time it was different. Something went wrong. After playing for a few minutes, one of the strings on his violin broke. The audience clearly heard it as if it were the shot of a gun. There was no doubt as to what Perlman would have to do.

			The people thought: now he will put down the violin, put the braces back, get the crutches, head backstage, get it fixed, come back and repeat.

			But he did not.

			Instead, he closed his eyes for a moment, and then signaled the conductor and restarted from where he had left off. He played with such passion, purity and power that had never before been heard.

			The public was enthralled.

			Everyone knows that it is impossible to play a symphonic piece with only three strings.

			I know it, and you know it, but that night Itzhak Perlman refused to know it. And he could be seen modifying, changing, taking apart and recomposing the symphonic piece in his mind. At a certain point, it seemed as if he played chords that were never played before. When he finished, there was a reverential silence, and then every person, in every corner of the theatre, stood, shouting and applauding to express his/her admiration.

			He smiled, wiped the sweat from his brow, raised his bow to quieten them, and then said humbly, as if thinking out loud: “You know, sometimes it’s the artist’s job to discover how much more music he can create with what he has left.”2

			Our existence is made of difficult times also. It’s made of joys and sorrows, of light and dark. Sometimes we have all four strings available, and sometimes one of the strings breaks. How do we react then?

			Are we capable of accepting that a sickness forces us to be bedridden? Are we capable in those instances to keep our power zone, choose respons-ability or direct our thoughts, emotions, state of mind and behavior toward evolutionary change?

			 

			READY TO JUMP?

			Progress is impossible without change. And those who cannot change their own mind will not be able to change anything.

			—George Bernard Shaw

			In his book Embracing Change, Tony Buzan, an English psychologist and intellectual, uses a very fitting example to explain human behavior when faced with change. If a frog is put in a pan of cold water and the water is quickly heated, the frog feels the sudden change, quickly notices the danger and immediately jumps out. But, if the water is heated gradually, the frog will not notice the change and, bit-by-bit, it will fall asleep and be boiled alive. In these cases, extreme adaptability, which is usually a positive quality, becomes counterproductive.

			During our lives, changes come often. It is up to us to be aware of which direction life is taking us and to remember the subtle, but fundamental, difference between acceptance and resignation.

			 

			THE COMFORT ZONE

			We humans tend to live inside a certain safe zone, which we can define as our territory, made up of known elements: convictions, friends, family, work and sports. We are creatures of habit. Every day we tend to repeat, more or less, the same thoughts and actions as the day before.

			Think about when you sit at the table with your family. What seat do you take? Do you change it often, or do you keep the same seat for years? This becomes our world, our comfort zone. All these habits make us feel safe and comfortable. There is nothing wrong with this, as long as the habits that we have created keep us continually improving and headed toward evolutionary change. But what happens, as in the cases of Phillip or Rosanne, when it’s not like that?

			During the reading of this book, and especially in the practical parts, you will be invited many times to leave your comfort zone. Every time, you face new ways of thinking, ways that are not part of your beliefs, or do exercises that push you to do some soul-searching, you are leaving your comfort zone. In doing this, you begin to give new direction to your life.

			 

			THE FOCUSED INTENTION

			Since I really like to use the most recent scientific research of the human psyche along with time proven wisdom and philosophies, in some of my courses, we suggest a ritual that has been practice for centuries in the whole world: fire walking.

			I have never liked the macho aspect that some movements have given this ancient practice. In my opinion, it’s like changing something sacred into a kind of bungee jumping; it diminishes it and completely distorts its meaning. For me, the amazing thing is that fire-walking is a perfect metaphor for life.

			For example, after having guided thousands of people across hot coals, I could not help but notice the significant difference between someone who unintentionally finds himself walking across fire and burns himself and a fire-walker. For centuries, all over the world, the fire-walker does not walk across the fire unintentionally; he intends to do it and has learned to focus.

			Even critics of fire walking, who have walked across coals with no practice, to demonstrate that it is not possible to be burnt, have exploited the power of intended focalization to prove their point.

			Occasionally, I have crossed the coals without really wanting to, distracted, almost against my will. And when I did that, I got burned every time. It’s the very same that happens in life!

			If we go through life without paying attention, distractedly, doing things that we don’t want to do, without focusing or being driven by strong desires, it’s probable that we will get burned or lulled into not realizing that it’s time to jump, like the frog in the story.

			Bit by bit, it all becomes a habit so well established that it is difficult for us to realize what is actually happening. The only difference is that, with fire-walking, the burn is immediate and evident, while in life, the burns are often unnoticeable, almost invisible, and seemingly acceptable. When this happens, what do we do? Instead of listening to the messages that our body is sending, we ingeniously find thousands of ways to ignore and suffocate every symptom, and we continue to tell ourselves daily that, maybe, someday, we will find the time or the way to make those changes that we know are necessary to finally live the way we want to. But, not now; we’re too busy doing other things.

			In the meantime, the water continues to burn us. Are you ready to jump?

			 

			THE CRUX OF THE SITUATION

			Real discovery is not searching for new lands but looking with new eyes.

			—Marcel Proust

			 

			Where Are We Searching?

			A traveler walks past the home of an elderly woman kneeling in her garden. The man stops and asks what she is doing. She answers that she has lost her precious earrings and is looking for them. The traveler then offers to help her, but, after many hours of sifting through the garden, they find nothing. The man then asks exactly where she lost them, and the woman answers that she lost them in the bedroom. Startled, the traveler asks why is she searching in the garden, and the woman responds—almost annoyed, “It’s obvious! The bedroom is dark, and I’d never find them there; at least I can see in the garden.”

			This is the same thing that we do when we try to find answers that are not familiar to us. How can we hope to find answers that are outside our control, far away from our comfort zone?

			Taking stock of the situation means beginning to look within ourselves, even if it means that we must explore dark places. It means accepting reality, understanding what is within our power zone and what is not, and taking responsibility for the answers that we give by means of our thoughts, emotions, words and actions.

			 

			SHARPENING YOUR TOOLS

			Stephen Covey, in his bestseller, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, tells a story that fascinated me and I have used often in my classes.

			Once there was a young woodcutter whose dream was to become the greatest woodcutter of all time. He worked very hard and had little time for all the rest—friends, family and his girlfriend. One day he was in the woods, cutting, when an elderly stranger came toward him. The old man, who was feeble and thin, weak on his legs and had a long white beard, smiled at him and said, “Young man, come and sit with me; I have something to tell you.”

			But the boy did not have time; he had other things to do and began to get agitated.

			The old man remained silent and thought. Then his face lit up. “I have an idea,” he said. “I dare you. On Sunday, from dawn to sunset, we will see who can cut the most wood—me or you!”

			The young man looked at him, not believing his ears. Just by looking at their builds and considering their age difference, he was sure that he would win. He accepted the challenge. The whole town would be there watching, and it would be a great opportunity for him.

			Finally, Sunday arrived and the race began. The young man did not stop for a second and worked with all the strength he had. The old man cut wood, but every once in a while, he sat down. When the sun started to set, the mayor called the end of the contest, and the two piles were weighed.

			Incredibly, the wood cut by the old man weighed much more than the boy’s. The boy was stunned. Incredulous, he went to the old man and angrily asked, “How is this possible? I did not stop all day long but you did stop and sat down more than once. What trick did you use?”

			The old man looked at him, and, with the same calm smile as he had during their first meeting, answered, “Young man, that’s what I was trying to tell you in the woods the other day, but you did not have time to listen. It’s true. I sat down every once in a while, but when I stopped, I was actually sharpening my tools.”

			To take stock of the situation means to stop a bit and use the time to sharpen our tools.

			It means to be honest and ask ourselves where we are, where we are headed, where we would rather be, and what stops us from getting there, what tools could we use to make it happen and what direction should we go in.
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