








ADVANCE PRAISE FOR
On the Sweet Spot


“On the Sweet Spot is a great book. It is much more than just a ’how to improve at golf psychology’ book. Fun reading and insightful, you won’t want to put this book down.”

—Hank Haney, legendary golf instructor

“Richard Keefe was extremely helpful to me as I prepared mentally for the Masters and the PGA Tour. Many of his best lessons are in this brilliant book, On the Sweet Spot. It is sure to help golfers play their best and enjoy themselves more.”

—Tim Clark, PGA Tour, four-time NCAA All-America

“On the Sweet Spot is a gift to every golfer, regardless of skill level, who chases the elusive dream of consistently playing their best golf. By pursuing ’the effortless present,’ we quiet the mind that can derail our swings, and we enrich our lives and spirits. In sharing his journey, Dr. Keefe has shortened the road we all travel.”

—Ed Ibarguen, Top-100 Teacher, Golf Magazine; General Manager and PGA Director of Golf, Duke University Golf Club

“On the Sweet Spot is a stimulating book dedicated to helping everyone understand their performance potential. I found the neuropsychological implications fascinating! Dr. Keefe has done a wonderful job of providing a story and the psychological insight needed to help athletes and coaches achieve athletic genius!”

—Robert K. Winters, Ph.D., Resident Sport Psychologist, David Leadbetter Golf Academy

“Richard Keefe has crafted a brilliant work, certain to become a bible for golfers and other athletes. His message is far broader, however, encouraging the pursuit of sport, work, and love as spiritual art forms. Dr. Keefe masterfully weaves diverse threads from sport psychology, modern cognitive neuroscience, philosophy, and theology into a rich tapestry that lets viewers enjoy its warmth. The brain science is solid and rendered with lucidity, easy accessibility for the nonscientist, and humor all too rare among researchers. Rich in both instruction and poignancy, On the Sweet Spot is an essential read for everyone who thinks about how they are moved, be it in their sport or in their lives.”

—Robert M. Bilder, Ph.D., ABPP, Professor of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences, Chief of Medical Psychology-Neuropsychology, Brain Mapping Center, UCLA

“On The Sweet Spot weaves mountains of practical sport psychology into a fascinating story line that is sure to help athletes at every level.”

—Jay Lapidus, Duke University Men’s Tennis Coach

“Dr. Keefe, in On the Sweet Spot, provides a unique and engaging view of the paths that people take to optimal athletic performance. In doing so, he highlights the importance of that seemingly effortless state where remarkable athletic achievement often occurs. He also breaks down the processes governing these near-mystical states into clear steps. Dr. Keefe maps these steps onto brain circuits and builds from these insights to consider both performance problems and performance-enhancing strategies. Dr. Keefe succeeds in linking opposing perspectives on performance (subjective and objective, religious and scientific, instinctive and strategic) because he draws on his own experience as an athlete, a clinical psychologist, and a leading cognitive neuroscientist. Perhaps, not surprisingly, the lessons learned about athletic achievement in this book have important implications for success in other areas of one’s life.”

—John H . Kiystal, M.D., Albert E. Kent Professor and Deputy Chairman for Research, Department of Psychiatry, Yale University School of Medicine

“Belief in one’s self is by far the most important skill a golfer must develop; in my view, ’staying in the present’ is all about belief. On the Sweet Spot provides scientific support for the crucial role such belief plays in elite performance—and in living a full life. This book’s optimistic message provides hope for us all: What we need to be better people, to be better performers, is in us already. Dr. Keefe has tapped into the physiological and evolutionary underpinnings of the most fascinating aspects of being human.”

—Dan Brooks, Head Coach, Duke Women’s Golf, 2002 NCAA Champions

“O H the Sweet Spot is a wonderfully practical book. It helps readers understand the connection between brain function, psychology, and peak performance. Readers interested in enhancing their athletic performance or their life performance will find helpful ideas to put into practice today. A l l of us have had brief moments in ’the zone’ athletically or otherwise, and all of us want to go back there. This book shows you how.”

—Dr. Daniel Amen, author of Change Your Brain, Change Your Life and Healing the Hardware of the Soul

“If you’ve ever thought that golf is a mental game, you absolutely have to read this book. In my thirty years of working on the mental side of golf, I’ve consulted for dozens of P G A Tour players who at times have played golf in a way that was somehow special yet effortless. In On the Sweet Spot, Dr. Keefe eloquently describes the mental state behind this kind of performance, and provides tremendously useful input about how every player can achieve it on and off the course.”

—Dr. Richard Coop, author of Mind Over Golf, and special consultant to Golf Magazine

“Richard Keefe has written a book that will help you improve your performance in any area of your life, from driving to work to pondering the mind of God.”

—Redford Williams, M.D., author of Anger Kills





[image: image]










[image: image]
SIMON & SCHUSTER

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

Copyright © 2003 by Richard Keefe

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON & SCHUSTER and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Keefe, Richard S. E.

On the sweet spot: stalking the effortless present / Richard Keefe

p.  cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

1. Golf—Psychological aspects.   I. Title.

GV979.P75 K43   2003

796.352[image: ]01[image: ]9—dc21    2002042778



ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-8490-2

ISBN-10: 1-4165-8490-0

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





For Caren and our children





PROLOGUE

A BABY TWISTED uncomfortably in her mother’s lap. She was only three weeks old, and had no idea what she was doing. Her belly hurt, but she didn’t know that; the pain sensors in her stomach sent a signal to her brain, precipitating a message to move the area. This all happened instantaneously. She yelped in anguish, and thrust her midsection from side to side. Her mother saw her pain; patted her tiny, seemingly frail, back; then gently laid her into the crook of one arm to feed her. Even before the milk reached the baby’s belly, her pain was erased by a feeling of satisfaction that was so powerful, so all-encompassing, that her body went limp and her cries were not even a memory. She felt a bliss that her mother and father could no longer know.

There were so many steps between her longing and her satisfaction, but she was aware of none of them. She knew the longing—its tumultuous crash into the depths of her being, leaving her tiny world in chaos. She also knew its cessation—the way her body and her spirit responded with peace when that longing was addressed. But the mechanism, her mother’s love assuring that her longing led to satisfaction, was beyond her perception. It felt to her as though her needs were being met as if of their own accord: she longed, and was satisfied. Trillions of connections among the neurons in her brain shrunk and grew so that she could have this experience again and again. The connections formed at a furious pace, like the blooming of spring, creating neural pathways dependent upon the world she encountered. In this morning, in the half-dawn, she encountered the satisfaction of her longing; it overpowered her, and its presence soothed her. Though she was yet unable to feel her awe, her faith in the love that enveloped her grew steadily. And, as her faith and her neural connections grew, a door inside her opened to the direct experience of God.






CHAPTER ONE

Spontaneous Generation

I DID NOT REALLY TRUST the orthopedist who was about to operate on my knee. Maybe that was why I wanted to stay awake during the surgery. A friend of mine who was an M.D. told me it was safer not to have general anesthesia, and I was nervous about the surgery, even though it was minor. I don’t really remember why I was afraid. Perhaps it was because I was thirty-two at the time, and my life felt so empty. I had just finished graduate school in clinical psychology a year before, and was having trouble finding much inspiration in my new position as a faculty member in a psychiatry department. Each day of research on the causes of schizophrenia seemed to be fraught with interpersonal battles disguised as politics disguised as scientific inquiry. My personal life had no future either: I was dating a young woman who had just finished college and lived with her mother. I was on the cusp of middle age, and she was dyeing her hair a new color each month and wondering what it would be like to have a job. I guess being with her helped me ignore the fact that time was racing along, and I was stuck by the side of the road with a flat tire. What if I were to die or become crippled during the operation? Who would be there to care about what had happened? Who would know about all the plans I had made?

Lying flat on my back in the operating room, with nothing but a flimsy hospital gown-thing draped over me, I discussed with the anesthesiologist my preference to stay awake during the surgery; she seemed a little chagrined, but accepting. The orthopedist would have none of it: I recall him storming into the operating room, not even breaking stride as he said, “That’s okay if you don’t want a general anesthetic,” getting me to open up in optimistic anticipation, “but I won’t be doing the surgery.” Punch in the stomach. Now, I had done a bad thing. Of course I would relinquish my tiny little toy gun in the presence of someone holding a nuclear weapon. I had angered a man about to pierce my flesh while I was unconscious. I don’t remember what I said next; I only remember someone fitting a gas mask onto my face and counting backward from ten.

When I awoke, my red-haired girlfriend (wasn’t she blonde when I went under?) and a friend of mine who was a psychiatrist at the hospital were there. I had hoped that having nearby a friend who was on the medical staff at the hospital would somehow get me better treatment, or even save my life if it were endangered. But my orthopedist, who obviously preferred to have people unconscious, had little respect for my psychiatrist buddy, whose job it was to make people less unconscious. As it turned out, though, I needed someone with a caring demeanor to break the news to me: The orthopedist had enlisted my friend to explain to me that my years of playing sports had completely worn down my knee, and that the little pain I was having was the burning friction of bone against bone. I would never again be able to participate in vigorous athletic activity.

I was devastated initially, but this feeling strangely lifted after about an hour. When I had recovered enough from the surgery to be discharged, and the anesthesia diminished to a pleasant afterglow, my girlfriend drove me home in my convertible. We stopped along the way for her to go to a hair appointment, and I waited in the car, pondering my loss of identity as an athlete so intently that I didn’t even notice that when she got back in the car she was a brunette.

We drove along through the older, richer, back roads of Westchester County, and passed a vast expanse of fields and trees, encircled by a century-old, waist-high stone wall. The April afternoon was warm and cloudy, pregnant with new life and the possibility of rain. On the other side of the stone wall, small groups of people were hovering near each other, moving in clumps along the field. My cognitive functions had been slowed by the pain medication and, for about a full minute, I did not know what they were doing. I felt a longing to be with them, engaged in their activity, but I had no idea what it was. The emotional centers of my brain were unaffected by the lingering effects of the medication, but my analytical abilities were shut down. I did not dwell considerably upon what I didn’t know about their activity; rather, I bathed in my longing. I felt a primal need to be with these people, doing whatever it was that they were doing. I did not even know if they were working or playing. It seemed to be both. Farther up the road, the sight of a woman pulling a flagstick out of the ground broke my state of cerebral numbness. Golf. They were playing golf.

I immediately became excited at the prospect of it. Perhaps this would pull me out of my little identity crisis. I would still be able to walk, and I could probably swing a club without hurting my knee, although I’d have to test this when I was healthy again. Yes, I was excited about this. The embarrassingly intense longing that I’d felt could, in fact, be satisfied. When I was a teenager I had had a period of playing golf every day for a single summer. At the time, I’d quit because I began to feel like I was playing an old man’s game, and was pulled into the local orbit of my buddies playing team sports. Now, ironically, I associated golf with youth, and didn’t even think about how the swift insertion of an arthroscope into my knee had sentenced my body to middle age as quickly as Dr. Knock-you-out could say “sedated.” Golf meant endless adolescent summer days to me: Warm up by putting on your shoes, then play forty-five; go home for dinner, come back the next day. Only in retrospect can I see the human resiliency in my sudden revitalization. Part of it may have been a quirk in the timing of my brain’s recovery from the pain medication: I could recall my intense, youthful joy without quite knowing what was making me happy. I felt as though a course had been set: I would play golf. My knee would not hinder me there. I was young again.

I found that my knee injury did not affect my swing at all, and the walking was therapeutic. I started off slowly at first, hitting balls occasionally, practicing my putting, then playing six-hour rounds when I was able to get onto the crowded New York area courses. Several months later, after haircolor girl had told me on Thanksgiving night that she was seeing a younger man—while we were in the bathtub together—I met my future wife. She was friends with a group of tennis players who also played golf, and I began to play and practice with increasing frequency. The depth of my relationship with this woman, and with the game that would infuse my life, grew in parallel. One of her friends, as well as her parents, lived in Suffern, New York, which permits residents to play at Spook Rock Golf Club, one of the finest municipal courses in the United States. Since she never had the patience for golf, she would socialize with our group on the practice range, then visit her parents while I played. As I warmed up on the range, my focus on golf would begin to narrow, and my attention to her and the others would become fleeting, almost false. As our foursome packed up to head for the first tee, she would kiss me goodbye and say, “have fun,” but I had already left. It was as though we were now characters in two completely different movies. She was in a romantic comedy, making jokes with her husband and their friends, immersed in the interaction of the people around her. I was in a war epic; my kiss goodbye was dramatic, perhaps final, as I headed off into an unknown land of potential heroics and unspeakable lurking horrors. My return was much the same: I had battles to speak of, some of them bloody. She asked incomprehensible questions, such as, “Did you have a nice time?” The contrast in our communication was like a dream, where bizarre and incongruous events are treated with nonchalance.


I: That two-tongued half-lizard, half-man is going to kill us!

She: Tea?



As my interest in golf flourished, I looked for any opportunity to play or practice. I developed a real love of hitting balls. I would practice for hours, standing behind the ball, picturing the exact flight that the ball would take, the exact swing that I would make. Then, I would approach the ball, get into my stance, and try to make the image I had created transform itself through me into a golf shot. When I was successful, I felt a great inner satisfaction. I felt as though I had a special gift, that I was able to enter into a mental state where I could turn my inner pictures into real events in the outer world. It was this extraordinary feeling, more than any other, that drove me. I felt, in each swing, that I was creating a work of art. I was making an internal image come to life. The process made me feel powerful and confident. I recalled the time in my youth when I had rejected golf, feeling that it was a meaningless activity; quite the contrary now, I felt there was something elemental in what I was doing. I felt such a basic intensity that I could have been running through the jungle, chasing my prey fifty thousand years ago, or confidently making a complicated, delicate maneuver to dock a spaceship to a space station, far in the future.

This intensity brought a tremendous joy to my life. I practiced in the evenings, played on the weekends, and spent the rest of my free time with my wife-to-be. The progress of research into the causes of mental illnesses moves slowly, and uninspired researchers like me at the time can easily get lost in the meandering crowd if they wish. I had plenty of free time if I wanted it; I didn’t miss any important meetings, but I missed the unimportant ones. In a research career, there are nine bad ideas being pursued for every good one. I simply cut loose a few of the projects that were going nowhere. I sometimes worry that, by doing so, I cut loose the cure for mental illness. This is unlikely; when I looked around my department, I saw a number of people who were wasting a lot more than a few ideas. I again felt as though time were racing along, but I was no longer an observer; some of the others now seemed stuck by the side of the road, while I was flowing with the traffic in the open air. The breeze was light and the sun was warm. I felt my hands as they grasped the wheel.

When my wife-to-be and I became engaged to be married, I moved from Westchester County, New York, to Bergen County, New Jersey. This move tore me away from a region steeped in some of golf’s greatest history and tradition, to an area that was ranked as the third-worst county in the United States for golf. There were four county courses, and each one was terrible. I played them whenever I could. After all, the closest I’ve ever gotten to the Westchester courses like Winged Foot was watching Davis Love III win the PGA championship on television. Furthermore, a mile from our apartment in Edgewater was a driving range with a putting green. It was located on a converted landfill along the Hudson River, in the heart of a Korean section of the county, and the owners of the range were Korean, as well. It had the only snack room at a golf practice facility I have ever seen that sold a variety of green teas. Some evenings, with the 100 or so stalls two-deep in people waiting to pound jumbo buckets of 200-plus balls, I was the only non-Asian there.

I took comfort in the company of my equally obsessed brothers-in-arms. I sometimes practiced deep into the evening, as the lighted range was open until midnight (a happy fact that prompted a lawsuit by the tenants of the Manhattan apartment buildings across the Hudson, who were kept awake by the glaring lights). During the winter, the range was heated, and each stall was encased on three sides by thick, insulating plastic. During a strange weather period that included a series of ice storms, the range was covered in a thick blanket of ice, and each shot skittered and bounced along as though frictionless, until it found the net at the back of the range. This was the first time that I had been able to work on my swing through a winter, and the dramatic improvements made me wonder how professional golfers could ever be raised outside of southern climes.

At times, when I practiced, I had a vague feeling of a presence with me. It was sometimes the inner chattering of my mind, perhaps half words and part phrases directed toward improving my swing: Hands there … loose, uh-huh … through to finish, like that … felt the big muscles that time … yuh. When the chattering died down and my focus improved, the presence remained, hanging there. One day, quite suddenly, a warm and pleasing sensation spread through my chest. I felt happy and sad at the same time, and I felt vulnerable, yet safe. I was somewhat confused by all this, and was reminded of the time when I had first fallen in love with my wife. As I stood pondering all these different feelings, I developed a distinct and startling impression that I was not alone.

A few weeks later, as I practiced at the range in the summer, I again had the feeling of a presence with me. At first, it was like background music—a nice accompaniment that seemed to comfort me as I hit each shot. It then became fuller and more encompassing. My swing felt particularly fluid that day, and I was amazed at my ability to visualize the exact trajectory of where I wanted the ball to go, and then to manifest that same image by hitting the ball just right. I worked on moving the ball from left to right and right to left around the different flags that covered the practice area, and never felt more in control of making the ball go wherever I wanted it to. Yet, I had a strange feeling that it was not me swinging the club. It wasn’t that I felt as though I were possessed, or taken over by an alien force, or anything weird like that. It was just that I felt I didn’t need to put forth any effort to swing the club. The initial part of my swing, when I first brought the club back, was happening on its own. It seemed at times that the club was swinging itself. I had an impulse to head out onto the course and play a quick round, figuring that I shouldn’t waste all these great shots on the practice range, but I was so enthralled and focused on what I was doing, I just kept hitting away.

I decided to experiment. I aimed at a telephone pole that held up the net at the back of the practice range, about 250 yards away. The ground was very hard and dry, so my best drives could hit the net after a few bounces. I got behind the ball and aligned myself toward the pole, then saw a picture of my drive sailing off toward the net, bouncing twice, and landing solidly against the pole. I even heard the distant plonk of the ball smacking against the wood, like a broom handle on a coconut. As I got into my stance and readied myself to swing, I completely let go of any feeling of trying to hit the shot. Years before, I had read a book about Zen Buddhist archers who draw back their bows then, rather than shoot the arrow, wait for the arrow to be loosed toward the target. I followed the same approach: I waited for the club to be swung. I did not try. I only waited. When the club finally began moving back, I felt almost as though I were an observer. I knew they were my hands, and my club, and my torso twisting my weight onto my right foot, but I felt that the swing was being started, and completed, as if of its own accord. Just as I had pictured seconds before, the ball rocketed toward the telephone pole on a straight, unwavering line, took two hops along the same line and bounced up against the pole.

Goose bumps raised along my neck and shoulders. I didn’t initially feel a sense of pride; what I had just witnessed seemed merely a statement of fact. I had fully expected to hit my target and, when my goal was accomplished, I wasn’t surprised. I decided to repeat the experiment. Again I pictured the ball sailing toward the net, bouncing twice, then hitting off the pole. Again I let the club swing itself, and again my picture was brought to life in my swing. The third time, I pictured the ball bouncing three times before hitting the pole, and I saw the trajectory of my drive being a little higher than before. My shot matched my picture exactly, except, at the last moment, it bounced just to the side of the pole, missing by inches. This felt like a cosmic wink—an assurance that, indeed, I was not in control of this mechanism, it was. I became so excited at what had just happened, and at the possibilities that might lie ahead for me in my golf game, that I put down my club and walked over to a pay phone to call my wife to share my excitement with her.

When I told her the story of what I had done, she, too, became excited. She wasn’t just happy for me; she could tell that I had come upon something important. She often felt that I didn’t believe enough in myself, and she hoped that I had now found a way to be more confident. After listening to me and sharing my excitement, she said to me, “This is wonderful! There are so many things you can do with this. You could even use it in your work.”

Her statement jolted me out of my reverie, and annoyed me; she was suggesting that I melt down the key to heaven, and sell it as scrap metal! I wanted to delight in the moment, to share this experience, and look at it as an act of creation; she wanted to know what its use was going to be. “But I’m not talking about my work now,” I said, the irritation showing in my voice, “I’m telling you about an experience.”

“Yes, but there is so much more you can do with what you’ve found,” she said, almost pleading. “It’s not just golf.”

I had trouble with those words being put side by side. I became cartoonishly defensive, unreasonable, and arrogant. “Just golf? Just golf? This experience, this moment, is golf! When I allow the club to swing itself, golf is everything; there is nothing else.”

She realized that she had stepped on my toes, which were often in the way when it came to golf. She knew I was conflicted about playing the game and devoting so much of my attention to it, and she knew that there was no way to get me to see the larger picture of my experience this time. With the deftness of a bullfighter, she stepped gracefully to the side of my oncoming charge. “Well, I didn’t mean to rain on your parade.” She even resisted her impulse to add, “but there’s so much more here,” and we hung up.

When I got back to the range, I still was able to hit good shots but, initially, I had the petulant feeling that the wind had been taken out of my sails. I continued to hit balls until again I relaxed into a nice zone. Each shot began to feel crisp again, and I began again to visualize exactly where the ball would go. I started to believe that there was no limitation on how accurate I could be. I could hit any target. Twice, I hit the exact flag I intended to hit. And then something really unusual happened: I realized that my wife was right. This wasn’t just about golf. If I can visualize what a golf ball will do, then allow that picture to become manifest by swinging a club, what other possibilities are open to me? I fully felt the power of this belief, and again had a strong sense of a presence with me, within me. I wondered what this presence was, and I thought about where I could turn to get answers to the many questions that were coming to me. Had I accessed some kind of natural brain mechanism that allows us to perform our best when we awaken to our potential? The more I thought about these questions, the more I felt I had to follow them wherever they would lead me.



MANY GOLFERS HAVE DESCRIBED feeling as if the club is moving on its own. Athletes from other sports have said the same thing. During their epic home run battle in 1998, Sammy Sosa and Mark McGwire independently described a similar experience. McGwire said that, when he was at bat, he sometimes felt as if he had lost control of his body, like he was outside of himself watching in slow motion as the bat connected with the ball perfectly, solidly, creating a force and a power that was generated from outside him.

Years after I first felt that golf club swinging on its own, Dan Brooks, the women’s golf coach at Duke, relayed a similar experience when he returned from watching Jenny Chausiriporn play against Se Ri Pak in an eighteen-hole playoff for the 1998 U.S. Women’s Open. On the day before the playoff, a group of us who had just played at the Duke University Golf Club watched from the snack bar while Jenny battled to tie Pak. When she made a twisting forty-foot putt to tie for the lead on the 72nd hole—a putt Johnny Miller later described as “the most dramatic putt in the history of the USGA”—the snack bar, filled with middle-aged men and the pro-shop staff, erupted. Several of us were so excited for her (and perhaps wanted so much to latch onto her success) that we looked into hiring a private plane to fly from Durham to Wisconsin to watch the playoff. The Jennymania was eventually nixed since the Duke pro-shop guys would need financial support for the endeavor, and Athletic Director Joe Alleva rightfully decided that would probably violate seventeen different NCAA regulations, as well as three tenets of common sense. The end result, however, was that Dan Brooks got on a plane to fly out to Wisconsin to be there with Jenny. He told me what Jenny had described about her forty-footer on the 72nd hole: “She was so far into the zone that the putter seemed to move on its own.” The look of complete shock on her face after she made the putt confirmed that she felt somehow removed from her tremendous achievement.

This experience, associated with a performance so extraordinary that it borders on magic, underscored the importance of the phenomenon. The putter didn’t move on its own when she was tapping in for par, which would seem more likely, since tapping in for par is so easy and automatic that the brain could be busy doing something else. No, it moved on its own when this twenty-year-old amateur was standing over the ball peering through the threshold of history. How was it that she and I had had such similar experiences while executing shots that wound up being so phenomenally good? Was this just the way that people overinterpret chance events? Or was there some brain mechanism in operation? What would cause the brain to do this? Was there some adaptive value in parts of the brain dissociating themselves from particular intense experiences? Or were there more specific brain processes involved? The idea that we can be taken over by an outside force that moves our bodies seems highly unlikely but, at this point, I was open to any possibility. And, more than anything, that made me feel like I had come upon the right track.






CHAPTER TWO

Follow Your Heart (The Man of Fess Des Tinny)

GOLF IS HARDLY THE ONLY PLACE in which an athlete can enter this zone. The release of a basketball off the fingers of a wrist snapped perfectly at the absolute apex of the jump and ideal extension of the arm toward the basket: Even if the player were blinded, he would know it was going in. A wide receiver dives at the last moment, having covered fifty yards in five seconds with outstretched arms converging on a football that occupied a tiny bouncing speck in his visual field when he prepared to dive. Tennis can produce moments of play that exceed everyone’s expectations: “How did she get to that?” A full sprint across court culminates with a powerful and graceful sweeping explosion of the racquet through the ball, which hurtles down the line and just nicks the tape. The years of footwork development, strength training, conditioning, and mental preparation combine with the fortuitous shuffling of genes at conception, and all are delivered at the same moment.

The writer John Jerome referred to these athletic moments as “sweet spots in time.” The physical and mental development of the athlete, and the event that arises to allow full expression of this development, seem to have been perfectly designed for one another. Golf is full of these events. Even beginners have them. After skimming a bucket’s worth of shots across a practice range, the beginning golfer finally makes an adjustment in his swing that lifts the ball into the air, and it bounds past the 150-yard sign. He is delighted, and tries to understand what he did that time to produce that ball flight and feeling of contact with the ball.

Was the beginner’s airborne shot skill or chance? Is the tennis player’s tremendous get and blast down the line due solely to skill, or is good fortune operating as well? Was my perfectly visualized series of drives on the practice range a function of attaining a perfect approach for that minute, or was I just astronomically lucky to hit the telephone pole repeatedly? Or, do these “sweet spots in time” occur from a burgeoning level of skill relative to previous expectation, combined with peaks of good fortune and a large number of attempts? The beginning golfer may be delighted at getting the ball airborne, and may feel like he is in the zone when he hits consecutive shots past the 150-yard sign. The various fulcrums of his swing may have finally operated in unison for him, and he is better than he was the first time he hit golf balls, but chance is also at work. The hands on a watch will eventually all align in perfect unison at the stroke of noon and midnight. Is there something legitimately special about these moments compared to all the others?

In viewing excellent golf performance as somehow coming from a source outside the self, we may be misinterpreting chance events. After all, gamblers in Las Vegas who are having a string of good luck will frequently say they’re “feeling it.” Is going into the zone the same as believing that some kind of outside force controls the cards and the dice, so certain gamblers win and others lose? Anyone who frequently engages in any activity can expect at least a few strange occurrences. For people who play a lot of golf, unusual events are almost certain to happen.

Scientist Carl Sagan once discussed the statistics of unusual precognitive experiences, in which someone predicts an important event. He had had a vivid dream that his uncle died, and he awoke in a cold sweat, startled and frightened. He felt compelled to call his uncle to check on his premonition; his hypothesis was that his uncle had indeed died, and that he had somehow received a message about the death. Most everyone has heard a story of someone who has had such a precognitive experience. When he called his aunt, she answered the phone and assured him that his uncle was fine and watching television right beside her; he did not die the next day, either. Dr. Sagan noted that he was not moved to write an article for Psychology Today in which he described the intensity of the precognitive experience, then the fact that it was totally false. Only when the story is indeed predictive are such stories written. He decided to calculate the chances that someone could successfully predict the death of a close relative. Since most people report having some form of precognitive experience during their lifetime, and many report them quite frequently, a conservative estimate is that on average each person has one per lifetime, which adds up to about three hundred million precognitive experiences across the United States alone. If you assume that any precognitive experience within a week of the death is interesting enough to tell others, then the likelihood is that, by chance, the number of people in the United States who have a precognitive dream about a relative who actually dies is 200 per week! And that doesn’t include that fact that people may be more likely to have a precognitive experience about the death if they have some warning that the person was going to die through a chronic illness, or a tendency to drink and drive.

If the number of possible event opportunities is large enough, unusual events are almost certain to happen. People often tell stories of times when someone calls “just as I was thinking of her.” Given the number of people we think about over the course of our many days, it seems likely that by chance one of them will call every so often. I probably think about a hundred people per day; some of them I see every day, so a phone call from one of them wouldn’t gather a lot of attention. I also think of many people that I haven’t seen for years. If I calculate how many people I think of over the course of a year, this adds up to at least 30,000 chances for one of them to call me out of the blue. Something that happens once in 30,000 times is considered a very rare and special event, yet, over the course of a whole year, very rare and special events are statistically guaranteed to happen. So, perhaps a coincidental phone call or driving a golf ball off a distant telephone pole repeatedly are really just statistical phenomena that, in the grand scheme of time, are not unusual at all.



SOME EVENTS appear so extraordinary that it’s difficult for even a statistician to maintain that they were due merely to chance. Furthermore, the greater the personal meaning of the events, the more difficult it is to ascribe them to mere randomness. I had the following experience a few years ago that knocked me right off of my statistical high horse. (I don’t like this horse metaphor but, as soon as I typed it, I looked up to see that on the airline movie screen there was a picture of someone high on a horse, viewed from low on the ground. I then felt that perhaps the metaphor was meant to be, so I kept it.)

I was trained in sport psychology by Dick Coop, who has worked with dozens of PGA Tour players, including several prominent players who have won multiple majors. The primary reason I dragged my family down to North Carolina from New Jersey was to be mentored by him as to how to help golfers with the mental side of the game. He had never trained anyone before, yet he was a tremendous teacher; he had somehow chosen me to receive the tools of his trade. I would frequently follow him around as he worked with a golfer; this was relatively easy when he had an amateur player visiting him at the Governor’s Club in Chapel Hill, where I would stay a comfortable distance behind him and the golfer and try to be as unobtrusive as possible. None of the golfers seemed to mind my presence.

Maintaining a comfortable following distance was more challenging at PGA Tour events. While even Dick wasn’t allowed inside the ropes that protected the course from spectators during the actual tournament, there are many other cordoned-off areas that are accessible to teachers whose players had them sanctioned by the PGA Tour. There is a clear division between those who are a part of the show and those who are watching: Dick was a part of the show, albeit the supporting cast, while I could best be described as a hanger-on. At the first Tour event I attended with Dick, we arrived on the Wednesday before the tournament started. One of his players was the defending champion, and was the center of attention during the pro-am. The player was very friendly to me, referring to me as Dick’s “prodigy,” and he encouraged me to join the group walking with him as he played. Later, Dick brought me with him onto the putting green while he worked with the current National Champion on his putting. I felt clumsy, like a voyeur or a groupie, yet it was fun to pretend that I belonged, and I appreciated Dick including me fully in his world. The warmth that the Tour players felt toward Dick was clear, and they readily accepted me, even if I was having trouble feeling like I fit in.

Thursday of the tournament was different. When the first round started, the great increase in the number of spectators brought an increase in security, and the informal, all-access pass I’d had yesterday was suddenly severely limited. Although I had felt awkward being inside the ropes, suddenly being shut out of the practice areas and clubhouse was far worse. While Dick went in to eat with his players and talk to them about their rounds, I had to wait outside like everyone else, no longer special. That first year, I made the most of it: I sat and talked with caddies a bit, studied some of the players’ practice routines, or walked the course watching the action, a term whose usage is fully stretched when applied to tournament golf. I also stood behind the fence at the practice range watching Dick work with his players. I felt that I learned a lot from the experience, and I enjoyed having been included for a while, if only to be eventually pushed back into my usual spot.

A year later, after having worked with Dick for almost two full years, I began to have a different attitude about going to a tournament. Dick had taught me extensively how to work with golfers in general, and we had focused a lot on the special circumstances of working with players on the PGA Tour. This second year of being prohibited from going certain places at a Tour event became wearing. As much as I appreciated Dick’s efforts to include me, my attendance at the tournament felt too much like a fan rubbing elbows with Tour players. I was training to work with golfers as part of my profession, and I had a growing sense that I could offer something even to those at the top levels of their profession. I guess I wanted to be involved in the show.

One Monday, after having gone to three days of a PGA Tour event with Dick, I picked up a goal-setting workbook that a friend had designed. While looking it over, I realized that, while I’d been spending a lot of time helping others to set and reach their goals, I hadn’t really set any goals for myself. I had felt that I wasn’t ready yet, and I hadn’t considered what I wanted to be headed toward. As I thought this over that morning, I went about my usual business of preparing to go to my office. While in the shower, I very distinctly set a course: I felt that working with a PGA Tour player would perhaps be a little overwhelming at this stage, but that working with a player at golf’s version of the triple-A minor leagues, at the time called the Nike Tour, would be perfect. That would be my goal. I saw it happening. By the time my shower was over, I felt a certainty about my next step on this journey. I had no idea at this point of how I’d achieve this goal; I felt that the details would somehow work themselves out. It was a strange, blind faith, but I believed in my vision with absolutely no reason to do so. I headed off for work happy and inspired.

When I got to my office, some thirty minutes later, my secretary handed me a message that my wife, Caren told me that, a few minutes after I’d left the house, a player from the Nike Tour had called me. He had gone to his college coach to talk about some of the difficulties he’d been having with his confidence and concentration, and his coach told him that he should start working with me.

How did this process work? How was I transformed sequentially from being rudderless in my beginning career in sport psychology to seeing a clear vision snap into focus to having that goal achieved almost instantaneously? Was this just an unbelievable and fortunate coincidence? Did the image of what I wanted, ignored for months, if not years, then brought into light, have an actual impact on the outside world? I had not prayed for this outcome, but was this the same cosmic mechanism at work—ask and you shall receive? Or were there signs all around that I was about to have this opportunity, but I didn’t see them until the very last moment before we began working together, by the time season was over he had won twice, barely missing qualifying for the PGA Tour.

This series of events could be considered a precognitive success story: I had a vision, and it was almost immediately realized. However, only the match between the outcome and the prediction makes the story worth telling. How many stories of mismatches between prediction and outcome and the prediction makes the story worth telling. How many stories of mismatches between prediction and outcome are told? Very few: “I had a strong premonition that I would meet my future wife that day. But, as usual, I went home alone.” This sequence of events is so typical that it’s not worth relaying to anybody. The vast majority of our predictions never come true, and we quickly forget them; we remember the ones that came true because they grab our attention. Research shows that we remember events better if our emotions are increased in relation to them, and we are far more likely to generate emotion about an unusual successful prediction than we are about the banal premonition that misses the target.

Post hoc explanations are particularly suspect. If an unusual event occurs, then, after struggling to understand it, we ascribe its occurrence to some sort of universal consciousness or cosmic force, the explanatory power of this conclusion is fairly weak. Humans have a remarkable tendency to make sense out of nonsense. Studies of research professors in the behavioral sciences have demonstrated this in an exaggerated form: When asked to interpret data that were actually a series of random numbers, the professors derived all kinds of complex and clever explanations for what was essentially meaningless information. The facility of some neuroscientists to develop post hoc explanations of their data is impressive. Since some neural systems inhibit certain brain functions, and other neural systems disinhibit these functions, it is always possible to interpret data as suggesting inhibition or disinhibition of function. When told that he had not noticed the minus sign in front of the correlations he was discussing, the neuroscience professor did not skip a beat: “Oh, very interesting, these neurons must be having a disinhibitory effect, not an inhibitory one.” Many of us act and think in our daily lives much like the professor backed into a corner by an incisive question during his scientific presentation: There is a complete inability to place in sequence the words I, don’t, and know.

I quite literally saw a chicken cross a road the other day, right in front of my oncoming car. It had wandered away from its home toward a swamp on the other side of the road. I don’t think that the chicken was interested in the other side. I don’t really know why it crossed the road. I suspect that chickens, like humans, have a basic tendency to keep moving. Movement keeps the biological systems healthy and functioning well. Sometimes the movement is the purpose, whether it’s the legs of a chicken away from the coop, or the meandering calculations of our desire to explain the world around us. The place at which our journey ends, however, may be no more meaningful than the place at which it began.

By now, you may be thinking that I’m completely devoid of romance and adventure, wanting only to see cold facts, even in an instance when the outside world has been so warm to me. However, I greatly value intuition, and believe there are some mechanisms in the brain and, perhaps, in the universe, that increase the chances that our intuitions will be expressed in the external world. But, I want to see this mechanism for what it really is, not what I sometimes want it to be.

The development of real intuition is complex and circuitous. My attempts to understand it have often been fruitless: I am certain that I will hole a 120-foot chip, and I do. How did this certainty come to be? Am I really able to know the future based upon some kind of semiconscious, in-depth analysis? I’ve sometimes focused on this question throughout an entire round of golf, determining my degree of certainty that I would make a putt, then observing the percentage of the time that I was correct. I’ve also noticed that, when I approach the putt as an objective experiment in this way—“let’s see if the intuition works this time”—it almost always fails. I first thought that this justified my skepticism, since my failure to hole the putt would come at a time when I was doubting the certainty I’d felt. Then, I realized that my objectivity was not neutral; it was skeptical and, as such, it confounded my little experiment. My state of mind was the independent measure, the experimental manipulation, so it was an experiment that I could not actually conduct. I was either fully in the moment of my shot, allowing my certainty to rise and following the image that it had created, or I was outside myself, observing scientifically; only in retrospect could I determine whether I was fully in the present or whether I was objective and skeptical. This retrospective view of my action is dramatically colored by the result: I’m more likely to amplify my perception of how certain I was prior to the putt if I actually hole it (the putt goes in: “I knew it was going in!”) and minimize it if it misses (the putt misses: “I was skeptical on that one.”) It is impossible to get an objective view of this subjective process; we either trust the shot or we don’t and, the more we trust, the better we seem to do.

Archie Miller, a North Carolina State point guard who led the NCAA in three-point percentage before suffering an injury in 2000, said that he could feel the difference between being in a zone and not. “Sometimes I’ll make three in a row, and don’t feel like I’m in the zone at all; other times, I’ll hit a couple and then it’s like, ‘oh, here it comes.’” Perhaps one of the attributes of the most successful athletes is being able to recognize when to just sit back and let the effortless excellence emanate from the center of their being.

It may also be that our beliefs in what is true and our use of beliefs for getting the results we want are different. I had had a vision of working with a Nike Tour player; one called out of the blue, within an hour. It makes me feel good to believe that there is a mechanism in the universe that supports my wants and guides me toward greater things. Not knowing what this mechanism is, or not understanding how it works, shouldn’t stop me from letting it enrich my life.



I RAISED THE SUBJECT of these types of coincidence with a close friend of mine, Jeff Kennedy. Jeff is a levelheaded dentist whom I’ve known since we were ten years old. He went to Duke, met his future wife there, and the two of them stayed in the area; when my family and I moved to North Carolina, one of the things I looked forward to was being able to share our experiences of being fathers and husbands. He is very bright, yet practical and skeptical. When I began discussing the ideas I’d been having about coincidences and premonition, Jeff was very interested, and had a number of theories on the phenomena. After we talked about that subject for a while, we somehow wound up discussing the Just Say No substance abuse prevention program. I had heard that the whole effort had been very successful, and we were both surprised that it had, yet we were happy that fewer kids were using drugs than in the past. “It’s nice that it’s working; I hope it keeps helping through our kids’ time,” he said. As soon as he finished his sentence, the phone rang. Jeff politely declined to donate money to the organization that was calling. More polite than I usually am, I thought.

“Who was it?” I asked.

“Just Say No,” he answered with no hint of irony on his face.

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked.

“No, why?” he answered.

He hadn’t made the connection between our discussion of the Just Say No organization and their simultaneous call, even though we’d been discussing our mutual interest in these types of coincidences just a few minutes before! At that point, it occurred to me that there is also a powerful tendency among some of us not to highlight these types of experiences. I don’t know why. Do we deny the experiences, or does this ascribe too much will to our limitations? Perhaps we are just not trained to see them and to utilize our abilities.



A COLLEAGUE ONCE SAID TO ME, “There are two kinds of people: those who dichotomize, and those who don’t.” This pressure to create a world of this versus that affects the way we see chance and intuition. “Is it one … or the other?” It is probably not this simple.

Humans have the capacity to interpret even the faintest signal in the noisiest background. We are constantly flooded with stimuli from at least three of our five senses, and we’re usually very good at picking out what’s relevant to us. Right now, you are not only reading these words, but hearing some kind of background noise (if not, your startled brain has created for you a faint ringing in your ears) and, if you attend to your body, you will feel the book in your hand and the pull of gravity in the contact of your skin to your chosen resting place. You may even be struggling with odors and tastes, foul or sweet. We take these abilities for granted, yet they are almost unfathomably complex. Living things have the ability to interpret some of the electromagnetic frequencies that are present on this planet, such as audible sound and visible light, but these form a very narrow window of the broad range of available frequencies. Just think how difficult life would be if we were able to perceive radio frequencies or microwaves.

In the same way in which we select what is important to us from a chaotic rapture of sound waves and electromagnetic noise, we often find a pattern of logical relationships in a haystack of chance events. Like our ability to perceive, our logical understanding of the world around us helps us to survive. Our five senses are very impressive indeed, but what about this sixth one? Some people are highly attuned to such possibilities; they look at you with raised and knowing eyebrows at every little chance coincidence. My gregarious mother-in-law is the poster child for this segment of the population; after having survived a lifetime with my father-in-law’s lack of interest in other people, every moment for her may seem miraculous. Others turn their sensitivity down very low or off altogether; even the greatest coincidences are shrugged off with an “interesting,” that serves only to end the discussion. In the middle of this spectrum, however, lies the possibility of a more complex and intriguing relationship between intuition and chance.

An elevated certainty about future events, such as a prescient image of making a putt, may come from an increase in information, suddenly available to us, that we did not know we possessed. We see the line perfectly, and develop a certainty that we know exactly what the roll will be like, what stroke and speed are required. We have accessed more information than usual, and a part of our brain knows that.

Suppose that I see something in the newspaper that reminds me of a friend. The friend also sees the same thing in his newspaper across the country and is reminded of me. Later that day, when I am still thinking of him from time to time, he calls; I don’t connect his calling with the newspaper story and he doesn’t either, so the event seems like a magical coincidence. However, it was an event that was predetermined by both of us having more information than we realized that we had. My friend Jeff and I may have been talking about the Just Say No group because one of us had read a newspaper article discussing their new phone soliciting campaign, though we had forgotten about that trigger. The connection seemed magical because we had lost awareness of the connection between the events. Regarding the high-horse metaphor that seemed to have been supported by universal destiny in the form of an airline movie screen, maybe I had previously seen another horse on the screen without being aware of it, which led to the metaphor in the first place. The negative side of this discussion is that we often overinterpret the presence of a guiding universal force in our lives; that’s not to say that there isn’t one, just that we see it in places where it is not. The positive side is that we seem to underestimate our highly developed evolutionary ability to guide ourselves where we really want to go.

If there is a greater intuition or a higher awareness available to us, how can we gain more frequent access to it? That day at the driving range, I may have somehow become aware that I was about to reach the peak of my skill and accuracy with my driver. I thus set out to sit back and experience this heightened level of skill, which let it spring out of me. My true premonition may have been that I had accessed a trust in myself. I had realized that I would be able to do something extraordinary, and I found the mechanism to reduce my real-world doubt. I allowed the club to swing itself. My realism did not inhibit the leap toward a new level of ability that I’d sensed I had attained.



DRIVING HOME FROM Jeff’s house, after having been struck by this very attentive man’s lack of attention to the coincidence of the Just Say No phone call, I wondered whether there is a way to aid the development of this type of intuition. I recalled a game my father played with me, called follow your heart. Most Saturday mornings, when I was about five or six, he would take me out for a drive or, more accurately, I would take him out for a drive. There were only two rules: I told him where to drive, but I wasn’t allowed to choose a direction if I knew why I chose it as in, “Turn here, Dad, down this road is Playtown Park!” The other rule was that we weren’t allowed to disobey traffic signs so, sometimes, I’d tell him to go down a one-way street, and he would tell me I had to try again. It seemed we always wound up someplace that was fun in a way that was unique. We often found parks and jungle gyms I never knew existed. I assumed that my father didn’t know where we were headed either, since he seemed surprised by some of the places at which we arrived. He always spoke about our destination as though it were fulfilling a want or a need of mine. Sometimes he referred to our final destination grandly as our “Manifest Destiny,” which I pronounced “Man of Fess Des Tinny,” and thought it was the name of a mysterious man who lived long ago in a foreign-sounding land. Although my father emphasized that we were fulfilling my vision, I remember feeling that this man from Fess Des Tinny was helping guide me to a special place. I didn’t realize it at the time, and I don’t think my father was considering it this way, but he was training me to cultivate a sort of higher awareness. These drives were really lessons about the potential of the brain to lead itself unconsciously through a complex world. I was learning to trust my heart, my intuition, even before my logic had developed.

I have recently begun playing this game again. My children enjoy it as I did, and I love passing on to them this trust in themselves. I have also noticed that the process still leads me to things that I could never have expected, yet am delighted to find. I even take walks like this on my own when I’m traveling on business; each turn is guided not by logic, but by a feeling that allowing this higher consciousness to guide me will benefit me somehow. Sometimes, I wind up helping someone I’ve come across; other times, I meet and interact with a native of the area. It seems to be an especially effective way to select a restaurant in a city where I’ve never been. Perhaps this is why men refuse to stop the car to ask for directions: We prefer to follow our hearts.

It was no coincidence that I thought of my father in the context of developing intuition. Trust is not easy to come by in a world rich with threats to our survival. If we’re taught in our childhood to fear the chance occurrences life brings us, we’ll carry that fear through to our grave. If we’re taught to have faith that these events will provide for us, our steps past the graveyard will be light.

Early relationships are important in building trust in one’s golf game. How an adult—child relationship progresses on the golf course is especially important, as it will certainly affect how the child learns to trust her golf, and how she grows to believe in herself in general. If we’re criticized for poor shots while we’re learning the game, we’ll later approach each shot with an image of that potential criticism. Since the social pressures of golf are high, criticism regarding the outcome of a shot runs parallel with many other objects of our self-consciousness, such as our pace of play or how we look. For a child learning golf, these issues may all fuse together in a vague mass of nervousness and, as any golfer knows, this type of anxiety makes us play worse. It also makes us live worse. Constant attention to an external view of oneself is the core of human angst. If we could think of disastrous shots as one unfortunate possibility in a pleasant pastime, we would be better able to enjoy the challenge of the moment. Further, feeling trust in a golf shot opens up the door for learning how to trust ourselves in other aspects of life. So, each round with a child is literally a growth opportunity: Will we fill it with bitter lessons in how he or she fails to measure up to our adult expectations? Or will it be filled with lessons of faith in himself or herself, and a connection to the adult who was trusting and patient in the face of adversity? As with an ally in a war, a buddy in a bunker, that kind of bond can last through the decades.

An amateur golfer who came to me to for a consultation told me that, when he began to trust his intuition and fall into the zone on the golf course, he had frequent vivid memories of his father, and began thinking of him often, even off the golf course. His father had died about twenty years earlier and, although the golfer had some vague memories of having grieved when he died, he did not remember giving his father a tremendous amount of thought. He had learned from his mother recently, however, that, when he was nine years old, he was so crushed and distraught at his father’s funeral, that he tried to climb into the coffin to be with him. In retrospect, he realized that he had become increasingly serious and pragmatic after his father died. He found himself unable to trust people, and even small slights were devastating. His relationships with women were punctuated by his intense criticism of their most minor faults, as though each blemish revealed the hidden truth about their inadequacy. At the core of his problems with other people was his complete inability to trust his own judgment. It was as though the little boy who had developed intuition in the presence of his father died with his father and only when he started to trust himself on the golf course did that part of him come to life again. He described to me an image he had of a bright, alert, and irritated young boy emerging from his father’s coffin, pushing aside his father’s corpse and saying to him, “Finally! Can I come back out again?”



IS THERE A DELIBERATE WAY to become sensitive to this greater awareness in golf and other sports? How do we turn up the gain on our intuition receiver, without adding noise? I will discuss this issue in later chapters from several perspectives. When people come to me for advice regarding a difficult decision, after weighing all the options they usually have a gut feeling that they really want to follow. It seems like a simple exercise, and it’s strange to them that they weren’t aware of the strength of this gut feeling before I’ve asked them to access it. Talking to someone else who is really listening seems to give us the courage to move toward our intuition. So does remembering someone who believed in us, or believes in us, or a time when we fully trusted ourselves. In the presence of someone who appears to be on our side, our self-doubt is weakened and our trust in ourselves can emerge. A good caddie helps a player develop confidence in the club choice the player wanted to make all along.

Talking helps us trace our opinions; by hearing ourselves think and feel, we can burrow through complex, conflicting emotions to reach a clearer understanding of the deeper recesses of our hearts. By being encouraged, we lose our fear. And, when we lose our fear, we gravitate toward our true being without restraint. We follow our hearts to our manifest destiny.
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