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INTRODUCTION


Do you feel stuck in a rut in life? Are you looking to experience powerful and lasting positive change? Do you want to embrace meditation, mindfulness, and self-reflection, but have trouble integrating them into your daily life? If so, The Boundless Life Challenge is for you. I designed this ninety-day challenge to change your perspective, encourage healthy behaviors, and open up new possibilities for self-exploration.

What is “boundless living,” anyway? It’s finding everyday ways to feel content. It’s spending time outdoors. It includes meditating and practicing introspection. It helps you figure out which of your habits are working for you and which habits you need to leave behind. It’s a life in which you streamline your work, getting things done in a more efficient manner. You will put aside time wasters and dedicate yourself more fervently to your true purpose. Boundless living means finding the wellspring of joy and spontaneity in your heart of hearts. By the end of the ninety days, you will have a more positive outlook, practice gratitude regularly, be more physically fit, and expand your horizons in ways that make you happy. The benefits of this challenge will extend far beyond the ninety days and into the months and years ahead.

Why a ninety-day challenge? First, it gives you enough time to truly reflect and decide what areas of your life to improve. Yet, it’s not so long that it feels interminable. Second, you’ll have a goal that’s not too far in the future (three months goes by quickly!) and daily motivation to help you reach that goal. Third, ninety days is a perfect amount of time to build lasting habits that you can carry with you after the time frame of this challenge.

The challenge is based on the idea that your mental landscape affects your outer lifestyle and vice versa. In other words, you have to have your inner house in order to make your outward-facing life go smoothly. That’s why this challenge works simultaneously on your attitudes and affections as well as on the well-being of the body. The body and the mind are not two separate things but are part of one whole: the boundless life harmonizes mind and body, getting all parts of life synchronized and working together. To encourage that harmony, the four parts of the challenge are practicing gratitude, getting exercise and eating a healthy diet, engaging in meditative practices, and trying new things.

Remember that this life belongs to you: this is your world, and this is your time. Each and every hour of each and every day is precious, so make it count! To find happiness, we have to stop waiting around for better timing or better conditions. We have to stop thinking that things will be better when this or that happens. We alone are the guardians of our own fates. We make the lives that we want. As we learn to be more kind to ourselves, the whole world changes. The inner revolution brings the outer revolution. Self-love becomes the foundation for a renewed life.

What do you have to lose? Go forward full speed ahead, from day one. And that first day can be any time you like. It can be today, at the beginning of the month, or on a day with personal significance like a birthday or the anniversary of an important life event. Above all, begin!
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PART 1


STRATEGIES FOR BOUNDLESS LIVING

Those of us who are working for a boundless life have to learn to focus on the things that we can control, trusting that doing our own part will be enough and more than enough to take us to the place where we want to go. That place is one where we no longer have to live each day in fear, doubt, and worry. It is a place where we can give free expression to our ideas, where we can try on different lifestyles and personas without fear. A boundless life is a life in which we can choose our own destinies. We have the power to make our own fate, our own luck, our own way through the world.

This part will explain the specifics of the Boundless Life Challenge, then give you tips to set yourself up for success.





UNDERSTANDING THE BOUNDLESS LIFE CHALLENGE


The boundless life begins within your inner space, where pure possibility lies. When you live as your true self, you can envision a new life and then begin to fulfill your higher purpose.

The strategies for this challenge rely on an inner shift, going from believing that you have no control over your life to recognizing that you have resources at your disposal to make the changes that you seek. You go from believing in blind forces of chance to seeing that you really can control your own destiny. Where you had formerly engaged in self-destructive patterns of thinking, feeling, and action, you now begin to pursue positive thoughts and positive action steps. You calm the tumultuous inner life of thoughts and worries and seek the inner guide through silent reflection. You will find a new clarity and purpose, a desire for a peaceful and meaningful existence. You learn to take charge of that which you can control and let go of the rest. You accept responsibility for your life, and this sense of ownership brings new empowerment.

The four elements of the challenge all depend on one another:

1. Practicing positive thinking and meditative exercises for an hour total each day (you can break it up into smaller chunks of time if you prefer).

2. Incorporating gratitude into your daily life.

3. Engaging in healthy physical habits, like eating a nutritious diet and getting an hour of exercise every day.

4. Finding ways to have fun and expand your horizons, like trying new things.

The ninety entries in Part 2 will help you focus on these four goals in various ways. For example, on any given day, you might:

1. Identify self-limiting beliefs that have been holding you back.

2. Write down five things you’re grateful for.

3. Get your physical activity outside, doing whatever activities appeal to you.

4. Foster your imagination in a fun way, like daydreaming or drawing.

As you go through this challenge, try to do one of the exercises in Part 2 every day, which will help you reach one hour of daily meditation or reflection. You might have time in the morning and in the evening, or sneak one into your lunch break. Abandon all thoughts that you are doing it wrong or that it isn’t working. Your job is to simply do the exercises, not to police or judge yourself. Make sure to follow the prompts or nudges that you receive, but don’t keep score in terms of the results that you see materializing. Again, your job is to simply do the inner and outer work; let the outcomes fall where they may.

Before you begin the challenge, take a few minutes to write yourself a letter, spelling out exactly why you feel that you need to make a change in your life. Be completely honest with yourself. Maybe you are feeling bored or depressed or tired all the time. Maybe you want to recover some of the happiness that you had during a special time in your life. Write yourself at least a page, or maybe three or four, explaining exactly why this challenge is important at this time in your life.

When you’re done, tuck the letter away in a secure location; you are the only person who needs to know that it exists. If you ever feel unmotivated, read the letter to yourself. You will find the encouragement that you need in your own words, recorded by your own hand.

Take It One Day at a Time

Yes, this is a ninety-day challenge, but it is also a one-day-at-a-time challenge. If something sounds difficult, just commit to trying it for one day. You can do anything for one day, right? Then worry about the next day.

If you make a mistake, it is not the end of the world. Just try; try again. None of my suggestions should be taken as written in stone: take this book and adapt it to your own situation. (Just try not to modify it so much that you are no longer really doing the challenge.)

Remember also that diet, exercise, and meditation work in concert with one another. As you get better at one area of the challenge, you will find that the others get easier as well. As your habits get stronger week after week, you will find that it becomes second nature to practice some of these suggestions. There will be good days and bad days, but sticking with the challenge will get easier over time.

Dedicating Your Efforts

To spur yourself to complete this challenge with greater intensity, you might wish to dedicate your efforts to a person or cause that you find important. Maybe you would like to honor a departed loved one who supported you along the way. Perhaps you could dedicate your efforts to a teacher or mentor who means a lot to you. Or maybe you could pick a favorite charity and donate a dollar a day to that cause.

You might also consider posting to social media that you are completing the Boundless Life Challenge in honor of that person or cause. This sense of a larger purpose will help you to find your motivation when the going gets tough, as you will know that the challenge is not just about you. We are all part of one big, interconnected world. What we do in our own lives ripples outward to affect everyone around us. When we find our own inspiration, we become an inspiration for others.

Working in a Group

Some people might like to complete this challenge with a friend. You could invite someone you know or form a virtual group online. Just make sure to set a few ground rules. Keep the conversation uplifting and encouraging. Set specific goals and report back. If you mention a difficulty that you are having, you must be open to the suggestions for improvement that the group members have. See Appendix A for a complete guide to working on the challenge in groups.

Diving In

The rest of this part will help you meet the Boundless Life Challenge by giving you a toolbox of strategies that help you reframe your life in a more open-minded, positive way. For example, you’ll learn how to:

• Overcome learned helplessness—start rejecting the idea that you can’t change your life.

    • Trust that little voice inside you—many of us find that voice drowned out by the world around us . . . it’s time to begin listening again.

• Make gratitude an inherent part of your life—saying thanks for things big and small in your life completely transforms how you think about your place in the world.

    • Envision your future—it’s easy to become mired in your day-to-day responsibilities . . . but try to keep your mind open to all the possibilities out there.

    • Push past the boundaries that your ego sets for you—your ego wants to maintain the status quo . . . don’t let it.

• Recognize and harness your personal power—take control of your life using the exercises in Part 2.

These strategies will give you a boost when you’re feeling a little down, serve as a guide when you’re feeling lost, and empower you when you feel helpless. Feel free to refer back to them as needed as you work through the ninety days of the challenge and beyond.


OVERCOMING LEARNED HELPLESSNESS


The psychologist Martin E.P. Seligman pioneered some of the early work on learned helplessness. In one study that he describes in his book Learned Optimism, Seligman proved that helplessness could be taught to dogs via an experiment with shocks. Subsequent similar experiments performed on human beings proved that we, too, can learn helplessness. Outside the laboratory, a student who performs poorly in school for a few years may begin to generalize that experience and conclude that he or she is simply stupid. This person may take what amounts to something incidental and relatively minor and take it to be a defining and pervasive feature. Or suppose someone constantly tries crash diets, and they don’t work. That person might say, “I just can never lose weight,” rather than asking whether that particular approach was wrong.

In teaching philosophy classes, especially formal logic but really any philosophy class, I teach my students to be on the lookout for words like always and never, for black-and-white statements that admit of no exceptions. It is easy to spot bad arguments, because they are prone to sweeping generalizations. Children make this sort of argument. I never get to go to the movies: it’s not fair. He always gets to go first: no fair! Funny how we spot this sort of thinking in children but not in adults. We say things to ourselves like I’ve always been broke, and I’ll always be broke or I’ve never been able to lose any weight. Sound thinking would demand more nuance, but we normally let ourselves off the hook pretty easily, failing to call ourselves on our own nonsense.

The always and never statements rob us of self-efficacy, labeling as permanent what is merely long-lasting. In this way, we get off the hook for not putting in the effort to overcome the inertia of past habit. We have to shift from thinking that something is impossible to thinking that it is merely difficult. The path of action, even floundering action, will almost always be better than simply accepting an uncomfortable fate. The inexpert, faltering action at least has the merit of being an occasion for sharpening skills and gaining insight, while the person who fatalistically decides to do nothing has almost no chance at finding positive change.

A certain amount of pain and difficulty comes along with seeking a better life. You may fear falling flat on your face. You may feel ridiculous turning over a new leaf. Going into the gym or the art studio for the first time may make you feel awkward or self-conscious. It may seem as though all eyes are on you. Of course, this is just another illusion of the ego, but it feels real enough to be scary. Fear is the threshold that you must cross on the way to a new life. It is the companion on your way to claiming your own power.

In truth, you have always been very powerful, but certain negative ways of thinking held you back. You felt like you had to take care of everyone else but yourself, like you had to hold back on your gifts and talents so that you wouldn’t stand out. The payoff for a belief in helplessness is a feeling of exemption from self-exertion. As long as you think that you don’t have any power, it is not your fault if things aren’t going well. The boredom, the sadness, the anxiety are simply default realities, the dull wallpaper of a tedious existence.

Yes, there is a pain in change, but there is also a pain in remaining the same. You get to decide what sort of person you want to be, whether to stay in your less-than-satisfying existence or move into something new. The good, exciting pain leads into a more abundant and fulfilling life, while the bad pain of stasis leads only to more of the same. In choosing to embrace this challenge, you have already affirmed that you believe that you are not helpless. You claim your own power to make changes in your life, to live the life of your dreams rather than passively going along with your previous reality.


TRUSTING YOUR INNER GUIDE


The Indian saint Sri Ramakrishna spoke of something called the antaryamin, the inner Guide or supreme Self, that, once contacted, would guide the spiritual aspirant toward the ultimate liberation in a swift and sure-footed manner. In ancient Greece, Socrates spoke of something similar—his divine sign, sometimes called a mantic sign—a kind of inner voice or feeling that restrained him when he was about to do something wrong. Some of us speak of something called the voice of conscience or, for the more rationally minded, the voice of reason. Others call it an intuition or hunch.

No matter what we call them, we all get these gut feelings on occasion. Unfortunately, sometimes we are too alienated from it, or we simply fail to heed its message. It’s actually pretty easy to lose touch with your inner guide. The most common obstacle is simply the noise of civilization, the hundreds of web posts and podcasts, billboards and jingles that intrude upon your consciousness every day. Then there is the sheer pace of everyday life, which conspires against reflective awareness. We all have to make so many decisions so quickly that we don’t have time to get in touch with the divine Self within. This harried way of life comes at the expense of peace and tranquility, and we often miss the valuable guidance that we can find by looking inside ourselves.

When we don’t check in with the inner guide, we make inauthentic choices—choices that may not exactly be morally wrong in a universal sense but still conflict with our values. Failing to listen to this guide keeps us from living the sort of life that we want in our heart of hearts. When we deliberately attend to the inner guide, we receive hundreds of small nudges throughout the day, little choices that just feel right. These many small choices do not seem profound, but over time they result in taking us to a different place in life.


How to Hear Your Inner Guide


To get in touch with this guide, we have to cultivate interior silence, clearing away all of the mental clutter that makes it hard to hear the inward guidance. Here are two simple ways to do that:

• Take things slowly. Try to avoid frantic and impulsive behavior.

• Ask, “Is this what I really want?” or “What is the very best thing that I could be doing at this point in time?”

It’s not that we are bad people or that we don’t want to live according to our ideals; it’s just that we sometimes settle for less than the best. We don’t want the sort of direction that the inner guide offers. And yet, if we would learn to listen, the little nudges we receive are not all that difficult to hear. So often, the good choice is not much harder than the mediocre choice. This inner voice, the voice of the heart, is not a cruel taskmaster; it gently but steadily guides us toward our true selves.

We can consult the inner guide at any point and for any reason: for choosing which outfit to wear, for discerning how to spend the next paycheck, for deciding which friends are good influences. In order to receive guidance, we first must realize that it does not come from somewhere outside. The nature of the inner guide is not different from the nature of our true selves. In truth, we are already one with the deepest parts of ourselves. There is no work to be done. There is no Olympian height to climb. Calm and quiet are most necessary. Ramakrishna used the example of a fishpond. If you jump around acting all crazy, the mud on the bottom of the pond will be stirred, and it will become impossible to see through the water. But if you take very careful steps, the water will remain clear, and it will be possible to see the plants and the fish in the pond. The inner guide is kind of shy and reclusive; it will not appear when it is not welcome, and it will not appear in a very cloudy and cluttered mind. Once we have the inner calm, the guide becomes accessible and will be present all the time. The inner guide is absolutely steady and reliable, but it is very subtle. We have to want to receive its guidance and value its input.

Have you ever been in a situation where things just didn’t feel right? Maybe you went to a party and things just felt off, or you went to a job interview and didn’t feel good about the meeting. Maybe you went on a date and it went fine, but things just didn’t click. Sometimes a situation can look good on the surface, and you can’t point to anything objectively wrong about it, but you still aren’t sure. This can be a sign that the inner guide is trying to speak.

Reframing Negative Thoughts with Your Inner Guide’s Support

The inner guide can help us to reframe negative patterns of thought. It is easy to identify these thought patterns, because they lead us toward self-hatred and self-doubt. Some thoughts are just forms of self-torture. Usually these thoughts rehash all of the problems in our lives, or they begin with some variant of I’m such a terrible person. The thoughts that immediately precede self-medication are this sort of destructive thought. If you feel driven to drink (or eat, or take drugs, etc.), chances are you have just been practicing self-flagellating, self-destructive thinking. Take away the negative thoughts and you might just take away the need for self-medication.

The first step toward change is to notice the negative patterns of thinking and then to gradually replace them with kinder alternatives. We can think of the inner self as a glowing furnace of pure love, which is ready and waiting to destroy self-destructive impulses. As we begin to trust the true self, the afflictive thoughts and emotions melt in the radiance of the love at the center of our beings. That inner loving nature is there all the time, just waiting to be released.

In our heart of hearts, we don’t want to practice forms of self-torture. We don’t want to hate ourselves, and we don’t want to hate other people. It’s just that, when solutions seem absent in the outer world, we take up magical solutions in the inner world. We say to ourselves, by way of compensation, if I can’t change this situation, I will make myself feel miserable. In the confused inner life, such compensatory actions make sense as a strategy to pursue when nothing else seems to work.

When we take a step back from self-destruction in the space of meditation, we see that sometimes doing nothing is better than the path that we formerly walked. Abstaining from harm is itself an action. Once we have abstained from harm long enough, creative solutions emerge that actually transform the situation. Getting in touch with the inner guide is the first step toward stepping back from the precipice of self-destruction and beginning to make a new way through life.

EXERCISING GRATITUDE

To create positive change in our lives, we must first become more aware of the positive circumstances already present. If we instead think of a negative situation, say a bill being late, and then begin to chain other negative things onto the first, things can deteriorate quickly. I can’t pay the bill; now my credit score will go down. Then I won’t be able to buy that new car I need to get to work and I’ll get fired. Wow! That escalated quickly. See what happens when negativity goes unchecked?

Practicing gratitude is the exact opposite of the downward spiral of negative thoughts. We remind ourselves of the good things in our lives, and this becomes a self-reinforcing habit. We all go through difficult times, but we all have aspects of life to appreciate as well. Our minds, when they are not functioning properly, will tell us that everything looks bleak, but this picture is not accurate. We have to let a pinprick of light shine in. That little pinhole eventually widens, letting even more light shine into the inner space. We truly do have some degree of control in how we experience reality, even in the midst of the most difficult circumstances. We can pierce the gloom through the power of our own minds, even when exterior circumstances seem intolerable and out of control.

To practice gratitude, all you have to do is be willing to give it a try. Your inner curmudgeon will howl with ridicule. The sad sack version of yourself will try to hold you back. Your inner critic will prepare a thousand retorts and insults. In the midst of this onslaught, just calmly and patiently persist with the practice. Slowly but surely, your frowns will give way to moments of spontaneous joy. You will begin to experience change in areas of your life that you had previously regarded as permanently set into place. You will have a newfound sense of the efficacy of your own thoughts and behaviors.

In addition to working through the exercises in Part 2, try to spend ten to twenty minutes doing the following gratitude exercise every day.

The Daily Gratitude Exercise

It all begins with a breath. Settle into a relatively quiet place with minimal disturbances, sitting cross-legged on the floor or in a chair with your feet firmly planted onto the floor. Your hands may simply be relaxed in your lap or placed on top of one another, thumbs touching (dhyana mudra or cosmic mudra). Bringing attention to your breath, begin to lengthen your inhalations and exhalations. There are lots of methods of breath control (pranayama), but, for this exercise, simply lengthen your breath to four counts, or four times longer than the usual resting breath. Make the inhalation equal to the exhalation, pausing for only one count or less between breaths.

After a few rounds of deep breathing, the chatter in your head will probably become more obvious. You will have thoughts about various and sundry things and may be incapable of stopping them—that’s okay. To try to quiet your thoughts, keep paying attention to your breath. At this point, become more aware of the outline of your body. Sense the boundaries of your skin, which may appear as a luminous envelope in the mind’s eye. It is not uncommon at this point to feel a slight chill, a shudder, or a hair-raising feeling. The inner space comes to seem larger, more capacious. You may be able to sense the room in which you are sitting, all without leaving the inner space.

Next, move your awareness down the axis of your body. Go from perceiving the inside of your head to focusing awareness in your heart center, which may appear as a cave. Or it may appear as a more ornate structure, like a house or a temple. However you may wish to visualize the heart center, it becomes a quiet place of refuge. You may be able to sense the beating of your physical heart here in this space. Continue to observe the rising and falling of your breath.

Once your awareness has been centered in the space of the heart, cultivate a feeling of love. Nurture this feeling as strongly as possible, allowing love to radiate from your heart. You may picture it as a fire or as a light. Its glow pervades the heart region and reaches outside the confines of the body in all directions at once. Striving as energetically as possible, make this love as pure and boundless as you can imagine. Extend this love to yourself, to everyone in your life, and to plants and animals.

    Continue to try to ignore the rush of your chattering thoughts, but intentionally allow certain thoughts to enter your heart center. Complete the sentence, “I am grateful for . . . , ” filling in the space with whatever comes to mind. Words and images may accompany the sentence completion (examples: I am grateful for my family, I am grateful for having a place to live, etc.). Repeat the sentence completion nine times, each time recalling something else for which you feel grateful. If nothing comes to you, don’t worry; simply allow the sentence to remain uncompleted. Or you may wish to say something like, “I am grateful for this time of quiet rest.”

    Remember to continue with the deep breathing for the entirety of the exercise, as deep breathing is the quickest and surest method for reaching a meditative state of mind. Keep pouring the feeling of love and gratitude into each repetition of “I am grateful for . . . ” There are no rules for what counts as a “correct” feeling of gratitude. You don’t have to try to be noble or high-minded. You can be grateful for sex or a cup of coffee if that’s what comes to mind. Just because something is earthly or bodily doesn’t mean that it’s bad. Everything is allowed; the important thing is to try to maintain concentration by focusing on the breath and the internal feelings of love and gratitude.
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