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INTRODUCTION

AN EXHILARATING JOURNEY—THE BEGINNING

What if I were to tell you that you live in a dreamworld and that you have always been living in a dreamworld. That you have never known anything but this dreamworld. What if I were to go on and explain that you, who have spent your whole life so carefully constructing this world, have put a great deal of stuff in it that you don’t really like—things that cause you to moan and groan, sometimes very loudly indeed. Things that frequently make you miserable, and others as well. If you are like most people, you will think, “Nonsense. This is no fantasy, it’s my life.” I understand that it’s hard to accept that your reality is but a shadow, and one that you created. Instead, it’s easier to dismiss what I say and persist in thinking that what you recognize as your life is “real” and that it somehow simply “happened.” You had nothing—or very little—to do with it. And THAT, I am here to tell you, is the source, the root cause of ALL of your problems.

Knowing that you are living in a dreamworld is actually very liberating, because it gives you the option of waking up. I sincerely hope that you are ready to do so. If you are not yet ready to do so, you have another option—you can at least create a new, better dreamworld.

This book will show you how. And, regardless of whether you wake up or create a better dreamworld, you will find that life has become richer. The colors you see are more vibrant, your interactions with others are more fulfilling, and you experience more joyous moments. You become more effective at work and enjoy it more.

I know this is so, because it happened to me and because I have helped hundreds of others get there.

Three decades ago, I was a doctoral student in marketing at the Graduate School of Business, Columbia University. Initially, I was thrilled to be in a top business school in one of the great universities of the world, but as time went on I found myself profoundly unsettled by what I saw around me. I read academic papers and doctoral dissertations with sentences like, “Item structure congruence methods aim to address the issue of operationalization equivalence. They presuppose construct equivalence and confine their testing to components of the construct. . . .” Increasingly, I was filled with wonderment—a wonderment that expressed itself as, “For this, they killed a tree?” So much of academic “research” seemed so utterly bereft of any redeeming or lasting value that I could not fathom how bright, even brilliant, people could be so wrapped up in it.

I tried desperately to find meaning in my own research, to pump up my enthusiasm and sagging motivation. I failed. Ultimately, sheer force of will enabled me to complete my doctorate. Sadly, the joy I felt on receiving my diploma didn’t come from a sense of accomplishment but from the knowledge that my painful graduate days were finally over.

I entered the workforce. In very little time, I could have sworn that the world consisted of two sets of people: those who passionately loathed their jobs and those who simply disliked them. As for me, I busily alternated between the two. It wasn’t fun, but I didn’t know that anything else existed. The notion that one could find deep meaning and sustenance from life and from what one did for a living was an alien one.

Searching to quell my dissatisfaction, after a few years I left private enterprise and took a position in academe. Simultaneously I started writing and eventually became a contributing editor for Financial World and, later, Forbes. It gradually dawned on me that I was hardly alone in my unhappiness. As I spoke to thousands of undergraduates, graduate students, doctoral candidates, and corporate managers, I saw that most could readily identify with my feelings of angst and ennui, and many had tales of their own.

I knew there had to be a better way. Life was not meant to be like this. If I felt trapped, then so must thousands of others with whom I had spoken and, by extension, millions of others in the broader world. I was so busy wallowing in my own misery I barely noticed that there were some free spirits who had escaped my fate and who soared effortlessly over the quicksand that kept sucking me in. It was not until much later that I realized they were the real teachers and the ones worth emulating.

During this period, the one truly bright spot in my life was reading. I had been a voracious reader all my life, particularly philosophy, spiritual biography, and mystical autobiography from many different times and traditions. The stories and their wisdom gave me my only sense of hope that there was something powerful, meaningful, and good at work in the universe. Immersed in these books I would feel the peace and the ineffable sense of well-being I sought. But the mundane demands of the world would inevitably come creeping back, and they were wonderfully effective at suffocating the freedom I experienced during such reading.

I felt like the water buffaloes that, during hot summer days in tropical countries, like to wallow in the muddy water. After all, it keeps them cool and comfortable. But there are flies and mosquitoes and other biting insects with mandibles and proboscides strong enough to penetrate even their thick skin. They cover the backs of the buffaloes like a blanket. When the pain gets too intense, the buffalo dives into the water and experiences blessed relief. The insects rise off its back in a swarm. But they hover in the air. They know the buffalo will surface soon, and the moment it does, they will descend and continue their feeding.

It was a perfect visual metaphor for the way I felt. The insects—the gnawing insecurities, worries, anxieties, jealousies, irritations, concerns, fears, guilt, and apprehensions—kept coming back. And each time they returned, they seemed stronger and more fearsome.

Gradually I realized that my life need not be like this. My mental insects could be banished, and relatively easily. I could submerge like the buffalo, but I did not have to surface at the same spot. I could swim a hundred feet underwater and emerge in a spot clear of pests. The pests will come back, but the process can easily be repeated. Freedom IS possible.

I began to think about the toll this pestilence was taking on the students. After all, these were men and women destined to be leaders in business. To a person, each thrived on challenge, pursued accomplishment, dreamed of success, and sought a position of responsibility and leadership. But how, I wondered, could these students hope to inspire others or accomplish their ambitions when they, themselves, felt devoured by their own lives?

It was clear to me that students were focusing on the wrong things. They were far too fixated on money, power, and prestige. They evaluated opportunities based on what they could get out of them. Many were prepared to make incredible sacrifices, to work hellish hours, in order to “make it,” but the price they paid was far too high. I knew I could help them achieve even better results with far less anguish by teaching them a series of simple switches in the way they approached life, such as by focusing on what they could contribute rather than what they could get. This one simple switch in attention could, by itself, help propel them to undreamed-of success. I had many such tools, but the problem was getting the students to truly understand their power.

I devised a course to help these students achieve a breakthrough in their lives, one that would enable them to be true leaders. On the surface, the syllabus had nothing to do with traditional business principles and so I was unsure if anyone would be interested in something that wouldn’t immediately lead to a business specialty. After all, most of the students I encountered were so goal-directed that they were like the young man in the parable:

A desperate young seeker banged on the door of the Master. “I want to be enlightened,” he gasped when the Master answered. “If I stay as your disciple, how long will it take?”

The Master surveyed the young man. He had a strong physique, and the inner restlessness that drove him was almost palpable. A good candidate. “Ten years,” said the Master.

The youth wilted, as if struck with an ax. For a few minutes he stood with head bowed, then he looked up. “If I work night and day,” he asked fiercely, “if I do without sleep and do twice what your other disciples do, then how long will it take for me to become enlightened?”

“Twenty years,” said the Master calmly. So perplexed was the youth and so earnest his demeanor that the sage relented and explained, “When you have one eye so firmly fixed on the goal, you have but one eye left to find the way.”

I firmly believed that until the students found their way, they would never be able to live powerful lives—personally or professionally. I created the course that became Creativity and Personal Mastery and offered it for the first time in the fall of 1994 at Long Island University. It did well. I modified it and offered it again. It did better. I moved it to Columbia Business School. After two years, it caught fire. There were phalanxes of applicants from business school, from law school, from the School of International and Public Affairs, from journalism school, and from other divisions. The application process was cumbersome and exacting, but the call was so powerful that those who heard it jumped readily through the hoops I set up.

Over the years, people of all ages and stages of life have heard the call. Senior executives and entrepreneurs signed up for programs I ran. Alumni told friends, siblings, significant others, relatives, business acquaintances, and others, and news of the offering spread by word of mouth.

From the very beginning, I envisaged all those associated with the course—the students, guest speakers, teaching assistants, etc.—as a community. Drawing loosely from the Buddhist notion of “sangha” (a group of practitioners who travel the path together), I intended it to be a source of ongoing support and inspiration. This worked. To my knowledge, it is still the only course at any top business school that has its own alumni association. The bonds formed are deep and frequently span generations. The course was designed not to have an “end.” Students embarked on a journey of exploration and growth that was expected to last decades, even a lifetime.

Here are some of the transformative experiences reported: depression being replaced with deep-seated optimism and joy; warm relations developing with an estranged parent; changes in career path in line with innate interest and passion; an astonishing turnabout in job-interviewing skills—rejection changing to nearly 100 percent callbacks; unbelievable, almost miraculous, “coincidences,” from tough professors easily agreeing to changes in dissertation topics to uncompromising employers okaying flexible job arrangements; a profound reconnection with spirituality and a newfound ability to infuse it into all aspects of life with no inherent contradiction; an extraordinary increase in effectiveness—three to four times as much accomplished with less strain and effort; clarity about personal values and how to shape jobs, relationships, and other activities so they are in conformity with each other.

Quite a few “graduates” have reported that the changes have affected every part of their lives. Numerous significant others have said “Thank you” as they observed noteworthy positive changes in their partners.

I still teach the course. But the time has now come to write down the principles so that anyone who applies the tools can be transformed and can live a life of creativity and personal mastery. This book is an outgrowth of the course and also contains new exercises and fresh material. But it is not a traditional book. It is designed to produce fundamental change in your life. The book is the catalyst and the tool chest, but YOU will produce that change. Only you can produce such change.
WHY THIS BOOK CAN MAKE MIRACLES HAPPEN
It would be supremely egotistical for me to proclaim that “my ideas” can produce such changes in people’s lives. But I can confidently make such a claim because none of the viewpoints, exercises, and assignments I am putting down is my own. They have been articulated, tested, and refined by persons of vast wisdom and spiritual accomplishment, true giants who strode this earth. They lived at different times, belonged to different traditions, and had a deep understanding and compassion for human predicaments. Having themselves transcended these dilemmas, they devised effective methods to help their followers do the same. If you feel any power in this book, it comes from them. All I have done is to put their teachings in a cloak acceptable to educated people in a postindustrial society.

The fortress was under attack. A tall siege tower had been constructed on a nearby prominence and archers were raining down arrows and flaming missiles. Conditions were desperate.

The defending general was competent and crafty. He bided his time while the invaders built the tower, using up scarce wood and metal. In the darkness of night, he unleashed his riposte.

The royal elephant was covered with specially designed armor, and its keeper rode it to the tower before jabbing it with his ankus and leaping off onto the branch of a nearby tree, then clambering to safety.

The elephant rammed the siege tower with full force. Wood splintered and broke, supporting beams collapsed, archers tumbled from their perches and were trod, the fire basin fell on its side and flames soon consumed the structure.

The elephant strode majestically on. A flea, lodged in the elephant’s ear, looked back at the destruction and chortled, “We certainly shook them up!”

I am like that flea, except that I know the elephant is doing all the work. The teachings are the elephant, and it is the elephant that will destroy the demons besieging you.

Your life is a creation. It is a work of art no less than the paintings on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel or the giant statue of Gomateshwara at Sravanabelagola. You are the artist. All works of art first come into being in the mind of the craftsman. This book is an invitation to you to explore and define what you want to create.

Read this book with the expectation that it will change your life. Profoundly change your life. Utterly transform it in myriad large and small ways. Expect it to have an impact on your career, your relationships, your health, your financial well-being, your spiritual development, and every other part of your existence. It can do this. The workshop on which it is based has done it for many already. The only question is—are YOU ready?

More than a hundred years ago, an advertisement for Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound made the following modest claims:

It will cure entirely the worst form of Female Complaints, all Ovarian troubles, Inflammation and Ulceration, Falling and Displacements, and the consequent Spinal Weakness, and is particularly adapted to the Change of Life.

It will dissolve and expel tumors from the uterus in an early stage of development.

It removes faintness, flatulency, destroys all craving for stimulants and relieves weakness of the stomach. It cures Bloating, Headaches, Nervous Prostration, General Debility, Sleeplessness, Depression and Indigestion.

That feeling of bearing down, causing pain, weight, and backache is always permanently cured by its use.

For the cure of Kidney complaints of either sex, this Compound is unsurpassed.

On the off chance that the reader still does not grasp the virtues of this remarkable product, the advertisement throws in another explicit guarantee: It turns out that Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound also cures cancer.

If you feel that in this book you have stumbled on a latter-day version of this miracle item, I don’t blame you. It sure sounds like it. Bear with me while I explain in greater detail what this book can do and why it can indeed do this. Then examine yourself carefully to see if you are willing to put the principles into practice. If you honestly are, then you will assuredly find that it delivers on its promise.
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK
If you dip in and out of this book, only occasionally practicing the exercises, you will undoubtedly derive some benefit, but it is unlikely that your life will be transformed. In my experience, the major difference that separates those who receive remarkable results from those who enjoy only modest improvements is that the latter find innumerable and ingenious ways not to do the recommended assignments and exercises. There are so many plausible, even urgent, reasons to let life encroach and to not do the hard, introspective self-examination necessary. But the motivated reader finds a way to make the time to do the work. The partially engaged reader does not.

This all might sound very strenuous and arduous. It’s not. Think of it this way: If you have dry gunpowder in an oxygen-rich atmosphere and you bring in a lighted match, the explosion will happen. You don’t have to expend a lot of energy. No heroic effort is needed. You just need to let the match touch the powder. The ideas and exercises in this book are the match. You are the gunpowder, and the oxygen is everywhere. Your part in the process is to be open-minded and willing. This means that you conscientiously and sincerely do the exercises. And repeat them if necessary.

There are assignments and exercises throughout this book. It is important that you:

1. Do the exercises in the order in which they are presented.

Some of the learning is subtle and you may not even realize what you have learned till long afterward. Also, later assignments build on earlier ones, so skipping around is counterproductive. The steeple goes on the church AFTER the foundation is laid and the main floors are constructed!

2. Really, really, really give the exercises your very best shot. Invest yourself in them emotionally and psychically. The biggest payoff comes when you succeed in this.

Have you ever seen an amateur play, such as one produced by your high school or the local library? There are many characters who walk woodenly across the stage and are clearly uncomfortable mouthing their lines. And there are always some who “get into” their roles with vim and vigor. And as they do, they also connect with the audience. They are the ones who get the applause and truly enjoy the fun of the experience. You want to be the latter.

There will be times when you feel that you are going through the motions. When you “do” an exercise but it feels mechanical and contrived. When you receive no insights and, worse, actually feel annoyed and resentful.

If this happens, take a break. Sometimes a day or two is sufficient. Sometimes you may need a week or more. But come back to it. Keep coming back until you have done the exercise with the enthusiasm of the actor who gets into the assigned role. It is only after you have done this that you can decide whether or not the exercise worked for you.

Many of the exercises are really elaborate thought experiments. You have to learn how to make them work. The good news is that this is a skill and can be mastered with practice. The bad news is that you need steady persistence. Without this ability to stick at it, you will give up too soon and all you will have gained is one more book gathering dust on your shelves.

3. Create a support group.

It is an excellent idea to put together a group of three to six people—perhaps friends and associates—who are all working with the book at approximately the same speed. Meet regularly—once every two weeks if you can. Compare notes and insights. Ask the questions that arise—just the articulation of these frequently brings clarity.

Not only will this be pleasant company, it will also be a powerful support network.

4. Begin keeping a journal.

Start today. It’s okay to keep it on your laptop if you really want to, but I recommend an old-fashioned diary with bound pages in which you write in longhand—there is something magical and binding about the act of writing.

Make an entry every day; more than one entry a day also works. Record whatever strikes you as you read the book and do the exercises. Particularly note any insights that you discover. How do they affect your life? Do you see that they can have an even more powerful effect?

5. Note your emotional tenor on a day-by-day basis.

Explicitly state this in your journal. How was it before you started the book and how is it changing? Make a note of what you intend to follow up on. Then do it!
MENTAL MODEL FOR READING THIS BOOK
In this book, I will talk a lot about mental models. A “mental model” is a notion we have of how the world works, of how things ought to be done or are done. We use mental models to explain to our satisfaction why things happen. We use them to console ourselves and to tell us what we should do. Most of the time—and this is the real killer—we don’t even recognize that we are using mental models.

Although I will go into this subject in greater depth in the next chapter, it’s important to offer the mental model I recommend using as you read this book:

1. The author says this book can dramatically change my life. I will be open to this because I want this change in my life.

2. I will read this book carefully, using my highlighter to mark passages that strike me. Every time I come across an idea that really excites me, I will stop reading.

3. I will ponder that idea and explore its ramifications. I will keep bringing it to mind at odd moments until I feel completely comfortable with it.

4. I will start a journal as recommended and make entries regularly and frequently.

5. I will practice the exercises in the order presented. I will invest considerable emotional and psychic energy in each exercise. I will carefully observe my reactions, the reactions of others with whom I am interacting, and any results and note them in my journal.

6. I will be particularly aware of my emotional state—despondent or happy? Anxious or at ease? Angry or peaceful? I will write down these states and see how they change over time as I continue to do the exercises and ponder the ideas and concepts presented.

7. I will not talk about this journey to all and sundry. I will talk about this to selected friends or relatives who are sympathetic and may have useful insights. I will encourage them to read the book as well and do the exercises so that we have more in common to discuss.

8. I recognize that this book is merely a starting point. I am launching myself onto a path of awareness and growth that will take years, decades, maybe the rest of my life. I am comfortable with this. This is what I want.
DO THESE EXERCISES AS IF YOU WERE WEARING A LUNGYI OR A SARI!
Have you ever worn a lungyi? Or a sari? I spent some years growing up in Burma—now Myanmar—and most men would wear lungyis. It’s basically a piece of cloth sewn into a cylindrical tube that reaches from midriff to ankle, and men casually tie it around the waist as a lower garment. Formal ones are stiff, embroidered with metallic thread—frequently gold thread—and have intricate designs. Everyday ones can be drab or colorful but are made of inexpensive fabric. It takes seconds to put on, is very easy to launder, and provides lots of room for air to circulate. It is an eminently suitable garment for a hot, tropical country. It’s easy to understand why it is part of the national dress.

It took me a long time to learn to wear a lungyi. If you don’t tie it evenly, it wrinkles around the legs and lopsidedly shows an ankle. If you tie it too tightly, it gives you a stomachache. If you tie it too loosely, it has a tendency to slide to the floor, leaving you naked and embarrassed. You can have an expert tie it for you, but it still feels awkward and shows in the way you walk and otherwise comport yourself. It bunches up rather than flowing smoothly to the ground.

Eventually I became quite comfortable wearing a lungyi, but I deemed it a tremendous success if I could merely keep it on without adjusting it every few minutes. I couldn’t even dream of playing chinlon while wearing a lungyi. A chinlon is a very light, hollow wicker ball slightly smaller than a soccer ball. Burmese, generally males, play chinlon all over the place. The objective is to keep the ball in play using the feet, elbows, the head, and other body parts, but not the hands. Good players twist and contort themselves as they catch it behind them, beside them, in front of them, and at all heights. They are incredibly graceful and they do it all wearing a lungyi.

A sari, of course, is one of the traditional dresses worn by women in India and many other countries. It is a single strip of cloth, six feet or more in length, and comes in many different textures of fabric and colors. There are numerous ways of wearing it, from demure to downright sexy, and, once again, women who wear it well look unbelievably elegant. Most Westerners who try it have to resort to hidden pins and sticky tape and are never completely at ease.

If you want to feel comfortable in a lungyi or a sari, there is only one way: Just wear it and keep wearing it. If you want to feel natural doing the exercises in this book, if you want to be comfortable in the world you are creating, there is only one way: Just keep doing it. As long as you look on what you are doing as an “exercise,” you will feel awkward and uneasy.

If you persist, each exercise will cease being one and will become a part of you. As multiple exercises thus become an integral part of who you are, you will find that your life has changed completely and that there is no way you will ever trade in this “made-up, unreal world” for the one you had before.

If you approach the book in this spirit, all I can say is, “I salute you!” You are the reason this book came into being. Godspeed and good luck! You will be amazed by how far you will travel, and in how short a time. Your journal will reveal your progress, so keep it religiously!
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