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MORE PRAISE FOR
UNSUBSCRIBE


“Unsubscribe is unvarnished Dharma. With fierce determination and piercing insight, Josh Korda aims to awaken a culture lulled by material comfort and spiritual delusion. Only open this book if you are ready to hear the truth and take on the task of authentic transformation.”


— KEVIN GRIFFIN, 
author of One Breath at a Time


“Inspired. Unsubscribe offers a way to radically change your life into wholehearted being. Read. Explore. Engage!”


— SENSEI KOSHIN PALEY ELLISON,
 editor of Awake at the Bedside


“Josh Korda brings a fresh face to Buddhism. His teachings, grounded in the Theravada tradition, are derived from his personal experience of addiction and recovery. He presents the Dharma in a way that is accessible, engaging, confrontational, and honest. A contemporary sutra for the Dharma-curious and the seasoned practitioner, Unsubscribe offers us the opportunity to see the Buddha Way through a new lens.”


— SENSEI ROBERT CHODO CAMPBELL, 
New York Zen Center for Contemplative Care


“Many of what I consider to be the universal truths are presented in this book, but one thing made Unsubscribe really stand out: this book is blunt. And that’s exactly what we need it to be. No flowers, no empty promises, just the honest truth.”


— MIGUEL CHEN, 
author of I Wanna Be Well and bass player for Teenage Bottlerocket
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“A no-nonsense psychological road map for anyone who wants to get to the heart of their stuck patterns.”


— LODRO RINZLER, AUTHOR OF LOVE HURTS


After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Josh Korda left his high-powered advertising job — and a life of drug and alcohol addiction — to find a more satisfying way to live. In Unsubscribe, he shares his three-step guide to recovery from addiction to consumerism, self-deception, and life as you thought it had to be:


(1) REPRIORITIZE YOUR GOALS.


(2) UNDERSTAND YOURSELF.


(3) CONNECT AUTHENTICALLY WITH OTHERS.


Revolutionary, compassionate, and filled with wonderfully practical exercises, this book will help you lead a more authentic, fulfilling life.


“Josh Korda makes Buddhism relatable and fresh, weaves in neuroscience and psychology, and serves it all up with a heaping dollop of candor, fearlessness, and wit. This book is a how-to guide for people wanting to learn how to face demons, forge deeper connections, sit comfortably in their skin, and step away from the distractions of social media and the mindlessness of consumerism — things we all know will never leave us satisfied. Tune in and unsubscribe.”


— CARA BUCKLEY OF THE NEW YORK TIMES


JOSH KORDA is the guiding teacher of Dharma Punx NYC. His Dharma talks are broadcast weekly on WBAI radio.
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FOREWORD


THE BUDDHA’S TEACHINGS are perfect in all ways and will lead any who thoroughly applies them to a profound transformation. Josh Korda is a beautiful example of the transformation that takes place when Buddhist practice (Dharma) is undertaken. The deep personal suffering, trauma, and confusion that led him to the path and practice of recovery, Buddhism, and transformational psychology turned out to be a blessing that he is now sharing with the world.


In the lineage of Dharma Punx, Josh has integrated the rebellious and uncompromising ethic of rejecting the status quo with the disciplined and systematic training of the mind and heart.


As modern American Buddhists we are in the rare and fortunate position to not only receive the Buddha’s Dharma, but to also receive the dharma of psychology. With his teachings and this wonderful book, Josh joins the emerging trend of integrating the best practices of Western theorists with the highest wisdom of the Buddha.


Josh shows us through his direct experience the process of healing and awakening. He also has the rare and useful ability to bring humor and levity to this very serious and important process.


Josh and his wife, Kathy, have helped so many thousands of people with their stewardship and guidance of the New York City Dharma Punx and Against the Stream community. Countless beings have also benefited from his podcasting.


I am proud to call him a friend and a colleague. Together may we continue to make the Buddhadharma available to all who seek it.


Noah Levine, author of Dharma Punx, Against the Stream, and Refuge Recovery
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Vinny Ferraro, Josh Korda, and Noah Levine: the three empowered Dharma Punx teachers. Photo by Sarit Rogers.












PREFACE


AS I MAKE SOME final touches to this book in the early 	days of November 2016, I cannot help but note the storm clouds looming in the background of this endeavor. A recent, ominous cluster of world events: traumatized refugees flee war-­ravaged Syria, seeking any form of humane reception by Western countries; Asian financial markets tumble, rattling global markets; a number of far-­right-­wing nationalist parties throughout Central and Eastern Europe rise in popularity; England startles the world with an isolationist, Brexit vote; the United States, never to be dramatically outperformed, always seeking the spotlight of history, elects a bigoted sexual predator as president.


These words are also forged amid the shadows of essentially mundane, yet still painful personal issues: My sciatica has flared up again, and so the hours spent leaning over my laptop, typing out clusters of words, changing them back and forth with often dispiriting results, causes pain from my lower back to hip to thigh. My elderly cat Iggy lies nearby, in the last stages of life, with 10 percent kidney function, anemia, pressure sores, and infections, requiring intravenous liquids to stay hydrated and drugs to induce an appetite for food; he spends his days in what appears to be end-­of-­life meditation. Trying to maintain a large but essentially anarchistic Buddhist community in New York offers a recurrent array of obstacles and headaches; space usage fees for our meetings continue to spiral, yet our practitioners are often financially struggling, and I, as a Buddhist teacher, live entirely off their contributions. It can be a mess.


In the hours I set aside to assist and comfort individuals from the New York Dharma Punx community with the tools of the Dharma, I am confronted with a multitude of symptoms: PTSD, hypervigilance, dissociation, addiction, chronic depression, self-­harm, and so on, invariably stemming from some form of childhood developmental challenges or abuse. These practitioners are no different from me, emotionally activated by the inevitable setbacks of life, as well as the ongoing parade of disturbing news headlines.


But my goal here is not to depress the reader. All of the aforementioned challenges and concerns, mundane or otherwise, embody the core theme of these pages: All of us suffer, and by trying to achieve peace of mind and security by trudging down capitalism’s Yellow Brick Road of workaholism, careerism, consumerism, fame seeking, and social-­media-­reputation fixation, we waste what little time we have, and wind up absolutely nowhere, not even treated to a glittering, extravagant spectacle such as Oz. Trying to acquire or achieve security and serenity keeps the economy buzzing, chews up our resources, and turns us into competitors, mistrusting each other, viewing each other as obstacles, fighting over slices of an ever-­dwindling cake.


Still, some might retort, if I play the game well, my efforts may be paid off handsomely; I’ll live in a lavish Tribeca condo, complete with a heated rooftop pool with stunning views, lower level parking, fitness centers, a steam room. Yet such a reward offers little, if any, protection from the vagaries of the cosmos. As the Dharma so consistently notes, the world has always been a dangerously unstable place where rampaging calamities spring out of the blue; one’s health can fail at any time, fame abruptly shifts its spotlight to others, wealth can be quickly depleted via sudden market downturns, our reputations can be ruined by gossip. It’s all so utterly beyond our control. Note how the Buddha’s follower Ratthapala, in the sutta bearing his name, summarized the teachings when asked by King Koravya:




“Sir, there are four statements that can summarize the Dharma:


[image: Image]Eventually everything in the world is swept away. Nothing endures.


[image: Image]The world is not safe; it offers no shelter, nor anyone to provide lasting protection.


[image: Image]Nothing in the world is ever truly owned, for when we die, we leave everything behind.


[image: Image]The world isn’t enough to satisfy a mind lusting for things.”





In the Attadanda Sutta the Buddha summarizes his experiences in the materialist world as follows:







“I saw people acting like fish flopping about in drying up, shallow pools,


Competing for scraps, hostile to one another, and became alarmed.


It was a world completely lacking in meaning, practically shaking in its vulnerability to change.


So I longed for a place that was safe but saw that that didn’t exist either.


With so much conflict and competition, I became distressed.


And so I sought peace of mind in another manner entirely.”


The result of trying to consume happiness via Amazon is the demise of a few other things, such as egalitarianism, freedom of thought, and social purpose. In the course of a couple of decades we’ve moved from connecting with each other by hanging out on stoops and in parks to posting selfies on Facebook and snarky comments on Twitter. As they say, the silence we receive for all these efforts is deafening. One doesn’t need to be a psychologist to discern that constant busyness is a symptom of avoidance, for when we run out of fuel and idle to a full stop, what do we experience? The voidness of meaning that is simply surviving in this world.


If we’re lucky, eventually we may stumble upon a powerful, if devastating insight: having more only leaves us wanting more. The samsaric cycle of craving is a thirst that can never be quenched; the world is not enough to satisfy our craving. Alienated from consumerism, we may try to locate alternative ways to achieve some peace of mind. Foraging through the jungle of information provided by the internet, with its multitude of blogs and ability to Wikipedia this or Google that, fosters a belief that information alone might offer the higher meaning we seek. But filling the mind with information is really a variation of seeking security by lining our pockets or filling up our living rooms with gadgets and flat screens, for whether we are accumulating information or consumer goods, the underlying premise is that the answer is somewhere out there, not available to me already — this is the belief that fuels craving.


So how do we develop any calm, much less a purposeful, meaningful life, given such a stark proposition? Certainly, the answer is far more complex than sitting on a cushion for twenty minutes each day, breathing. Yes, that will reduce some of our stress, but is that all we can ask? The teachings suggest that what really matters in life, what produces the most lasting impact, are not the situations and circumstances we face — be they dismaying world events or life’s challenging obstacles and setbacks — but how we respond to these conditions. If we react by trying to acquire something to save us, we’re setting ourselves up for disappointment; instead, we must turn to core assets that are readily available. Then, our lives will change:


(1)We skillfully prioritize our goals — the Buddha called this right understanding and right intention — away from the materialist concerns over our financial security and reputation, toward more existential questions, such as “What matters in my life given my mortality?” which help us establish a sense of meaning and purpose.


(2)We understand and integrate our feelings and emotions into our problem-­solving routines, so that we can take into consideration all of our core needs. As neuroscientists and neuropsychologists have amply demonstrated — Antonio Damasio, Joseph LeDoux, Iain McGilchrist, Allan Schore, Jaak Panksepp, and Michael Gazzaniga, to name a few — wise, successful choices cannot be made by producing a stream of language-­based ideas; wisdom requires learning how to recognize and coordinate all the nonverbal messages arriving from sources below our consciousness, signaled to us via the emotional body and mind.


(3)We connect authentically with those around us. By listening to others without defensiveness and learning how to safely disclose our needs, we forge the deepest bonds possible, and the social circuits of our brains reward us with all the uplifting, positive emotions toward which we could ever aspire. Connecting with others is challenging, for in opening our hearts to others, we risk being deserted and shunned — which is what we fear the most. But there’s really no alternative; openness and honesty are the foundations of trust, and so resilience, even if it’s born of the desperation of loneliness, is key. We can develop this skill incrementally, taking calculated risks; that’s fine, but take the plunge, it’s worth it.


These opening words have established an overview of the practices that we’ll elaborate on later. Before we continue to investigate and amplify what has just been offered, however, the reader may well wonder: Just who is the individual writing these pages? What life experiences have led him to such conclusions? Why in the world should I care what he has to say on these subjects? These are legitimate questions indeed, and hopefully the introduction that follows will answer them.


Notes on Translations


All of the versions of Buddhist suttas in this book are my own.


I deeply respect and admire so many of the fine translators working, but I find there’s a unfortunate tendency among some to render the early Buddhist transcripts in stilted phrases and word choices, which obfuscates ideas that can actually be quite accessible. Additionally, the language feels stiff, rather than familiar and more vernacular. For example:




Suppose there is no hereafter nor fruit of deeds done well or ill. Yet in this world I keep myself safe and happy, free from hatred and malice . . .





One would be hard-­pressed to understand the Buddha’s important, though straightforward message:




Look, even if there is no such thing as rebirth — if our experience ends with our death — and no way to feel the results of our actions, it’s still worthwhile to act harmlessly, as we’ll feel better about ourselves while we’re still alive.





And so, over the years, I’ve developed my own vernacular style of presenting the Pali Canon, relying on the other translations as rough guides, Pali-­to-­English dictionaries, and my decades of study to fashion my own adaptations. I’ve found this helps practitioners become quickly comfortable with the profound wisdom of the canon. The reader would be well advised to consult the now-­standard translations of Thanissaro Bhikkhu, Bhikkhu Nanamoli, or Bhikkhu Bodhi if they want to deepen their study.


To protect the confidentiality of practitioners I’ve mentored and counseled over the years, I haven’t referred to ­individuals by their names and, whenever possible, I’ve chosen to focus on and disclose my own experiences and struggles, rather than reveal the experiences others have chosen to share with me.
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INTRODUCTION


MY NAME IS JOSH, I’m a New Yorker and a recovering alcoholic and drug addict. I’ve lived through some shit in this city over the course of my life. I’ve been through riots, arsons, and blackouts, stood witness to the birth screams of punk and the slow death-­by-­greed of once-­vibrant neighborhoods, run from the batons wielded by thugs operating under the guise of law and order, and mourned legions of beautiful artists, writers, and musicians lost to a disease that the most powerful man on earth couldn’t be bothered to speak about. Over the first four decades of my life, I got fucked up, scraped up, stumbled, fell and got up again, grew up, got older, got married, and settled into a respectable career in advertising in the city.


In early September of 2001 I woke up to a beautiful late-­summer morning, optimistic that I had enough of my ducks in a row to live a secure and happy life. On the way to work I overheard a strange conversation on the subway. Extraordinary events were being relayed through the car. When the train arrived at Union Square, I exited and climbed the stairs into a commotion at street level. Following the gaze of the crowd, I looked toward downtown to see tremendous plumes of black smoke erupting from the World Trade Center. When one tower collapsed, we gasped, screamed, and were hit with the shivering realization that thousands were being swallowed, crushed, entombed. I didn’t know at that time that a fireman I’d come to know over my years in Alcoholics Anonymous was perishing at that very moment. Soon afterward, the remaining tower was swallowed into the earth as well, leaving an unfamiliar hole in the skyline.


I spent the following months walking about in a trance of confusion, which ultimately resulted in a nervous breakdown. I wandered, alternating between medicated numbness and self-­hatred. My self-­care during this period consisted of weekly visits to a variety of Buddhist centers, daily twelve-­step meetings, morning meditations, and a regimen of antidepressants. This routine might have been enough for most people. But it wasn’t for me.


I had to face the fact that I, just like everyone else, was falling through time toward my inevitable death with absolutely nothing to cling to. I was living in a world where nothing was guaranteed and everything could go up in smoke any time. And what the fuck was I doing with my life? Working in advertising?! Working in a vain attempt to accumulate enough capital to alleviate financial insecurity, loneliness, and fear of old age seemed surreal. At some point I had convinced myself that I was making a compromise: work in the biz for a few years, make money, and cash out. The truth is the lure of a solid paycheck, dangled before the financially struggling, is powerful. The truth is I sold out.


And what did the twelve-­step programs have to offer? They work for a lot of people, but all I got were patronizing pats on the head offered by smug true believers who, armed with quotes from the AA Big Book, dutifully insisted that my clinical depression was repayment for my atheism and lack of effort. Desperation finally motivated me to seek my own solutions.


I’ve had a lifelong fascination with and love for the Dharma and Western psychology. Back in the mid-­1970s, my dad, a recovering drunk, suddenly became a Zen Buddhist and dragged me to hear strange Japanese and Himalayan men give Dharma talks. In my early teens I started to read through the Buddhist texts accumulating on our bookshelves — Philip Kapleau’s The Three Pillars of Zen, Shunryu Suzuki’s Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, and Alan Watts’s The Way of Zen. I’d never lost touch with the Dharma, but now I rekindled my studies in the Buddha’s teachings and sought out retreats with monks who embodied the kindness and balance I so desperately needed.


The Buddhist scene at the time was dominated by teachers in the so-­called “mindfulness movement.” So it comes as no surprise that I seemed to encounter them everywhere I turned. Mindfulness teachers are quick to celebrate internal awareness and the engaged Buddhism of social protest and demonstration, but if you seek their guidance in making significant life changes, like radically rethinking career and livelihood, many grow uncomfortable and switch the subject back to acceptance. It seems that taking the big leaps required for any significant personal transformation run counter to much of contemporary Buddhist practice. Rather than realistically address the soullessness of capitalist priorities, many of the teachers I spoke with were set on encouraging me to remove the aversion to my marketing job!


The big message of Western mindfulness practice often plays out like this: If I find my work pointless, I should continually recognize my aversion, label it, allow the experience to arise, and investigate how I physically and mentally react to each moment of the experience. It’s all impermanent, arising and passing. If I mindfully embrace the external conditions of my life and learn to put aside my resistance, I’m assured that my natural interest will be aroused: I’ll learn how to open to the experience of advertising. “Acceptance is the key” should be my guide, year in and out. But while this might make my daily grind less arduous, it fails to alleviate the meaninglessness packed into every second I spend in advertising.


After spending some time with contemporary mindfulness teachers, a dispiriting realization began to take shape: Buddhist practice has grown rapidly in the West, especially in this country, partially because it’s been revamped into a shape that’s quite chummy with capitalism. I have little doubt that the world of insurance claims adjusters have realized what a good deal mindfulness is: give people a couple of meditation techniques, and they’ll be able to reduce chronic stress without continual appointments at the clinic — panic attacks and anxiety disorders can be reduced without expensive psychiatric bills. Large corporations are starting to hire mindfulness teachers to come in and train stressed-­out workers to stay focused on the programming without melting down. When I read that mindfulness was being taught in large tech companies so that programmers can spend eleven-­hour days coding without losing their minds, the whole “mindfulness movement” began to feel a bit too convenient to the smooth flow of commerce and capitalism. Big business may appreciate how well mindfulness fits in, but that wasn’t particularly welcome news to me.


The great message conveyed by the life of the Buddha wasn’t confined to his enlightenment and discovery of the Dharma; it was also in his willingness to take the great risk that preceded, and also made possible, both those events: he opted out. He quit the family job, turned his back on the wealth and riches his birth in the upper classes afforded, and embraced the unknown. He turned away from a life of meaningless obligations and responsibilities, and wandered off into the jungle of Sarnath. For six years he practiced with ascetic devotion, barely surviving on nuts and berries.


There’s a lesson here: to attain positive emotional well-­being, not to mention a sense of purpose in life, it’s not enough to maintain a daily meditation practice in the midst of a life that in no way betters the world. To reach his enlightenment at Bodh Gaya, Siddhartha first had to opt out of the easy life and choose the unknown. To be a spiritual rebel, a Dharma punk, a true practitioner, one has to give the middle finger to materialism, self-­centered fear, self-­serving luxury, financial security. We have to say no.


Challenging the fetishization of mindfulness in American Buddhism is like examining the proverbial gift horse’s teeth and gums; mindfulness attracts many people to spiritual practice, sells books, fills up retreats, and is helpful in institutions such as hospitals, schools, and therapeutic settings where meditative and contemplative awareness practices are a viable alternative to “religious” or “spiritual” interventions. And of course mindfulness does work. It has been proven effective in lessening daily stress and reactivity. I teach mindfulness; it’s one of the factors of the Noble Eightfold Path. But mindfulness alone does not answer the great existential question: What’s the point of my existence?


To really get at the guts of the big questions, to wrestle with the world we live in and how we live in it, we need to wisely evaluate our external conditions and may actually have to change them for meaningful transformation to occur. Luckily for me, I found others like myself who sensed what Buddhism had to offer in terms of facing up to the hard questions and challenging the status quo, and who were disillusioned with those who dominated the American Buddhist scene. If you’ve visited more than a few Buddhist centers, you know the shtick well: meditation instructors who present themselves to a class wearing bland, emotionally pasteurized expressions, speaking in “calmer than thou,” whispery tones, their talks sanitized by years spent copying other pedagogues of the same ilk. I sought a teacher who spoke honestly and openly about their own obsessive thoughts and fears, their struggles with addictive impulses and the rest.


Noah Levine’s talks when he first moved to New York made a huge impression on me. They were filled with frank admissions of past misdeeds, mention of his brief incarceration, and his continuing, daily struggle to balance sensual pleasure with spiritual practice. Here was a Dharma disclosed through true experience, even the embarrassing or unappealing, in order to speak to the reality that people like me live in. Here was a voice I could trust and connect with.


I quit my stable job to reprioritize and search for a higher purpose. I try to follow the path of the insubordinate and uncompromising, to pursue spiritual work, regardless of financial distress; I became a full-­time spiritual practitioner and teacher, in a tradition outside the familiar institutions catering to the wealthy. While finding oneself alienated from one’s life is hardly pleasant, and moving against the normative current of the world, “leaping into the void,” so to speak, can be unnerving, I feel I am in good company. Dissatisfaction was, after all, what initially motivated the Buddha to walk away from a seemingly secure and comfortable life. Talk is cheap and easy, but to truly transform our lives in the end we actually need to do something.


Over the years, as I’ve worked at myself and reflected on life, I’ve gleaned a few pieces of wisdom that are worthy of sharing with you in the pages that follow. The first is that we will not find any sense of purpose in our lives if we do not live with authenticity. When the priorities around which we’ve organized our lives are inauthentic, they eventually wear thin and grow disappointing. Disillusionment with superficiality is a basic building block of Dharma practice that pushes us to discover what it is that we really need in order to find contentment in life. How do we develop and pursue a new set of priorities?


The second is that we cannot transform ourselves independently. Secure, reliable relationships are necessary to support and guide us as we take the risks needed for growth and transformation to occur. Wise mentors and trustworthy friends are absolutely essential to any spiritual journey. We are social animals; we need to stay interconnected if we are to regulate and maintain our psychological well-­being. How do we find such mentors and friends? And how do we build and maintain relationships with them?


And lastly, it is our responsibility as spiritual practitioners to reconnect with what we’ve suppressed, quashed, and silenced within ourselves for the sake of making our lives easy and profitable. The work of the spiritual warrior asks that we put aside all that is hollow, phony, sentimental, and slick, and learn to usefully hold and disclose what is difficult, challenging, ungainly. How do we use honesty and truthful revelation to come to accept ourselves? How do we use honest appraisal of ourselves to see others as they really are? How can we make our vulnerability an asset?


In short, I have come to realize that without authentic priorities, secure relationships, and truly honest vulnerability, significant spiritual transformation cannot occur. These three points are the crux of my own practice — which I will tackle and open up for you below.


My name is Josh, and I’m a recovering alcoholic and drug addict, a New York Dharma punk, gratefully living off the donations of others as an urban meditation teacher and Buddhist mentor. I’ve lived through some shit in my life: I’ve struggled, fought, and worked, just like everyone has to, to find peace amid the suffering, loss, and disappointment that life brings. What has ended up mattering most was the tedious and challenging work of sitting in quiet rooms, surrounded by friends, trying to fashion some deeper, authentic purpose beyond the ceaseless, chaotic tumult of history. What I’ve come to know is that the greatest gift we have is the ability to organize our actions and goals around a set of principles that we establish for ourselves, rather than trying to speak lines and act out roles that have been written for us by soulless institutions and the spiritually weak. The choices that we make are what determine in the end whether we are living an authentic life.


So don’t just sit there! Opt out. Take the red pill. Check out of the mainstream and start your own revolution. The chapters that follow explore different ways that we can follow the rebel path.
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Death Benefits: Getting Our Priorities Straight





















	1. 


	FINDING PURPOSE WHERE THERE IS NONE








TO LIVE WITH PURPOSE requires that we take a risk to create meaning for ourselves.


In his memoir of surviving in Nazi concentration camps, Man’s Search for Meaning, Viktor Frankl concluded that survival rests upon the realization that life, despite its absurdity, holds an authentic purpose that invariably extends beyond ourselves:




Being human always points . . . to something, or someone, other than oneself — be it a meaning to fulfill or another human being to encounter. The more one forgets himself — by giving himself to a cause to serve or another person to love — the more human he is.





It’s worth noting that pleasure and elation are not synonymous with purpose or authentic meaning.


The single-­minded pursuit of comfort and ease is an ultimately selfish behavior, best described as a form of drive-­reduction behavior: We all have drives, such as thirst, hunger, sex, a search for survival advantage. If these drives are not heeded, they cause stress until they are acted upon. When they are finally acted upon, we feel a sense of satiation and release. For instance, I’m presently thirsty. When eventually I satisfy my thirst with a drink, I’ll feel rewarded. I feel similar things when I buy something that I want, or even check my phone for text messages. These materialistic and reward-­oriented behaviors trigger an almost disproportionate emotional response. While eating and drinking might seem to simply fulfill survival instinct, they actually give me the same kind of hedonistic satisfaction as buying something fun; I feel strong and secure.


Unfortunately the buzz — neurally similar to a hit of crack, a toot of cocaine, a line of crystal meth (all of which I explored for myself, thank you very much) — doesn’t last. Like any other drug, eventually the high wears off and we are invariably left feeling hollow, yearning for more. What goes up must come down, especially our emotions. It is the foundation of the second noble truth of Buddhism that even acquiring that which we desire will ultimately always leave us craving — and consequently, suffering — more.


Since we are social creatures, joining a group can help us maintain our emotional well-­being. But to preserve our connection with the group, we might find ourselves conforming to its social norms. In extreme cases we can virtually abandon ourselves just to stay connected. If we deviate from the norms of our group, we’ll experience pressure to conform, whether explicitly or implicitly.


Seeking to fit in and belong can cause our estimation of satisfaction and happiness to devolve into nothing more than the pursuit of status symbols and social recognition. But the happiness such achievements provide are short-­lived. Connecting with others is important for survival and a general sense of well-­being, but the urge simply to conform and comply is ultimately just another pursuit of short-­term advantage and pleasure. It doesn’t give our lives any real purpose.
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