Master of Your House
The New Year is upon us, the time to open our arms to the future and turn our back on the past. Naturally, opening our arms to the future begins with what we do today, which lays the groundwork for our tomorrows. What is your goal? I’ll go out on a short limb and suggest that, really, isn’t it the goal of all of us to have a happy life?
How do we make our New Year’s resolutions come true? Last year, I suggested that we make a New Year’s resolution to observe the daily magic, the small miracles, in our daily lives. How many did this now and then throughout the year? But how many gave up on this when their one big miracle, the one big magical event in their life, did not appear? The relationship never happened, the windfall of money never came in, the book didn’t get published, the health problems didn’t go away. Did these disappointments cause you to overlook the other magical activity swirling around you?

The secret to achieving a happy life lies in your head (by coincidence, that sounds a lot like the working title of my book!). I know how to snap myself out of a funk very quickly. Once I began writing my weekly messages and later my book, I learned how to do this more consistently and effectively. There is a Zen saying that goes like this: In order to learn you must be taught, in order to master you must teach. I thank my patients and my readers for helping me master my own self-improvement. This year I resolve to continue more of the same, teaching in order to master. 

Our family is about to get a new addition—a puppy. In preparation, my wife began reading and we began watching Cesar Millan’s The Dog Whisperer. (For those of you not familiar with Millan, I urge you to read about his life story; his triumphs illustrate many of the concepts I’ve discussed about drawing good fortune into one’s life.) Millan is able to modify intensely negative behavior in dogs, often immediately, though sometimes longer-term rehab is needed. The bottom line is that he gets results.
Now we, of course, are much more complicated than dogs, right? Maybe so, but most negative behavior in dogs stems from our treatment of them. Millan snaps them out of it because he breaks the reflexive nature of their automatic brain. Wouldn’t it be great if you could snap out of some behaviors as quickly as he snaps dogs out of them? Wouldn’t it be great if you could snap yourself out of negative thought patterns so quickly? How would that change your life? How would that change your dog’s life? How would that change your family and others you love?
Diane is a 48-year-old, divorced woman with grown children. She feels her life is not going well and is sure that if only she had not divorced her husband, years ago, things would be better. Dorothy is a 65-year-old woman married to her second husband for 20 years. Her first marriage ended in divorce. The grown children from her first marriage are having various difficulties for which she blames herself. Sid is a 72-year-old man who feels that if only he were a better father, his adult children would have things easier.
How do I help Diane, Dorothy, and Sid snap out of their self-contempt? The way I see it, the single greatest obstruction to their happiness is their believing, trusting, and following blindly the reflexive direction from their automatic brain. 
What does that really mean? The central purpose of our automatic brain is to protect our physical body from danger in order to assure our survival long enough to pass on our DNA and thus render us immortal. A rather grandiose statement, but that about sums it up. Well, guess what? Animals have the same reflexive brain, and it’s there for the same purpose. What they don’t have are the thoughts to go along with it. (These thoughts are what I have defined as the framework of the automatic brain of ego.) Since preserving our survival is a crucial goal, this automatic brain tries to do whatever is necessary, by all means necessary, to fight or flee any situation that could result, if taken to the extreme, in the death of our physical body.

We can fight or flee situations physically or we—humans, that is—can do it mentally. Our automatic brain is very good at steering our physical body through the fight-or-flight reflex. For the last 8,000 years or so, though, it has become more effective at orchestrating our thought processes. Like our body, our mind will do whatever it takes to take us from danger to a safer place. It will not only assess the present situation, but will review the past and project those possibilities or outcomes that might take place in the future. The past and future represent complete unknowns or fantasies, so, like an overprotective parent, our automatic brain prepares for the worst-case scenario to insulate us from a potential life-threatening situation.   

When we have a habit that we can’t break or a situation that we can’t seem to change, it usually means that the contrary represents danger. Referring to the past or future is convenient, as our brain can manufacture anything in those imaginary places. Our brain will reflexively generate thoughts of the past and future for reasons and methods to fight or flee the dangerous situation. (The revelation grid that I discuss in Chapter 9 of my book shows how to identify the “danger”.)

The danger might come from being in a committed relationship. Or it could be the prospect of financial success. Danger could be a fit, physically attractive appearance. Danger could be a life free from health problems. Even simply being happy might represent danger.
To snap out of it and have a sense of happiness now, you must redirect your focus to the present by relinquishing the past. I challenged Diane, Dorothy, and Sid to ask themselves: If the past had been exactly the way they wished it to be, how do they know what their lives would look like today? If everything had gone as they imagined it should have gone, would they even be alive today? For example, if Sid had done what he could have done to be a better father, he may have found himself making a right turn down Main Street instead of a left on Elm Street years ago, and who knows what would be there to greet him, or whose paths he would have crossed if only he had done something different.
The past is an illusion we reflexively drift to for affirmation of our present situation. Reflecting on the past is a choice you can make, and is different from being reflexive. Believing, trusting, or taking direction from the notion that your past forever defines your present and future is a sure sign that your automatic brain is trying to keep you out of danger.

Don’t go there. Don’t believe that things would be better now if only, say, you had better parents. Danger Memories from your childhood have become firmly locked-in patterns of behavior, and may require intensive rehab (like Millan’s dogs), such as cognitive therapy or medication. But even if you fall into this category, you are not condemned by your past. 
This year my resolution is to keep working on myself and others to stay positive and happy. To master this, I vow to continue to teach ways of quickly snapping out of negative patterns of behavior and attitudes. What keeps us locked in is our automatic brain’s exaggerated attempts to keep us safe, thus reflexively letting us slip back. Snapping out of this automatic slipping back removes the lock. If you can achieve this control, you will more clearly see the daily magic that I’ve been talking about. You will have the power to snap out of real or imagined negative circumstances, and to create your life right now. You will no longer be condemned by your past nor paralyzed by the uncertainty of the future. The result is my wish for you in 2009: that a great flood of good fortune flows unabated into your life.
Note: My video address has changed. Old videos will be available at the former Ustream address. From this week forward my video messages (not live) will be available at: http://www.youtube.com/CharlesGlassmanMD. Since these videos cannot exceed 10 minutes in duration, my plan is to deliver succinct, practical techniques to help everyone “snap out” of negative patterns and reinforce positive ones.

Have a Happy New Year!

