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			Praise for The Undefeated Mind

			“Alex Lickerman mines life’s greatest challenges with an artist’s eye, a ­scientist’s rigor, and a Buddhist’s wise hand. The result is a book that I could not stop reading. Dr. Lickerman’s unique gifts as a writer, doctor, and scientific thinker make for an epiphany-studded quest to tame his own mind and to enter and commune with the minds of others. The result is a book like no other: profound, compassionate, and inspiring.”

			—Kaja Perina, editor-in-chief of Psychology Today

			“Buddhism and Western medicine would seem an incongruous mixture, but in the hands of Alex Lickerman they meld seamlessly into a recipe for overcoming life’s hardships—indeed, for turning them into advantages. An accomplished physician, Lickerman has no truck for the super­natural, but recognizes that the tenets of Nichiren Buddhism have been honed over centuries to help alleviate life’s inevitable sufferings. The Undefeated Mind is a deeply engaging story of how Lickerman has fused modern medicine with ancient wisdom to heal his patients both physically and psychologically—lessons that apply to all of us.”    

			—Jerry Coyne, professor of ecology and evolution at University of Chicago and author of Why Evolution is True

			“Eastern religious practices such as chanting are often brushed aside as ‘mysticism’ by Western science. In this highly original book based on extensive case studies, Lickerman effectively bridges these two great traditions, providing novel insights along the way regarding how we can all triumph over the psychological impact of adversity and live joyfully, even in this ‘vale of tears.’”

			—V. S. Ramachandran, director of the Center for Brain and Cognition at University of California San Diego and author of the New York Times bestseller The Tell-Tale Brain

			“Dr. Lickerman’s wisdom and compassion are evident on every page of this outstanding book. Inspired by his many years of practice in the ­Nichiren Buddhist tradition, Dr. Lickerman, a practicing physician, sets forth nine principles for developing an ‘undefeated mind.’ By sharing personal stories of how he and his patients have benefited from these nine principles, Dr. Lickerman turns them into easy-to-apply tools that everyone can put to use immediately. Incorporating the nine principles of The Undefeated Mind into your everyday life will open the door to ­limitless compassion for others and to unshakeable happiness for yourself. This profound book has the power to change your life.”

			—Toni Bernhard, author of How to Be Sick: A Buddhist-Inspired Guide for the Chronically Ill and Their Caregivers

			“A terrific read that was hard to put down. Dr. Lickerman provides valuable insights into common problems facing patients, such as obesity, nicotine addiction, chronic pain, and significant illness. He eloquently illuminates the path to employing our mental powers to live a fulfilled life using the teachings of Nichiren Buddhism, which provide guideposts for living a healthy, productive, and moral life. Most importantly, he shows how to do more good than harm.”  

			—Emil F. Coccaro, MD, E. C. Manning professor and chairman of Psychiatry & Behavioral Neuroscience, University of Chicago

			“Dr. Lickerman beautifully weaves Eastern and Western wisdom, rigorous research, and poetic storytelling in The Undefeated Mind. This is a book that can help you become stronger and happier.”

			—Tal Ben-Shahar, PhD., bestselling author of Choose the Life You Want
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			INTRODUCTION

			Six months into my second year of medical school, the first woman I ever loved brought our year-and-a-half-long relationship to an end, causing me to fall immediately into a paralyzing depression. As a result, my ability to study declined dramatically—and as a result of that, six months later I failed Part I of the National Board Exam.

			It was a devastating blow, not just to my ego, but also to my potential future: if I couldn’t pass Part I, I wouldn’t be allowed to graduate from medical school. My dean told me I could retake the test, but the next opportunity to do so was at the end of my third year of medical school. This was—to put it mildly—problematic: at the start of the third year, students leave the classroom and begin caring for patients in the hospital, an activity renowned for swallowing entire days of time at one stretch and causing all personal dimensions of a student’s life to atrophy. I’d have little opportunity to study the material I was expected to learn on the wards, much less the basic science I was already supposed to have learned during my previous two years of classroom work.

			I had no idea what to do. My thinking spiraled in useless circles as I hunted for a solution, my depression intensifying as none appeared, and soon I found myself crouching at the edge of despair.

			Personality Hardiness

			Are you feeling discouraged about something, too? Do you need to find a job in an overcrowded field? Pay a mortgage you can’t afford? Overcome an illness with a grim prognosis? Prepare yourself for the death of a loved one? Or has the omnipresent cacophony of misery, injustice, and cruelty in the world just become too much for you to bear?

			You’re not alone. Even before the U.S. economy nearly collapsed in 2008, data from the National Comorbidity Survey told us that an astonishing 50 percent of Americans report having suffered at some point in their lives from a psychiatric disorder, most commonly depression, alcohol dependence, social phobia, or simple phobia.1 Even more startling, research shows that Americans have only a 35 percent chance of rating themselves “very happy” by the time they reach their late eighties.2 Given that the same research showed happiness tends to increase with age, it would seem that most of us are destined to live the majority of our lives without much joy.

			But things aren’t as bleak as they seem. Or rather, things are only as bleak as they seem, for the way events impact us depends far more on the lens through which we view them—our inner life state—than on the events themselves.3 Not that mustering up courage, hope, and confidence in the face of adversity is easy. Viktor Frankl was only half right when he argued in his book Man’s Search for Meaning that we have control over how we respond to what happens to us.4 In fact, often we don’t. At least, not how we respond emotionally to what happens to us. And as emotion usually wins the tug-of-war with intellect in determining behavior, unless we happen to be gifted with a mighty will, controlling how we respond to what happens to us can be almost as difficult as controlling what actually happens to us.

			But Frankl wasn’t entirely wrong, either. Though absolute control over our response to adversity may elude us, influence over it need not. If we can’t change our emotional reactions by force of will, we can at least increase the likelihood that our reactions are constructive by cultivating something psychologists call personality hardiness: the capacity to survive and even thrive under difficult conditions—what in Buddhist terms would be considered a strong life force.

			This book is about how we can develop that force. For hardiness, contrary to popular belief, isn’t something with which only a fortunate few of us have been born, but rather is something we can all create. Hardiness of a kind I’ve come to call an undefeated mind.

			Nichiren Buddhism

			The kind of Buddhism I practice isn’t Zen or Tibetan, the two most popular forms in the United States, but rather Nichiren Buddhism, named after its founder, Nichiren Daishonin. Currently, 12 million people in 192 countries and territories practice Nichiren Buddhism; most of them, like me, are members of the Soka Gakkai, a lay organization of Nichiren Buddhists whose name means “value creation society.” The practice of Nichiren Buddhism doesn’t involve meditation, mindfulness, centering oneself, or learning to live in the moment as do most other forms of Buddhism, but rather something even more foreign and discomforting to those of us raised in the traditions of the West: chanting. Every morning and every night I chant the phrase Nam-myoho-renge-kyo with a focused determination to challenge my negativity in an effort to bring forth wisdom.

			And over twenty-three years of Buddhist practice, wisdom has indeed emerged for me—and often in the most surprising of ways. After spending many months of such chanting to free myself from the anguish that the loss of my girlfriend had caused me, I realized one morning that my suffering wasn’t coming at all from what I’d thought (the loss of my girlfriend), but rather from the misguided belief that I needed her to love me to be happy. I’d always known intellectually this wasn’t true—had even pointed it out to friends struggling with the debris of their own failed relationships—but not until that moment in front of my Gohonzon (the scroll to which Nichiren Buddhists chant) did that knowledge become wisdom—that is, become how I felt. Insight, that most mysterious of experiences in which knowledge takes root in a person’s psyche and alters what he believes and therefore how he behaves (expressed, for example, in the moment an alcoholic understands he needs to stop drinking and does) had at last found me. What I achieved in my moment of insight wasn’t a greater intellectual understanding that I didn’t need my girlfriend to love me to be happy, but rather an emotional belief: a belief based on an acceptance of evidence that seemed abruptly so convincing I became incapable of refuting it. No longer did I have to work to remind myself I didn’t need a woman’s love to be happy; now, I couldn’t forget it. And in the act of coming to know it in this way—the same way I knew that if I stared at the sun too long it would blind me—my suffering ceased.

			I was flabbergasted. How had this happened? What had happened? Strong emotional reactions to traumatic events rarely end abruptly but usually taper off gradually, so only after some time had passed did I come to accept that I had indeed freed myself from suffering, and further that it had happened because insight had transformed intellectual knowledge into wisdom. But as to how that insight had occurred—as to the possibility that chanting a phrase over and over could have taken an idea that I’d neither been pursuing as a remedy nor even been wondering about and turned it into a belief imbued with the power to end my suffering—well, frankly, it was preposterous. (Not that a newly minted belief could have ended my suffering, but rather that chanting could have been responsible for my coming to believe it.) And yet the possibility that this answer, this transformation, had taken place serendipitously or as a result of a general focus on my problem seemed equally unlikely to me. But because I couldn’t split myself into one person who continued to chant and one who didn’t to see which became happier, I resolved to continue chanting to see if other insights would follow.

			To my surprise, they did, several times in as many months. A skeptic to my core, I nevertheless began to find myself viewing what now amounted to a series of life-changing revelations less and less as coincidences and more and more as evidence that chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo did have the power to catalyze aversive life experience into an engine for growth, to shatter delusions of which I remained unconscious but that nevertheless limited the degree of happiness I was capable of experiencing. Whether by a general meditative effect (something supported by a growing body of research) or through the activation of some as-yet uncharacterized force inherent within my life, I didn’t—and still don’t—know.

			So I continued, reminding myself that subjective experiences can be scientifically investigated even when the investigator is investigating himself. When patients tell me, for example, that eating pizza predictably causes them abdominal pain, the fact that only they can observe the dependent variable, abdominal pain, in no way invalidates the conclusion that the independent variable, pizza, is the cause.

			On the other hand, I’ve had to recognize that the insights I’ve attributed to my practice of Nichiren Buddhism have never come with the same regularity that abdominal pain has come to my pizza-eating patients. Sometimes breakthroughs have occurred after chanting for years about a particular problem; at other times after only a few minutes, a fact that’s prompted many of my non-Buddhist friends and family to ask just how confident I can be that chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo has in fact caused all the life-changing revelations that have come my way since I started practicing Buddhism. To which I’ve continued to answer since experiencing that first insight over twenty years ago that I’m just confident enough to continue looking for more definitive proof.

			So my experiment goes on: The scientist in me continuing to argue with the Buddhist, demanding not just more convincing evidence that chanting generates wisdom but trying to understand the mechanism by which it does so, a mechanism couched in terms of established physical, chemical, and biological laws—one that provides a natural rather than supernatural explanation. The Buddhist, in turn, reminds the scientist that I don’t entirely understand how my car works either, but I still get into it every morning and drive it to work.

			Building Strength from Adversity

			That which doesn’t kill us can make us stronger, as Nietzsche tells us, but few sources offer any insight into just how one springboards from adversity into strength. Most presume, like Nietzsche did himself, that it occurs automatically as part and parcel of being human. But it doesn’t.5 As anyone working in health care today can attest, lives filled with misfortune frequently add up only to lives filled with suffering. To build strength out of adversity, we need a catalyst.

			That catalyst, according to Nichiren Buddhism, is wisdom. Inner strength, Nichiren Buddhism teaches, doesn’t come from the experience of adversity itself but from the wisdom that the experience of adversity has the potential to impart. Nichiren Buddhism considers the development of strength through the acquisition of wisdom—a process it terms human revolution—the sole means by which we can establish a state of indestructible happiness. This, Nichiren Buddhism argues, is the purpose for which we were all born.

			Drawing then on the tenets of both Nichiren Buddhism and new scientific research, this book attempts to distill that wisdom into nine principles—principles anyone can incorporate into their thinking and behavior, whether they have any interest in chanting or not. In the opening chapter, I lay the groundwork for this exploration of resilience by defining the concept of the undefeated mind itself. In subsequent chapters, then, I describe the nine principles in detail by telling the stories of nine patients, each of whom used one of the principles to overcome suffering caused variously by unemployment, unwanted weight gain, addiction, rejection, chronic pain, retirement, illness, loss, and even death.

			Offering a set of guidelines not for solving problems but for establishing a life state that makes all problems solvable, The Undefeated Mind is a book that exhorts us to stop hoping for easy lives and instead to focus on cultivating the inner strength we need to enjoy the difficult lives we all have. Though our ability to control what happens to us in life may be limited, our ability to establish a life state strong enough to surmount the suffering life brings us is not.

			Knowledge vs. Wisdom

			After a few days of giving serious consideration to dropping out of medical school, instead I became determined not only to retake Part I of the Boards and pass it, but also to score above the mean, something I’d never been able to do on any test I’d ever taken in medical school. Further, I resolved that no matter how much time I’d need to devote to studying for the test, my performance in the third year wouldn’t suffer—rather, it would be stellar. I didn’t just want to survive this obstacle; I wanted to triumph over it. I didn’t just want to pass the test and learn the material; I wanted to transform the experience of failing into a genuine benefit, into something I could one day say with conviction I was glad had happened to me.

			I had no real idea how this would—or even could—occur. Nevertheless, I chanted to bring forth the wisdom that would enable me to achieve success. And then I took action: I studied every spare moment I had, sometimes staying up late into the night, sometimes arising several hours early in the morning. I studied at every meal. I stopped watching television, reading for pleasure, even socializing with friends. For the entire year, I remained disciplined, focused, and relentless.

			Then, ironically, on the day of the test I almost missed the eight o’clock start time (which would have disqualified me from being allowed to take it) due to an accident on the expressway that slowed traffic to a crawl. Our eyes riveted on the clock, my mother and I cheered as my father sped through two red lights to get me to the test center on time.

			The test was scheduled to last two days—twelve hours in total. I finished the first day with a sense that I’d performed well. But then came a crushing blow: the next morning, just before the start of the second day, we learned that test security had been compromised by thieves who’d managed to steal copies from a test center in Michigan and that officials were considering invalidating the test results for the entire country. As I glanced around at the horrified expressions in the room, I felt my will to complete the exam draining away. But rather than close my exam booklet and walk out as I felt the urge to do, instead I resolved to continue as I had all year, in willful ignorance of the odds stacked against me, fighting with all my might to overcome my impulse to give up.

			My determination paid off. In the end, test officials decided not to invalidate the results, and I not only passed the exam but also met my goal of scoring above the mean. I went on to graduate medical school and landed a residency at the University of Iowa Hospitals and Clinics.

			But the true victory didn’t come until years later, sometime after I’d begun working as a primary care physician at the University of Chicago, when a medical student came to see me one day distraught over having failed her third-year clinical rotation in internal medicine. Hoping to encourage her, I decided to divulge the story of my own failure. And as I told her what had happened and watched her expression shift from despondent to contemplative and then from contemplative to resolute, I felt my shame over having failed Part I of the National Boards finally evaporate. Only because I had failed, I realized, was I now in a position to offer someone else who’d failed in a similar way that most critical of psychological nutrients: hope. What’s more, in telling my story to someone else for the first time, I realized that having to relearn all the material presented in the first and second years of medical school had made me a better doctor. It had not only broadened my knowledge base but also sharpened my reasoning skills, leading to an ability, I now saw, to make diagnoses I wouldn’t have been able to make otherwise, as well as highlighted for me the importance of focusing not just on the diagnosis and treatment of disease, but also on the alleviation of the emotional suffering that disease often brings. I had indeed transformed the experience of failing the Boards into a benefit—twice.

			After the student left my office, I found myself thinking about how quickly we pronounce final judgment on the things that happen to us, deciding whether they’re good or bad in the first moment they occur—about how in doing so we surrender our own agency, abandoning the belief that we have the power to create meaning out of what happens to us. I’d always believed we did have that power—and had even encouraged others going through their own struggles to believe it—but hadn’t known it was true myself until my own failure proved it to me.

			Herman Hesse once wrote that wisdom, when spoken aloud, always sounds a little bit foolish.6 Perhaps that’s because when we hear something that makes sense to us, we think we already know it. But often we don’t. At least not in a way that matters. We know it with our intellects, but not with our hearts. Not, as we say in Nichiren Buddhism, with our lives. For we can only be said to really understand a principle when we actually live by it.

			So in full recognition that becoming more resilient is itself an arduous process, and that nothing as simple as reading a book could ever substitute for the difficult life experience that learning something with our lives seems to require, I offer The Undefeated Mind as a blueprint. A blueprint that if we make the effort to follow will enable us to assemble the most valuable of all commodities: the resilience we need to achieve victory in life.
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			1

			The Meaning 
of Victory

			We are, all of us, meaning-seeking creatures. We may begin life as pleasure seekers and pain avoiders, but as our brains develop and language begins flowing from our mouths, we soon begin demanding to know the why of things, as any parent can attest who’s been subjected to the inexhaustible energy children have for asking why the sun shines or the sky is blue. Yet the difficulty we face as parents in providing good answers becomes immediately apparent when we turn to science for help, perhaps murmuring something about thermonuclear fusion or the way the Earth’s atmosphere scatters light. “But why do hydrogen atoms fuse?” we’ll inevitably hear next. “Because of heat and pressure,” we answer. “Why is there pressure?” they ask after that, and so on, each successive query sounding less like a follow-up question and more like a reprimand for our foolishly offering how answers to why questions, reminding us that when children ask why something is, they’re actually asking to know its purpose.

			At first glance this seems an innocent wish—even charming—so it’s one we’re willing to indulge. But if we chase the answer to any “purpose” question far enough down the rabbit hole, inevitably we’ll come face to face with the frustrating truth that we can’t answer the simplest one even to our satisfaction. We don’t know why the sun shines or the sky is blue—or if such questions even make sense—any more than we know the ultimate reason for anything, including, most importantly, ourselves.

			Which doesn’t stop us from trying to figure it out. As we grow from toddlers to children and our thinking becomes more self-reflective, at some point we narrow the scope of our investigation into the purpose of things down to one overriding question: “For what purpose do we live?” And while some of us may only be asking how we’d like to spend our lives, others are asking about the meaning of life itself, seeking not just an answer but rather the answer, the ultimate reason for which we were all born. Undaunted by the possibility that no such ultimate reason even exists—that we simply are—some of us try mixing varying proportions of intuition, reason, introspection, philosophy, and religion in an attempt to uncover a purpose with which we’ve been endowed. Yet even if we eventually choose to place our faith in an omnipotent maker who’s bestowed upon us the purpose we seek, belief in that maker’s existence brings us no closer to knowing it. (Despite the protests of the faithful to the contrary, belief in a creator grants us no firsthand knowledge of that creator’s intent.)

			On the other hand, if we’re willing to accept that we don’t have an endowed purpose but rather an evolved function, we can begin from any one of the many desires that populate our everyday life and follow it back through all the desires that lie beneath it to find the answer we seek. We may rouse ourselves out of bed one day to study for a test, the next to help a troubled friend, and the next after that to run errands, but in every instance our motivation arises from some other, broader reason; and if we ask why that reason rouses us, we’ll find the answer in yet another, even broader reason, and so on. We want to study for our test to pass it. We want to pass our test to get a good grade in our class. We want to get a good grade in our class to get into a good college. We want to get into a good college to get a good job. And if we continue asking why, like the child we once were, trying to excavate down to our most rudimentary ambition—a time-worn exercise—we’ll eventually find all reasons lead to the same place, to the one core reason for living we’d sought all along, the core reason against which we measure the value of everything we do: to be happy.

			Our Desire to Be Happy

			Here, though, evolutionary biology would raise an objection, arguing that the ultimate end toward which all living organisms aim their activities is survival and reproduction. And though true for the vast majority of life on planet Earth, not so I’d argue for Homo sapiens. For when we evolved the ability to have thoughts and feelings about our thoughts and feelings (for example, the ability to recognize we enjoy football more than baseball), we gained the ability to form judgments about our experiences and make choices about which ones we’d rather have—choices, observation suggests, that are driven less by the desire to survive and reproduce than they are by the desire to become happy. (Though the desire to become happy undoubtedly evolved to promote survival and reproduction, with the advent of self-awareness, the relative strength with which we’re motivated to become happy and motivated to survive and reproduce has reversed.) A sizable minority of people, for example, choose not to have children at all, believing that parenthood will lead them on balance to less happiness rather than more.1 In addition, in circumstances in which the drive to survive is pitted directly against the drive to become happy—that is, when people perceive the need to make a choice between the two—the drive to become happy (or, at least, to avoid suffering) typically proves itself the stronger. We see this, for example, in patients suffering from intractable pain who have been known to make the reasoned choice—meaning in the absence of clinical depression or psychotic delusion—to end their lives. And though we may be tempted to believe that patients with chronic pain who choose to suffer it rather than kill themselves do so because they want to survive even at the cost of their happiness, the more likely explanation is that their personal degree of pain tolerance enables them to remain happy despite their discomfort. Either that, or their hope to be relieved of their pain is great enough to sustain their hope that they’ll become happy one day in the future.

			An Irresistible Pursuit

			We actually have as little choice about wanting to become happy as the heart does about pumping blood. We’re incapable of wanting not to become happy. The pursuit of happiness isn’t merely an inalienable right with which we’re endowed or an activity we’re capable of choosing; it’s psychological law we must obey. Even people who appear to want nothing to do with happiness, like those so immersed in self-hatred that their principle aim becomes self-sabotage, will say they haven’t lost their desire for happiness so much as ceased to believe they deserve it. Similarly, people suffering from severe depression who seek their own destruction typically do so only to escape the pain they’re feeling, not because they no longer want to be happy. They may no longer believe they can be happy and therefore stop behaving as if they want to be, but that’s because depression often leads to a state of learned helplessness (once convinced that happiness is no longer possible, continuing to take action toward it becomes next to impossible). Just as the heart’s function continues to be the pumping of blood even when it starts to fail, our minds aim toward happiness even when they appear to stop seeking it or even wanting it. Whether we want this to be true or even realize it is makes no difference. Like the heart, our minds are built a certain way to perform a certain function we can’t change, one that by virtue of our sentience and self-awareness we just happen to be able to perceive.

			But if happiness is indeed our primary function, why is it so difficult to achieve? Perhaps for at least two reasons. First, because merely desiring happiness more than anything else doesn’t itself teach us how to achieve it. And as we’re all capable of believing things without evidence, many of our beliefs about what makes us happy will simply turn out to be wrong. How many of us, for example, consider happiness to lie in the unmitigated pursuit of pleasure? Certainly pleasure plays an important role in contributing to happiness, but to appreciate how an existence can be overflowing with pleasure and still be miserable we only need look at people for whom certain pleasures (sex, gambling, drugs, and so on) send all other considerations spinning off into the distance and often cause the collapse of the very lives they delight. Further, too much pleasure can be paradoxically unpleasant (a few jelly beans are delicious, but too many make us sick), something happiness, by definition, can never be.

			Loss Aversion

			Which brings us to the second reason happiness is difficult to achieve: it requires not only the presence of joy (meaning a positive emotional state), but also the absence of suffering. Unfortunately, we often fail to appreciate these things as separate and focus most of our efforts on finding things that bring us joy rather than on preparing ourselves to withstand hardship. We may think things that bring us joy—a good job, money, a loving spouse, and so on—simultaneously immunize us against suffering, but if anything they actually make us more vulnerable to suffering by providing us more attachments to lose.

			And avoiding the pain of loss is more important than experiencing the joy of gain. At least, that’s how many of us behave when forced to choose between the two, a phenomenon psychologists term loss aversion. In the world of day trading, for example, most experts agree the best way to make money is by selling losing trades quickly and letting winning ones ride. But in one study, 62 percent of traders on average did just the opposite, selling their winning trades quickly and letting their losing ones ride.2 Why? Because their desire to avoid the pain of loss, which they could only do by holding on to losing trades long enough for them to become winners and selling their winning trades before they became losers, was greater than their desire to experience the joy of gain (by riding out winning trades until they’d peaked).

			A Sense of Impotence

			Even the Buddha is said to have sought enlightenment out of a desire to resolve the problem of suffering. A famous Buddhist parable tells of Shuddhodana, King of the Shakya tribe, confining his son, Prince Siddhartha—who later became Shakyamuni Buddha—to the royal palace while he was growing up to shield him from the world’s sufferings. On four separate mornings, however, Siddhartha managed to escape, venturing outside each time through a different gate. On the first morning, leaving by the west wall, he came upon a mother suckling an infant. On the second morning, leaving by the north wall, he came upon an old man sitting by the side of the road. On the third morning, leaving by the east wall, he came upon a leper begging for alms. And on the fourth morning, leaving by the south wall, he came upon a corpse.

			These so-called four meetings are taken to represent the four inescapable sufferings of life: birth, old age, sickness, and death. The suffering of birth is taken to mean the suffering that arises simply as a result of our having been born—that is, of having desires that go unfulfilled, of encountering people and experiences we don’t like, and of being separated from people and experiences we do. The suffering of old age refers to the suffering we experience as a result of the loss of our mental and physical vitality. The suffering of sickness is that which we experience as a result of illness. And the suffering of death arises from our awareness that we will one day die. Taken together, these four sufferings are said to encompass every kind of suffering human beings experience.

			In response to these four meetings, Siddhartha pondered a question as relevant today as it was 2,500 years ago: How can anyone achieve happiness in life when it constantly brings us so much suffering? In an effort to find the answer, he adopted the life of an ascetic, depriving himself of all worldly goods, attachment to which was considered by many at the time to be the root of all suffering. After many years of begging for food, however, he concluded this approach was futile and discarded it. Frustrated but still determined, he eventually entered into a deep meditation under the branches of a pipal tree and found his answer in the attainment of enlightenment.

			The answer he found wasn’t, contrary to what many other forms of Buddhism suggest, that suffering arises from the frustration of our desires. Rather it was that suffering arises from our deluded thinking about the nature of life itself—specifically, from our deluded belief that we lack the power to overcome the obstacles that confront us. We don’t suffer, according to Nichiren Buddhism, because we face obstacles; we suffer because we face obstacles we don’t believe we can overcome. Even the state of continuous suffering—clinical depression—is considered to result from our being overwhelmed by a feeling of powerlessness.

			In response to the reasonable objection that not all problems are solvable, including three of the four inescapable sufferings—old age, sickness, and death—and therefore that victory over these sufferings is impossible, Nichiren Buddhism would answer that not all problems are solvable in the way we want. This isn’t a dodge, but rather a challenge to the notion of what solving a problem means.

			Obtaining Benefit from Adversity

			Life, a core principle of Nichiren Buddhism teaches, is win or lose. Right and wrong, success and failure, gain and loss—all constitute important and related issues to be sure, but nothing, according to Nichiren Buddhism, boosts happiness more than victory or causes more misery than defeat.

			But in Nichiren Buddhism victory doesn’t mean victory over others—no one else need lose for us to win—but rather victory over the obstacles that confront us. Yet victory over the obstacles that confront us isn’t as much about liberating ourselves from adversity as it is about obtaining the greatest benefit possible as a result of having encountered it. Not just passing the Boards, but becoming a better doctor. Not just healing a broken heart, but learning to love oneself.

			How do we know when true victory occurs? When the benefit we obtain from confronting an obstacle is enough to make us glad—or at least accepting—that it stood in our way in the first place. Which sometimes means solving problems not in the ways we want. What we want, after all, doesn’t always represent the greatest benefit an obstacle has to offer. Had I gotten what I wanted by reconciling with my girlfriend, for example, I wouldn’t have come to realize she had nothing I needed to be happy, the winning of self-love ultimately proving itself a far greater benefit than the winning of someone else’s. Further, what we want often falls far short of our expectations. A new relationship, a new job, even a vacation—all are just a few examples of things we expect will resolve our loneliness, boredom, and stress but that just as often fail to deliver.3

			This isn’t to imply we shouldn’t fight with all our might for the result we most desire. Just that we should remain open to the idea that the greatest benefit an obstacle has to offer us may be something other than what we expect. Sometimes, for example, the greatest benefit comes from failure—failure that forces us to pursue an alternative path we wouldn’t have otherwise considered but that turns out to be the best way, if not sometimes the only way, our problem could have been solved. Or failure that leads us to a benefit that’s even better than what we wanted and a victory even greater than we expected, as when I not only passed Part I of the National Boards but became a better doctor as a result of having to study for it twice.

			At other times, the true obstacle isn’t the obstacle in front of us but the obstacle inside of us. Perhaps it’s our inflexibility, our arrogance, or our fear, but when victory over external barriers is contingent upon victory over internal ones, the greatest benefit a situation has to offer us is wisdom.

			Adversity as a Catalyst

			Such was the case with a patient of mine named Rick, who once came to see me with a lump in his neck. He stood at least six and a half feet tall with shoulders that seemed almost as broad. His lump, in contrast, was only two centimeters wide.

			Wide enough, however, to warrant concern. It was firm rather than rubbery, fixed rather than mobile, and nontender rather than painful, all hallmarks of something potentially malignant. He’d noticed it only one month prior to coming to see me, which made me think it had grown rapidly, another bad sign. He’d had no infection during that time that he could recall.

			I recommended a biopsy, to which he agreed, and set up an appointment for him to see a surgeon. A week later he called me to ask more questions. The conversation started calmly enough. He related how he’d gone to see the surgeon who’d immediately scheduled a biopsy—and then suddenly he was shrieking in my ear. He’d had to wait thirty minutes in the waiting room and then another fifteen in the exam room before being seen! He’d expected an office procedure and instead they’d taken him to the operating room! He’d wanted general anesthesia and instead they’d used a local block! What the hell was wrong with these people?

			I could only listen in stunned silence, not just because I was taken completely by surprise, but because he offered no pauses during his diatribe—which lasted a full ten minutes—to allow me to respond. By the time he’d finished, however, I’d managed to regain my poise, and I suggested he come in to see me right away to discuss what had happened.

			He arrived later that afternoon with his girlfriend and sat down in a much calmer state than he’d been before. He even laughed derisively as he related how someone had called the police after he’d gotten off the phone with me. Apparently, he’d been standing in a bookstore during his tirade, and his yelling had frightened someone enough that they’d called for help. He demonstrated no insight into why someone would have done that and thought it a completely inappropriate response to his “blowing off steam.” He did, however, apologize for “being a little harsh” with me.

			I accepted his apology and told him I was sorry about his experience with the surgeon. And then I told him, as gently as I could, that the biopsy results had come back and that they weren’t good: he had Hodgkin’s lymphoma.

			He looked at me in surprise. Then, after a prolonged pause, he asked tentatively, “That’s treatable, right?”

			I nodded. “Yes.”

			“Chemo?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			He paused again, thinking. Then he took his girlfriend’s hand. “Okay, I can do that.”

			But his girlfriend pulled her hand away, saying in a trembling voice, “I’m sick and tired of you getting angry at me all the time. Either you get help to stop, or you’re going to go through this alone.”

			He blinked, even more stunned, it seemed to me, than when I’d told him he had cancer. I expected a defensive, angry denial, but instead, after a moment, he only nodded and said, “Okay.”

			Five months later, after having finished a series of anger management classes, he came back to see me and announced that the lymphoma (which was now in remission) had been the best thing that had ever happened to him. He realized now, he said, that it had been only a matter of time before his anger drove his girlfriend away. But if he hadn’t developed lymphoma, he wouldn’t have felt a need for her support and therefore might not have been open to her suggestion that he needed help to control his temper. And if he hadn’t gotten help to control his temper, though his life still would have been saved, he would have lost the very thing that he thought made it worth saving: the love of a good woman. He hadn’t just won when he’d been cured of his lymphoma, he said. He’d won when he changed himself enough to be able to keep her.

			Wisdom and the End of Suffering

			Wisdom is so powerful, in fact, that it can even put a halt to suffering without changing the circumstances that cause it, as when I freed myself from suffering not when I resumed my relationship with my girlfriend but when I realized I didn’t need to. Most of us deem a problem solved when it no longer confronts us, but from a Nichiren Buddhist perspective a problem is solved when it no longer makes us suffer, our escaping or overcoming oppressive circumstances representing only one particular means to that end. Certainly it may be the means we most prefer, and in many cases what we need to do to be able to declare true victory. But it’s not the only means at our disposal. As Viktor Frankl wrote, “When we are no longer able to change a situation—just think of an incurable disease such as inoperable cancer—we are challenged to change ourselves.”4

			From a Buddhist perspective, however, this means neither denying our problems exist nor denying they make us suffer. Rather, it means learning to use suffering as a springboard for creating benefit. For when confronted by harsh circumstances over which we have no control, we become capable of enduring them only by finding a way to create value with them—as Frankl, a psychiatrist, did himself while a prisoner at Auschwitz by both attending to the suffering of his fellow prisoners and dreaming of the day he would be able to lecture about the lessons in psychology he learned from being imprisoned in a Nazi concentration camp.

			Indeed, what Frankl’s example teaches us is that the essence of victory lies in the act itself of refusing to be defeated. For whether our problems are diminutive or global, mundane or existential, resolvable in the way we want or not, winning doesn’t just require we constantly attack with all our might: it is constantly attacking with all our might. That is, whether we can declare genuine victory doesn’t depend only on the final outcome, but also on what we feel in all the moments leading up to it. After all, how can we say we’ve won even in achieving the best possible outcome if at every moment leading up to it we suffered at the hands of the belief that victory would never be ours? Given that we spend much more time fighting for victory than attaining it, what we feel during the former is even more important than what we feel during the latter.

			Studies actually show that when most of us experience a significant loss—the death of a spouse or a parent, for example—we suffer for a while but then typically recover (becoming frozen in grief or outright depression following such an event turns out to be surprisingly rare).5 But just knowing we’re most likely destined to recover in the end doesn’t automatically mitigate the suffering such traumas cause while we’re going through them. For this reason, possessing an undefeated mind in which hope beats in time with every thrust of our pulse, a constant refrain in our body and heart, isn’t just necessary for victory; it is victory. For in refusing to give up, we refuse to give in, not just to oppressive circumstances, but to the moment-by-moment experience of suffering itself. Resilience, in other words, doesn’t consist only of returning to our original level of functioning after a loss; it also consists of not experiencing its decline in the first place.

			Possessing an Undefeated Mind

			This, then, is what it means to possess an undefeated mind: not just to rebound quickly from adversity or to face it calmly, even confidently, without being pulled down by depression or anxiety, but also to get up day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year, decade after decade—even over the course of an entire lifetime—and attack the obstacles in front of us again and again and again until they fall, or we do. An undefeated mind isn’t one that never feels discouraged or despairing; it’s one that continues on in spite of it. Even when we can’t find a smile to save us, even when we’re tired beyond all endurance, possessing an undefeated mind means never forgetting that defeat comes not from failing but from giving up. An undefeated mind doesn’t fill itself with false hope, but with hopes to find real solutions, even solutions it may not want or like. An undefeated mind is itself what grants us access to the creativity, strength, and courage necessary to find those real solutions, viewing obstacles not as distractions or detours off the main path of our lives but as the very means by which we can capture the lives we want. Victory may not be promised to any of us, but possessing an undefeated mind means behaving as though it is, as though to win we only need wage an all-out struggle and work harder than everyone else, trying everything we can, and when that fails trying everything we think we can’t, in full understanding that we have no one on whom we can rely for victory but ourselves. Possessing an undefeated mind, we understand that there’s no obstacle from which we can’t create some kind of value. We view any such doubt as a delusion. Everyone—absolutely everyone—has the capacity to construct an undefeated mind, not just to withstand personal traumas, economic crises, or armed conflicts, but to triumph over them all.

			Attaining this state may seem impossible, an ability granted only to an extraordinary few like Viktor Frankl or that great champion of freedom, Nelson Mandela. But the tools those luminaries used to achieve their goals are available to us all. In fact, in his autobiography Long Walk to Freedom, Mandela describes achieving victory over a twenty-seven-year prison sentence by using several of the same principles described in this book.6

			Extraordinary people may be born, but they can also be made. We need only look around at the number of people in everyday life who demonstrate the same resilience as a Viktor Frankl or a Nelson Mandela, some of whose stories I tell in the pages that follow, for proof that an undefeated mind isn’t nearly so rare a thing as we think.
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