Childish Minds
 

A common theme throughout my messages and discussions with patients is the idea that our automatic brain will do whatever possible to remove us from harms way. This process primarily arises from the “fight or flight” response that generates the release of hormones that make our hearts beat faster and lungs breathe more rapidly. Following the instantaneous burst is the automatic thought cascade – a domino effect of thoughts that aid in removing us from danger. What we consider dangerous is not often a conscious decision. Our minds will go on a wild data search through our memory banks to pull upon instances in our lives that give us the physical and emotional infrastructure to fight or flee. The interesting thing about this occurrence is that most of our thoughts about what is dangerous formulate in our minds before the age of twelve. Therefore, many of our interpretations and instantaneous reactions as adults come from nerve pathways that are more similar to an adolescent or younger.  Words or actions said to us or done to us at that time in our life will influence these reactions.

   

As children, we are generally not responsible for our own survival. This implies, then, that leaving this childhood safety net will be dangerous, or a threat, to our survival. Since most of our automatic connections are laid down well before adulthood, this is what allows me to state that one can “predict and expect” that when things are going well for us, or we are relaxed, or trying to relax (as with meditation) that negative thoughts will creep in. Our immature, automatic mind deems threatening anything that points to our independence, our ability to soar high, or “leave the nest.” Hence, prepare for the triggers to fire. The physical and mental responses of this automatic system can be so uncomfortable that it reinforces the need to retreat. Physically we can feel sick from the response, a feeling that makes us question our own health (even though we feel great), and mentally the response can make us feel as though we have no control, which may lead to depression. Depending on the characteristics of the tapes played to our young minds, those triggers may be strong and ferocious. This immature mind, well established by age 12, dampens our mature minds, and if we believe it and follow its direction, it will cause us to recoil into a false sense of security.

 

Other events in our adult lives may imply danger. For instance, a bad diagnosis, death of a loved one, or stress at work will trigger the automatic mind. The feeling of overwhelm and lack of control is when this response becomes an endless loop of memory bank searches looking for ways to pull us from danger. Generally, the resultant decisions are a combination of haphazard arrangements of associations from childhood assembled with a smattering of supporting evidence from adulthood. When we begin to believe and take direction from the information generated by our automatic minds we become stuck; we become paralyzed. We end up feeling that someone needs to take care of us; needs to protect us.

 

Whoa! I am sure at this point, you are ready to call me Dr. Sigmund Glassman or have me committed! But, last week, I discussed changing associations. These can help break the endless loop that leads to overwhelm and feeling stuck. In other messages, I have talked about breathing to abort the automatic response shortly after it fires. However, what I see as the most important goal is not to believe the information that our mind spits out while on autopilot. Second in importance is not to take direction from its guidance. We make many poor judgments and decisions at times of peak anxiety or fear. In my message, “A Beautiful Mind,” (November 5, 2007), I discussed Russell Crowe playing the role of the brilliant mathematician, John Forbes Nash. Nash suffered from schizophrenia (an extreme of anything I have discussed although, sometimes, extreme examples are the most enlightening). Nash saw and heard delusions, but later in life, he was able to recognize that these delusions were not real. In his later years, as he strolled across the green at  Princeton, his three main delusions – a small girl, a college friend, and an FBI agent – walked along side him chatting it up as they did his entire life. The difference was that this time he did not believe them to be real and did not listen to their directions.

 

This week you choose to which voices you listen. As adrenaline circulates in your veins and thoughts swirl about in your mind, feel less inclined to trust this furry of activity as your barometer or guide. Start beating your own drum. The activity may always be there but allow your belief and trust to lie with your self, your unique abilities, and your inner guidance.

 

Have a great week!
