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Introduction

“I ACCEPT THAT I AM an alcoholic,” Dan confessed, “but I just can’t handle going to A.A. meetings. I feel more depressed than inspired by everyone’s stories, and I don’t like the idea that the central focus for the rest of my life has to be defining myself as powerless.”

Although Dan had been sober for over three years, he felt the need to see his drinking problem in a new light. He wanted to see if he could redefine himself in a way that allowed for personal growth.
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We live on a planet that offers many potential addictions. As a human being, you have almost certainly engaged in a habit that seemed to call to you, even though it had undesirable side effects. People have a great capacity to participate in behaviors that provide momentary pleasure only to extract an emotional or physical toll. Although relatively few of us inject heroin or smoke crack cocaine, many among us overeat, overdrink, overthink, smoke cigarettes, compulsively buy things we do not need, gamble away our hard-earned money, and otherwise make choices that do not nourish our bodies, minds, or souls.

Indeed, addiction is the most widespread problem in our society. The emotional and physical pain experienced by people with addictions and their families is incalculable. The direct and indirect economic costs of addiction exceed hundreds of billions of dollars worldwide. Yet we are losing the “war on drugs” because we have failed to recognize that the enemy is a hidden aspect of ourselves, a subconscious drive to sacrifice long-term peace for short-term relief. This book is our effort to reframe the conflict surrounding addiction and expand your opportunities for lasting peace.

What’s New in Recovery?

Over the past seventy years, millions of people seeking to overcome addictive behaviors have embarked on a Twelve-Step program. First introduced as the basic tenets of Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.), the Twelve Steps have been adopted by many other support groups, including, but not limited to, Narcotics Anonymous, Cocaine Anonymous, Overeaters Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, Sexaholics Anonymous, Debtors Anonymous, Eating Disorders Anonymous, and Workaholics Anonymous. For those who can embrace the basic principles and appreciate the community of others waging their own battles against personal demons, Twelve-Step programs provide valuable support.

The Twelve Steps are not for everyone, however. For some, the religious overtones are incompatible with their core personal beliefs, while for others, the Twelve Steps are not religious enough. The most common reason we hear at the Chopra Center for why people do not resonate with A.A. is its emphasis on personal powerlessness. Most secular and religious philosophies highlight the principle that we are responsible for our choices in life. The first step in Twelve-Step programs requires an admission of powerlessness that some people are not able or willing to embrace. The implication that people with bad habits must consider themselves lifelong victims of an incurable condition is, for some, untenable. For those who believe free will is a distinguishing feature of human beings, admitting that one has lost free will stops the recovery process before it begins.

The Twelve-Step response to this criticism is that addicts have lost the ability to freely choose because they are so impaired by their addiction. Recognizing this, the first step requires an admission that the addict is powerless over the addiction, while the second step requires embracing the belief that a greater power is required to restore sanity.

We think it’s possible to reconcile the opposing viewpoints of choice versus powerlessness. The Chopra Center philosophy and approach to addiction highlights the paradox that every life seeks to resolve—the apparent conflict between our individuality and our universality.

The Paradox of Individuality
 Versus Universality 

Life can be challenging, and there are times when we feel compelled to alleviate the distress quickly. Behaviors that temporarily anesthetize the pain and anxiety of loss, disappointment, separation, alienation, frustration, or loneliness can develop into habits and addictions that trade short-term relief for longer-term distress. This natural impulse to do or take whatever is necessary to relieve the distress is the basis of addiction. Our goal is to offer you better alternatives to coping with life’s challenges and disappointments.

As individuals we all have specific intentions and desires, which we strive to manifest through our choices and actions. We develop habits of behavior in our quest to satisfy our needs for security, self-esteem, sensory gratification, power, and material acquisition. These are the needs of our individuality, which we try to fill with things outside of ourselves. And yet, at another level, we recognize that our emptiness inside cannot be filled from outside. Our compulsion to acquire, attain, accomplish, and achieve will not lead to lasting peace or inner satisfaction. A spiritual life seeks to integrate the quest to fulfill our individual needs through the power of intention with an internal state of peace and contentment generated through the power of surrender. Knowing when to exercise will and when to accept things as they are requires skill and finesse.

Changing Habits with
 the Chopra Center Perspective 

If you drive down the same dirt road day after day, your car will form ruts in the road that will limit your ability to maneuver. Unless you pay attention and become mindful, your car will default to the ruts, and in doing so, reinforce the prior patterns in the dirt. If you want to get out of the rut, you will need to consciously choose another path and reinforce this new path until it becomes your established way of traveling. Similarly, the principles in this book offer a new path to travel—a path to freedom.

Of course, not all habits are harmful. Exercising regularly, eating healthy foods, playing music, doing yoga, meditating, working in the garden, flossing your teeth, and communicating consciously are habits that can be cultivated and generate positive side effects. Some habits have life-affirming consequences, and some have life-damaging ones. Our challenge is to identify potentially destructive habits, understand the needs they serve, make the conscious decision to release them, and then replace them with healthier choices. We would like to convince you to trade your potentially destructive habits for those that celebrate life.

We have been exploring the relationship between body, mind, and spirit for more than thirty years. The Chopra Center, founded over a decade ago, provides a place where healing and  transformation are fostered. We care for people in the midst of physical, emotional, and spiritual crises. We know the suffering that people can experience in life and the power of the human soul to awaken innate recuperative powers.

We also know how often our misery is the result of choices we make. People engage repeatedly in patterns of behavior that consciously or unconsciously lead to suffering. Human beings are remarkably creative in their ability to deny the negative consequences of the compulsions that drive them. In fact, this talent for denial is widespread.

The Chopra Center was founded on the belief that we share an underlying unity that transcends our diversity. Each of us is an expression of the same creative intelligence that pervades all form and phenomena. When we lose our connection to this unity, the result is emotional or physical distress. Health is regained when we return to wholeness. The human experience is a game of hide-and-seek, in which we lose ourselves at times to rediscover ourselves. Our role at the Chopra Center is to help people remove the shrouds that obscure their intrinsic wholeness— their essential holiness. Through this rediscovery we help people become capable of making choices that are in alignment with their higher purpose.

Unhealthy habits create suffering, and yet there are times when life seems too painful to face directly, and therefore shortcuts to relief are almost irresistible. Unfortunately, it is often the case that the more rapid the relief, the shorter the reprieve. The  shorter the reprieve, the easier it is to develop an addiction. The problem with addictions is that they provide diminishing returns with increasing risks—the price escalates for something of diminishing value. We cannot, however, expect people to “just say no.” We need to recognize the needs that drive people’s addictions and offer creative options to satisfy them.

It can be argued that there is something inherent in the human soul that seeks a shift in perspective. The English novelist Aldous Huxley wrote, “Always and everywhere, human beings have felt the radical inadequacy of being their insulated selves and not something else, something wider, something in the Wordsworthian phrase, ‘far more deeply interfused.’ To go beyond the insulated self is such a liberation that, even when self-transcendence is through nausea into frenzy, through cramps into hallucinations and coma, the drug-induced experience has been regarded by primitives and even by the highly civilized as intrinsically divine.”1

The quest to expand our sense of self is a core human impulse, and yet, a temporary altering of boundaries only to return to a more constricted state provides limited benefits. A genuine transformation in identity requires practice and knowledge. To release life-constricting habits and replace them with life-expanding ones requires attention and intention. We encourage you to commit to this process to shed your old habits and create a fresh start.

Modulating from Without 

Addictions serve a purpose. When people seek a shift in their emotional state and do not know how to create the change from within, they reach for something outside. Psychoactive chemicals can change one’s mood or emotion, but only temporarily. When the drug is gone, the discontent, discomfort, or distress is often worse than before. Then the person must choose either to seek a more lasting shift or re-engage in another short-term dose of relief.

Alcohol and drugs consume tremendous resources. Used judiciously, they can add unique flavors to life, but misused they wreak havoc on individuals, families, and communities. For centuries, societies have attempted to reduce the potential harm addictive behaviors can cause.

The adage, “The more things change, the more they stay the same,” aptly applies to addiction therapy. The history of addiction treatment is characterized by enthusiasm for a particular approach more than by any objective validation of outcome. A unifying theory and generally accepted therapeutic approach have been elusive. Now, as in times past, forces promoting the criminalization of addiction clash with those convinced it should be viewed biologically and treated as an illness. This is a critical argument because about a third of current federal inmates are serving time for drug-related offenses, while the “war on drugs” costs our society more than $50 billion each year.

Although efforts to find the underlying biological or genetic  factors explaining alcoholism and drug addiction have yielded some fruits, it’s clear that hereditary and biochemical contributions are complex and variable. Most experts no longer believe we will find a simple genetic explanation for addiction or a silver bullet to vanquish the demons.

Despite these challenges, we believe that people can re-create themselves. We have seen how motivated people can cast off a familiar but outmoded sense of self to embrace a more expanded perspective. A new perspective enables a new thought process and a new physiology to emerge. Human beings are capable of learning new tricks. 

Core Needs and Beliefs 

If you are reading these words because you suspect you have a life-harming addiction, the first compulsion we want you to release is self-disdain. In terms of core needs, people with addictions are no different than other people. The primary distinction is that they have chosen a socially unacceptable or biologically undesirable way to meet their needs. Do not add insult to injury by wasting time or energy denigrating yourself over your addiction. Instead let’s use that energy for healing and transformation. 

Life is for learning. The knowledge we acquire helps us fulfill our needs and desires, whether they are material, physical, emotional, or spiritual. If we find ourselves in a situation that creates distress for ourselves or others, it’s usually a signal that we need to learn something new. This may be understanding something  for the first time, or replacing a misunderstanding with more useful knowledge.

Our experience with people struggling with unhealthy habits is that they carry a number of misunderstandings about the nature of their condition. Replacing these false beliefs with useful beliefs begins the journey to healing and transformation.

Please read the authentic beliefs below several times until you see their inherent truth. Once you see their legitimacy, memorize them.

• I am doing my best given my current psychological and spiritual resources.

• I have no desire to hurt anyone, including myself, as a consequence of my addiction.

• Although I am good at rationalizing my addiction, I know at the core of my being that my habit is not serving my body, mind, or soul.

• I recognize at some level that my addiction is a substitute for love.

• I would free myself of this life-damaging habit if I could find a life-honoring substitute of equal or greater efficacy.

• Although at times I may doubt it, I know at the deepest level of my being that I am capable of releasing this negative habit and replacing it with positive ones.

• Seeking relief through substances is an expression of my spiritual quest to find peace.

We are not asking you to turn these statements into affirmations. We are asking you to recognize their inherent truthfulness. Let’s review them one by one.

1. I am doing my best given my current psychological and spiritual resources.

This is a core truth of life. We are all doing our best, given our awareness of our needs and our means to meet them. A woman who goes shopping and adds several hundred dollars to an already overextended credit card account is engaging in a compulsive behavior because she cannot think of another way to soothe her anxiety. A stressed businessman who drinks a fifth of vodka upon arriving at home is doing so because he cannot envision another effective way to calm his agitation.

Expanding awareness of the consequences of our decisions enables us to make more conscious choices. Creativity is suppressed when we can only see things in a limited way. Creativity flows when we are able to view our challenges from a more expanded perspective. We will explore means to expand awareness throughout this book.

2. I have no desire to hurt anyone, including myself, as a consequence of my addiction.

Because addictive behavior has the potential to create great suffering for both addicts and the people around them, it sometimes appears as if there is a destructive intention  underlying the behavior. This is not the case. The harmful consequences of addictive behavior are an unwanted side effect of the attempt to relieve the pain of insecurity, loneliness, or unworthiness. If people are able to find alternative sources of relief for their pain, they willingly relinquish the habit that has potentially destructive consequences. Our goal is to help you find acceptable alternatives to your addiction so you will not experience its painful consequences.

3. Although I am good at rationalizing my addiction, I know at the core of my being that my habit is not serving my body, mind, or soul.

The human mind is remarkably adept at justifying behaviors that may not be life supporting. From “I don’t need to wear a seat belt because I’m only driving a short distance,” to “A half-a-pack per day is not much worse than breathing the air in Los Angeles,” we each develop a personal repertoire of psychological defenses to explain away behaviors that do not truly serve us. When we quiet our inner turbulence and relinquish our resistance to facing the truth, we can resolve the arguments we are having with ourselves and align our choices with our higher purpose. We will be offering you ways to calm the mental agitation that allows you to continue deceiving yourself.

4. I recognize at some level that my addiction is a substitute for love.

The opposite of love is separation. When we are feeling connected to something that expands our sense of self, we feel secure, comfortable, and balanced. When we do not have safe and nurturing associations, we experience anxiety, hostility, and depression. Addictive behaviors and substances are poor substitutions for the love that flows in nourishing relationships. Learning to heal our core relationships and cultivate skills in conscious communication can provide the inner peace that eliminates the need for self-medication.

5. I would free myself of this life-damaging habit if I could find a life-honoring substitute of equal or greater efficacy. 

A person will refuse to give up a dilapidated car because he has no alternative means of transportation—until you offer him a newer model in good running condition. We cannot expect people to relinquish toxic behaviors that provide some relief without offering something to replace them.  Throughout this book we’ll be suggesting nourishing alternatives that can substitute for life-harming habits. Although they may not offer the dramatic or instantaneous relief of an addictive behavior, they support evolutionary personal development and self-generated ecstasy.

6. Although at times I may doubt it, I know at the deepest level of my being that I am capable of releasing this negative habit and replacing it with positive ones.

Many people suffering with addictions genuinely doubt that they possess the inner resources to heal. During our years of practicing medicine, we’ve seen that people who are not ready to change will not. Fortunately we’ve also seen that when people are clear that they want a new life, nothing stands in their way of creating it.

If now is the time you are willing to commit to healing and transformation, you already have within you the capacity to manifest the life you want. The mechanics to fulfill a desire are inherent in the intention. The fact that you are reading these words implies that at some level of your being, you can already envision the change you want to manifest.

7. Seeking relief through substances is an expression of my essential spiritual nature.

The goal of every behavior is comfort and inner peace. Whether you seek comfort through meditation, hugging your spouse, smoking a cigarette, or drinking martinis, the intention is the same. We engage in behaviors that relieve anxiety and help us feel more comfortable within ourselves.

People with addictive behaviors are often intensely aware of the irreconcilable paradoxes of life, and they therefore feel existential pain most acutely. Our goal is to help you redirect your desire from finding relief through a life-harming behavior to finding peace through a life-celebrating spiritual practice.

Our life energy is precious. When we direct it consciously,  we are able to manifest our deepest intentions for creativity and freedom. Through our daily work with guests at the Chopra Center for Wellbeing, we have become convinced that when people are ready to exchange their energy-wasting habits for those that enliven their essential vitality, healing and transformation become irresistible.
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Envisioning Freedom 
from Your Addiction 

DEBORAH WAS GOING THROUGH a rough year. Her mother had recently passed away after a long illness, and shortly thereafter, her husband announced he was leaving her. Just as her life seemed to be falling apart, she was rear-ended while stopped at a traffic light, resulting in a whiplash injury.

Although her imaging studies showed only mild degenerative changes, her neck pain was incapacitating. After trials of other medications, she was prescribed Vicodin by her family doctor. She liked the analgesic effect on her neck and emotional pain. Within a short time, she was taking  more than twelve tablets per day, and was requesting prescriptions from three different doctors.

She recognized she had a problem when she went three days without moving her bowels and was spending more time thinking about how she could replenish her supply than the underlying pain she was initially treating.
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An ancient expression in the Yoga tradition proclaims, “I am not in the world; the world is in me.” Although at first glance this bold statement may come across as narcissistic, we see it as a clear expression of human reality. At every moment of life, there are uncountable events occurring simultaneously. As you are reading these words, there are people being born while others are dying. There are people making love while others are heatedly arguing. One person is getting a promotion; another is being fired. Someone is starting a new business; another person is declaring bankruptcy. Some are feasting while others are starving. An unfathomable multitude of possible experiences are unfolding at every moment; still, each of us focuses on our particular concerns while filtering out the others.

Think of it this way: If you are hiking up a wooded mountain-side, there will be times when you cannot see the peak. Still, you carry the inner map of where you’ve been, where you are, and where you want to go. This inner map of your world enables you  to navigate in pursuit of your goals. As a result of your inner atlas, you selectively focus on those external markers that reinforce your worldview and filter out those that do not.

Where is this process of selective attention and intention occurring? The answer is in consciousness. As we ingest the raw sensory material of the world, sounds, sensations, sights, tastes, and smells are transmitted as trains of energy and information through the neural networks of our nervous system. Somehow, from all of this energy and information, we are able to create a four-dimensional picture of the world that seems real to us. In consciousness we create an outside world that cannot be measured objectively or scientifically, but is very real to us.

Knowing that you co-create your reality is powerful information. It means that you can relinquish the idea that your life is rigidly predetermined and open up to the possibility that whatever has transpired thus far, you have the capacity to create something new. This shift in awareness is the first step toward manifesting your deepest desires for happiness, health, and love. 

Once you recognize the possibilities of creating a new reality, it becomes your opportunity and responsibility to envision what it is you’d like to create. Despite the script you’ve been reading up until this point, you have the capacity to begin writing new dialogues. Assuming authority for your life means accepting the role of author as well as the leading character in your story line.

Listening Within 

To assist you in visualizing what you’d like to see unfold in your life, consider the following themes. These are designed to help you go beyond your usual self-dialogue and think authentically about what you want and are capable of creating in your life. To gain the most benefit from this process, we encourage you to review the topic and consider the questions. Then close your eyes; take a few slow, deep breaths; and, centering your awareness in your heart, contemplate the question, listening for insights that enter into consciousness from a deeper place within you.

It is often helpful to record your insights in a journal. The process of documenting your thoughts and feelings helps expand your perspective while catalyzing healing and transformation.

1. What Need Is Your Addiction Filling?

All behaviors are motivated by the desire to increase comfort or decrease pain. Addictive behaviors are driven by the belief that the behavior can fulfill needs that other choices cannot.

Questions for Reflection:

• Can I identify the need my habit is attempting to fulfill?

• Do I believe I can substitute a nourishing habit for a toxic one?

• Do I believe I will need to practice total abstinence from my harmful habit or that I can manage my habit to reduce the harm it is causing?
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