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        Dedicated to the ideal of a peaceful mind and a peaceful world. May this book be a step toward that ideal, which awaits all of us.
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      FASTING
THE MIND

      “A highly intelligent and profound work sorely needed in our modern, overstimulated world. Jason Gregory blends modern science and ancient spiritual wisdom to show us why mental overstimulation is so harmful. He then offers us a pathway to healing the mind, achieving emotional balance and moving deeper into true self-awareness. Enlightening and transformative on multiple levels. . . . a must-read for all seekers.”

      BRAD WILLIS (AKA BHAVA RAM), FORMER NBC NEWS FOREIGN 
CORRESPONDENT AND AUTHOR OF WARRIOR POSE AND THE 8 LIMBS OF YOGA

      “I love ‘mind fasting’ because it gives us a fresh take on the word meditation and re-enlivens the concept of entering silence to rediscover our true, harmonious nature. Especially today, we need this reminder: Dive into boredom! Dump the need for speed! Delete distractions! Jason Gregory brings his wealth of historical and cross-cultural knowledge to this practice, making it interesting, simple, and doable.”

      PENNEY PEIRCE, AUTHOR OF LEAP OF PERCEPTION AND FREQUENCY

      “Jason Gregory advises us to slow down, breathe, and embrace the silence at our core. Gregory is the White Rabbit of Through the Looking Glass who once advised Alice, ‘Don’t just do something, stand there.’”

      DANA SAWYER, PROFESSOR OF RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY AT MAINE 
COLLEGE OF ART AND AUTHOR OF ALDOUS HUXLEY: A BIOGRAPHY

      “Who doesn’t want a stronger more settled mind? No matter how enlightened you are or aren’t this book will make you stop and think in new ways.”

      JASON NEMER, COFOUNDER OF ACROYOGA

      “Fasting the mind is the missing link for embodying pure happiness and eliminating your stress and anxiety. This book is wise, deep, thorough, and well-researched. . . . Put down your smartphone and not only read this book, but use it! Get onto your personal path to inner peace, optimal health, and enlightenment—a return to your true nature—as you clear away all the interference.”

      LISA M. SELOW, AUTHOR OF A REBEL CHICK MYSTIC’S GUIDE: HEALING 
YOUR SPIRIT WITH POSITIVE REBELLION

      “Fasting the Mind discusses with depth and clarity one of the most important aspects of internal cultivation. . . . the mind must be disconnected from distracting stimuli in order for change to take place. Jason discusses with skill and accuracy why this is vital to our practice and places this ancient concept into a modern context. Vital reading. . . .”

      DAMO MITCHELL, AUTHOR OF WHITE MOON ON THE MOUNTAIN PEAK AND DAOIST NEI GONG

      “Stop distracting yourself, take time to breathe, and let this fascinating book soak in—your nervous system will thank you for it. Fasting the Mind is a treasure of a book in a world that so badly needs it.”

      KINGSLEY L. DENNIS, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE PHOENIX GENERATION: A 
NEW ERA OF CONNECTION, COMPASSION AND CONSCIOUSNESS

      “A mixture of modern-day science and astute scholarship gleaned from the ancient texts of wisdom cultures, Fasting the Mind contributes to the understanding of how the mind can be transformed from self-centeredness into an inseparable union with all that is . . . when consciousness lives with just what is. For the sake of all beings, we need to listen, ingest, and live this reality.”

      RODNEY SMITH, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING: A PARADIGM SHIFT OF THE HEART

      “Goes straight to the point in language that is both thoughtful and uncompromising. . . . Slowing down, pulling back, checking indulgence, and paying attention allow us to smell the roses and appreciate the beauty and magic of life.”

      ROBERT SACHS, AUTHOR OF BECOMING BUDDHA AND THE 
ECOLOGY OF ONENESS

      “Fasting the Mind in a word—incredible. It is the perfect 
book for calming the mind. . . . Jason offers wonderful techniques for achieving 
a free mind.” 

      STEVEN L. HAIRFIELD, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE TWELVE SACRED 
PRINCIPLES OF KARMA

      “A concise, ambitious, and fascinating exploration of all things awakening. From social stress to our nervous system, the Vedas to Zen, Jason Gregory guides readers in a very accessible way to the truth of their being.”

      CHRIS GROSSO, AUTHOR OF INDIE SPIRITUALIST AND 
EVERYTHING MIND
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      INTRODUCTION

      THE CURE IS ANCIENT

      The epidemic of our times is not a war on terror or a war among nations and religions, nor is it any conflict between opposites that we can conceive of. It is a war so subtle that we are not even conscious of the battle being waged. It is a psychological war: a war against our mind, a war on consciousness. But this war is not being waged upon us from the outside world—at least not entirely so. The deep-down truth is that you have waged war upon yourself.

      We are not even conscious of this fact because we are asleep at the wheel of our own life. We often play the victim card, as if the world is against us. In truth this mentality eclipses the real problem, which is that you are against yourself—not intentionally, but rather due to your inability to be your true and authentic self. This true and authentic self should not be confused with who you think you are as a personality. On the contrary, to be your true self means to reside in that deep place within your mind and heart where thoughts, feelings, and emotions are observed as temporary phenomena, like rising and crashing waves of the great ocean of consciousness.

      Actually this is a more ancient view of ourselves, which comes out of the Indus Valley region of India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. From this region came the three great Hindu philosophical systems of Vedanta, Samkhya, and classical yoga. They gave birth to the two concepts known in Sanskrit as Atman and Purusha. Atman means the “Self ”—with a capital S—in reference to the pure undifferentiated consciousness deep within us that is eternal, a pure state of awareness identical to the absolute ultimate reality of existence known in Sanskrit as Brahman. Likewise, Purusha refers to our original pure awareness that is untouched by anything the manifest universe produces and is essentially the eyes of Brahman.

      We lose consciousness of our true self (Atman/Purusha) when we begin to believe we are the waves (personality) rather than the ocean (Brahman). The war we wage upon ourselves is from riding these waves of thoughts, feelings, and emotions, and ultimately the notion of separation. We believe these waves that we ride are permanent and lasting. Actually thoughts, feelings, and emotions are not really the problem because they are what color the world, making it beautiful or dramatic, bringing inspiration into the world when they are recognized in their truest context. That is, our thoughts, feelings, and emotions are temporary phenomena of sentient life, and they can be enjoyed if they are recognized as being temporary. So the real problem exists when we begin to identify with our thoughts, feelings, and emotions as if they are permanent and something that we can hold on to. We suffer as a result of this process. This suffering was one of the key aspects of human life that Gautama the Buddha realized. Buddha discovered that when we try to cling to our passing experiences, whether pleasurable or painful, we suffer. Armenian mystic George Ivanovich Gurdjieff had an interesting perspective and meditation on this matter of suffering:

      The sole means now for the saving of the beings of the planet Earth would be to implant again into their presences a new organ . . . of such properties that every one of these unfortunates during the process of existence should constantly sense and be cognizant of the inevitability of his own death as well as the death of everyone upon whom his eyes or attention rests. Only such a sensation and such a cognizance can now destroy the egoism completely crystallized in them.1

      This is not to be thought of fatalistically. The real intention behind Gurdjieff ’s words is to liberate you from the impermanence of life and the illusion of this permanent ego, which you believe you are and which supposedly suffers from the impermanent roller coaster of life. Yet many people all over the world are addicted to riding this roller coaster, seeking pleasurable experiences without realizing that pain will inevitably come. People believe they are this “I,” “me,” “mine,” and so on. As a result we become excessively self-interested. We try to sustain and maintain this permanent sense of “I,” which in truth changes like the wind from moment to moment, with no permanent state. Trying to have the sense of a permanent self or ego in the face of the universal winds of change is a battle you will ultimately lose. No matter how hard you try to hold on to your idea of self, it can’t be done.

      If you remain the same person at sixty as you are at eighteen, that suggests that you may have some form of neurosis and psychosis. It is just not sane to believe you are this permanent person with all of these rigid beliefs about the world and yourself that drive the momentary pleasure you seek.

      We may not recognize this, but the experiences we have that don’t accord with our rigid beliefs can actually lead to a breakdown of our conditioning. We ignorantly call these experiences painful. Pain in this sense is actually a psychological shock to our ego that facilitates an evolution within our consciousness, a necessary dent in the armor of our ego that makes us realize—momentarily—that we are not in control of our life. We may be able to control the little incremental moments of our life, like where we left our car keys, but we cannot control what our personality wants, and it invariably gets what it needs, no matter whether we perceive that as a good thing or bad thing.

      Sadly, many people believe they are in control of their lives, believing they are this permanent ego, containing all the dramas playing out within their thoughts, feelings, and emotions. As this tendency becomes stronger and stronger in our modern world, we see an exponential increase in mental health issues and psychological diseases. The medical industry doesn’t seem to have any sort of cure for these problems other than medication like antidepressants, which only suppress the symptoms without addressing the root of the problem. As a result of how we orient ourselves toward the world, we believe the cure is something we acquire from the outside world. We need to reorient our attention to where the cure really is.

      You possess the cure within yourself. But it is not some form of magic, hypnosis, or trickery. It is actually a natural way of life that we must come back into resonance with. This is much easier said than done, because it requires discipline to resist what stimulates us. None of these problems are new; we’ve had them since the dawn of human civilization. And they were more recognizable in ancient times because the world was not as complex as it is today. This simplicity in ancient times is what allowed a cure for our mind and all of its acquired issues to arise. The ancient ultimate cure was born in the East, and it is a method of discipline and practice that we fear in our modern world.

      
        THE ANCIENT METHOD OF MIND FASTING

        The method and practice born in the East is known as mind fasting or fasting the mind. Mind fasting directly impacts the habits and tendencies of our subconscious, which in turn affects our lifestyle. This method was born mainly in the Indus Valley region on the borders of modern-day India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and also in the Yellow River valley of China, going back to at least 2000 BCE. I will discuss the origins of mind fasting later in this book.

        The peoples of both ancient China and ancient India suffered just as we do from the excessive demands of daily life. It may appear that their individual and social problems were small in comparison to ours psychologically, but back in those times there was always the daily struggles to survive against the real threat of environmental conditions. Mind fasting put people’s anxieties at ease back in those ancient times so they could see with clarity the way forward, not only individually, but also collectively. This is why this ancient method of healing is imperative for us to rediscover in our modern era.

        In the ancient East people sensitive to their lives realized that their social and cultural problems stem from the lifestyle choices they made on an individual level. In those times, just as today, many people suffered because they were self-interested, and their selfish lifestyle reflected their egocentric attitude. People began to believe it was them versus the world, without realizing they are part of something much bigger than themselves, whether as part of society, culture, humanity, a religion, God, or the universe. It doesn’t matter because the idea is that we recognize that we are part of something much greater than ourselves. When our awareness is directed in this way, we begin to act without self-interest and ultimately harmonize with the greater totality. Acting in this way not only makes a healthy society, but also sane individuals. This doesn’t mean giving up following our interests; on the contrary, what it does mean is that we are not attached to our interests or their outcomes. Instead, we do things because we sincerely love them, and love seeks nothing but itself.

        In the Indian spiritual epic, the Bhagavad Gita, the godly sage Krishna is trying to teach the worldly warrior Arjuna this unattached attitude that is supposed to lead to bliss, ananda in Sanskrit. In the Bhagavad Gita Krishna tries to persuade Arjuna to go into battle against his beloved family, friends, and revered teachers to fulfill his duty without being lost in the superficial, emotional details of who they are. In this sense Krishna tries to compel Arjuna to yield to the divine will and follow his dharma (meaning “virtue” or “God-given duty”) as a warrior. Essentially, Krishna wants Arjuna to play his role in the Divine’s cosmic theater, which we call life. In this passage there is an emphasis on the Sanskrit term nishkam karma, which means “not being attached to the fruit of your action.” The Bhagavad Gita states:

        To action alone hast thou a right and never at all to its fruits; let not the fruits of action be thy motive; neither let there be in thee any attachment to inaction.

        Fixed in yoga, do thy work, O Winner of wealth (Arjuna), abandoning attachment, with an even mind in success and failure, for evenness of mind is called yoga.2

        In not being attached to our volition we are not self-interested. We also lose the attachment to striving for goals. In both cases our egocentric self-interest ultimately makes us suffer because it constantly fuels this striving to attain goals, which in many cases are unattainable. Inadvertently, as a result, our volition becomes part of an unfolding process of life, which is linked to that which is greater than you as a person. This means that every individual’s latent dharma (virtue) is unique and has the potential to inspire the world, but paradoxically not when we are egocentric. When we have the idea of a person separate from the whole then this leads to all sorts of conflict, not only between individuals but also tribal conflicts, which in the modern era are wars between different cultures, nations, and religions.

        The great sages of the East were aware of this tendency for people to slip into the wrong perception of seeing themselves as separate from the world and universe around them. This wrong perception leads to habits of mind and lifestyle that are self-interested and driven by seeking pleasure. The sages recognized that such a lifestyle is centered on pursuing excessive stimulation, as if momentary pleasure is lasting. We all know what happens to our physical body when we seek excessive stimulation. Our body becomes unhealthy, we become fat, and we harm our internal organs, which reduces our life span as a result. In ancient times, and somewhat still in the modern era, when a physician would examine a sick individual and realize that their lifestyle choices were leading to bad eating habits centered around momentary pleasures, they would offer the radical prescription of physically fasting the body so that all of the internal organs could finally be given the time to rest and repair from the damage done by such excess.

        The poor old body has become the victim of a mind that is constantly agitated. Fasting the body helps it repair itself, and we begin to correct our bad eating habits. As a result we cultivate new, healthy habits that contribute to well-being and longevity. And so we change a part of our lifestyle, but only a part. The great sages of the East realized that. They understood that fasting the body is great and can have a wonderful effect on our mind and life. But bodily fasting in no way ceases the mind’s excessive need to do, to achieve, to strive, and to be a person who is self-interested, all of which lead to the psychological bad habits that drive our suffering, including our diets. The great sages of the East, then, were not concerned with fasting the body; instead they were concerned with fasting the mind.

      

      
        WHAT IS MIND FASTING?

        Mind fasting has a direct impact on the root cause of all our suffering. Fasting the mind is the process of eliminating all the content that stimulates our mind and refraining from the habit of trying to stimulate it out of fear of boredom. Yet boredom exists only because we have become so accustomed to distracting our mind with stimulation. A sage would say we need to dive into our boredom without falling back into the habit of seeking stimulation, because according to them boredom has a secret to teach us. Boredom is a cognitive response we begin to have when we starve the mind of its usual diet of habitual thoughts. The sage’s secret is that if we can starve the mind—fast the mind—then we will begin to feel a state of equanimity that is not dependent on excessive stimulation. By dealing with our boredom through fasting the mind we begin to feel that sense of unity within, the Atman and Purusha, which the agitation of boredom eclipses. Fasting the mind means we don’t respond to any sensations like boredom.

        Fasting the mind is the ultimate cure to suffering because, as with fasting the body, we have given the mind time to truly relax from any sort of stimulation so it can repair itself and come back into equilibrium. In fasting the mind we come back to our original true nature, not as individual persons, but instead as the entire universe as it exists deep within—Atman and Purusha that is eclipsed by mental activity. From this deep nature within we begin to act authentically and carry out the spontaneous functions of the universe that exist in our unconscious and manifest as our dharma. This is what will lead to real world peace, because the individual has come into resonance with the actuality of the universe. Individual, social, and cultural harmony comes into being as a result, and a real spirituality is recognized.

        The only thing that stops this from becoming our reality is you. If you don’t take fasting the mind seriously you will continue to distract your mind with whatever frivolous nonsense is available while you continue to complain about your suffering and the suffering of the world. We truly cannot complain if we do not take responsibility for what our mind consumes. Likewise with our diet, if we do not take responsibility for what we eat then we cannot complain about being fat. Only you can help yourself, which inadvertently changes the world. In the same fashion, this book will give you the knowledge, wisdom, and tools to truly heal through the ancient art and science of fasting the mind. A thorough examination of your habitual patterns and lifestyle is required on your behalf. The time to refrain from all distractions and begin the great fast is now.
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      THE NEED FOR SPEED IS SUICIDE

      Just stop everything you are doing right now! Stop thinking, stop planning, stop competing, stop comparing, and just breathe deeply for a minute. Now breathe for another minute. There—I have your undivided attention. For much of our life our attention is divided because we lack the awareness to just stop our mind from its incessant activity and movement. We act compulsively from the activity of our mind without being able to observe it from a distance. As a result, we constantly respond only to our unconscious mental agitation. We feel that if we are not doing something then we have no purpose, and so we become anxious and stressful. We are trying to achieve one thing after another after another after another with no end in sight.

      We become addicted to doing without truly knowing how to relax our mind deeply. Our mind has become accustomed to being anxious, stressful, and agitated because we don’t know how to stop the madness. Oh, and we need to be clear here: it surely is madness to be incessantly thinking and acting on those thoughts. Our world reflects this madness.

      
        SOCIAL STRESS IS INDIVIDUAL ANXIETY AND VICE VERSA

        It is increasingly difficult for people to deal with the demands of society. The social structure that is built around us in this world demands that the individual continually strive to achieve innumerable goals in the vain hope of one day achieving success. Yet the success that some of us taste is like fairy gold: once we attain it, whatever we think is success turns out to be worthless—a gold that we cannot touch, taste, or feel, and in the end is only momentary, leaving us with a feeling of deflated emptiness. As a result, we try even harder to climb more mountains under the belief that at the top there will be real gold. But we only continue to find fairy gold. This is an absurd approach to life that we have all subscribed to. Real success is not about achieving goals as if they are ends themselves. Success is really about being at ease in your everyday life, where the process is more important than the goal.

        Being at peace in your life is what success is about, but to realize that you need to completely appreciate the process of it. We need to think of our life in terms of a dance. What’s more important: getting to the end of the dance, or the process of the dance itself? We all know the answer but we don’t apply this wise insight to our daily life. Instead we strive toward what society believes success to be, which ultimately ties us in knots. We then think that to untie these knots we need to put our foot on the accelerator in our life. This is a recipe for disaster. There is no way to bring peace to your life by making yourself busier. A real feeling of success will never be achieved that way. Real success will be recognized only when we alleviate all of our stress and anxiety so we can approach life with a peaceful mind that is not perturbed by what we believe our daily struggles are.

        But we are not taught to be that way. Our world unintentionally—or perhaps even intentionally—prevents our finding peace, because to do so requires us to refrain from exerting so much effort to achieve anything personally. We have to cease striving, no matter how noble or compelling we believe the so-called goal to be. Once we stop trying so hard, we will discover the power and success we truly want, even though we didn’t know it existed. We find this wisdom going far back to ancient times in the East. This counterintuitive approach to life is not accepted nor promoted in our modern world.

        From birth, our parents, friends, and schools teach us that if we want to be successful we need to do a lot of hard work. We essentially need to make ourselves busy, busy, busy. As a result from living our life this way we feel similar to the feeling we get from listening to the track “You Spin Me Round (Like a Record)” by British pop band Dead or Alive—like we’re so dizzy, we don’t know which direction is up.

        We are spinning psychologically out of control because we multi-task in every minute of our life. The mental load we carry becomes a weight so great that we can shrug it off only when we stop the madness. We need to discover a way to slow down in the midst of this chaos within our mind. If we don’t take our foot off the gas we are going to drive off the cliff ’s edge into social and individual insanity. This is no idle threat or poetic way to describe our current plight as a species. It is a real danger that is already taking place.

      

      
        THE GLOBAL PANIC ATTACK

        The war we wage against ourselves is caused by overfilling our cup. We pack everything into our life, leaving no time for our mind to truly rest. We bombard our mind from every direction. The excessive busyness from multitasking all day—with digital devices everywhere, incessantly and mindlessly chatting all day—keeps us in a state of hypnosis that replicates sleep. Our conscious mind has no time even to notice our breathing. The constant bombardment of mental stimuli has numbed our senses and put us to sleep. This sleeplike state resembles the psychosis of serial killers and demagogues, yet it actually afflicts most of us. In books and films this state is represented metaphorically by zombies and the undead.

        Some of the zombies in our world are our leaders, politicians. We expect critical judgments and efficient decisions from people who have their eyes open but are actually asleep. Think about it: some of the busiest people in the world are politicians, potentially the most unaware and asleep people in the world. And yet we rely on them to make big decisions for the welfare of humanity. This explains why many politicians are still hypnotically self-interested, without any real concern for the greater community: in reality the lights are on but nobody is home. I have nothing against the role of the politician; it is just one example to accentuate what happens when we fill our cup with busyness.

        In the ancient Chinese philosophy of Taoism, which originated from the great sage Lao-tzu and his classic text the Tao Te Ching, there is a focus on emptying your cup. In the Tao Te Ching Lao-tzu explains that when our cup is full we lose awareness of the Tao. Tao is a Chinese word referring to the Way or path of the irreducible essence of the universe that we feel in our experience, making us feel completely alive and present in the eternal now. He believes our struggles and suffering come from the “mind-cup” being too full of distractions and the busyness of thinking. Lao-tzu emphasizes that we should begin the process of emptying our mind-cup. He believes real wisdom is born in an empty mind. In fact, he would take it one step further by saying the empty mind is our real nature and this is how a sane person functions. In Taoist philosophy there are a few analogies to articulate Lao-tzu’s point. For example, when we look at a cup, what is more valuable: the cup or the space within the cup? Likewise with a house, what is more valuable, the walls of the house or the space within the house? The answer for both is surely the space, because without space to experience life there is no point in having either a cup or house. You couldn’t experience life without space, and this is Lao-tzu’s wisdom.

        Gautama the Buddha also discovered the importance of this mental space, as it is impossible to be truly awake without it. He stripped the content and beliefs from his mind to see reality as it truly is. This enlightened state of the Buddha is something rare in our modern world because enlightenment is incorrectly thought of as constructing a life worth living, rather than deconstructing your life to make the process of living an end in itself. In filling our empty cup we try to construct a life that is always geared toward the future without ever being present in the now. The result of such perception is suffering, as we are never content with the way life is. We ignore the wisdom of the wise and continue to follow social convention even though we know it doesn’t lead to everlasting happiness. By filling our mind-cup more and more we are slowly but surely destroying ourselves.

        These destructive tendencies are even more evident in our modern era than in ancient times. With excessive information, content, and stimuli, mental health issues are on the increase, and we have no idea why. One reason for this is because we rarely take into account our lifestyle, which is the primary focus of ancient Eastern medical systems such as ayurveda in India and traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) in China. If our life is out of balance, then from the point of view of Eastern medicine we need to change the habitual patterns of our mind and begin to slow down. From the perspective of TCM our inability to slow down results from an overexertion of yang (masculine, active, doing, hot energy) at the expense of yin (feminine, receptive, nondoing, cool energy). This results in a culture that is yin deficient and heading for both internal and external calamities. Essentially this is an overheated system from excessive motion within the mind and body. If we don’t slow down then mental health issues are inevitable.

        Our modern understanding and approach to healing our psychological crises is all wrong. Prescription drugs only suppress the symptom without addressing the root cause. Our stress and anxiety are truly lifestyle diseases born in an unsettled mind. Many people suffer from these diseases, but we never seem to cure them of their psychological ailments. Stress and anxiety go on untreated. As a result our mind-cups begin to crack, which manifests as panic attacks, anxiety attacks, schizophrenia, and so on.

        Just think about how common panic attacks are these days. Lots of people have experienced at least one in their life, often without any awareness of why it occurred. Panic attacks happen because we don’t slow down our mental activity. A panic attack essentially is your nervous system hitting the brakes, since you won’t consciously stop yourself. We take on employment that keeps us super busy all day long, and then we go home to all our digital devices that overstimulate our senses while we are under the illusion that we are relaxing or being entertained. Add to that the constant idle chitchat and gossip people churn out daily. Panic attacks are inevitable when we are anxious all the time. The mind really has no time to rest and be silent. As the Zen Buddhist master Thich Nhat Hanh explains, we are essentially like cows ruminating on food continually. The food that we ruminate on is our mental activity, and it leads to all sorts of psychological problems. Thich Nhat Hanh states in his book Silence:
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