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JOE’S STORY

In November of 1980 I attended a workshop entitled “Beyond Stress and Burnout for the Helping Professional” that would affect my life in ways I never dreamed possible. I was, in fact, feeling burned out by my life as a psychotherapist, seminar teacher, and nationally recognized leader in the addiction field. At the time, however, I thought I was just escaping the cold Minnesota winter to attend, in Miami, yet another workshop promising an answer to my stressed life.

Up until that point, I saw life as a series of tasks to get done, lists of items to accomplish, meetings to attend, activities to complete. I was almost always in a hurry, cramming as much as I could into a day. I thought this was the way to be happy. If I looked busy and important, I must be happy! Further, it seemed that all my friends, family, and colleagues did the same. It was hard to find a date on our busy calendars when we could get together, and when we did, we crammed as much activity into it as possible—jogging, eating, biking, and so forth. I looked like I had a full life, but I still felt empty, like I was somehow missing something. Maybe if I were more successful and efficient or took up yet another activity?

Until I learned about the approach to psychology that we will be describing in this book, I lived life like a hamster on the wheel, running furiously, in a hurry to get nowhere, but thinking all along that I was just about there. I had many stress-related symptoms—tension, headaches, stomach problems, chronic worry, insomnia. I thought this was normal.

When I arrived in Miami the weather was tropical, a sharp contrast to the Minnesota winter. I was greeted by friends whom 1 hadn’t seen in a number of years. They seemed different—far more relaxed than I was and happy. I thought arrogantly, “They aren’t as stressed as I am because of the intense demands of my schedule and my busy client load. Certainly, they must not be as important as I am.” Eyeryone I was introduced to seemed so calm and happy and yet so ordinary. I was curious about why they acted this way. I soon felt comfortable with the new strangers in my life. This was in sharp contrast to the usual psychology conferences I attended, where everyone was serious, aloof, and busy trying to impress one another intellectually.

The first evening we had dinner at the home of one of the conference leaders. After dinner we were sitting around the room in casual conversation, when Syd Banks (the initial inspiration behind this form of psychology) began to speak. The audience listened with a deep respect, and the room became extremely quiet and calm. At first I was uncomfortable with the quiet feeling in the room and began to fidget. What he was saying sounded so simple, yet for some reason I couldn’t understand it. My brain was swirling with confusion, doing inner battle both with his ideas and with the ideas I had been trained in professionally.

The next day I attended the seminar at the University of Miami Medical School, which was cosponsoring this conference for professionals who were shaping the new school of psychology that would later be named Psychology of Mind. There were psychologists, physicians, nurses, social workers, and representatives of many other professions—all as intrigued as I was with this new way of looking at mental illness, addictions, and other human problems. My confusion became even worse that day as my cherished professional beliefs were challenged one by one. I argued with the others about the simplicity of this approach, but at the same time I was absolutely fascinated with what I was hearing.

What I learned was that my enjoyment of life has everything to do with being “in the moment” and that the only thing that keeps me (or anyone) from being fully in the moment is our misunderstanding of the nature of our own thinking—how it pulls us away from the moment, confuses us, and stresses us. I realized that everything I ever needed is right here, right now—as long as my thinking doesn’t carry me away from this moment. I learned that there is nothing in the future to rush off to that can offer me anything more than this precious moment that you and I are in every instant. I realized that, more often than not, my mind is somewhere else—a past regret or a future worry, anywhere other than right here.

My first reaction to this insight was to feel a deep sense of peace. I felt like I did in the happiest days of my childhood. I felt relaxed, at peace, fulfilled, satisfied. At the same time, however, this message made me uncomfortable for two reasons. First, it was too simple. The answer had been right under my nose all my life. Why had I been searching so hard and stressing myself out in the process? I felt stupid and foolish. Second, as a teacher in my field, I felt not only that I had misled myself by running on the treadmill, but that I had done the same to hundreds of clients and professional colleagues as well. We had all been innocently searching outside ourselves for an answer to more time and more satisfaction, and we had it within us all along. The profound nature of this insight caught me by surprise.

I returned to Minnesota after the weekend and watched my life begin to change. At first I feared my reaction was just a “seminar high” and that it would pass after a few days. Quite to the contrary, however, the feelings of peace and relaxation strengthened as I began to see the response in my psychotherapy clients. My clients reported that I made more sense and that I was finally telling them something that could actually help them change their lives. Simultaneously, my personal life gradually began to change. I began to make the quality of each moment more important than getting things done, yet to my surprise I actually was able to get more done with less effort and more enjoyment.

Since attending that initial seminar in 1980, I have felt gratitude for the positive changes this insight has brought to my life and the lives of those I work with. Over the years since then, I have realized this simple insight again many times; each time it becomes more clear and affects my life in a multitude of ways. I had to hire more therapists and form a clinic to meet the growing demand of my practice. To my surprise, I was being asked to speak to national groups all over the country and to appear in the media. My first book, The Serenity Principle, has been read by thousands of addicts and alcoholics, and I receive letters each week from people whose lives have been touched. My work has become an absolute joy and privilege. I feel I can really help people and not hurt myself in the process. Fifteen years ago, I never would have imagined my life becoming so successful and satisfying.

MEANWHILE (RICHARD’S STORY)

I was extremely busy pursuing a life of what, in retrospect, can best be described as one continuous rush. I was driven, always in a hurry, and incredibly busy. I had a full-time client load and was also working hard on my Ph.D. in psychology. My life was consumed with collecting achievements and experiences, winning, and staying busy. I was running forty miles a week training for my first marathon and was engaged to be married to Kristine, now my wife of a dozen years.

In my spare time I organized food drives and did other charitable work. I enjoyed reading and had a few good friends. My intentions were positive, but my life was a mess. My schedule was so hurried, rushed, and filled up that I honestly don’t know how I managed to get everything done.

Many years later as I look back in a calmer frame of mind, I can see that I wasn’t as productive as I thought at the time. I appeared very busy because I was moving very fast, but in reality I wasted a great deal of energy. I had linked busyness to goodness and productivity. Like the proverbial hamster on a wheel, I was running fast but was only traveling in circles. Because my mind was spinning in so many directions and because I was in such a hurry to be anywhere other than where I was, I was a very poor listener. I would finish other people’s sentences for them because I was not patient enough to let them do so themselves.

In the spring of 1985 my fiancée went to Portland, Oregon, to plan our wedding. I stayed in the San Francisco Bay Area to avoid a nervous breakdown. In those days, a single missed day of work was like a nightmare to me. Vacations, sick days, even family emergencies were seen as annoyances and tremendous sources of stress. Anything that interfered with my hectic schedule made me feel panicked and frustrated. Every minute of every day was filled up, and then some. It was at that time that I developed my habit of getting up at 3:00 or 4:00 in the morning to give myself extra time. “Most people get too much sleep,” I insisted as I gulped down ten to fifteen cups of coffee per day!

I was often late to my appointments because I tried to stay to the last possible minute on whatever project I was working on. Every minute seemed to matter, but no matter how many minutes, hours, or days I had, it was never enough. Life was always going to calm down “later,” when the important stuff was finished. The problem was, I looked at practically everything as important.

In August of that year my life suddenly changed. Our wedding was to take place on the last day of August, a beautiful time of year in the Pacific Northwest. Two nights before the wedding I received a phone call from my father letting me know of a great personal tragedy that affects me to this day. My best friend, Robert, and his terrific girlfriend had been killed by a drunk driver on a side road in southern Oregon. Robert, whom I had been friends with for most of my life, was driving north from San Francisco to be in our wedding party. I had spoken to him the night before the accident, and I remembered him saying, “Good-bye.” I had no idea it would be for the last time.

We considered postponing the wedding but decided against it, as over three hundred people had traveled great distances to be with us. After a great deal of pain and sorrow, we managed to go through with the wedding, which included a beautiful, tear-filled moment of silence and a few words from a dear and trusted minister.

The tragedy became a major turning point in my life and changed my perspective in many ways. After the wedding, I began what has become a lifetime journey of deep reflection. Robert’s death helped me to see the preciousness of life and the absurdity of the crazy pace at which most of us live. For the first time in my life I had been forced to slow down.

Ironically, Robert was one of the only people I had ever known who, even at a young age, had been able to live at what I now call a sane pace. He truly enjoyed his life. He had an easygoing way about him that allowed him to be relaxed and happy without sacrificing his ability to achieve. In fact, he was one of the most successful people I knew. Unfortunately, it took his death for me to fully appreciate the gifts he had been giving me all along.

As I began to slow down, my life began to change. My ability to focus on one thing at a time increased as I learned to dismiss the distractions from my mind. For the first time, I was able to stop working when it was time to do other things. At times, I was even able to do nothing at all, something that had previously been inconceivable to me. I appreciated life like never before, because my tunnel vision had been replaced by a broader perspective. Although at the time I didn’t know what was happening to me, in retrospect I now realize that I was learning to live in the moment. Rather than constantly postponing my life, waiting until everything else was done in order to enjoy myself, I began to enjoy the very process of living. Instead of scattering my attention in ten directions at a time, I was able to focus intently, yet effortlessly, on whatever was before me—work, a friend, a project around the house, a book, preparing a meal, a conversation. As a result, my world began to come alive. Both my wisdom and my gratitude began to flourish. Because I was more present, I became more compassionate to the needs and struggles of others. I’m embarrassed to admit it, but prior to my change of heart I would organize a food drive, in part, to see whether I could create the most successful food drive around. After my change of heart I would organize a food drive because people were hungry and needed food.

Aspects of life that I had taken entirely for granted became sources of interest and joy. My ability to feel satisfied with my life increased. In short, my ordinary life was becoming extraordinary. Ironically, although I no longer felt as rushed and panicked, I became more productive than I had been. I was able to do more things in less time. I was less distracted by my own crazy thinking and worries, which freed up sources of creative energy that I had never before tapped. I began my writing career, which was ironic because writing takes an enormous amount of patience, something I lacked before Robert’s death. Whereas before I had been like a race car speeding down the fast lane, never looking at or even noticing the view, I now felt like a car gliding down a country lane, taking in the scenery while still moving toward my destination.

Because my eyes had been opened to a better life, I became increasingly interested in helping others do the same. I wanted to teach people to experience my new outlook without having to go through a personal tragedy or crisis.

Shortly after this major turning point in my life, I was exposed to the material you will be introduced to in this book. An even brighter lightbulb went off in my mind. Almost immediately, my understanding was enhanced, and for the first time I was able to put into words what 1 had been introduced to through tragedy. The understanding called Psychology of Mind gave me a context for grasping the profound insights of my experience. As you read this book and live your life, you will learn that these insights naturally occur to many human beings every day but often go unnoticed and unappreciated for their value in living a mentally healthy life. After my experience, everything was becoming clearer and life was becoming easier. It was at that time that I met Joe Bailey, co-author of this book, and together we explored and opened ourselves to aspects of life that were previously hidden from our awareness.

As the years have gone by, I have discovered that it’s not only possible but actually quite simple to live at a slower, more manageable pace, a pace that allows you not only to excel in your achievements and goals but also to enjoy and appreciate every step of the way.

When Joe and I met we experienced an instant connection that has turned into a lifelong friendship. As you can probably sense from reading these first few pages, we had a great deal in common regarding our speeded-up tendencies and our awkward attempts to overcome them. Fortunately for the two of us, as our understanding of life has evolved, so too has our friendship. As we reflect on our own journeys, we sometimes chuckle at the way we used to live. Today, our commitment to a quality life and to helping others is as genuine as was our craziness of years past. We suppose it was only a matter of time before we put our heads together to share our vision and method of slowing down to the speed of life.

Last summer, the two of us were in Cambridge to attend the fifteenth annual meeting of Psychology of Mind. As we reflected on our own lives and on the insane pace of the world we now live in, it was apparent to us that a book on how to slow down to the moment and enjoy life was a project worth doing. As we ate dinner, a memory came to Joe from a client some years earlier. Joe had asked him, “How has your therapy helped you?” The client paused and then spontaneously answered, “I guess 1 learned how to slow down to the speed of life.” We both knew this summed up the message we wanted to convey in this book.

As you begin to read this book, at first it may seem simplistic, unrealistic, or even Pollyannaish. If so, don’t worry! This was true for us as well. To us, life seemed complex and overwhelming; a stressed life seemed normal and even healthy, given the state of our world. Be patient, however, and read on. Discover for yourself that life can be enjoyable, that it can be easier than you imagined, and that it can actually slow down to a very sane pace. It is our most sincere wish that you too will be able to slow down to the speed of life. If you can, the quality of your life will be greatly enhanced.
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