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Praise for Rewire Your Mind




“This might be the single most important mindfulness book I’ve ever read. Why? Because we all want to be happier. We all want to love ourselves more. But very few books tell you exactly how to do it. Shauna has created a roadmap. The perfect mix of science, stories, practices, and wisdom with one goal: to help you love yourself and your life—even when things get messy. Run (don’t walk!) toward this book and read it now. Read it with your whole heart. The practices will change your life.”


JUSTIN MICHAEL WILLIAMS


author of Stay Woke







“A beautifully written, inspiring, yet highly practical book on how to cultivate mindfulness and self-compassion. Equal parts wisdom, science, and personal story, it will surely transform the lives of those who read it.”


KRISTIN NEFF, PHD


co-author of The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook







“Shauna Shapiro offers us the gift of a well-proven path to peace and joy in our lives.”


DANIEL GOLEMAN


author of Emotional Intelligence







“Dr. Shapiro is one of the most thoughtful, dedicated, and articulate scientists in the field of mindfulness and compassion. Drawing on her decades of personal practice and research, she has written a practical manual that can help you attain greater clarity, calm, and joy.”


ANDREW WEIL, MD


author of Spontaneous Happiness and Eight Weeks to Optimum Health







“A lovely invitation to live with mindfulness and compassion. Dr. Shapiro brings together practical training, neuroscience research and a big heart to show the path to a wise, loving, and gracious way of being.”


JACK KORNFIELD


author of A Path with Heart







“A beautiful and wise book that opens the path of love and understanding through realizing mindfulness in our everyday lives.”


REV. JOAN JIKO HALIFAX


author and abbot, Upaya Zen Center







“Shauna Shapiro reminds us that self-compassion is essential for our healing and freedom and offers a lucid, loving, and wise guide for navigating the path.”


TARA BRACH, PHD


author of Radical Acceptance and Radical Compassion







“The perfect combination of inspiration, science, heart, and practical tools. From a world-class authority on mindfulness and compassion, this book is simply brilliant. Reading it feels like a dear wise friend greeting you with the words of its title!”


RICK HANSON, PHD


New York Times bestselling author of Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, and Wisdom







“In this exhilarating and moving synthesis of clinical experience, science, story, and practice, Shauna Shapiro will take you on a journey to acceptance and joy. It is an absolutely fresh and insightful take on mindfulness and its many extensions. It will change how you look at the world and how you feel about your life.”


DACHER KELTNER, PHD


founder and faculty director at The Greater Good Science Center at UC Berkeley and author of Born to Be Good and The Power Paradox







“Dr. Shapiro is one of the most thoughtful, eloquent, and dedicated scientists in the field of mindfulness and compassion. Her decades of personal practice combined with scientific study make this book a true gem.”


CHIP CONLEY


hospitality entrepreneur and bestselling author of Wisdom at Work







“Long a leading advocate and practitioner of meditation, Dr. Shauna Shapiro gives us an indispensable guide to mindfulness, through the portals of curiosity, kindness, and compassion toward self and, inevitably, toward others. A beautiful book.”


GABOR MATÉ, MD


author of In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction







“Shauna Shapiro’s simple yet profound practices encourage us to hold ourselves—our whole selves—with love and kindness. I’m deeply touched by her work.”


EILEEN FISHER


founder and co-CEO of EILEEN FISHER, Inc.







“Shauna combines decades of personal meditation practice with years of rigorous scientific study, making her specially qualified to bring the miracle of mindfulness alive for you through this simple yet powerful book.”


SHINZEN YOUNG


author of The Science of Enlightenment







“What a tour de force! This is one of the most engaging and powerful books I’ve read on how to lead our best lives. Impressive, important, and profound.”


JAMES R. DOTY, MD


founder and director, Center for Compassion and Altruism Research and Education, Stanford University School of Medicine, and New York Times bestselling author of Into the Magic Shop







“Radically transformative—a beam of bright light in the darkness. Highly recommended!”


DEAN ORNISH, MD, AND ANNE ORNISH


New York Times bestselling authors of Undo It!







“Mindfulness expert and professor Dr. Shauna Shapiro makes a compelling case for how we can thrive personally and succeed professionally not by beating ourselves up, but instead by extending compassion toward ourselves. Deeply insightful, rich in practical instruction, and backed by cutting-edge science, this book will transform your life.”


MIRANDA MACPHERSON


spiritual teacher and author of The Way of Grace







“Shauna Shapiro has written an excellent book! Filled with personal stories and compelling neuroscience research explains in an engaging, user-friendly style how mindfulness and self-compassion work and why they’re so good for you. Highly recommended!”


JAMES BARAZ


co-author of Awakening Joy: 10 Steps That Will Put You on the Road to Real Happiness and co-founder of Spirit Rock Meditation Center







“Her depth of personal practice and commitment to clear and accessible mindfulness instructions compel us all to follow Dr. Shapiro as our trusted guide in the roadmap of transformation she deftly provides in this book.”


AMISHI JHA, PHD


neuroscientist and researcher







“The one book on mindfulness you must read. A deeply wise, fresh, and brilliant guide to how mindfulness and self-compassion can help heal ourselves and our world.”


KRISTINE CARLSON


co-author of the bestselling Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff books







“In an age of anxiety, we need new manuals for addressing the fractures in our psyche. Dr. Shapiro weaves together decades of scientific study, personal stories, and powerful practices to fill our minds and hearts with actionable insights.”


JASON SILVA


filmmaker, futurist







“So many of us chide ourselves for not being more perfect or mistakenly believe that self-judgment will help us improve, make us better. Dr. Shapiro busts this whole mindset. Her pioneering work in mindfulness offers us both the science and practice of how self-kindness is the secret sauce of fulfillment, transformation, and joy.”


LORIN ROCHE


author of The Radiance Sutras







“A deeply wise yet practical manual on how mindfulness and self-compassion can heal us and the world. Dr. Shapiro’s writing provides readers with the science behind why our inner criticism exacerbates our suffering, as well as the practical means for developing our capacity for self-compassion in order to ease this suffering. Her clarity and wisdom shine through in this beautiful work, from which we can all benefit.”


MARK COLEMAN


author of From Suffering to Peace







“What would you get if you took a brilliant academic who had done two decades of pioneering research and dedicated personal practice of meditation and asked her to distill the wisdom she had gleaned into her most helpful gift to the world? Well, you would get this beautiful, wise, loving book offering us ways to live with greater contentment, compassion, and joy.”


ROGER WALSH MD, PHD, DHL


University of California Medical School, author of Essential Spirituality: The Seven Central Practices to Awaken Heart and Mind







“The singular insight that mindfulness flourishes when we attend with curiosity and kindness drives this personally compelling account and tethers it to cutting-edge science. What a gift to those in search of greater presence and ease.”


ZINDEL SEGAL, PHD


author of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression







“A wise, approachable, yet practical book of how mindfulness and self-compassion can increase your happiness and transform your life.”


SONJA LYUBOMIRSKY


distinguished professor of psychology, University of California, Riverside, and author of The How of Happiness







“What a perfect way to jumpstart or restart your mindfulness journey. Carry this book with you and gift it to those who need it.”


WALLACE J. NICHOLS, PHD


marine biologist and author of Blue Mind







“Shauna Shapiro combines the rigor of science, the beauty of art, and the wisdom of practice in this informative and deeply inspiring book.”


SCOTT SCHUTTE


senior vice president, LinkedIn







“This is a wonderful book, written with compelling clarity and warmth. Known internationally for her outstanding contribution to research and clinical work, Shauna Shapiro is one of those rare clinician-scientists who contribute not only new methods but also deeper understandings of mind—its challenges and its potential.”


MARK WILLIAMS


DPhil, emeritus professor of clinical psychology, University of Oxford







“A beautiful, science-based love letter that is destined to be not only your next go-to bedside table resource for inspiration but the next classic in the field of mindfulness.”


CASSANDRA VIETEN, PHD


president, Institute of Noetic Sciences, visiting scholar, University of California, San Diego







“I love this book! The practices outlined by Professor Shapiro have been the most helpful things in my struggles with PTSD and stress in general.”


JASON GARDNER


retired SEAL master chief







“As comprehensive and deeply human a guide as you will find to incorporating science-based mindfulness and compassion practices into your everyday life.”


RICHARD FERNANDEZ, PHD


CEO of Search Inside Yourself Leadership Institute







› For my parents, Deane and Johanna




Wherever you are is the entry point.
KABIR
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Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.





Foreword by Daniel J. Siegel, MD


author of the New York Times bestseller
Aware: The Science and Practice of Presence


If you are interested in learning simple and profound steps to achieving more clarity and calm in your life, this wise and accessible guidebook offers the science-supported ideas and practices that have been demonstrated to bring mental well-being into our lives. If you are also interested in learning how to create a more compassionate, kind, and loving way of being in this world—being more positive in your inner life and within your relationships—then here you’ll find just that: the direct, no-nonsense, research-informed ways to bring a more rewarding approach to living every day. In addition, if you take in the suggestions from our expert guide, Shauna Shapiro, PhD, you’ll also be building the focused attention and intention, the open awareness, and kind, compassionate attitude that Shapiro herself has been a major scientific contributor in demonstrating bringing health into our lives.


Research from Dr. Shapiro and a host of other dedicated researchers over the last two decades has demonstrated that the accessible mind training steps you’ll be offered in this book can bring a wide range of changes to your body and its brain. Among these research-established outcomes are reduced levels of the stress hormone, cortisol; enhanced immune and cardiovascular functions; decreases in inflammation; and optimization of an enzyme, telomerase, that maintains and repairs the important ends of your chromosomes to keep your cells, and you, healthy, and even slows down aging!


In brain studies, these practices that build attention, open awareness, and cultivate an attitude and intention of kind regard and compassion, have been shown to lead to changes in the brain’s structure. As Shapiro’s message reveals, “What you practice grows stronger” is the aphorism for the science of neuroplasticity—how the brain changes in response to experience. The neuroplastic changes emerge from a process that can be summarized as this: where attention goes, neural firing flows, and neural connection grows. This book will teach you how to focus your attention to activate networks in your brain in a specific manner that will change their structure. No kidding. How you focus your mind can change the physical structure of your brain!


What are these changes in brain function and structure that arise from the practices you are about to learn? These can be summarized with one word, “integration.” Integration here means the linking of differentiated parts. In the brain, this means, for example, how the left and right sides of the brain are more connected with the growth of the interconnecting fibers known as the corpus callosum. Integration is also revealed in the growth of the linking networks known as the prefrontal cortex and hippocampus. And, as if these important brain integrative regions were not enough, research has also demonstrated that the “connectome”—the connections among the widely separated and differentiated areas of the brain—will become more interconnected. Yes, that’s how it is said. A more “interconnected connectome” is how you’ll be achieving more integration by reading this book and trying out its simple yet powerful practices.


All of this means that you’ll literally be able to grow a more integrated brain. Why would this matter for you? Name a kind of process and its regulation, and you’ll find in the research literature that they all depend on integration. These might include emotion and mood, thought and reasoning, morality and relational behavior, empathy and compassion, and even attention and consciousness itself. These various aspects of “self-regulation” help us not only achieve more balance in life, but they are the foundation for well-being of mind and body. With simple, regular practice, we create a focused, kind, and open state of mind. With repeated practice, that powerful state can become a trait. Where attention goes, neural connection grows: what we practice grows stronger.


Shauna Shapiro has played an important role in the research on how to cultivate more empathy in medical students, how to conceptualize mindfulness in our lives, and how self-compassion plays a role in being more mindful. She has been pivotal in helping us see that the excitement about mindfulness in our culture, in education, in our clinical practice, and in our scientific research is more than just its power to sharpen our attention and hone our thinking; mindfulness also includes a kind attitude that imbues life with a loving quality that heals the heart, brings warmth to our relationships, and brings resilience into our approach to the world. Beyond this important role in science that she has played, our guide comes to mindfulness from a personal experience of medical challenges that made learning to open her awareness with kindness through extensive in-depth training a pivotal moment in her own development.


I have known Professor Shapiro for over a dozen years, teaching with her in a range of settings locally and abroad, and have seen firsthand how inspiring her offerings have been to a wide range of participants in workshops and attendees of public and professional conferences. This book is a wonderful distillation of her powerful scientific, educational, and personal journey into cultivating more well-being in our lives. Reading these pages has been a joy. I’ve learned a lot, cried and laughed, and felt fuller and freer from these wise words. I hope you will too! Welcome to a wonderful journey into bringing more kindness and love into your life, inside and out.


Daniel J. Siegel, MD


Executive Director, Mindsight Institute


Clinical Professor, UCLA School of Medicine
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A MONK’S WHISPER


What you practice grows stronger.
a British monk I met in Thailand


It is never too late to rewire your brain and transform your life. I know this is possible for you because I experienced it. The practices contained in this book offer a roadmap for strengthening the brain’s circuitry of deep calm, contentment, and clarity. Best of all, you can begin wherever you are. As the fifteenth-century Indian poet Kabir says, “Wherever you are is the entry point.”


My entry point came at my lowest moment: I was seventeen, lying in a hospital bed, a metal rod in my spine, watching my life as I knew it dissolve before my eyes.


I seemed to be living the dream in beautiful Laguna Beach, California. I’d been crowned homecoming princess, had led our volleyball team to win a state championship, and had just received early admission to Duke University to play volleyball on their NCAA volleyball team.


A few months before graduation I was sitting on the examining table in my orthopedic surgeon’s office, waiting for him to come in and do the routine checkup I’d had countless times to monitor my scoliosis. I’d had this spine curvature since birth, but it hadn’t interfered with my life. My doctor and I had forged a close relationship, and I was eager to tell him about the volleyball championship and Duke.


I vaulted off the table the moment the door opened—but the look on my doctor’s face stopped me short.


“Shauna, the X-rays show that your scoliosis has gotten worse. The bones in your spine are going to puncture your lungs unless we do something. We need to operate.”


I was stunned, whiplashed by his words. And then: a rising tide of terror.


The weeks before the surgery were an eternity in purgatory. I was haunted by the image of that large metal rod going into my spine. My mind was locked into a future of dread and despair.


When I woke after the operation, I went from purgatory to hell: I was in excruciating pain and could barely move. I realized that my life as I knew it—and my future as I had dreamt it—were gone.


Throughout months of rehabilitation, I struggled to live in a stranger’s body, and worse still, a stranger’s mind. Gone was the spunky, athletic teen. In her place was a meek, frightened little girl. Every movement was awkward and painful.


But my mind tortured me most. I lay there, feeling ever more hopeless and terrified: Will I always be in pain? I’m never going to play volleyball again. No one at college will like me. Who will ever love me? No one will be attracted to this broken body with huge, red scars.


I tried to push through it. I forced myself to think positive thoughts, but they couldn’t quell the tremendous fear and pain within. I tried distracting myself with visits from friends and by watching movies, but nothing quieted the worries raging in my head.


Then hope arrived from a place I least expected. Although my father and I shared a deep love, we were often at odds and fought about almost everything.


Our relationship changed after my surgery. I’ll never forget the day he walked into my room, eyes filled with fatherly love and concern, and handed me a book. It was a copy of Wherever You Go, There You Are by Jon Kabat-Zinn, a pioneer in the field of mindfulness.


I gasped as I read the opening paragraph: “Whatever has happened to you, it has already happened. The important question is, how are you going to handle it?”1


I read on, often through tears, as this wise book revealed a possibility that had eluded me for months: I could be happy again. My resilience, shrouded by months of fear and pain, began to waken. I felt a flicker of hope—hope that I could heal.


I read every book, article, and essay on mindfulness that I could find. The more I read and practiced, the more I began to notice small changes. Instead of dwelling on the past or obsessing about the future, I started to discover little moments of peace in the present.


These little moments—the in-between moments—began to matter: when my mom opened the window and the smell of ocean air enveloped me, when the last ray of sunlight retreated for the night. I even heard magic as my dad played his silver flute, which only a few months earlier had routinely embarrassed me in front of my friends.


As my mind settled, the pain in my body began to shift. My relationship to the sensations was different. It was no longer “my pain”; rather, it became “the pain.” And when I didn’t exacerbate things with my fears, I began to notice moments of peace. Although the pain remained, I suffered less.


My progress was gradual, sometimes almost imperceptible, but I felt each improvement acutely. Every tiny gain motivated me to keep going.


My mom still tears up when she recounts the moment, four months after surgery, when she knew I would be okay. I was home, still in a hospital bed, but my scars were healing well, and I was finally walking without help.


On a whim, I announced I was going to the beach for a swim. I shed the frumpy grey sweatsuit that had been my uniform and donned my favorite blue swimsuit. Mom watched my emaciated body gingerly navigating the shifting sands as I made my way toward the water. She remembers holding her breath as my fire-engine red scars eased into the brisk whitewash of waves.


In the moment after the water washed over my head, just before I emerged to open my eyes, I felt a spark of life flash through me. A sense of rebirth and the strength to begin again. In that moment, somehow, my mom and I both knew I was going to be okay.


That swim was the start of a metamorphosis. Even though my daily progress was still barely visible, my faith, joy, and hope were restored. I knew that despite everything that had happened, and whatever might happen, there was something inside me that was indestructible. My journey had begun.


Flash forward four years: I’m riding on a rickety motorcycle through sticky tropical heat, arms in a death grip around my friend Robyn’s waist as we careen down a winding gravel road with near-zero visibility. It is our third day in Thailand. We’re looking for a temple hidden under a waterfall.


I had met Robyn at Duke, where we were both enrolled in Dr. Craighead’s infamous 8:00 am Abnormal Psych course. I was a diligent freshman and she was a “cool” sophomore, but we were kindred spirits and formed what would become a lifelong friendship through conversations about psychology, boys, and the meaning of life.


During my final year at Duke, Robyn called me from London, where she was working. She was planning a trek to Nepal and Thailand and wanted me to join.


Join my best friend on an adventure where I could continue my study of mindfulness, in a place where it had been practiced for centuries? I shouted an enthusiastic “yes!”


Despite the sweat stinging our eyes as we zoomed down the road, Robyn somehow spotted the tiny wooden sign marking the trail to the waterfall monastery.


Swatting away bugs and hacking our way through the lush jungle in our outfits of sarongs and flip-flops wasn’t easy, but finally we saw it: the sun illuminating iridescent water cascading down a roaring waterfall. That meant the monastery lay just ahead.


We scrambled down slippery, moss-covered stone stairs. At the bottom stood a monk in saffron robes. Without a hint of surprise at our arrival, he welcomed us and invited us to meditate with him. As we tiptoed into the humble stone building, the scent of incense enveloped us. Formidable, vine-covered walls enclosed a modest altar with a small Buddha statue and a single burning candle, surrounded by an assortment of meditation cushions.


My mind raced. Omigod, this is the real thing: a real monk, a real temple, real meditation cushions! Then the meditation session began.


To this day, I can feel how my body and breath expanded the moment I closed my eyes. Time disappeared as a quilt of ease, clarity, and calm swaddled my mind. And then something astonishing happened. For the first time since my surgery nearly four years earlier, I felt complete comfort in my body. No pain. No fear. The boundaries of my body dissolved. I felt connected to everything with an absolute sense of peace.


The bell rang, signaling the end of the session. I looked over at Robyn. She held up her watch and mouthed, “It’s been an hour!” It had felt like an instant.


As I left the temple, still wrapped in bliss, the monk looked into my eyes and whispered two simple but potent words: “Keep practicing.”


One week later, on the strength of the monk’s whisper, I walked through the gates of a Thai monastery to begin my first meditation retreat. The monks didn’t speak much English, and I didn’t speak any Thai, but I knew mindfulness was about being present, and after my experience at the waterfall monastery, I felt confident and excited to begin.


The first morning, we gathered in the large meditation hall overlooking a beautiful pond filled with lotus flowers. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect setting for beginning my first retreat.


The initial instructions, given in rudimentary English, were simple and straightforward: feel the breath going in and out of my nose. I began. One breath. Two breaths. My mind wandered off. I brought it back. One breath. Darn! It wandered again.


Until now, much of my study of mindfulness had been theoretical. The real thing was proving far different from what I had imagined. I’d expected meditation to be similar to the peaceful and healing experience I’d had at the waterfall temple. Yet here I was, struggling just to keep my mind present. It was sucked into the past: If only I had ______. I wish I hadn‘t ______. Or it vaulted into the future: What if ______? How will I ever ______? What will I do when ______?


The more I tried to force my mind to be still, the more my attention darted from one thought to another. I finally understood the meaning of “monkey mind,” a term I’d often seen in mindfulness readings to describe how our mind swings from thought to thought like a monkey swinging from limb to limb. My hopes for having the “perfect” meditation retreat in this “perfect” setting came crashing down.


Given the language barrier, and the fact that it was a silent retreat, I was unable to talk to the monks about my struggles. Left to my own devices, I dove into an abyss of self-judgment: What is wrong with you? You are terrible at this. Why are you even here? You think you’re so spiritual. You’re a fake.


Worse still, I started judging everyone around me, even the monks: Why are they just sitting here? Shouldn’t they be doing something?


Fortunately, an English-speaking monk from London arrived the next day and I was granted a meeting with him. When I shared how hard I was trying, and how terribly my mindfulness practice was going, he responded with a heartfelt chuckle: “Oh, dear, you’re not practicing mindfulness. You’re practicing judgment, impatience, and frustration.”


Then he said five words that I will never forget: “What you practice grows stronger.”


This monk grasped bedrock truths about the brain that neuroscientists were just beginning to discover at the time: whatever we practice moment by moment physically alters our brain. What we practice grows stronger.


The monk went on to explain that if we practice mindfulness with judgment, we are growing judgment. If we practice with frustration, we are growing frustration. He taught me that mindfulness isn’t just about paying attention. It’s about how we pay attention.


› Mindfulness isn’t just about paying attention. It’s about how we pay attention.


True mindfulness involves an attitude of kindness and curiosity. This wise monk explained that the practice of mindfulness was like feeling the loving embrace of a dear friend, welcoming all of our experience. Even the messy, imperfect parts.


What I only glimpsed at that time—but became the focus of my research and my life’s work—is that cultivating an attitude of kindness and compassion is the “secret sauce” of mindfulness.


To be clear, this attitude of kindness isn’t about letting ourselves off the hook or papering over difficult things. Instead, it’s a way to become truly accountable for all of our emotions, thoughts, and actions. We learn to understand and heal rather than blame and shame.


In short, I now understood that how we pay attention—our attitude—was as important as our attention itself.


But there’s a third element of mindfulness I had yet to learn. Toward the end of the week, the monk pointed out that we are practicing something all the time—not just when we’re meditating, but in every moment. This means we are growing something all the time.


So, the most important question becomes: What do you want to grow? This is your intention: what you care most about—your personal values, goals, and aspirations.


› We are practicing something all the time—not just when we’re meditating, but in every moment. This means we are growing something all the time. So the most important question becomes: What do you want to grow?


Gradually, with the monk’s help, my practice shifted. I began to observe my judgmental voice, instead of believing it. I stopped trying to control my experiences, instead approaching them with curiosity, interest, and kindness. I began to relax a bit more into my experience, instead of trying to “do it right.” I realized that mindfulness practice was exactly that: it was about practice, not perfection.


As I said goodbye to the monastery and began my journey home, I felt deeply happy. Not the ephemeral happiness based on external events, but rather a deep sense of contentment arising from shifts in my internal landscape. Only later would I learn that researchers were proving in the lab what I had discovered in the monastery: External changes will not make us happier long-term, but internal changes can.


In Search of the Science—and a New Model of Mindfulness


I returned to the US determined to understand what I had experienced and share it with others. After graduating from Duke, I spent the ensuing six years studying the science behind mindfulness, focusing on the importance of incorporating intention and attitude to the practice.


Over twenty years of clinical work and scientific study, I’ve witnessed the positive effects of mindfulness and compassion practices on thousands of people—from hard-driving CEOs to stressed-out college students, from overwhelmed new mothers to women with breast cancer, from anxious young children to military veterans with PTSD to patients in palliative care.


Although the field continues to evolve with new research and insights, there are two key findings that we see again and again:


1. The practice of mindfulness works. It’s good for you. It strengthens immune function, reduces stress, improves sleep, and offers countless other benefits to you and your family, workplace, and community.


2. Having the right attitude and intention is essential. Kindness and curiosity serve as basic building blocks for meaningful and lasting change.


This second finding is often overlooked, yet it’s essential to unlocking the full power of our mindfulness practice. In my work with people from all walks of life, I have found one surprising constant: irrespective of our economic, educational, social, or personal circumstances, all of us struggle with self-judgment and self-criticism—an underlying sense of “I’m not good enough.”


Worse still, when we see our shortcomings or have made a mistake, we tend to beat ourselves up, thinking this will help us improve. But self-flagellation is entirely counterproductive. Not only does it feel awful, research shows that shame doesn’t help us learn new behaviors and change. Shame cannot work, because it shuts down the centers of the brain responsible for learning and growth.


› Shame cannot work, because it shuts down the centers of the brain responsible for learning and growth.


In contrast, the attitudes of kindness and curiosity release a cascade of chemicals that turn on the learning centers of our brain, giving us the resources we need for lasting transformation.


In 2000, my PhD advisor, professor Gary Schwartz, and I published a new paradigm for mindfulness.2 It was the first scientifically based model that explicitly included intention, attention, and attitude—the key elements of mindfulness that I’d discovered in Thailand:


1. Intention directs the compass of our heart, reflecting our deepest hopes and values.


2. Attention trains and stabilizes our mind in the present moment.


3. Attitude refers to how we pay attention—with an attitude of kindness and curiosity.


As I continued to research mindfulness, the monk’s words kept echoing in my ears: What you practice grows stronger. As we’ll explore in the next chapter, neuroscience is catching up with ancient wisdom. Discoveries about the brain’s lifelong ability to change and grow have revealed that we can, indeed, strengthen and rewire the brain through practice.


We can even rewire our brain to become happier.


Until recently, psychologists and researchers believed that our happiness levels didn’t change much over our lifetime, always returning to a baseline level no matter what happened to us. For example, research found that people who win the lottery have an initial surge in happiness, but within a year return to their baseline level. Even more surprising, people who are paralyzed for life in a devastating accident have an initial plummet in happiness, but within one year they, too, return to their baseline levels.3


This happiness setpoint theory suggested that our happiness baseline is determined primarily by heredity and personality traits ingrained early in life and that this baseline cannot be changed.


But our brains are much more plastic than we thought. Although we’re not all born equally happy, we can all become happier. Revolutionary findings in neuroscience have demonstrated that we can change our happiness setpoint. But it’s not through changing our external life. It’s through changing our internal landscape.


Although I didn’t yet understand the science behind it, I had experienced this at the monastery in Thailand. My recent experiences of happiness and peace were due to internal changes in my ways of perceiving, experiencing, and relating to life, not to any external changes that had occurred.


The take-home: External changes (such as winning the lottery) won’t shift our baseline happiness, but internal changes can. “Happiness can be trained because the very structure of our brain can be modified,” says neuroscientist Richard Davidson.4


Training Your Brain for Happiness


Training your brain for happiness is the aim of this book.


In the chapters to come, we’ll be weaving together ancient wisdom and scientific research to formulate the most potent practices for living a happy, meaningful life. You’ll learn how to use mindfulness coupled with compassion not only for peace of mind in challenging times, but to add more depth and joy to everyday life.


This book will give you the keys to learning and growing in ways you may not have dared to hope. In my case, these practices led to a new perspective on life. I came to understand that my scoliosis and surgery, which I’d thought had shattered my dreams, had actually led me to a more enduring happiness than I’d ever known.


You will learn practices in each chapter that will help you in every aspect of your life—in your family, your relationships, your work, your health, and your pursuit of happiness.


Individually, these practices will help you sculpt neuropathways of clarity and kindness. Collectively, they will help us live in a more connected, compassionate world.


Perhaps best of all, you don’t have to wait to begin. As Jon Kabat-Zinn reminded me in my darkest hour, we can start to practice right here, right now.





PRACTICE Intention Practice



It is essential to begin this book with an understanding of why you are reading it. What are you hoping for? This is where the power of intention comes in. Our intention sets the stage for what is possible, helping us stay connected with our personal blueprint for what we value most in life.


What are you hoping for? On some deep level, you already know the answer to this question. This practice provides you with a space to let this knowledge rise to the surface so you can bring it with you as you read the chapters that follow and apply the practices to your life.


Begin by sitting quietly and allow your attention to rest on the natural flow of the breath rising and falling in the body. Feel yourself grounded and present. Invite in an intention for this journey.


Ask yourself: What truly motivates me at this time? What do I care about? In what direction do I want to set the compass of my heart?


For example: “May I find greater happiness.” “May I become a more compassionate and wiser parent.” “May I feel at peace in my life.”


Tip: Don’t make this a mental activity where you are striving to choose the “right” or most “perfect” intention. Simply listen, feel, and open yourself to whatever arises. Stay curious and kind.


When you are ready, allow your eyes to open, and write down your intention. If no clear intention came to you, simply set an intention to keep listening with kindness and curiosity.


I suggest you keep a journal (on paper or electronic) for this inner exploration and for the practices in later chapters.





GOLD NUGGET Instead of a dry, textbookish summary, we will end each chapter with a Gold Nugget—the key teaching to take with you. According to Nobel prize–winning psychologist Daniel Kahneman, the “peak-end rule” teaches us that we remember the peak and the end of an experience. That’s why I suggest reflecting on the “peaks” of the chapter, and choosing one peak most memorable to you to write down at the “end” of each chapter, to help reinforce the highlights and encode them in your long-term memory.


So please take a moment now and reflect on the key teachings in this chapter. Some Gold Nuggets might include:


•   What you practice grows stronger


•   Practice, not perfect


•   Kindness matters


•   Happiness is based on internal, not external factors


Once you’ve reflected on the highlights of this chapter, choose one Gold Nugget that speaks strongly to you and write it in your journal. By the end of the book, you will have collected eleven Gold Nuggets to bring with you into your life.
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