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PART ONE:
THE WORLD WE LIVE IN NOW


HOW TO AVOID A NEAR-LIFE EXPERIENCE

We sometimes hear about near-death experiences from the news or even from someone we know and trust. These mysterious and powerful experiences usually involve a person being pronounced clinically dead for a few minutes but who is then brought back to life. It is fascinating, and for many of us reassuring to hear of the uncannily similar experiences of those who have gone through the beginning stages of dying and then returned to tell us that what they experienced was not pain or terror, but a sense of great peace and unconditional love. Many have an out of body experience, even observing a medical team performing resuscitation efforts on their lifeless body. Many describe a tunnel through which they move toward a powerful, clear, and beautiful light. Many claim to receive a rapid life review, the life-flashing-before-your-eyes event, while others even report receiving knowledge about the nature of life and the universe itself. Quite often, a powerful catharsis like these near-death experiences will cause a drastic readjustment in the person’s life trajectory; he or she can be essentially reborn and will start a new life. In cases such as these, it seems that the closer to death we come, the more committed we are in choosing to live a fuller life after receiving a second chance.

What this book begins with is not extraordinary stories of near-death experiences, but a much more common phenomenon I call a near-life experience. This is when a person comes to the end of his life and looks back with abject regret from the recognition that his life could have been so much more, and with haunting realizations such as, I could have, but didn’t … or Why didn’t I say I love you when I had the chance? A near-life experience is to know that you had the opportunity for a rich and meaningful life but missed it because you instead chose, or resigned yourself to, something far less. A near-life experience could be the saddest tragedy of all because it is an avoidable one, because it is a result of our own choices.

This book is to help you determine if you are truly happy and, if not, to give you some tools to empower you to remove the obstacles that keep you from happiness. It will challenge you to understand how you define happiness and what it means to be a human being in a modern world. For a life truly and fully lived, you must be willing to let go of things that no longer serve you, and embrace new actions that empower you in the deepest possible ways. A journey like this begins with looking into the mirror and studying yourself—not meekly, but with the excitement of an archaeologist making a discovery—and learning to look outside your own box of social conditioning. This isn’t easy, partly because most of us are so incredibly busy working long hours to get ahead, get out of debt, or just to stay afloat, or are exhausted from raising children, going to school, or putting our kids through school. And it is also challenging because we have to overcome our presets, the social programming that triggers behavior that is sometimes exactly the opposite of what we need or even want.

This book is going to illuminate the two most significant trends that are impacting your life, and then introduce you to the three most important actions you can take to look at your world with fresh eyes, overcome your negative presets, and propel yourself into a new and more meaningful experience of living.

While we have been busy with our hyperscheduled lives, we have quietly arrived at the threshold of a new era, the beginning of a new cultural paradigm unlike anything we have ever known. Yet too many of us haven’t yet realized that we live in a very different world than we did twenty years ago, and we are so distracted that we have become unaware of what we are feeling and why we are feeling it.

There are two extreme trends occurring now that are massively impacting our society and causing tectonic changes in our culture.


Trend 1: Technology is exploding exponentially.

Trend 2: We are becoming less happy.



Technology has begun to distract and overwhelm us while many of us find ourselves suffering from a strange malnutrition, a malnourished emotional state. This is because technology has expanded at such a rate that nearly every aspect of our world has been affected—our economy, medical industry, manufacturing, military, and education, and especially how we interrelate with each other—and technological growth is now happening so fast that we live in an ever-changing environment, which allows us to become masters of nothing. Yet with the exponential growth of information technology, there has been no corresponding expansion of personal happiness. Instead we find our society depressed, anxious, sleep deprived, and overmedicated.

Although the technology revolution has been surging for some time, it has gone largely unnoticed beyond the excitement of upgraded smartphones, social networking, iPads, and dazzling special effects in films and video gaming. But currently, because the exponential growth curve* has become steeper, almost doubling every year, things are moving faster and faster. (Remember that Facebook did not exist eight years ago.) Now the media is beginning to notice that our over infatuation with social media is concurrent with our slipping into an isolated lifestyle and has begun reporting it, but it is far from headline news.

* Explanation of exponential growth: If I gave you a dollar every day for thirty days, at the end of the month you would have collected thirty dollars from me. This is an example of linear growth. But with exponential growth, if I would give you one dollar on the first day, the next day it would double, so I would give you two dollars; on the next day four, then eight, and so on. At the end of the month, you would collect over one billion dollars. According to some preeminent futurists, technological advances are growing so fast, they have nearly reached this point of doubling every year.

We are starting to become aware of something happening all around us but are barely processing it. Perhaps because we are so attached to what used to be, our minds cannot see what is in front of us. Like the Aztecs, who, according to legend, couldn’t recognize the European ships carrying the conquistadors, we do not seem to fathom how our own world has changed. Socially, in our attempt to be more connected, we have actually, in mass, taken two steps back by choosing to abandon personal conversations in preference for impersonal communication via text. We have quickly transformed into a distracted society focused on entertainment dispensed from flat screens. In our everyday lives the Information Age has really manifested as the Entertainment Age, and it appears that we are already having trouble deciphering the difference between life and entertainment. Yet with all this, many of us are not informed of just how vast the coming changes are. Here are two examples of extraordinary developments that experts predict are coming our way within twenty years.

Many scientists believe that increasing the average human life span to 150 years is well within reach in the near future, with most of those years being vital and productive. Some even assert that we will be able to reverse aging and that a 150-year lifespan is a conservative projection.1

And while you ponder the ramifications of an additional fifty or so years of healthy living, both personally and for society, consider the following …

Artificial intelligence (AI) experts predict that by around 2030 the common computer will not only surpass human level intelligence, but will become self-aware, meaning that it will develop human-like consciousness.2

These are not predictions from the basements of science fiction and comic book enthusiasts, but from many of the preeminent scientists in the fields of longevity and AI.

But once again, what we are not having, tragically, is exponential growth of happiness. In fact, there is a lot of talk about the nature of happiness lately because it is becoming increasingly elusive. Despite all of the wondrous marvels that have entered our lives, statistics show that we are far less happy than we were twenty years ago. It could be said that we are witnessing an emotional collapse of industrialized society. From New York to London to Beijing, in the richest societies of the world, we find ourselves depressed, anxious, and sleep deprived, with few solutions being offered other than medicating the symptoms. The overcomplexity and ever-changing environment we find ourselves in cause anxiety and confusion, and a person continually confronted with massive change may withdraw into a more insular life in order to cope. We never planned to settle for a life of merely coping, yet we seem to have accepted it as inevitable, so we swallow our pills, becoming a society that now medicates our emotions, believing there are no other alternatives. This could be the cause of the alarming increase in suicides. Doctor Ian Rockett, professor in the West Virginia University School of Public Health, led a 2012 study that claims the suicide rate has increased fifteen percent in the last ten years and is now the leading cause of injury death in America—ahead of motor vehicle accidents.

Other statistics reveal that we are turning to pharmaceuticals in mass and have become a medicated society of unprecedented proportions. For example, one in four women in the United States takes antidepressants and/or antianxiety medication3, with the men not far behind. And for sleep? About one in four adults takes medication every night, and these numbers are growing alarmingly fast. Taking medications is sometimes appropriate and doesn’t mean someone is wrong for doing so, but what it often means is one has gone to a doctor and essentially said, “I am unhappy, I have run out of options, and I don’t know what else to do.”

Now, when we use the word happiness, what do we mean exactly? From my experience working with tens of thousands of students, most people have only a partial or vague notion of what brings them happiness, and they usually confuse it with pleasure, material wealth, and power. In this book, when I use the term happiness, I do not mean pleasure based on external circumstances, such as the perfect house, an exciting romance, or a glamorous holiday. We know now that happiness is not predicated primarily on external circumstances. There are poor people who are the most joyful you will ever meet, and there are people who are rich and famous yet are absolutely miserable. What I’m talking about is a meaningful life. I find that when people feel like they have meaning in their lives, they define themselves as happy. They want to get up in the morning and have something to live for that is larger than they are. Meaning brings fulfillment. I personally define happiness as the daily experience of a meaningful life.

So, we have an explosion of technology that is growing exponentially, yet simultaneously we have a decline in happiness in our culture. I believe these two trends are connected. I believe there is no app for happiness, that there is no software for a meaningful life, and that at the deepest levels of human fulfillment, we grossly overestimate what technology can do for us. For example, we all have smartphones now that perform tasks we wouldn’t have dreamed possible twenty years ago, and we say they have improved our ability to communicate. We communicate constantly, this is true, but has your smartphone improved the quality of communication with your loved ones? Has your smartphone improved your relationships? Do you have more fulfilling conversations with your family on your smartphone?

To be clear, I am not anti technology; I do not live off the grid in a hay-bale house and grow all of my own food. On the contrary, I use a laptop, I use the Internet, I love my GPS, and I am grateful to have them. I am even an advocate of self-driving cars.4 I am also in awe that millions of people who cannot afford to go to school can now access free education online from sources such as the Khan Academy5 or University of the People.6 And I am excited to know that in the near future, if a man discovers that he has heart disease, biomedicine will be able to grow him a new heart from his own cells to replace his sick one. This is all excellent use of new technology.

But will biomedicine repair a broken heart? Our basic emotional needs have not changed. There is even work being done to create human organs with 3D printers,7 so perhaps we will one day be writing songs with lyrics like, “She broke my heart, so I printed a new one.”

This is the key point: One problem can be fixed with science, and the other cannot. Technology will repair the blood pump but not a broken heart. A GPS will help us find our way through the city, but it will not help us find our way through our relationships. Biomedicine will add more years to our life, but will that mean an additional decade of anxiety and sleep deprivation?

Do you really believe—in your heart of hearts—that your chief personal problems with happiness, relationships, intimacy, or depression will be solved with better technology? Are you just waiting for the right app to come along?

What everyone wants is to be happy, fulfilled, connected to others, and brimming with purpose—and for this, I believe that technology is close to irrelevant. But we must be careful not to confuse a virtual world for an actual, vital world. Does an infant need a virtual mother? Does a drowning man need a virtual life preserver? Will a starving woman be fed with virtual food? No, of course not. So then why would a virtual friendship suffice? The answer is, it will not.

This extraordinary technological revolution as well as these unstable economic times challenge us to look at ourselves and determine how we now define happiness and what we believe we need to do, or stop doing, in order to experience it.

The answer to all this is accelerating our personal transformation. This means that instead of waiting for life to teach us lessons via a series of random, devastating, or traumatic events, (posttraumatic growth), we instead take intentional action that accelerates our evolution so that we become wiser faster. I believe we must move from the Entertainment Age to the Age of Wisdom. As a teacher of personal transformation, what I want to focus on with you is what we can do about it on a very personal basis, to decide, as philosopher and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl once said, to “live as if you were living a second time, and as though you had acted wrongly the first time.”8

This book reveals an internal human technology capable of empowering the most meaningful areas of your life and leading you to deeper levels of happiness. You have all the apps you need in your mind, body, and emotional center. But you need to upload this knowledge and begin using it.

________________

1 “Living to 100 and Beyond.” New York Times August 27, 2011

2 Transcendent Man – 2009 documentary film by American filmmaker Barry Ptolemy

3 From Medco Health Solutions report, Nov. 2011

4 “Hands on the future: Transparent armor and a fully autonomous car” by Jason Hiner for Between the Lines, March 6, 2013

5 The Khan Academy is a non-profit educational website created in 2006 by American educator Salman Khan, a graduate of MIT and Harvard Business School.

6 University of the People (UoPeople) is a non-profit, tuition-free, unaccredited online academic institution founded by entrepreneur Shai Reshef

7 Anthony Atala is the director of the Wake Forest Institute for Regenerative Medicine, where his work focuses on growing and regenerating tissues and organs. His team engineered the first lab-grown organ to be implanted into a human—a bladder—and is developing experimental fabrication technology that can “print” human tissue on demand. – from TED.com

8 Man’s Search for Meaning (1946) is a book by Viktor E. Frankl.


THE NEW CAMBRIAN EXPLOSION


The Exponential Growth and Impact of Information Technology



About 580 million years ago, most organisms were composed of single cells. Over the following seventy or eighty million years (relatively short span in Earth history) the rate of evolution suddenly accelerated and began to resemble the plant and animal life of today. This event is called the Cambrian Explosion. Not unlike this ancient Cambrian Explosion, the industrialized world of today is experiencing what could be called the New Cambrian Explosion. A common example is that it took mankind 50,000 years before the first telephone was invented in the mid 1870s. It took only about 100 years, until 1983, for the mobile phone to become commercially available. Then as the exponential curve spiked, from 1990 to 2011, worldwide mobile phone subscriptions grew from 12.4 million to over 5.6 billion, reaching into the developing nations and the bottom of the economic pyramid. As of 2011, about seventy percent of the world’s population use mobile phones. Yet even with this significant acceptance of technology as a way of life, many of us have no idea how incredibly different things are with respect to biotechnology, computing, and robotics—even compared to twenty years ago.

Not unlike the Cambrian Explosion, when growth and development of organic life suddenly accelerated into living organisms in a relatively short period of time, information technology is accelerating exponentially and in the next twenty to thirty years will dramatically change much of our daily life.

Here are a few more examples of recent radical breakthroughs.

•   Iris-scanning technology can now capture and identify your iris from thirty feet away even if you are running and wearing a mask and sunglasses. This is today, and it is likely that iris-scanning identification will replace our credit cards, passports, drivers licenses, pin codes, passwords, etc., within a decade.9

•   Biotech scientists have already begun growing custom-made internal organs, beginning with the human bladder, in order to replace failing organs in patients.

•   Google already has successfully developed a fully autonomous vehicle, a self-driving car that has traveled throughout the United States. Nissan’s prototype will drop you off at a store and find its own parking space. Fully autonomous vehicles, or self-driving cars, are expected to be commercially available from several companies by around 2020. As of the publishing of this book, three states in the United States have already signed bills allowing self-driving cars on the streets, bringing this new technology into reality.

•   Honda has demonstrated to the world a humanoid robot that can run, walk backwards, and pour a glass of orange juice with the purpose of, among other applications, creating helpers for the elderly and physically challenged.

•   But most astonishingly, as mentioned earlier, many of the world’s top thinkers predict that the common laptop computer will be self-aware by around 2030. This isn’t just a guess by homebound tech enthusiasts but by esteemed experts in the field of AI, who are predicting this with near certainty. That means your computer will have a mind similar to a human’s. This will not just mean the ability to do arithmetic very quickly (it already does that now) but empowered with creative thought. It will have emotional intelligence and the capability of making ethical decisions. It will have creative capacities and skills such as writing books, designing, or making intelligent conversation. It will even have a sense of humor. And then as it continues to grow more intelligent, by 2035 or so, it will greatly surpass our intelligence.

To quote futurist and inventor Ray Kurzweil,


“Technological change is exponential, contrary to the common-sense, intuitive, linear view. So, we won’t experience 100 years of progress in the 21st century, it will be more like 20,000 years of progress (at today’s rate).”



I am convinced that the many facets of this New Cambrian Explosion will help us in many positive and profound ways. For example, our physical health will be enhanced, and our life span extended. Already, blood cell-sized submarines called nanobots are being tested. These will be used, among other tasks, to destroy tumors, unblock clots, and perform surgeries.

We will see the eradication of genetic diseases that cause great suffering, and we will benefit from the eventual repair or replacement of nonfunctioning ears and eyes, and even in helping those with spinal damage to regain control of their limbs.

The New Cambrian Explosion will be positive as self-driving cars10 could eventually bring about the end of the annual massacre of over 40,000 people in the United States alone, as well as preventing 1.5 million injuries yearly. Our reliance on automobiles is, in my view, the deadliest human tragedy in the United States—an absurdly archaic system that careens forward daily without opposition.

And the New Cambrian Explosion will bring forth the improvement of the environment on several levels through increased production of food simultaneously with a decrease in the use of pesticides and petroleum fertilizers, and utilization of new, clean, and affordable energy. Solving the energy problem will be an immeasurably important development as it is, in my opinion, the industrial world’s number two apex problem (number one is ethics). Clean and affordable energy will be the golden key to ending several global crises. It means that we will be able to convert seawater into fresh water, ending the world’s water shortage. Clean and affordable energy will lead to massive reduction in the pollution of our biosphere and could, if implemented in time, help reduce the effects of global warming.

But the negatives of this Cambrian phenomenon are also potentially immense and likely to create new and unintended consequences as well, and this is because human ethics and compassion are not having a Cambrian explosion—not even a Cambrian sputter. It doesn’t matter what we invent in the twenty-first century if our utilization of those inventions is based on primeval motivations. For every scientific breakthrough that can heal people or the planet itself, there are plenty of unethical people, people who are in complete disassociation with their conscience, who will take those innovations and use them for selfish intentions regardless of potential or direct harm to others. As Viktor Frankl so astutely proclaimed, “Since Auschwitz we know what man is capable of. And since Hiroshima we know what is at stake.”

Here is a recent example: Despite the amazing developments in science, as you know, in 2008 the world economy collapsed. The collapse was not caused by a software glitch or problem that better technology could have solved, and it was not caused by stupid people; it was caused by people with high IQs and Ivy League educations—but who lacked ethics. (There is no app for ethics either.) We have enough technology to create a near-utopian world right now, but one thing stands in our way: ourselves. We still don’t seem to know how to behave with kindness and cooperation for the good of all.

What kind of society are we? Conquering territories—power struggles—human exploitation … We live in an age in which we claim that we are more connected than we ever have been, but there are still human beings who capture, enslave, and smuggle children across borders to be sold as sex slaves. And the nations where these child sex slaves are smuggled into are the nations that commonly refer to themselves First World nations, the great centers of civilization.

No matter how advanced our technology becomes, we still function from the most primitive part of us, the reptilian brain. The thought process goes something like this: An early human ancestor would spot an unidentified object, and his reptilian brain would rapidly evaluate the object with a few simple survival questions.

1. Should I run from it or kill it?

If deemed safe, then further investigation is in order.

2. Can I eat it?

3. Can I mate with it?

Once the brain developed further, we began to determine if an object had other potential uses and added a fourth question.

4. Can I use it as a tool to kill?

And later, in more modern times, a fifth question:

5. Can I make money with it?

And only through evolved self-awareness does a human begin to consider if an object has purposes such as healing or benefiting humanity in general.

Going back to the reptilian mind’s first three questions, consider these contemporary examples of the reptilian mind at work in the Information Age.

Question: What entity financed the development of the Internet?

Answer: The United States Defense Department. (Can I use it as a tool to kill?)

Question: What is the biggest money making business on the Internet?

Answer: Pornography. (Can I mate with it?)

Question: The current robotic revolution is being financed primarily by what entity?

Answer: Again, the United States Defense Department. (Can I kill with it?)

And Pleasure Bots, robots for sexual relations, are already fully in development in the private sector.

No matter how sophisticated one makes a machine, the inventor cannot determine the ultimate outcome of his or her invention. Though an intention may be altruistic, the intention may ultimately be irrelevant to the outcome. Just consider Brazilian aviation inventor, Alberto Santos-Dumont.

Santos-Dumont lived in Paris in the late 1800s and early 1900s and was able to finance his inventions from his inherited fortune. He was known for his innovative genius, but also for his generosity and kindness. Santos won a prestigious award and world notoriety for developing the preeminent bicycle-propelled balloon. Sometimes he would take a ride in his balloon, gliding along Paris boulevards at rooftop level, and land in front of Maxim’s to have lunch. Later, he designed, built, and flew the first powered airplane in Europe. His first public flight was in Paris in 1906. Santos believed that the airplane would be a significant aid to advancing civilization. He didn’t care about patenting his invention; in fact, he published the plans to his monoplane in 1910 in the Popular Mechanics magazine, which affirmed that his design was better than any other aircraft that had been built to date. Santos was so enthusiastic about aviation that he boldly and generously released the drawings of his plane for free in major newspapers in cities across the globe, (what we today call open sourcing) hoping that he could help launch a new prosperous era for mankind with aviation. That was his intention. But as soon as his plans reached the hands of the leading nations, they began to utilize his invention to create aerial war machines. World War I was the first war to use airplanes as weapons. This was so heartbreaking to Santos that it was one of the main causes that led to his suicide.

Albert Einstein lamented about his own contribution to the creation of the atomic bomb as is indicated in this sobering quote: “The release of atom power has changed everything except our way of thinking … the solution to this problem lies in the heart of mankind. If only I had known, I should have become a watchmaker.”

The entire collapse of the world economy in 2008 was rooted in bad behavior, not bad technology. So why would we expect technology to solve the fundamental problems with human life if the problems are caused by lack of compassion or ethics? What technology will solve this? Even hyperrational scientists, futurists, and inventors succumb to the most irrational of feelings, compulsions, depression, sleep disorders, and resentment. I have met many people with impressive intellects and careers who are also admittedly addicted to antidepressants, sleep aids, and blood pressure medications because they have not learned the basic principles of happiness and health.

So, even though I am a hopeful supporter of the Information Age and an admirer of the many genius technophilanthropists who are working tirelessly to solve the world’s crises, I do not believe that the Information Age, with all of its gifts and good intentions, will save us from our core issues, the fundamental human problems that encage us. It has become glaringly obvious that to transform and heal the world collectively, we must transform and heal ourselves individually.

________________

9 Jeff Carter – from TEDx Kansas City August 2012

10 “Green Light For Google’s Driverless Car As It Receives First Autonomous License” by Peter Murray
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