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THE ADVANTAGES OF KNOWING

To rewire your mind, the first step is to understand how your mind works. In order to simplify something, you have to know what to simplify.

Have you ever made up your mind about changing your thoughts? Did you get washed away by a hell yeah feeling as Metallica played a badass rock song in your head while you mapped out your big plan? For example, maybe you decided to eliminate your negative thinking patterns, be mindful, and try your best to stay balanced and not lose your temper. You followed your plan well enough for one or two days—you were cool, and when you felt the explosion coming, you took a deep breath and swallowed it back. But on the third day, something unexpected happened, something more annoying, sad, or frustrating than on the first two days, and boom: negativity, anger, and impatience invaded your mind again. Your head got filled with thoughts like, “Why does this always happen to me?” and, “I’ll never be able to be a positive thinker,” and so on.

As you can see, by the time one negative thought ends, another one has captured your worried mind: the realization that you were complaining again despite your life-changing plans of eliminating dark, sorrowful thoughts. Suddenly, the Metallica jam of the previous day transforms into a sad aria, and you fall deeper into the pits of disappointment at not being able to keep up with your resolution.

Stories like this happen very often with us. We set our mind to accomplish something, but this same mind sabotages us. We vow to be nicer to our over-controlling mother, or our sloppy spouse, or our chatty-but-kind-hearted colleague, but all our good intentions get flushed down the toilet when we lose presence in the moment and forget about the vow. Then we react with the usual negative, snappy, or mean attitude we want to avoid so badly. Only when the red clouds disappear do we realize that we experienced another neural hijacking. As a consequence, we start having a fight with ourselves inside our mind. We struggle, blame, crave improvement, and become angry for not improving.

Can this neural chaos be tamed somehow?

Of course. The best chance one has to dissolve the chaos in their head is to understand why it’s there and how it works. 

Awareness, understanding, acceptance, and compassion dissolve the Gordian knot. Get to know your thoughts and choose which you should stop fighting against—which are evolutionarily coded into your brain, and that you need to stop trying to eliminate. Some thoughts, or should I rather say, emotions can’t be eradicated, but they can be tamed and minimized. How? This book will help you answer this question.

When I was five years old, I thought that taking a breath was some kind of personal deficiency, some vicious form of OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder) that I should eradicate, otherwise people would think I was a weirdo. As a result, I focused on not taking a breath. Somehow, the impenitent craving to repeat the weirdness with my nose came back after a few seconds. I focused better the next time, but after a minute or so, it came back again. I went to my parents, crying and saying that I was crazy because this stupid sniffle wouldn’t stop. I told them that I tried to stop it, but it kept coming back. You can imagine their bewilderment while listening to me. They told me that this stupid sniffle keeps me alive, and I should never try to stop doing it again. This is how, at the age of five, I learned that breathing is normal.

Ten years later, I learned that the most primitive part of the human brain that we share with all other species—the root brain—is responsible for regulating breathing and other basic life functions. This ancient brain doesn’t think or learn; it’s the autopilot that keeps our body running, granting our survival.​[i] My childish attempt to stop the stupid sniffing, therefore, was in vain. Later in this book, we’ll see that stopping breathing is just as impossible as some other fights we have in our head regarding our thoughts. We’ll take a closer look at:


	Which thoughts can be changed, and which are those we should change?

	How should we pick our fights with our mind?

	Is the fight worthwhile, or does it just create greater chaos?

	Isn’t simple understanding more helpful and enlightening?



Sometimes simply by knowing that what we think about is not wrong or abnormal can give us peace of mind. Acceptance will help the mental knot dissolve by itself.

Over the years, I learned that negative thoughts are neither abnormal nor unnecessary. What’s more, sometimes they are completely warranted, and if I’d lived a hundred thousand years ago, they’d be indispensable.
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THE ADVANTAGES OF NOT Knowing

I get many emails from readers asking how they can shut down their negative mental chatter. You know, that kind of annoying cerebral chitchat that tells them they will never find a good partner, or their business will never hit that six-figures-per-month income, or they’ll never achieve what they desire. Before you start thinking something’s wrong with you, let me tell you that we all have these thoughts. Even those who score a happiness touchdown most days face diminished self-confidence once in a while.

Reading Mark Manson’s controversial bestseller, The Subtle Art of Not Giving a F*ck, confirmed something for me that I’d suspected for a long time, but had never really thought about in depth.

People sometimes don’t know what they are talking—and therefore, thinking—about.

What do I mean by this? Exactly what I wrote. We sometimes have no idea why we act the way we do or why we say things in a certain way. Sometimes we are totally calm, but in the next moment, we lose our cool and become anxious, depressed, or contrarily, very happy. We talk about our happiness or anxiety, but we don’t know why we feel them all of a sudden. There is an explanation, and I will write about it in the next chapter.

Sometimes, out of nowhere, anxiety crawls into my thoughts about my fragile and awfully young writing career. What if I’m not good enough? What if people don’t like what I write? What if the Earth will be invaded by alien cyborgs, the Internet collapses, and I sit in total existential isolation, not able to feed my wife and children? Or what if my wife leaves to live as a hippie with her yoga instructor, Josh? What if my children become serial killers? Holy cow, alien cyborgs, serial killers... Josh? Where did these thoughts come from? I don’t know, and maybe that’s for the best.

I’m clueless about why I’m thinking about these worse-than-worst-case scenarios. Who knows what the future holds? Maybe soon I won’t even be excited about writing anymore and I’ll start doing something different. Maybe, in 20 years, having serial killers kids will be great because they will be the ones who defeat the alien cyborgs. My wife and Josh? I still can’t figure out a positive side to that—but I’ll try. The future is so unpredictable, and we change so much over time. It is impossible to predict if the worst outcome of a present fear is a good or bad thing in the future. Similarly, we can’t be totally sure if today’s happiness won’t become tomorrow’s sorrow.

Occasionally reminding myself about my own cluelessness helps me overcome existential dilemmas about my future. Whatever my mind says about tragedies in the present is probably wrong.

There is a twist in this story that I hinted in the previous lines. If our mind is unreliable and we don’t know what we’re thinking, and our thoughts might be wrong, that applies to all thoughts: negative and positive. People question their negative beliefs much more frequently than they do their positive ones. However, questioning both is equally important. Questioning positive beliefs brings you back to Earth, keeps you from becoming overconfident or arrogant, and most importantly, you’ll be closer to embrace reality as it is.

The higher the stakes you set for yourself, the greater pressure you’ll feel to live up to them. Mark Manson addressed this issue with the following example in his blog post. “If I believe I’m destined to be the next Leo Tolstoy or Albert Einstein, that is a LOT of [...] pressure to live up to. And that pressure is likely to cripple me and turn me into a neurotic [...]. That pressure is likely to close me off to any and all important feedback. I wouldn’t be able to write a word. I’d second guess every single sentence, including this one.”
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