A Tale of Two Minds

 

Although I am not a neurosurgeon, this week I have decided to perform a little brain surgery. Not the type of brain surgery that you envision, but more a peeling back of the layers of our own minds so we can peak in and see what makes a particular segment tick. For the squeamish among you, you may wish to end here! (Just a joke, this will be G-rated).

 

Previously, I have referred to the part of our brains that have been with us as long as we have been on the planet, with little change. This is the autonomic nervous system, or what I call the automatic nervous system. This system is made up of essentially two parts – the reptilian and the limbic. The reptilian part is the part that you feel when you look in your rearview mirror and see the flashing lights of a police car or what you feel when you are picked out of a crowded audience, without notice, to answer a question or participate in something. It was what our ancestors felt when they had to fight or flee the saber toothed tiger. This reaction is immediate and jolting.

 

The other part, the limbic, is a little less immediate but fires automatically on the heels of the reptilian response. It represents our more “advanced” mind. This part allows us to think and plan ways to escape the pursuing beast.

 

What these parts of the same system have in common is that they have developed within us in order to ensure our survival. They are inborn survival mechanisms. Any situation that is processed by our mind as being dangerous will trigger a response. I think most of us would agree that a predator like a tiger chasing us would trigger such a response; but what interests me is how and why other events do the same even though they may not be obviously threatening or clearly dangerous.

 

In The Secret is discussed how the law of attraction operates first by generating positive thoughts. This is a good place to be. This is a mental place where most of us wish to be. My question is, why is it that when we begin on a positive roll – thinking good thoughts, emotionally uplifted or spiritually driven – negative thoughts seem to creep in and take us down a road that somehow diminishes our spirit? It is almost that another mind is at work. Where do these thoughts come from, why do we get them, and how do we limit them? We need to answer these questions to help us be as healthy in body, mind, and spirit as we can be.

 

Whenever we start thinking positively and even events seem to be going our way, this information is processed by that limbic system. It takes in, very rapidly, all the information (both from the external environment and the internal – thoughts), and assesses whether or not it represents impending danger, threat of pain, or, in other words, whether it jeopardizes our ability to survive. This automatic system quickly collects data from our memory banks to judge these thoughts or events. Then, if deemed threatening, it creates thoughts to help us construct ways to flee from or fight off the thoughts or events. For example, you are driving in your car, listening to one of your favorite songs, singing along, drumming on the wheel, feeling pretty good. Suddenly, a thought comes into your mind about a bill that you had to pay, which leads to a thought about the vendor who you need to pay, who reminds you of a friend in high school, who was on your team, that lost a particular game, and it keeps marching on. What started that thought pattern was the enjoyment that you were experiencing somehow triggered in your automatic brain an experience that was perceived as vulnerable. By the rapid progression of thought, you are brought down to a more protected and secure pathway, much more guarded, anxious, but with raised antennae. Though this may seem simplistic, it is actually very predictable. Here’s one for you: would you believe that even staying in a hurtful relationship is a product of this mind? After all, the relationship is familiar to you and anything else would be unknown, uncharted waters, hence, potentially dangerous. Your mind is actually keeping you in this hurtful relationship to “protect” you. Yuck! The take home message is that these thoughts come from our mind’s attempt to protect us from harm, by instituting a wild data search of our memory banks, to “think” of ways to keep us in a comfortable and safe place. Clearly, our automatic system needs to be updated to the year 2008 instead of 50,000 – 80,000 years ago for the reptilian and 6,000 – 10,000 years ago for the limbic.

 

To temper the reptilian automatic response – the adrenaline rush – I suggest the following: when you feel that surge (jittery, nervous), don’t fight it. Allow the adrenaline to move through your system (actually, the adrenaline itself will be broken down within minutes). Immediately, begin slow, deep rhythmic breathing. The adrenaline rush should be your signal to slow down your breathing. You may get a thought (limbic) that the rapid heart rate is going to cause a heart attack. Before this thought progresses (which leads to new releases of adrenaline), bring it back to your breath. This takes practice.

 

Tempering the automatic “protective” thought cascade also takes practice. Predict and expect that when things are going good your automatic mind may try to bring you back to a more guarded place. Don’t be taken by surprise. As soon as your mind begins to wander, begin the slow, rhythmic breathing. Then use the negative thoughts as a signal that you are actually moving in a direction of your essence – your authentic mind. Do not automatically listen to and take direction from the negative thoughts, as they will lead you down a pathway you will be saddened to have gone down. Acknowledge them and begin to embellish them as markers of forward progress. Reassure yourself that you are safe and that these directions are obsolete, generic, and often fraudulent.

 

I understand that one e-mail will not change a lifetime pattern of automatic responses. The mind of our passions, dreams, excitement, and optimism is continually under assault by the antiquated mind that tries to protect us. If you take only one thing from this week’s message let it be that, what seems to be a battle of two minds is experienced by everyone. Unconditionally accepting and understanding this will give you more control over things in your life of which you once believed you had no control.

 

Have a great week!

 

PS. In case you’re wondering, I will be rooting for Big Blue (NY Giants) in the Super Bowl, being a lifelong fan originating from New  Haven. Go Giants!

