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Introduction


Welcome, readers! Welcome to unleashing your imagination on this journey to discovering and creating your best self.


Thank you for joining me on a journey that will show you how you can use the power of your imagination to discover and create your best self. This book is not about thinking of riches and rewards and having them magically appear — it shows you proven and scientifically based techniques that will help you use mental imagery to achieve change and results in your life. Whether you are seeking to improve your health, performance in sports, business or on stage, how you react to challenges, or any number of lifestyle changes, this book is for you.


Being and Doing Better


This book isn’t about becoming the best, but about being the best you can be and reaching your potential. But becoming your best self possible is a process. As the saying goes: It’s more about the journey than the destination. And there’s no telling if and when we’ll ever get there, as we are all projects in progress. As long as we’re alive and kicking there’s growth and development, and greater potential in store for us. The best we can hope for is staying on track for longer stretches, catching ourselves sooner when veering off, recovering efficiently and getting back on our best course quickly. The best we can hope for is just getter better at it.


While most of how we know that we’re on track is based on our actions — on our doing; much of it really depends on how we’re feeling — on our being. However, our being (and wellbeing) often gets neglected when we get caught up in all we’re doing in our race to achieving. It is said that we ought to be called human doings rather than human beings, based on how we tend to define ourselves more by what we do.


What You See Is What You Get! (WYSIWYG)


Your imagination is one of the most powerful inner mental resources for self-development. It is especially effective for facilitating and accelerating change — whether adapting to change, or changing how you think, act (and react) and feel. Change of any kind doesn’t come easy. As they say, old habits die hard; and the best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour. But history need not be your destiny. You can harness the power of imagination to increase your chances of success, or you can leave success to chance.


You can think of imagery like a screenplay — you can allow life to play you (by reacting according to old and sometimes faulty programming and conditioning); or you can take a more active role in your destiny (by creating new programming and evolving). Actively and consciously creating your inner scripts, bolstered by engaging in positive mental imagery will enhance your chances of reaching your full potential, overcoming obstacles, and flourishing. You will become more adept at getting on track with real confidence towards reaching your destination. You will also enhance your capacity for recovering from setbacks, transcending negative patterns, and transforming lessons from your past.


Best to take creative control of your images,


lest they get the best of you.


Much of how we are and what we do is dictated by images of our mind. We tend to think, feel, and behave consistently with whatever self-image is most dominant at the time. We tend to re-create outer conditions to match our inner conditions. This explains how most lotto winners are in worse debt than ever within one year of their big win.


Imagination is more important than knowledge.


– Albert Einstein


The advantage of practising mental imagery1 is that it affords us the opportunity to practise that which we have little experience with. In doing so, we are actually boosting our inner repertoire as the brain cannot tell the difference between what is perceived to be real or imagined (based on fMRI studies). Therefore whatever you imagine registers as actual experience and the information data base of your reality. Of course, there are natural limitations, and this must be tested in real situations.


So, if you would prefer to be more in control over your destiny, and less victim to your (unconscious) fears, then you need to take better control over the images of your mind. Such that, rather than reacting to situations and events, you are in stronger position of creating according to the script you’d prefer to operate from.


Everything you can imagine is real. – Pablo Picasso


Neuroscience has demonstrated that mental imagery is a far more powerful technique than standard cognitive behavioural techniques (CBT) that involve self-talk and affirmations. The reach of mental imagery extends far beyond words, and is the major portal of your brain for transformation and quantum leaping.


Technically, according to the science, applying mental imagery is virtually applied neuroplasticity.


A Guide to Reading This Book


As the purpose of this book is to provide a practical guide, it is organised into three parts to make it easy to follow and obtain the information you need. While there is logic and reason to the order in which the chapters appear they don’t have to be read in that order. And you don’t have to read every chapter to benefit and maximise personal results. Many of you will find that some material suits your particular needs and aims better than others. You will, however, gain a better understanding of the mental imagery process, as well as best practice, by taking in all the information contained in this book. Each chapter is best understood in context of the whole.


You might also notice a bit of repetition as key points do bear repeating and integrating into other components of this book. And there’s no telling whether you’ll have missed it the first time round. There is also quite a bit of cross-referencing to indicate where similar information is covered within a different context.


Part 1: is about building the case for practising mental imagery, by first explaining the concept of mental imagery and its relationship to other mental processes. This part then goes on to explain mental imagery within the context of positive psychology — a field that has exploded in the self-development arena. Finally I have provided an overview of the scientific support of mental imagery for those interested in the evidence base for the practice.


Part 2: provides guidelines for building a sound foundation for your mental imagery practice, beginning with goal setting that is essential for determining your best course; followed by plenty of general advice for optimising your mental imagery practice and developing your imagery skill; and concluding with how to practise mental imagery in groups to gain synergistic value and benefit.


Part 3: is the more practical section of the book, and outlines specific mental imagery techniques and objectives, beginning with the best place to start by reconnecting to previous best experiences; then connecting with your potential; followed by how to undo old habits and hardwiring (emotional reactivity) to developing better ways of being and responding to challenges; concluding with a final chapter that puts it altogether covering how to apply mental imagery across a wide spectrum of personal and professional endeavours and pursuits. This is the part that will guide you to practising mental imagery and reaping the benefits immediately.


The Appendices is a compilation of all the guided imagery scripts referred to within the chapters in one place for your convenience; as well as other related activities also mentioned (e.g. positive psychology in practice).


CD and MP3 recordings of the guided imagery scripts are also available (from www.bigskypublishing.com.au), the better for allowing your imagination to roam free, rather than having to stop and read each line as you go about your practice. Available recordings are listed the the Appendices.


Here’s to going where you’ve never been before … Happy travels!




PART 1


About Mental Imagery




Chapter 1


Defining Mental Imagery


Imagination is more important than knowledge. – Albert Einstein


Your imagination is one of the most powerful inner mental resources for self-development and change. This first chapter introduces you to the concept and practice of mental imagery. You will:






	•


	Be encouraged to be more in charge of your life script and influences






	•


	Become more aware of how your competing inner agendas and scripts affect you






	•


	Understand how mental imagery relates to other mental processes






	•


	Learn what mental imagery is and is not; what it can and cannot do for you






	•


	Learn what interferes with mental imagery, and what approaches are conducive to mental imagery practice






Congratulations on taking this step to becoming more in charge of your destiny! You can liken it to writing the screenplay of your life — you can allow life to play you (by reacting according to old and sometimes faulty programming and conditioning), or you can take a more active role in determining your destiny (by creating new programming and evolving). Actively and consciously creating your inner scripts, bolstered by engaging in positive mental imagery, will enhance your chances of reaching your full potential and flourishing. You will become more adept at getting on track and reaching your destination. You will also enhance your capacity for recovering from setbacks, transcending negative patterns, and transforming lessons from your past.


Mental imagery provides the tool and the vehicle by which you can become more consciously in control, and accelerate reaching your potential. This is why it is such a popular mental skill practised by top athletes and performers. It is equally well applicable to any life goals or pursuits, to address any long-term or recurring issues you’d like to get better at or change, such as communication and relationship issues, weight loss, and substance abuse.


Learn to think like a champion to champion your dreams.


Mental imagery is a method of tapping into your best inner self and more consistently manifesting into your reality. It brings you closer to becoming all that you can be, and letting go of, or overcoming, what is in the way.


The mission isn’t to get more people like you to practise mental imagery. The fact is, you already are. What is key is to be more conscious of the images already playing in your head, and make them work better for you (rather than against you) — to be more in control over the images, and create more of what you prefer. What you see is what you get. So, it is best to take control of your images, lest they get the best of you. By more consciously generating and practising positive imagery, you can take greater control over your destiny.


Being the Scriptwriter of Your Dreams


[image: image]


Source: Watterson, William, ‘Calvin and Hobbes’, Cartoon, 1995, Andrews McMeel Publishing, Kansas City.


Have you ever caught yourself wishing your life was more like what you see in your favourite sit-com like depicted in the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip above, or that you could be more like a character you admire? For example, to have caring and witty friends such as people seem to have on certain popular television programs? Or maybe, you would like to be more like a character who is more courageous and outgoing than you? On the other hand, maybe there are some characters who you relate all too well to, but who you pity, such as a soap opera starlet who is always losing in love, or like the hapless George on Seinfeld?


Keep in mind that those characters all had writers who may have been working on a single line for hours, or are based on collaboration of up to a dozen writers to develop a story or plot. What you see is based on well-developed scripts with clear purpose and agenda in mind, e.g. to make the audience laugh or cry, and more often to terrify. The actors are also usually well rehearsed. They may have practised their lines dozens of times in different ways until they got it just right, and for the desired impact. They also get lots of advice from directors who guide them how to feel and express themselves — how to act.


The fact is, you are acting out a script, albeit unconsciously. You are the one pulling the strings at every moment of your life, even though it might not always seem like it. You are the scriptwriter, director, dresser, hero or villain, victim or aggressor, etc. I like to insert the word ‘NEW’ in the final panel of the Calvin and Hobbes comic strip above when showing it to clients — to read: ‘I gotta get my life some NEW writers’ — to highlight a more pro-active approach to counteracting or improving on old scripts that no longer serve you well. While it may often seem that there are many external forces in control over your destiny, in effect your destiny is in your hands much more than you might think and actively take advantage of and exploit.


Positive psychology researchers have concluded that our circumstances (e.g. how much money we have, where we live, etc.) contribute only 10% to our happiness and wellbeing. Genetics and upbringing make up 50%, while a whopping 40% is up to intentional behaviour and cultivating inner mental resources. This led one of the leading positive psychology authors, Sonja Lyubormirsky, to originally name her popular book The How of Happiness, ‘The 40% Solution’. Developing and utilising your mental imagery skill serves as one such major solution.


Becoming more conscious and aware of the internal forces you own within empowers you to be more in alignment with your best self and acting more consistently towards fulfilling your potential. The good news is that this will lead to manifesting your goals and dreams in a more conscious and efficient way, rather than leaving all to chance or fate. By improving the inner conditions of your mind, you can improve the outer conditions of your life.


The bad news is (depending on your point of view), it also involves taking responsibility for all the consequences — both positive and negative — which explains why many avoid taking full creative control of their life. Perhaps this is why many people choose to relinquish their role, and remain unconscious. They prefer to have their role prescribed for them. And then have someone else to blame.


Keep this in mind: That which you avoid ultimately controls you. You might as well take the reins!


The process of empowerment comes hand in hand with the process of self-examination and increased self-awareness that can sometimes seem too painful, but is ultimately releasing. It is only by such a process that we can become unstuck from habits and patterns locked in our brains that are a result of old programming, i.e. as images that you might now wish to delete the impact of.


Consider the following motto: Trace, Face, Erase, Embrace — it is only by tracing the origins of our condition/s, facing up to our role in it, and drawing out our emergent strengths, that we are then freer to erase the hold of any past programming that hinders us along our way, and better embrace our potential best self going forward.


Sometimes, it is only by breaking down that we can break through, as suggested by Brene Brown, in her popular presentation on TED.com about vulnerability. She equates breakdown with a spiritual awakening that can be liberating. As Socrates famously declared: ‘An unexamined life is not worth living.’ (More about this in Chapter 8 on rewriting history.)


We can harness the power of imagination to increase our


chances of success, or we can leave our success more to chance.


Practising mental imagery is about enhancing your personal inner mental resources — about controlling the controllables:






	1.

	To be more in control over that which is within control (e.g. how you are thinking, feeling and acting)





	2.

	To let go of control over that which is not within control (e.g. the past and the future, certain conditions and people), and





	3.

	To know where to draw the line. Too often we spend far too much time and emotional energy fussing over what is not within our control, while neglecting what is! This is very much akin to the Serenity Prayer that is well known to AA members: ‘Grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’





Competing agendas and scripts


The thing is, you are far more complicated than characters in television shows. You have been around longer than any TV series or character, and you also have up to dozens of scripts that you have been adhering to, often without even realising it. These scripts are learned and developed over your entire history of experiences.


Most people also have competing agendas and scripts. If your scripts contain mostly worries and fears, then these will tend to supersede any optimistic ones, and lead to dominant images that will direct your decisions and actions accordingly. On the other hand, if your scripts contain mostly wishful thinking and fantasy, then there will be a major disconnect between your inner world and what is real and within your control, which will lead to continual frustration and dismay.


The aim is to create and develop positive images that are in your best interests and within your capacity to achieve. Generating such images will ultimately lead to more fulfilling results.


Mental imagery practice can help make you more aware of these competing agendas and scripts. You can then choose to integrate the best of them, and override and/or discard the rest. This will enable you to more consciously create more solid images in the directions you prefer to go.


History isn’t destiny


Without being conscious and aware of the inner images that direct you, you are destined to repeat the same patterns (and mistakes) over and over (e.g. overreacting to emotional triggers, and missing opportunities).


Old habits die hard.


The best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour. If you choose to learn from your past experience (and mistakes), however, and change your characteristic patterns of being and behaving, then you have a shot at changing your destiny to something more desirable. In short:


History need not be your destiny.


The choice is up to you. You can choose to continue going in circles (continue the revolving pattern), or to move on and evolving. You can choose to evolve rather than revolve.


Examining the Role of Self-Image


Pay attention to characters you admire or pity, love or hate, as these may reflect the script you have already been following. There’s a good chance that what you admire in others are traits you have within yourself. They may only be dormant and underdeveloped traits that you wish to awaken and manifest more fully or consistently. Same goes for the traits you find pathetic or irritating in others. Chances are, you also embody these traits on some level, and maybe would like to change? Or perhaps need to become more (self) accepting of? Or become better at responding to in others?


As Ekhardt Tolle writes in his bestseller A New Earth: ‘That which you react to in another, you create in yourself.’


It is crucial to be more aware of the dominant self-image that is driving you in order to adjust towards a more positive and effective one if necessary. You need to have a good grasp of what you’re dealing with before you can change it. In short, you cannot change what you are not aware of, and you cannot change what you do not accept. When you deny a part of yourself, you are signing up for blinders (limitations), which prevent you from seeing the whole picture, and will tend to hold you back (an inner saboteur).


Exploring behaviour — image consistency


People tend to behave consistently with whatever self-image is dominant at the time. Even when external circumstance may change or improve, they will tend to revert back to their old and familiar ways. As mentioned above, old habits die hard, and the best predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour. But history need not be your destiny. You can adjust the images to be more in accordance with the changes you desire; rather than repeating old patterns of thinking, feeling and acting.


For example, receiving a compliment may not register with people with a poor self-image. They may either miss it entirely, or fail to respond graciously, or worse react dismissively. In contrast, they would likely be super sensitive to criticism — real or misinterpreted. They will be hyper-aware and over-reactive. This pattern is often based on early experiences and perceptions that have become hard-wired in the brain, which become a dominant point of reference, unless counterbalanced with abundant positive experiences. Mental imagery is a useful tool for dislodging such faulty patterns, and replacing with more effective response patterns that are more conducive to optimal functioning.


Too good to be true?


A classic example of this is when things may be going great in your life, but a nagging underlying belief that this may be ‘too good to be true’ interferes with fully embracing the good. People will often also self-sabotage if the good fortune they are experiencing does not match their self-image.


An example of this is how many who win a lottery find themselves in worse debt within one year after the win than previously. Not only that, their families are often destroyed over money conflicts. This is because the instant wealth does not match up to a life-long self-image of lacking wealth, or a poverty mentality. If this old image is not actively and consciously adjusted, then it will continue to direct the thoughts and feelings of the winner, and they will behave accordingly. People are subconsciously driven to behave consistently with the dominant image they have of themselves and their lives.


Being more receptive to good fortune


People who have grown up with an experience of luxury and plenty find it easier to expect and accept more of the same in adulthood than those who have not. They would be more comfortable with wealth than someone who grew up under different circumstances. Someone who grew up in poverty may not be as comfortable and gracious in the lap of luxury. Mental imagery can help you to become more receptive to good fortune, whatever that may be, in love, money, health, or career.


A classic sport example is when an athlete is beating someone for the first time. Let’s say you are in a race where you are ahead of everyone for the first time. All the other competitors have receded from your peripheral vision. If you have never experienced this before, the image may not compute. Your mind will ask: ‘What’s wrong with this picture?’ It might be barely perceptible to an observer, but such a thought process often leads to a slight adjustment to bring the situation back in line with the more familiar image. The athlete may slow down or otherwise lose concentration that allows the opponent/s back into the picture. ‘Ah, that’s better’ — as it resonates with the more familiar image.


I cannot tell you how many an athletes have kicked themselves afterwards for having blown such a precious opportunity! This is why we train athletes to practise such scenarios in their mental imagery, so that when they do finally reach such an opportunity they will be ready to rise to the occasion, rather than falter. This relates to the definition of luck that Oprah has declared as her favourite, and that is: Luck = Preparation meeting Opportunity. When mentally prepared, not only are we better and quicker at recognising our opportunities as they arise (rather than after the fact), we also have the wherewithal to seize the opportunity (rather than freeze for example).


Think about how this might play out in your life. Could you be better at noticing and capitalising on your opportunities? At receiving help, praise, compliments, encouragement, generosity, love and affection, money? Could you second guess yourself less, and embrace good fortune more, when getting ahead in life?


For example, if you grew up accustomed to being criticised and put down by family, then you would not be as open and receptive to praise and encouragement as an adult, although you would probably deeply crave it. You might discount it, or even miss it entirely. Your own inner critic would tend to drown out any positive feedback. It is said that people will often prefer to cross the street rather than encounter a person who recently paid them a compliment. What is that about?


Taking Compliments Gracefully


The ability to receive a compliment or good fortune with consummate grace is a virtue that many of us fall short of. In fact, it often competes with another highly lauded virtue of humbleness and humility. However, it is false humility when in fact covering for lack of sufficient self-regard; not to mention lack of regard for the giver. I will never forget a potent lesson delivered by the master talk-show host Johnny Carson of the famed Tonight Show (now hosted by Jay Leno). He had just complimented an ingénue starlet, to which she responded by downplaying it along the lines of: ‘Oh, this old thing!’ (with a tinge of embarrassment). Johnny proceeded to lecture her on how to receive compliments more graciously, and how this was also more respectful of the person who paid the compliment. He went as far as to say that he felt insulted when his compliment was brushed off, suggesting he had bad taste. That even if she wasn’t able to muster up the confidence to believe the compliment, then she could at least muster up the good manners for a more gracious response. I have to admit that this example hit me like a ton of bricks — as I sat bolt upright in recognition that I am guilty of the same offence as that guest. I had not realised the impact of my own lack of ability in receiving compliments and praise (and still get admonished by a dear friend who is prolific in dishing them out — to ‘just take the compliment, Lydia!’). So instead of: ‘This old thing!’ say: ‘Thank you! It’s an old favourite of mine’ plus perhaps: ‘Thank you for noticing’ or ‘How lovely of you to notice.’


It helps to start observing how others react to your compliments to them, and how it makes you feel when they fail to acknowledge your gesture of good will. This might then flow on to enable you to better respond as well.2


If you would truly like to change your experiences, you need to change your inner images to become more receptive to positive experiences. This is why the practice of gratitude that is discussed in Chapter 2 can be so powerful, as it causes a shift from resistance (and whatever self-image and beliefs are contributing to it) to more gracious acceptance and appreciation, which generates a much more positive mood and self-image.


Cherokee Parable of Two Wolves


This famous parable of two wolves below reflects the concept of competing inner images; while also pointing to being in the position of choice. Not unlike the Henry Ford quote: ‘If you think you can — you are right; if you think you can’t — you are still right’. It is up to you to decide which it’s going to be.


An old Cherokee chief was teaching his grandson about life …


‘A fight is going on inside me,’ he said to the boy. ‘It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves.


‘One is evil — he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, self-doubt, and ego.


‘The other is good — he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith.


‘This same fight is going on inside you — and inside every other person, too.’


The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather, ‘Which wolf will win?’


The old chief simply replied, ‘The one you feed.’


Self-fulfilling prophecy


The concept of self-fulfilling prophecy is mental imagery in action. It is based on the concept that we tend to create what we expect, whether or not the expectation has any objective basis in fact. How this works is that we will tend to behave consistently with the expectation (i.e. image) that will increase the likelihood of that expectation manifesting. This concept is alternatively known as the Pygmalion Effect or Rosenthal Effect after the research psychologist Robert Rosenthal, who found that when teachers or managers are led to expect enhanced performance of students or employees, then the children or people would indeed show that enhancement regardless of initial and objectively determined aptitude. Thus confirming that reality can be influenced by the expectations of others. This phenomenon is also referred to as the observer-expectancy effect — when the observer (teacher or manager) begins to unconsciously behave in ways that facilitate and encourage progress, perpetuating what has been termed a ‘reign of error.’3


Our expectations change our behaviour in ways that we will not consciously be aware of, and therefore cannot adjust unless and until we become more aware.


You cannot change what you are not aware of.


By becoming more aware of what is influencing your beliefs, expectations, and therefore behaviour, you are in a better position to disable faulty/ maladaptive patterns, and enable the creation of a new and improved program of change that practising mental imagery facilitates.


Creating versus Reacting


If you take a close look at the two words reacting and creating, you will notice that they are identical. Take the ‘c’ out from the middle of the word reactor and put it out in front, and you get creator. ‘C’ for taking charge. Or Control? Which would you rather be? A reactor who is at the whim of outside influences? Of whatever life throws at you? Or creator, who is more self-determined?


Mental imagery is about taking the helm and creating your life course, and navigating outside influences to your advantage, rather than merely reacting to outer life forces. Taking the time to clearly identify and imagine achieving your goals will give you a much greater sense of control and confidence (see Chapter 4 about charting your course with goal setting).


Counteracting negative programming


Positive mental images can be used to counteract old and negative programming that may have been absorbed in childhood. Such negative programming is often hard-wired in the brain and manifests in reflexive negativity, which overrides the facility to be more positive. Most of us have a pretty good handle on being negative. There is no need to practise it any more. Besides which it is not conducive to achieving our goals. It’s time to shift the balance to greater positivity, which is something that most of us could use a much bigger dose of. It is also proving to have beneficial flow-on effects for our wellbeing, creativity and productivity. Practising positive imagery helps to consolidate a positive mindset. (Find out more about this in Chapter 8 about rewriting history.)


If you find yourself persisting in negative worries you are actually generating negative images. If you allow such images to dominate your inner landscape, then you can expect to continue getting negative results. For example, if you continually worry about running out of money, you will tend to behave consistently with that image and potentially waste and squander money. Use the worry or negative thoughts as a cue to shift to a more desirable image instead, e.g. having plenty and being mindful of your spending habits, or whatever else will enable you to be back in control in the direction you prefer.


What Mental Imagery Is and Isn’t


Mental imagery is a basic form of cognition that is frequently referred to as ‘seeing with the mind’s eye’. Technically, it is the mental (perceptual) representation of events and objects stored in memory, and affects how we process and use information, which can either be to our benefit or detriment (depending on the content). Given the central function of mental imagery in cognition, which is generally below conscious awareness — top researchers in the area contend that by developing greater awareness and positive utilisation of this function (aka ‘tool’), will lead the way for the study of consciousness and evolution.4


Mental imagery refers to how an event or experience is played out in your imagination. It can involve reviewing a real event from your past (from memory), or previewing one for the future. Mental images are constantly playing out in our minds whether we are consciously bidding them or not, and are based, not on what actually happened or may happen, but on what you perceived happened and believe will happen. There is an element of illusion and delusion that remains largely outside of conscious awareness, though nevertheless influences our experiences.


By playing out preferred scenarios in your mind, you may actually expand and enrich the ‘database’ of your experiences from which to draw — to create a more flourishing future.


Terminology and misnomers


The term mental imagery is often used interchangeably with other terms such as visualisation and mental rehearsal. Visualisation is actually a misnomer, however, because mental imagery involves use of all of your senses — visual being only one. In fact, the visual component isn’t always even necessary for best results, but an ability to incorporate all of your senses in your imagery practice certainly does add value.


Mental rehearsal shares much in common with mental imagery, but imagery has a much broader focus. As the term ‘rehearsal’ suggests, it applies to practising a set routine, whereas mental imagery can be applied to a much wider spectrum. (See Chapters 7, 8 and 9 for more about mental imagery applications.)


Mental imagery as self-hypnosis


The process of mental imagery is equivalent to hypnosis. While the hypnotic state can be induced by a trusted practitioner, it is also a natural state that you drift in and out of daily. At such times, your critical faculties are quieted, leaving your mind more open and receptive to suggestions, as well as more susceptible to influence. A session with a hypnotist typically begins with a hypnotic induction that is simply a technique designed to relax the mind in order to become more passively receptive to the planting of suggestions. You can harness the power of hypnosis by learning to relax your mind and practising mental imagery — as a more active process of self-hypnosis. This involves beginning with a relaxation or meditation technique, followed by generating the suggestions and images you prefer to follow. Such self-hypnosis practice is ultimately more empowering than passively relying on someone else. This is explained in further detail in Chapter 5.


To be more actively in charge of your destiny, you need to be more aware of your state of mind, and what images you are letting in, as well as what images you are generating.


Praying as imagining


When you are engaged in worrying, you are imagining what you do not want to happen happening. You are focusing on all the things that can go wrong, instead of what can go right. You are actually preparing yourself to fail rather than succeed! Like the famous line from the iconic American author Mark Twain: ‘I’ve lived a long life and seen a lot of hard times … most of which never happened.’


On the other hand, prayer involves imagining what you do want to happen, except when you are giving a prayer of thanks, which also involves an image (as discussed in the section on gratitude in Chapter 2). In this case, you are actually preparing yourself for success. The process of praying and imagery are very similar. Think about it: when you pray for good fortune, are you not actually imagining what you would do with that good fortune? How you might attain it? Or how you will celebrate? And with whom? Some prayers involve asking for strength, health, forgiveness — and as you do so, are you not imagining what it would be like to be stronger, healthier, and more at peace with yourself or others? The effectiveness of prayer may very well be attributed to the power of mental imagery.


The Power of Prayer


In his New York Times bestseller, Healing Words, Dr Dossey uncovered one of the best-kept secrets in medical science: the enormous body of data showing that the act of prayer can greatly affect the practice of medicine. He examines the evidence of prayer’s efficacy, the role of the unconscious in prayer, how prayer manifests through dreams, the relationship between methods of prayer and one’s personality, and the negative side of prayer. He addresses the complex relationship between spiritual understanding and physical health. The primary function of prayer, Dr Dossey asserts, is not only to help eradicate illness or increase longevity, but to simultaneously remind us of our essential nature. Ignored for much too long, this information is changing the way medicine is practised and revolutionising our ideas about healing.5


So, next time you catch yourself worrying, ask yourself the question: ‘Am I worrying, or am I praying?’ or alternatively for more secular types: ‘Am I worrying, or am I planning/imagining?’ … and then turn your attention to practising positive mental imagery instead.


The key ingredient to the power of prayer (in addition to the mental imagery process), however, is that it relies on a belief in a deity with the omnipotence with which to grant us our request. Such belief enables conjuring up the desired image more readily (not unlike suspension of belief in the process of hypnosis discussed above, and the placebo effect discussed in Chapter 3). Those of us without such a belief, may find it more challenging to believe in the desired image and our capacity or deservedness to achieve it. Ironically, turning over our will to a higher power, enables greater belief (and thereby strength) in the capacity for manifesting, than if we were to rely solely on our own power to manifest our images. Nevertheless, the actual process in effect is essentially the same.


Teaming up with others can also be viewed as a secular substitute for the benefits accrued through the combination of fellowship and prayer that occurs in church services, temples and the like. We know that those of faith (regardless of religious affiliation) tend to be happier and healthier. This can be attributed to many factors included in religious practice that others miss out on, e.g. the fellowship (aka social support), prayer rituals (aka mental imagery), etc. The vision buddy exercise suggested in Chapter 6 provides an alternative for secular types — to benefit from the same process without having to be part of a religious movement, organisation or institution. Coincidently, there is a movement afoot for doing something similar in providing venues for the secular population espoused in Religion for Atheists by Alain de Botton.6


Interestingly, research in Canada has found that those practising a religion appear to have stronger imaginations as well as capacity for empathy than those who profess to be atheists. An explanation for this goes two ways: that belief in a deity requires imagination (as famous atheists fondly proclaim that to believe in a ‘God’ is merely to believe in an imaginary friend); and belief in an all-powerful deity imbues greater credibility to our images. Therefore, does it require faith in a god to have our prayers (images) answered? Or, as is more likely the case, can both the religious and secular alike equally benefit from the process of prayer/imagery as is the mission of this book?


Faith and imagery


What is faith but a belief one imagines to be true? A belief one takes comfort in, and that instils confidence. Alain de Botton (2012) contends that although many in the more secular West have little interest and time for organised religion, they still yearn for the ‘consoling, subtle or just charming rituals’. We are not immune to being drawn in by the entrancing rituals and awe-inspiring beauty of religious art, music and architecture, yet we remain bereft of access and benefits to such experiences except as tourists. De Botton refers to this as a false choice between faith and scepticism. ‘Either you have to accept lots of beliefs that are unbelievable or you end up in a spiritual and aesthetic wasteland,’ he says. ‘But maybe the choice doesn’t have to be that stark.’


To bridge this divide, de Botton has embarked on an ambitious project called ‘Temples for Atheists’. These buildings will provide spaces for (secular) contemplation, starting with one in London, but then spreading across the country. I would suggest that it would only be fitting to include the practice of mental imagery alongside contemplation in such spaces, and thereby afford secular types the same value and benefits that believers gain from religious practice and institutions.


Putting it in perspective


Tapping into your imagination can be a powerful resource, but you need to keep it all in perspective. It’s about controlling what is in your control. There’s no point in imagining things that are either completely out of your control (e.g. other people, nature, time), or wildly unrealistic (e.g. becoming a world class athlete or virtuoso pianist at 50; or winning a lottery), or out of this world (e.g. flying or walking on air).


What mental imagery is best suited to is helping you to think, feel and act in greater alignment with your values, in accordance with your best possible self, developing your skills, abilities and talents, towards fulfilling your potential. Sometimes, it is simply a matter of getting out of your own way. Not unlike how Michelangelo approached his great sculptures: ‘I saw the angel in the marble and carved until I set him free.’ It is, therefore, sometimes simply a matter of chipping away at the obstacles in our way, which are often merely imaginary.


While the purpose of mental imagery practice may be to stretch your limits, and to surmount all obstacles, it can sometimes be best to start with where you are at now — to be in touch with who you are now before trying to imagine change. This is based on the principle that you cannot change what you are not aware of, and you cannot change what you do not accept. The first part of the above statement means you need to be aware of all the facts as they are now, in order to more accurately and successfully change and create the best image for the future. The second part refers to the tendency to be too desperate to be somewhere or someone else, and lacking self-acceptance, and/or overreach which ultimately leads to increased frustration rather than gratification.


Without self-acceptance, you will tend to not be willing to see what needs to be seen, and therefore miss important data. If you cannot look clearly in the mirror, how can you improve what you don’t see, or don’t want to see? Alternatively, without self-acceptance, you also risk being stuck on the focus of what you don’t like and accept about yourself, which only serves to perpetuate it.


What mental imagery is not


Mental imagery can be a powerful tool for creating positive results, but mental imagery is not a magic bullet. Interestingly, the word imagine includes the root for the word magic, but mental imagery is not magic, although the process can seem quite magical. There are limitations to how effective imagery can be. It cannot make you a pop star, an Olympic athlete, business leader, etc., unless you have the requisite skills, talent and commitment.


Not a magic wand


Mental imagery is not about wishful thinking, but about manifesting your best self within the bounds of reality. Mental imagery cannot make you six feet tall if you are only five feet and six inches, it cannot make you a gourmet chef if you’ve no culinary skills. Mental imagery can only work within the domain of your talent, skills and capacities. What mental imagery can do is facilitate and accelerate reaching your potential.


Does not replace action


Just as mental imagery is not magical and wishful thinking, neither does it replace taking action to achieve your goals. It won’t work to just sit back and imagine becoming fitter. Imagining participating in the actions that will lead to your goal, however, will tend to propel you towards behaving more consistent with the image.


Like the famous line from the movie Auntie Mame: ‘Life is a banquet, and most poor suckers are starving to death’, you need to step up to the table to serve yourself. If you wait to be served, then you will starve.


Not fantasy and daydreaming


Mental imagery is not about fantasising and daydreaming, although a related process and state of mind.


Fantasy and daydreams are similar to mental imagery in that they engage the imagination, and emerge more spontaneously when the mind is allowed to roam free. They’re a good start for the practice of mental imagery, and also fertile mindset for effective imagery. Mental imagery, however, is a more active, prescriptive and determinative process.


When you catch yourself daydreaming use it as a cue to practise more definitive imagery before snapping back to reality and any tasks at hand. Take advantage of your state of mind at the time, which is conducive to harnessing your imagination and the practice of mental imagery. (More about imagery guidelines in Chapter 5.)


A Picture is worth a thousand words.


Positive thinking ≠ positive images.


The capacity of mental images to change how we feel and act goes well beyond where words can reach.


While positive self-talk and affirmations are helpful — to the extent that they at least disrupt and neutralise any negative thinking and fears — they have limited effect in eliciting the desired feeling behaviour and change unless evoking an effective image. Talking to oneself too much is also a known impediment to wellbeing and success known in the sports domain to be associated with poor performance and choking (e.g. thinking too much). In fact, the best way to psych someone else out is to get them to think about what they’re doing.


It is also now known that using our verbal capacity is not nearly as connected to our emotions as are images in the structure and function of our brains. This is why overcoming old fears and phobias and conditions like post traumatic stress disorder can be hard to achieve with talk therapy, unless negative associations locked in the mental images can be recalibrated (see the section in Chapter 7 on rewriting history for more on how mental imagery is effective in reversing such conditions).


There is a direct link between an image triggering a feeling that completely bypasses the section of our brain in control of language. This is why simply labelling a negative emotion can provide some distance and relief, as it requires accessing and shifting away from the part of the brain that is most involved.


George Vaillant poignantly makes this point in his book Spiritual Evolution: A Scientific Defense of Faith on words not being enough to evoke positive emotion:7


When Friedrich von Schiller wrote in his ‘Ode to Joy’ the words ‘Brothers, beyond the stars surely dwells a loving father,’ his mere words do little for us.… When Beethoven put Schiller’s words to soaring, triumphant, oceanic music, we finally (get) it.
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