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HAPPINESS IS GOOD. BLISS IS BETTER.

We have a higher standard of living and more ways to instantaneously fulfill every desire than ever before. Then why are we unhappy? Because happiness isn’t what we really want. Happiness alone is fleeting and not deeply transformative. Bliss is a spiritual state where happiness, profound meaning, and enduring truth converge. With bliss comes an unshakable joy, a practical wisdom, and a lasting solution to our personal and planetary sufferings.

Based on a successful seminar taught by Sean Meshorer, a leading spiritual teacher and New Thought minister, The Bliss Experiment contains dozens of stories of real people learning from everyday situations, backed by more than five hundred scientific studies. This is the one essential book that distills and unifies seemingly competing practices, philosophies, religions, and psychologies. Meshorer includes exercises that have worked time and again for people from all walks of life—including him. Meshorer suffers with severe chronic pain and is able to live his life to the fullest through the practices he shares here.

Bliss helps with stress, anxiety, and depression. It makes people more successful, better able to see and seize opportunities, and build or improve relationships. Give these ideas and practices twenty-eight days of dedicated attention and you will see results. You only need a moment of bliss to benefit the rest of your life.

 

The text includes links to bonus videos of Sean Meshorer expanding on the book’s themes and demonstrating the exercises.


Advance praise for The Bliss Experiment

“The Bliss Experiment puts it all together—the inspiration, the science, and the common sense it takes to dedicate ourselves to a life of joy. For those who are ready to choose smiles instead of tears, this book is really great.”

—Marianne Williamson, New York Times bestselling author

“Blissful fulfillment and well-being is made accessible by this timely book. Don’t miss this portal to the treasure trove of deep happiness now. Help yourself!”

—Lama Surya Das, author of national bestseller Awakening the Buddha Within

“Not only does Sean Meshorer reveal that the organic essence of every individual’s existence is bliss, there is no need to move to a Himalayan cave to experience it! The spiritual practices he teaches have proven in countless lives that in this moment bliss can become our natural way of living, that we already have within us all the causes of bliss.”

—Michael Bernard Beckwith, author of Spiritual Liberation

“If you are seeking to discover peace and joy in these historic and challenging times, The Bliss Experiment provides the essential knowledge and tools.”

—Gary E. Schwartz, PhD, author of The Afterlife Experiments

“Read it and see what I saw: the deep way that Sean Meshorer understands how to uncover greater happiness, awareness, and spiritual success within yourself.”

—Frederic Luskin, PhD, director of the Stanford Forgiveness Projects and author of Forgive for Good
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SEAN MESHORER is a spiritual teacher and New Thought minister based in Los Angeles. He graduated from Stanford with a degree in philosophy and religious studies. He spent fifteen years meditating, studying, practicing, and living in an ashram and spiritual community in Northern California. Visit www.seanmeshorer.com.
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Orienting Ourselves Toward Bliss

The concepts in this book are both a challenge and a promise that I extend to you, the reader. If you give these ideas and practices just twenty-eight days of concentrated and dedicated attention, you can remarkably improve your happiness, understanding of life’s true purpose, and spiritual progress—guaranteed.

What’s the catch? Just one: you actually have to do it with full attention and energy.

How can I make such a bold claim? It’s simple: the ideas and practices in this book have been proven to work, time and again, with thousands of people from all backgrounds and levels of experience. It worked for me, it worked for them, and it can work for you too.

This book is based upon a class series that I created and teach throughout the Los Angeles area. Over the years, as a spiritual teacher, minister, counselor, and friend, I’ve encountered countless people who want to find happiness, meaning, truth, and spiritual inspiration. It is from that yearning that the idea for the course was hatched.

I’ve seen this program work for every imaginable personality, age, religion, or life experience. Initially, even I was surprised by just how much participants improved their happiness and spiritual awareness in so little time. It scarcely seemed possible, especially since it took me several years of hard work to make noticeable progress in my own life. In hindsight, I realize that my slowness was due primarily to the fact that I began by stumbling in the dark, trying to figure out too much on my own, without the benefit of clear guidance from someone who had already blazed the trail. Had I found something like this book when I first started, I could have saved myself years of confusion, false starts, and outright suffering.

In support of this claim is an amazing fact: the course that I teach—the basis of this book—comes with an unusual promise. Anyone who does not experience a noticeable improvement within a month can receive a full refund. To date, not a single person has ever requested his or her money back.

Why Bliss?

For as long as I can remember, I’ve been driven to understand the paradoxes of modern society. We have a higher standard of living, access to previously unimaginable luxuries, and more ways than ever before to instantaneously fulfill every desire and pleasure. Yet antidepressants are among the most prescribed drugs in the world. Most of us spend the bulk of our waking hours at work, yet a majority of workers report dissatisfaction with their jobs. Even as our material lives get easier with each generation, stress-related illnesses are skyrocketing. Anger and anxiety are ascendant. As our celebrity-obsessed consumer culture bombards us with images and fantasies of the “good life,” materialism contributes to increasing social inequality and environmental catastrophe by encouraging relentless consumption. On the whole, we’re wealthier than ever, yet we are now more deeply in debt—as individuals and nations—than ever. Though we desperately search for solutions, by every objective measure, our reported levels of well-being are actually declining.

In part, our difficulties have increased because the traditional solutions are faltering. Utopian political and social ideologies of both the left and the right have been largely discredited or seen as the angry vestige of extreme cultural warriors. We are now less likely than ever to find solace in formal religions. The latest studies call into question whether antidepressants and other pharmaceuticals even work at all. Modern psychology is more than one hundred years old, yet its promise of a “cure” for what ails us remains more elusive than ever.

It would be insincere to pretend that I’m merely a disinterested spectator to the personal and planetary problems we face. More than twenty years ago, I began my own personal quest for meaning, truth, and happiness. I needed to understand the “meaning of life” not merely out of intellectual curiosity but also because I was desperate to pull myself out of the depths of anxiety and depression that were drowning me. I didn’t know if it was possible to find enduring meaning and truth yet still be happy in my discovery. It was a tremendous risk. I wanted to find both meaning and happiness but wasn’t at all sure that they coexisted. I feared that if I ever did figure out the meaning of life, I would discover that it was one big bummer.

My problem—our universal problem—was this: we all want to be happy, we want to lead meaningful lives, and we want to know truth. All three qualities—happiness, meaning, and truth—are equally important. One without the others isn’t enough. After all, what use is “happiness” if we also feel that life is ultimately meaningless? Who among us would be content to be “happy” but also know that we are deeply deluded or fundamentally ignorant? On the other hand, what could be more miserable than discovering the “truth” that life is meaningless or joyless?

My personal quest became an existential gamble, with my very life used as the betting currency. This book is what I discovered after a long, sometimes painful quest.

Eternal Truth

For something to be both meaningful and true, it must be enduringly so. To take just one obvious example, either God exists or doesn’t. It’s impossible for God to exist for some but not others. We can each choose to believe, or not, that God exists, but ultimately, either the believer or the nonbeliever is wrong. It’s the same with physics: whether we “believe” in gravity or not is irrelevant; we are all equally subject to it no matter what we profess.

Because truth is enduring, I made a concerted effort to stay open to the differing approaches and experiences of a wide range of people, cultures, and eras. There is no reason to think that only a small group of people in one period of time has cornered the market on truth. From the ancient civilizations of India, to twentieth-century French philosophy, to the latest breakthroughs in science, I’ve tried to cast as wide a net as possible.

Early in my quest, I discovered the happy news that there indeed exists what has been termed a “perennial philosophy”: every epoch, religion, and culture has discovered and expressed the same truths over and over again. From Cicero of ancient Rome, to Saint Augustine of the early Christian Church, to the medieval Islamic philosopher Abu Nasr al-Farabi, to the anonymous authors of the Hindu Upanishads, there is a tremendous consistency of thought and experience.

In current times, especially in the West, one of many new expressions of universal truth has reappeared in the guise of what’s being called “positive psychology.” As most of its proponents admit freely, the vast majority of the ideas and research projects are cribbed from the universal, thousands-year-old teachings of perennial philosophy.

Which isn’t to say that positive psychology hasn’t made a contribution. Wonderfully, scientists have found new ways to prove—or at least legitimize—the validity of certain slivers of the perennial philosophy, employing only the most rigorous and mainstream scientific techniques. In the process, they’ve assisted in the reintroduction and acceptance of long-known truths into scientific discourse. The downside is that they’ve singled out only the most easily verifiable components of universal truth, having little choice but to ignore those aspects that don’t reduce easily to a laboratory setting. In so doing, less important ideas and practices have been stripped of context and overemphasized, while the most important aspects have been inadvertently marginalized. This has led to a new kind of fragmentation and confusion.

My own life project is to find, understand, experience, and then assemble all the pieces of the puzzle—for others and myself. My hope, then, is that here we’ll find an understanding of the practices and attitudes necessary for self-realization as presented by every major religion, philosophical tradition, and, now, science as well. Because the very aim of human striving—bliss itself—is a unitive state of unbroken oneness, it requires the acknowledgement and understanding of the complete picture. When we stitch together the ancient and contemporary, Eastern and Western, scientific and spiritual, and practical and mystical into one unified whole, a thrilling picture of human potential emerges, one that instantly satisfies our deepest yearning for happiness, meaning, and truth.

What Is Bliss?

There exists within us all a pure state of bliss that, in fact, turns out to be the solution to everything. Bliss is where happiness, meaning, and truth converge.

I don’t make this claim lightly. As we will see, everything—and I do mean everything—boils down to our (sometimes subconscious) pursuit of bliss. We pursue money or relationships because we think they’ll make us happy. We pursue our vocation, our hobbies, and our life’s passions because we feel they are deeply meaningful to us. We explore science, religion, and philosophical inquiry because we want to know the truth of our existence. Bliss is the universal place that these intersect, where all questions are answered, where every fulfillment is attained.

Bliss is found in every religion but does not require a specific religion in order to know it. Bliss is the ultimate state of consciousness that every religion holds as its highest goal and achievement, though each uses different terminology to explain it. Whether we are Christian or Hindu, Jewish or Muslim, Buddhist or atheist, Wiccan or animist, Taoist or Native American, we all strive for bliss.

Bliss is an innate state of inner joy. It is constant, undisturbed by outward gain or loss. We all have the capacity for it, no matter our age, background, physical or mental disabilities, ethnicity, gender, or religion. External circumstances, whether positive or negative, happy or sad, do not affect it. It is a state of unity, transcendence, completeness, knowingness, wholeness, and uplifted consciousness; it is a feeling of oneness and connection with all of creation. Bliss is never boring; it feels ever new, expansive, and infinite. When bliss appears, one instantly recognizes it as the most central of all truths. Bliss is the eternal, forever unchanging reality that permeates the universe.

My spiritual teacher, Paramhansa Yogananda, explained that while in bliss, our “consciousness perceives all motion and change of life, from the circling of the stars to the fall of a sparrow and the whirling of the smallest electron… solids melt into liquids, liquids into gaseous states, these into energy, and energy into cosmic consciousness. [The blissful person] lifts the four veils of solids, liquids, gases, and energy, and finds the Spirit, face to face. He sees the objective universe and subjective universe meet in Spirit. His expanded material self mixes with the greater spiritual Self and knows their unity.”

We will learn much more about bliss as this book progresses. Chapter 22, “The Nature of Bliss,” contains a much expanded description and explanation.

The Secret to Finding Bliss

This begs the question, How come more of us don’t know about or haven’t experienced bliss?

First, it should be noted that many of us do sometimes have glimpses of bliss, but as quickly as those glimpses come, they vanish. We usually don’t fully understand what we’ve experienced or how to reproduce it—or even whether it can be reproduced.

The root problem is that we are looking in the wrong places. Happiness, meaning, and truth can never come from externalities such as luxury goods, celebrity, social engineering, psychoanalysis, political systems, or even through professing superficial belief in religious dogmas. We look for them everywhere except the one place they truly reside: inside ourselves.

It gets worse: when we look in the wrong places for happiness, meaning, and truth, we create unintended consequences that often carry us further away from our goal. The sensory portion of our nervous system, which gives us the miraculous abilities to see, hear, touch, taste, and smell, is also responsible for gradually leading us off course, most especially when these faculties are misused and misunderstood. We become so infatuated with the countless combinations of sense pleasures and worldly possibilities that we lose sight of even the capacity for experiencing the infinite bliss within.

The secret to finding bliss is simple: it is a process of reversing our orientation inwardly instead of outwardly, of removing and revealing. We must strip away our expectations and learned beliefs that external conditions can truly satisfy us. Instead we must learn to identify, appreciate, and tap into the reservoir of supersatisfaction that is already extant inside us, requiring no external environment, situation, or circumstance whatsoever.

We must put aside much of what we think we know and who we think we are by identifying our misconceptions, errors, and false beliefs that block access to genuine happiness and understanding. The challenge is that the layers of falsity run deep. Not only is our external world a trap, but so, too, are our own minds. It is only by uncovering the calm, clear space that dwells deep inside us that we can then see how to reliably tap into the bliss experience awaiting us all.

Put another way, bliss is the process of peeling away the darkness to reveal the beautiful light underneath.

Unearthing the Raw Diamond of Bliss

One of the best ways to understand what I mean is to visualize a raw, uncut diamond. Have you ever seen one? If not, its salient feature is that it looks nothing at all like the highly coveted sparkly rocks that we set in our jewelry. Uncut diamonds are dark, dusty, and often encrusted with other minerals that obscure their true nature. They often appear rough and either blandly colorless or pale, without any noticeable luminosity or exuberance. In fact, they are so ordinary looking that, famously, Brazilian gold miners in the eighteenth century threw away a fortune in unrecognized diamonds while they were panning for gold.

In reality, as we know, raw diamonds are anything but ordinary. They are the most valuable substance in the world. We don’t, however, see this until we first dig them out of the earth, remove the excess dirt and debris, then chisel away the outer layers of mineral encrustation, precisely trim the facets in just the right way, and then, finally, meticulously polish it to perfection. Only after all these steps does the most brilliant and enduring substance on the planet make its appearance.

Bliss is like that diamond: all this time, lying quietly dormant inside us, is a sparkling reservoir of infinite bliss. Too often, though, we overlook it, even throw it away, as we mistakenly search for something else of much lesser value.

Much conspires against us, tricking us into wrong directions. Our sensory pleasures and worldly desires continually misdirect our attention. Money, sex, fame, beauty, power—all elaborate ruses that only misguide us. So too are we trapped by ruminating about the past or worrying about the future. Negative or harmful environments of our choosing undermine our best intentions. Our own minds often work against us: whether by distracting us with an endless procession of fleeting and ultimately meaningless thoughts or emotions, or by distorting ultimate reality beyond all recognition.

Not only do all of these forms of outward focus distract us from noticing the raw bliss diamond within, every time we follow our sensory pleasures or look for happiness outside ourselves we further obscure our hidden treasure. Our external focus creates new layers of dirt and grime, further obscuring our bliss diamond and setting us back. By the time most of us figure out that we’ve been looking for happiness, meaning, and truth in all the wrong places, we’ve created a monumental excavation project for ourselves—and that’s if we can even figure out where to start digging.

Bliss requires continually stripping away false layer after false layer until finally the glorious, invaluable diamond inside us is revealed, and we realize that bliss is, eternally, our own highest and deepest nature. It is that which remains after everything external and fleeting disappears.

Three Levels of Consciousness

Throughout this book, we’ll make reference to three different states of consciousness. Our level of consciousness directly correlates to our experience of bliss. The three states are (1) subconsciousness, (2) everyday waking consciousness, and (3) superconsciousness.

Everyday waking consciousness needs the least explanation. It’s the state you’re in right now (hopefully) as you read this book. It’s our normal state of consciousness most of the time, when we aren’t sleeping.

The subconscious mind is a repository for the thoughts, impressions, and feelings that are passed on to it by our conscious mind. It’s like a giant underground storage facility that automatically and indiscriminately accumulates a disorganized assortment of stuff—positive and negative—over a lifetime (perhaps many lifetimes if you believe in reincarnation). It tends not to have a well-organized retrieval system. Instead it pretty much just tosses things down there in a heap. I visualize our subconscious minds as the mental equivalent of hoarders; those people who compulsively accumulate every possession they come across, regardless of whether it’s priceless or worthless. However, unlike out-of-control physical hoarders, who are relatively rare, we all suffer from mental hoarding.

This isn’t to say that our subconscious minds are useless or mostly negative. Far from it: they store all kinds of helpful thoughts and memories. For example, our subconscious holds our habit patterns, including a long list of laborsaving shortcuts (like the ability to tie our shoes or drive a car). Were it not for this mechanism, our conscious minds would be so overwhelmed with mundane tasks that we would have no time for anything else, including higher-order pursuits. Life would become intolerably rote and dreary. The problem is that the subconscious is quite indiscriminate. It also stores lots of crappy things: terrible memories, bad habits, deep-seated anxieties, fears, and delusions. All of which hold enormous power over us, often subtly influencing our decisions without our realizing it.

The third state of consciousness—superconsciousness—is experienced so rarely that many people don’t even know it exists. If consciousness is everyday waking reality, and subconsciousness is our subterranean repository of thoughts, feelings, memories, and habits, then superconsciousness is an exalted state of heightened awareness that can be thought of as “above and beyond” our regular waking consciousness. Its main attribute is bliss. In fact, it can be said that we must be in a state of superconsciousness in order to feel bliss; therefore, to be in superconsciousness is to experience bliss. If we remain in only the state of everyday waking reality, the best we can experience is what I term “everyday happiness.” This is why bliss exists on an entirely different octave and is of a different category altogether than happiness.

Superconsciousness is not something that we produce in our brains. Rather it is something we tune into, just as a radio receives sound waves from the air around us and transmits them into audible frequencies. Super-consciousness is not an altered state. It’s a pure state of unfiltered, unalloyed consciousness. If anything, it would be more appropriate to think of subconsciousness and waking consciousness as the altered states. They take pure superconsciousness and down-convert them through the prisms of ego, limitations, ignorance, and negative emotions into something lesser.

The Course of This Book

This book can be thought of as a course in two senses. First, it is a series of lessons organized into twenty-eight chapters. Each chapter can be thought of as relatively self-contained. Only one main topic is discussed at a time, almost always accompanied by a specific exercise, or “Bliss Experiment.” This book is also a course in the sense that it is a path that we will walk together, leading to our final destination of bliss consciousness.

Each chapter represents a step along our journey. These are the steps necessary for us to discover where to begin digging for our bliss diamond; how to peel away the layers of useless detritus; how to liberate our bliss diamond in just the right way, in harmony with its natural facets and fault lines; and, finally, how to polish that bliss diamond into a sparkling beacon that will not only glisten within us but also shine light onto the world around us.

The Nature of the Experiment

We’ve looked at the “bliss” aspect of this book. Also in the title is the word experiment. What do I mean by that?

Genuine spirituality is scientific. Sometimes this means the very specific sense of actual laboratory experiments carried out by degreed professionals publishing in prestigious journals. While important to know and reference whenever possible, that is my secondary meaning.

Primarily, spirituality should be scientific in the sense that it does not require dogmatic belief but is provable and reproducible. That is to say, you should never just take my word for it. I want you to personally experience these practices and truths for yourself. Our “laboratory” is inside our own minds and bodies. Each practice in this book is a set of guidelines for how you can conduct your own Bliss Experiment, observing and experiencing the results inside your body-mind lab.

Ultimately, there is only one way to discover happiness, meaning, and truth: by doing these practices for yourself and seeing what happens. This is how I got to where I am, by personally doing each and every practice recommended in this book and assessing the results it had in my mind and consciousness. In my personal journey, I’ve actually tried many, many practices not found in this book. I stopped doing the ones that didn’t work or didn’t make sense for me. I’ve always felt that it does great violence to ourselves to continue doing things that we don’t believe in or even know outright don’t work. The moment a practice is failing you (as opposed to you merely failing to do the practice), it should be discontinued.

How to Use This Book

As a starting point, I recommend moving at the pace of one chapter and its related exercise(s) per day, although of course you can move faster or slower. It’s important, however, to give yourself enough time to really absorb the lessons and practices of each chapter.

If you feel that one chapter per day is too fast, especially because you really want to delve deeply into some of the practices before moving on, you might consider one chapter per week—or even per month. Conversely, you might find that one chapter per day is too slow. Learn at whatever pace feels right for you. But until you have a clearer sense of that, for now, I recommend starting with the idea of one chapter per day for twenty-eight days, a pace that has proven effective for a wide range of people.

I cannot stress enough that this book is not intended as “pure philosophy” or a bunch of abstract new-age ideas randomly thrown together. This program is serious, proven, and practical; it’s a hands-on resource for personal transformation.

That said, I don’t want to give you false impression that this is a bunch of hard work and that you must “put your shoulder to the grindstone” or “grin and bear it,” or anything like that. The great thing about practicing happiness and bliss is that by definition it should be enjoyable—even outright fun. The mind-set behind finding happiness, meaning, and bliss is not at all like what you might have experienced when dieting or trying an exercise regimen: “I know it’s going to be grueling, but think how worthwhile it will be in the end” is not the approach we take here.

The wonderful thing is that you’ll discover it’s just the opposite. The further you go and the deeper you practice, the lighter, happier, freer, and more joyful you’ll feel. The whole point is that you’ll actually be happy to do this!

Most of the chapters follow the same general format, containing four main sections: the story, the science, the spirit, and the experiment.

The Story

Each chapter opens with a true story based upon real people, real conversations, and real experiences. However, I’ve changed names and identifying details in order to protect their privacy. The stories have been culled from years of teaching, counseling, or interacting with the many thousands of people I’ve been fortunate enough to know. My hope is that each story will help you to immediately understand and relate to the specific issue or topic that we’ll be exploring in that chapter. They also give you a wide range of people’s experiences to draw from, many of which are drastically different from my own.

The Science

I realize that some of you may not be interested in the scientific research that either directly proves or at least points to the conclusions and practices I’m advocating. While I’ve tried hard to keep this section short and readily understandable, if you find yourself disinterested, you have my permission to skim or skip these sections.

If you’re anything like me, though, you’ll find a quick tour through the science of each topic interesting and valuable. There’s a tremendous body of mainstream scientific research that supports, even proves, the validity of the ideas and practices recommended in these pages. Our spirituality should be as harmonious and consistent with the full scope of human knowledge and experience as possible. Furthermore, since this book contains a series of spiritual experiments for you to practice, it made sense to include an overview of the most relevant research. In many cases, you’ll discover that not only are my claims provable in your own body-mind laboratory, but they’ve also been proven in traditional scientific laboratories.

That said, by no means do I claim—or even want to claim—that science “proves” everything we discuss regarding spirit. One of the great abuses of science is the dogmatic claim that it’s the only way we can know truth. Science is only one tool, among many, that we have available to us. Science cannot penetrate the ultimate mysteries of our existence. God, metaphysics—even love—can’t be proven in a laboratory. I have separated science and spirit into discrete sections precisely so that we remain aware of the boundaries between them.

I apologize in advance if you find my presentation of scientific research too brief or simplistic. Please understand that this book is intended for a wide audience; not everyone has the same scientific literacy or degree of interest. If you want to delve deeper into the scientific aspects of what I’m presenting, an extensive bibliography is published on the companion website to this book, theblissexperiment.com.

The Spirit

Here we venture beyond the realm of science and into the deeper realms of philosophy, religion, consciousness, and transcendent understanding. This is the core of each topic, where we examine fully the subject at hand, interpret and extend the scientific research, and try to gain both a deeper and broader understanding and perspective. I hope it is where you’ll discover new ways of looking at yourself and our world. I’ll delineate both the philosophical reasons for our approach and how you can apply it to everyday life.

It’s important to understand what I mean by “spirit” and “spirituality.” Here’s what spirituality means to me:

 

• the sacred sensation that the world itself is miraculous, and crucially connected to and revealing of our essential being, and is therefore deserving of our concentrated, reverent attention;

• to wonder and marvel at the mystery of existence, and to feel awe in the face of the Infinite;

• the inner-directed practice of self-transcendence;

• the direct search for happiness, meaning, and truth, and the willingness to go wherever that journey leads.

 

We’ll explore this in greater detail later. For now, let me highlight one point: spirituality is the fusion of the practical and the mystical. Many people mistakenly believe that spirituality is airy-fairy, vague, even hippy-dippy-trippy. Granted, there is a profoundly mystical element to it—or should be, if it’s truly practiced and experienced. Mystical doesn’t mean unclear or ungrounded, it means beyond the scope of our ordinary, everyday language to elucidate easily. The experiences themselves are very much grounded in the fabric of reality itself. Spirituality isn’t just mystical, it’s concrete, practical, and encompasses all aspects of daily living. It’s not something that happens to us, it’s a process in which we consciously, actively participate. Spirituality is the practice of inhabiting everyday life with exalted consciousness.

The Experiment

Although this is often the shortest of the four sections, in many ways, it is the most important. Happiness, meaning, and bliss come to us primarily through activity and practice; they can’t be discovered solely through intellectual cogitation. From a certain perspective, it could even be said that the other three sections are presented in order to convince you that the practices are worth doing. On the other hand, you needn’t do every practice. Not everyone resonates with, understands, or even needs all of them. Try as many as possible at least once but then feel free to focus on those you most need or gravitate toward most strongly.

Here’s a tip: You may want to keep your own “Bliss Journal” as you work through this book. You don’t have to buy anything special. Either use your existing journal if you have one, buy an inexpensive notebook, or use your computer, tablet, or smart phone. There you can write down your answers to some of the exercises, note key ideas that call out to you, chart your progress, and generally have a central repository for your Bliss Experiment.

 

Online

Finally, through the miracle of modern technology and the innovative thinking of my publisher, many chapters end with a Microsoft Tag. If you point your smart phone at this tag and take a picture, your phone will play a video filled with supplementary information and demonstrations. (More information about how to do this can be found at the front of this book.) If you don’t want to watch it on your phone or tablet computer, there is also a website address that you can surf to on your main computer.

You will also find expanded talks on a particular topic, demonstrations, worksheets, interviews with people, music, helpful hints, answers to frequently asked questions, and many other resources. In addition, there is an online community in which you can also find and interact with other like-minded souls conducting their own Bliss Experiments. All of this bonus material is available to you absolutely free on my website. Most of us learn best by combining the written word with visual images and auditory explanation. I strongly encourage you to take advantage.

Nonlinear Progress

The analogy of bliss as a raw, uncut, and unrecognizable diamond that we must slowly but surely unearth by peeling away layer after layer of rock is useful but limited in one important sense.

While diamond mining in the real world occurs in a set order, the reality of bliss is that all of these steps can happen in any order, or even simultaneously. Some of us have all of the different layers possible between bliss and us. Others have already stripped away a few layers before we found this book—or never had them in the first place. Furthermore, our search for bliss need not be quite so structured or linear. In the real world, you can’t actually polish a diamond until long after one you’ve completed all the intervening steps of finding the right place to drill, and so on. When it comes to bliss, however, it’s entirely possible to practice the experiments in chapters 2 and 24 simultaneously.

It’s also possible that you’ll discover you’re already doing or have already mastered one of the later steps, while still having quite a bit of room for improvement on an earlier one. As but one example, you could have a significant desire for material wealth (discussed in chapter 2) while taking up the practice of meditation (chapter 24) or having already forgiven those who have harmed you in the past (chapter 8).

Each of us is unique. We all walk slightly different pathways to bliss. Our journeys include the same basic elements but never in quite the same order or manifested in quite the same way, just as we each have unique fingerprints and DNA.

Thus, while I’ve tried to present the chapter topics in a logical sequence, beginning with that which is furthest away from bliss and then slowly introducing those understandings that draw us closer, once you’ve read through and absorbed the book once, you are free to continue working with it in whatever order works for you.

Measuring Your Experiment

While I promise you that if you actually do your Bliss Experiments over the next twenty-eight days or whatever pace you choose, it’s important to see this as a lifetime process. It is unlikely that you will completely master each of the concepts and practices in this book in a single day, or even a week, or a month, or a year. That’s neither expected nor required. Be gentle with yourself, see it as a process, and, above all, don’t get discouraged if your life isn’t 100 percent “solved and perfect” right away.

The yardstick for success is improvement, not perfection. Do you feel like, overall, things are going in the right direction for you? Even if at first improvement seems relatively minor, keep going. The more you do it, the more you internalize these concepts and practices, the better and better it gets, and the happier and more blissful you’ll feel.

Change can be difficult to detect in the short term. Just as it’s nearly impossible to notice your hair grow from one day to the next, it can be equally difficult to notice your internal growth. Over time, however, clear improvements will emerge.

If you decide to keep a Bliss Journal, you’ll be able to read back a week, a month, or a year. That can help you appreciate your progress more concretely. Whether you do or don’t keep a journal, most likely you’ll also begin to notice the change in your everyday moods, feelings, and internal dialogue. Or you might not even notice it yourself, but someone will comment, “You seem happier or more peaceful.” Or you may notice that your reactions to things that used to anger or depress you have lessened or been transformed entirely. Standing in the grocery line, driving, interacting with your partner or family, in the workplace—every day, we are given dozens of situations that can act as a mirror.

A key theme throughout this book is increasing our awareness, especially of our motivations, our reactions, and ourselves. Ultimately, cultivating that inner awareness—which will be discussed in depth later—is the key to measuring our Bliss Experiment. If we take the time to pay attention to ourselves, we might be surprised by how much we’ve changed.


INTRODUCTION

[image: Image]

My Story, Your Story

The depth of our despair measures what capability and height of claim we have to hope.

—Thomas Carlyle, Scottish essayist and historian (1795–1881)

Few people have found more ways to be unhappy than I have. Not long ago, while leading a seminar, I described some of the challenges I’ve brought upon myself, only to realize that a few of the more empathetic people in the audience were crying. One woman had such a look of concern on her face, she was obviously wondering if I ought to be put on a suicide watch. Though appreciated, she needn’t have felt that concern, for by then I was able to relate my stories calmly, joyfully, even humorously. I was long past the immediate suffering and well into reaping the benefits of the solutions I have discovered.

I’ve come to realize that once people see you at the front of a hall, delivering a lecture or teaching a class, or providing counseling, they tend to idealize you. Or they act as if you just dropped from the sky, filled with timeless wisdom. Or worse: some kind of perfected being. I like to remind people that I too have a story and a journey—one still unfolding—and that we are not so different. Wherever you are right now, whatever you’ve been through or are going through, chances are I’ve been there myself. It’s this painful truth that allows me to feel comfortable writing this book. I’ve earned it the hard way: by learning from one dumb mistake after another.

From a nearly fatal accidental drug overdose, to a heart problem, to paralyzing anxiety and depression, to battling severe and ongoing chronic pain, I’ve not always led an easy life. While my sufferings might seem terrifying, even insurmountable to some, I can now rattle them off without feeling even the slightest twinge of sadness. It’s as if they happened to a different person, and in a way, that’s true: years ago, I was a different person. The person I am now has a far deeper understanding of the nature of pain, suffering, happiness, and bliss than I did before I went through these trials. I am grateful for my sufferings, for each of them has taught me valuable lessons that have helped me to achieve greater—and deeper—levels of genuine happiness than I ever imagined possible.

It may be helpful to share some of my story now, before proceeding to the heart of the book, so that you know that the attitudes and practices I am proposing are neither theoretical nor feel-good fantasies but authentic, proven techniques that will work for you regardless of your background or circumstance.

In the Beginning

I’ve always been philosophically inclined. By eighth grade, I was already consumed with finding answers to life’s Big Questions: Why are we here? What is the purpose to life? What constitutes a good life? Does God exist? In high school, as an amusing jab toward my predilection for weighty conversation, I was voted “Biggest Pseudo-Intellectual” of my graduating class. Raised in a mostly secular Jewish home in a suburb of Cleveland, Ohio, I attended a well-known private school. I spent most of sixth and seventh grades immersed in the standard pursuits of young adolescents: acting cool and trying to be popular. I engaged in all the usual boyhood ways of achieving this: acting tough, talking about people behind their backs, and sucking up to the “in-group” leaders. I was slowly working my way up the social ladder—until the eighth grade, when it all went disastrously wrong.

One day I came to school, and the “cool kids”—my supposed friends—had turned on me. Seemingly overnight, I went from “in” to “out.” My erstwhile friends began tormenting me. They refused to talk to me, unless hurling insults; tried physically bullying me (not usually successfully, since I was an accomplished wrestler and no pushover); placed threatening notes in my locker; and actively discouraged other kids from speaking to me. Since it was a small school, there was no escaping their persecution. Everyone knew about it, even the teachers. It was like a suburban version of Lord of the Flies.

At the time, I was devastated. What could be worse for a thirteen-year-old boy? I tried to get back into their good graces but made no progress. The harder I pushed, the worse it became. I briefly contemplated suicide.

Not long after the ostracism started one of my few remaining friends—and, it so happens, my second cousin—was diagnosed with terminal stomach cancer. Ian was fourteen. I still vividly recall visiting him at Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital in Cleveland the night they came to fit him for his first wig. The chemotherapy had left him weak and emaciated; most of his hair had already fallen out. I watched as the wig specialist shaved off the remaining strands, put a wig on his head, and tried to style it to match his real hair as best as possible.

Ian was not only a friend but also a family member. We shared a similar background, attended the same school, and even looked a lot alike. I couldn’t help but wonder why this was happening to him and not to me. Especially since he was a nicer kid than I was. There seemed no rhyme or reason for it. Watching Ian battle cancer and then die not long after made me more reflective and more determined than ever to understand the meaning and purpose of my life.

Though still somber and contemplative from Ian’s death, I gradually discovered the benefits of being expelled from the so-called cool group. For most of eighth and ninth grades, I was a social pariah, which meant that I had little to do on evenings or weekends. While other kids were hanging out, chatting on the phone, or going to parties, I stayed home, mostly alone. I began reading voraciously, watching independent films, thinking and exploring my inner self for the first time. My father had an extensive library that included many of the great works of literature, philosophy, art, and culture, and I read them all.

Even though by tenth grade my social life had mostly recovered and I had a good group of new friends—though by and large not the same ones as before—I had developed a true love of reading. Throughout high school, I worked my way through the Western canon of Great Books, eventually delving deeply into philosophy, social science, and psychology. I also began reading Buddhist and Taoist literature, and dabbled in Zen Buddhist meditation. I recall a group of us at a teacher’s house, himself a philosopher, being surprised that I was able to hold an in-depth discussion with him about Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.

Prior to being ostracized, one of my best friends was Davey, a boy who was clearly much smarter than I was. Davey seemed destined for Harvard University. Unfortunately, his years of popularity took their toll on his ambition and intellectual development. He stopped studying and started partying. He ended up at a college far below his capabilities. It was a similar story with virtually all of my former friends. My seemingly random excommunication from that shallow and destructive peer group proved nothing short of a blessing. That was the first time I realized that suffering could lead to a positive outcome—but it wouldn’t be the last.

My Philosophy of Despair

From my first day at Stanford University, I knew I wanted to be a philosophy major. I even hoped to make that my career. The freedom and lifestyle of a university professor combined with the opportunity to muse on the meaning of life full time seemed an unbeatable combination. I discovered quickly that many of my philosophy professors also held positions and taught classes in the Religious Studies Department. And, of course, many of the Asian “philosophies” such as Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism were never formally distinct from “religion.” The two departments offered a joint-degree program; thus, my original interest in philosophy quickly branched out to include religious studies as well.

My professors encouraged me to study anthropology, sociology, and psychology in addition to the standard philosophy and religion coursework. My first two years at Stanford were thrilling. My fellow philosophy and religious studies friends and I had an unshakeable sense that we were really “getting to the bottom” of life’s meanings and mysteries. We felt we were quickly acquiring a unique insight into “truth” and often pitied students who were wasting their time studying trivial subjects such as medicine, engineering, English, economics, and political science.

Despite feeling more certain than ever that my intellectual understanding was expanding, midway through my sophomore year, my personal life was collapsing. At first I didn’t see the connection. It was only after disaster struck that I realized just how badly I had been drifting off course.

Though my studies were varied on the surface, I gravitated toward a group of professors that had a most particular and unified viewpoint. Brilliant as they were, they mostly shared a bleak, or at least deeply conflicted, outlook. While they were endlessly fascinated by the different philosophies and belief systems concocted by philosophers and religious leaders through the centuries, their own personal beliefs clustered around the existential. Many were either borderline or even full-blown alcoholics. Few, if any, had clear spiritual beliefs; in fact, just about all of them were atheists or agnostics—and if any of them weren’t, they kept it a tightly guarded secret. It was an atmosphere in which the great philosophers and religions were discussed and analyzed but also frequently scorned and discredited, or at least kept at a safe, academic distance.

I drifted more and more deeply into reading and admiring existential and deconstructivist philosophers and psychologists. When one of my professors introduced me to Ernest Becker’s Pulitzer Prize–winning work on religion and psychology, The Denial of Death, I felt a jolt of electricity as I read it. Additional heavy doses of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, Sartre, Nietzsche, Weber, Durkheim, Freud, Derrida, and more, left me feeling simultaneously powerful in my newfound “understanding” and increasingly uneasy in my soul. As “philosophers,” many of us, myself included, felt implicitly that our “deep” understanding of the human condition set us above others—but also lent us a depressing air of exclusive sadness.

Many of my friends were drinking and partying, often while also strongly interested in making money, achieving success, or becoming famous. Among my circle of professors and fellow philosophy students, there was a prevailing attitude of “think hard, drink hard,” meaning that we all agreed that the more one thought about life, the more necessary it was to have a good, stiff drink as often as possible. Thus, I indulged in copious amounts of alcohol and drugs—the only way that I could see to cope with the misery of our human condition.

I increasingly felt alone and isolated, particularly because I was sure that I now possessed special insight into humanity that others simply didn’t have. My arrogance bred contempt for those who didn’t know what I thought I knew. I didn’t realize then what I would learn much later: true wisdom never isolates, it unifies. Wisdom is harmonious and blissful, not divisive and alienating. But you couldn’t tell that to me then.

My own mood and attitude had deteriorated so much that midway through my sophomore year, my roommate and best friend, who was premed (and, thus, outside of my philosophy circle of friends and professors), actually moved out of our shared dorm rooms. I was difficult to live with, my attitude worsening with every passing month. I had a college friend, who was a great guy and good friend but also happened to be a drug dealer and an infamous campus wild man. (Years later, we had a brief reunion on the streets of San Francisco; he was wearing a court-monitored tracking ankle bracelet due to an assault conviction.) Since high school, I had dabbled in drugs, mostly marijuana and the psychedelics. Slowly but surely, my drug use increased. By the end of my sophomore year, I was regularly smoking weed, ingesting mushrooms and ecstasy, plus drinking more than ever.

A Trip to the Emergency Room

It all came crashing down in the spring of my sophomore year, during the wildest party at Stanford: the Exotic Erotic Ball, which was hosted by the very on-campus house in which I lived. Partygoers dress as scantily as they dare, get as high as possible, and generally have as much hedonistic “fun” as they can take.

Despite my escalating drug use, I had never experienced any kind of negative reaction. No matter how much I drank or how many drugs I ingested, I was always fine. The night of the Exotic Erotic, most of the residents of my house—the party hosts—prepared for the big night by taking ecstasy. My drug-dealing friend had the responsibility of scoring the ecstasy for fifty of us. We took turns snorting it in lines off a mirror. After the others had taken theirs, my roommate and I looked down and realized that we had extra—he must have miscalculated his order, because there was still a huge pile of it left. We looked at each other like kids in a candy store, quickly snorting up all of the leftovers, excited that we had hit the mother lode. As the night progressed, I ingested every intoxicant I could find: alcohol, of course, but also nitrous oxide (whip-its), and marijuana, and probably some other things I can’t even remember.

A group of us were sitting in a circle in my room—which was part of a security-controlled VIP area—passing around a bong. I’ll never forget that moment: as the first hit went deep into my lungs, I could almost see the smoke cloud rising up my body. When it hit my brain, I completely lost it. Ecstasy is a strange drug: half hallucinogen, half speed. The amphetamine in it speeds up your heart; and I had a double or triple dose in me. Marijuana also increases heart rate. The combination, aided by booze and nitrous, caused my body and mind to lose control. My heart started pounding like it was going to explode. My entire body was agitated and twitching. I couldn’t stop moving. Worse, my mind was racing like never before. Endless thoughts, images, fears, anxieties, and negative emotions cascaded through my head, as if a dam had broken. I became terrified that I was going to have a heart attack and die on the spot or go completely insane.

I was in such bad shape that I knew I had to get to an emergency room as quick as possible. I grabbed a friend of mine and pleaded with her to drive me to Stanford Hospital.

After a few minutes in the waiting room, a nurse came to check me out. I told her about all the drugs I had taken, and she took my pulse on the spot. I was quickly escorted to the trauma area. She double-checked my pulse, listened to my heart, took my blood pressure, and then told me that my heart rate was well over two hundred beats per minute. She immediately hooked me up to an intravenous line and administered several medications, including something to prevent a stroke. Later she told me I had in fact been in grave danger of stroking out at any moment. She also gave me something to counteract all the speed and stimulants in my system, plus I had to drink liquefied charcoal to absorb any remaining alcohol in my stomach.

The entire time, my mind was racing. An unstoppable cycle of fear and anxiety had been triggered in my brain. I realized how alone and scared I was. I was terrified of dying. I began doing a life review. Or rather, my mind forced a life review upon me, since, frankly, I was just hoping to make it stop. It was as if I could see the house of cards that I had constructed for myself crashing to the ground. My sense of self was shattered. I realized that my ego, which I had carefully built up, was, in fact, fragile and false. I came face to face with my fear of death, my extreme loneliness and isolation, my creeping suspicion that life had no meaning, and a general feeling that I had been deceiving myself. I’d thought that my philosophy studies were leading me closer to the truth—that I knew something that others did not; that I had cracked the meaning of life—and then, in just one night, it became clear that I had in fact hit a dead end. If this was the meaning of life, it was bleak, cold, desperate, and hardly worth living.

After I was discharged from the hospital the following morning, I pretended at first that nothing had changed. When people asked me what happened, I said it was no big deal. I didn’t want to talk about it. I even tried to keep partying. But a curious thing happened: every time I took a hit from a bong or even drank some alcohol, I would have intense flashbacks to that night in the emergency room. My heart would start racing. My mind lost all control. I instantly relived the hell of my overdose, both physically and mentally. Finally, I realized that this was something I had to face. I couldn’t pretend that nothing happened and that everything would return to “normal.”

My Bad Streak Continues

My suffering was far from over; in fact, it was just beginning. That summer, after returning home from Stanford, I was in bad shape. My heart kept feeling like it was racing, skipping beats, and generally behaving erratically. My parents took me to see a heart specialist at the Cleveland Clinic—the top-ranked cardiology center in the US. The cardiologist diagnosed me with a severe irregular heartbeat—which I was certain resulted from my drug overdose—and told me that I needed a pacemaker right away or I might have a heart attack.

In my already fragile state of mind, this news exploded like a bomb. I was more afraid than ever. I thought that every second could be my last. Just to be sure, though, my doctor retested me. I had to wear a portable electrocardiogram device called a Holter monitor three different times over the span of a week. The monitor recorded every beat of my heart for twenty-four hours. I was completely overcome with anxiety virtually every minute of every day. I grew more and more depressed. I was so afraid that I was going to die that I even began sleeping in my parents’ bedroom.

Though I was far from a religious person—a committed atheist, in fact—I remember speaking with a close family friend who was also a medical doctor in charge of wellness programs for Progressive Insurance. He gave me an informal second opinion while I waited for the final tests to come back and for an appointment to have my pacemaker surgically implanted. I don’t remember his medical advice but I remember how we ended our phone conversation. He suggested that I concentrate on the following prayer:

 

Grant me the serenity

To accept the things I cannot change,

Courage to change the things I can,

And wisdom to know the difference.

 

I didn’t recognize it at the time but learned later that it was a version of the Serenity Prayer widely used by spiritual seekers and in recovery programs. It was new to me; I studied philosophy and religion, I didn’t practice them. Since I was desperate and seemingly bereft of options, and because a genuine MD—not some self-help quack—suggested it, I decided to try repeating it to myself. I didn’t know the first thing about formal prayer, but I did begin saying the words over and over again in my mind as I was lying around or as I went through my daily activities.

My First Miracle?

Something amazing happened. At my next cardiology appointment, after I had worn the Holter monitor a second time, the doctor told me that the Cleveland Clinic had made a mistake. Apparently the recording from the first test must have been switched with someone else’s, because on the second test, he could no longer find any trace of the heart problem. The cardiologist explained that it was impossible for my heart to be so damaged in the first test and then perfectly fine in the next. Although there was no proof that another patient’s results had been mistakenly assigned to me, he couldn’t think of any other explanation. A subsequent Holter test confirmed that my heart rate was indeed normal. Nevertheless, it took me months, filled with fear and anxiety, before I eventually came to trust that I was no longer on the brink of cardiac arrest.

In hindsight, I can’t help but wonder. After all, I did go to the emergency room that night of the Exotic Erotic Ball. There was no doubt that my heart was in a danger zone and I was at risk for a stroke. Weeks later, I went to get those tests at the Cleveland Clinic because I could feel something wrong in my chest. It seemed clear that my heart was genuinely skipping beats; it’s a pretty unmistakable feeling. The fact is that the only thing that changed between my first and second tests was learning and repeating the Serenity Prayer—and the slight opening to spirit that it represented.

No Miracles for My Dad

Whether the disappearance of my heart difficulties was a mistake or a gift, one thing it was not was the end of my trials. Just weeks after my ordeal at Cleveland Clinic, my father was diagnosed with mesothelioma, a lethal form of lung cancer. He was diagnosed in July, and on Christmas Eve, he died. I was scheduled to go to Australia’s Great Barrier Reef in September as part of my junior year abroad. I was going to study anthropology, Aboriginal culture, and marine biology, among other things, which I saw as an extension of my philosophical education. Plus, it was a great excuse to hang out in the sun, go scuba diving, and drink Australian beer, all for school credit!

The five months from my father’s diagnosis until his death were grueling, intensified not only by my own personal struggles but also because of my father’s mental and spiritual suffering. He tried but largely failed to come to terms with his impending mortality. I won’t belabor it here, but suffice to say that his cancer diagnosis unearthed a lifetime of anger, fear, disappointment, and disillusionment, some of which was taken out on my mother, my sister, and me. His death, and the drama around it, magnified and worsened my own fears, anxiety, and depression.

A Change of Direction

With the cancellation of my semester abroad at the Great Barrier Reef and unable to leave Cleveland while my father was dying, I had a lot of free time. My reading practices shifted dramatically. I stopped studying existential philosophy. I started taking a yoga class and learned Transcendental Meditation—a practice that both of my parents had learned years prior but had long since abandoned. I started reading a variety of different firsthand accounts from practitioners of Eastern religions, as well as books exploring the intersection of, conflicts between, and possible resolutions of scientific and theological issues.

As I was warming up for a yoga class one day, my teacher asked me if I had ever read Autobiography of a Yogi. I had never heard of it. She urged me to read it but didn’t say much else. The next day, I bought a copy and began working my way through it. The effect was electrifying. I didn’t really believe it, but, still, there was just something about it, and about the author, Paramhansa Yogananda, that I found exhilarating. Yogananda, who was the first Indian spiritual teacher to permanently move to the West and the progenitor of the yoga and meditation practices now part of mainstream American culture, was either completely insane or someone who had personally experienced spiritual truth at the highest level. He wasn’t just talking about or analyzing various philosophies or religions, or merely proposing theoretical constructs, he was claiming to live it, to experience it immediately and directly. It was a completely different approach than anything I had encountered. I was determined to find out whether he was a genius or insane.
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“The Bliss Experiment puts it all together—the inspiration, the science, and
the common sense it takes to dedicate ourselves to a life of joy.”
—Marianne Williamson, New York Times bestselling author
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