


Praise for  

Bliss Brain

“This book is a masterwork by a meditation adept who is also a 
scientist. Dawson captivates the reader with unforgettable stories and 
leading-edge neuroscience that open the mind, warm the heart, and 

elevate the spirit. His eloquent descriptions of meditative ecstasy and 
fact-based explanations of what brings it about provide big-picture 
understanding of the evolution of consciousness. This book shines  

with lucidity and caring. It most convincingly beckons readers  
to the heights of human awareness.”

~ Judith Pennington, president, Institute for the Awakened Mind

“This book is so superior to the dozens of popular books on meditation 
I’ve seen over the years that I want to shout about it from the rooftops! 
It will make a beautiful difference in people’s lives! I opened it with the 

skepticism that its ambitious title invites, and I completed it surprised by 
how many fascinating insights I’d come to about the topic of ‘bliss brain.’ 

At a minimum, readers who sense the potential benefits of meditation 
but feel they don’t have a sustainable bridge into its practice will have lost 
that excuse. Dawson Church has brilliantly synthesized the vast literature 
on the neural, behavioral, lifestyle, and subjective benefits of meditation. 
He then systematically applies the principles derived from this analysis 

and from the fruits of his 50-year journey as a practicing and sometimes 
struggling meditator in formulating a disarmingly simple program. 

But unlike most self-help programs, this one has been tested scientifically, 
and it reliably brings participants into states of consciousness and 

neurochemistry that previously required years of long, diligent practice. Bliss 
Brain is a potent and urgently needed antidote to a culture in turmoil.”

~ David Feinstein, PhD, co-author of The Energies of Love



“Science and love embrace in this incredible book. It’s more than a clear 
and inspiring description of how radically our brains change in response 

to spiritual experiences; it shows us how to master the evolutionary quirks 
that sidetrack us in our quest for enlightenment. From one of today’s most 

brilliant scientists and accomplished authors, Bliss Brain is a gift to us all.”

~ Dianne Morrison, president, Effective Action Consulting

“This brilliant book is a road map for turning tragedy into bliss. In my 
many years of knowing Dawson Church, I’ve found him to be a beacon of 
positivity and joy, a living example of the values he teaches. His research 

into how meditation activates the happiness centers of the brain puts Bliss 
Brain within the reach of everyone. Dawson shows how you can grow 

resilience even in the face of great personal loss, using adversity to remodel 
your brain for bliss. This book will rock your world, and show you that 
happiness is truly achievable, no matter how far away it seems today.”

~ Lisa Garr, host of The Aware Show

“Science has known for decades that the brain is changed by 
consciousness. Until now, we’ve never before had a truly practical guide 
showing how to put this knowledge to work. This comprehensive and 
accessible book integrates research from a dozen scientific fields and 
translates it for our everyday lives. It clearly shows us how to apply 

neural plasticity while giving us an evidence-based path to creating a 
happy, peaceful and resourceful brain. It’s a ‘must read.’”

~ Marilyn Schlitz, PhD, Dean of Transpersonal Psychology,  
Sofia University

“Stunning! Bliss Brain is a masterpiece of science, inspiration and 
possibility; opening doors to each one of us about what’s possible in 
our lives and unraveling the true meaning of human potential. I’ll be 

reading this again and again and sharing it with those I love!”

~  Nick Ortner, author of The Tapping Solution



“As The Secret meets the scientist in Dawson’s work, the boundaries  
of what you’ve believed possible will be stretched far beyond  

your existing picture of reality.”

~ Jack Canfield, co-author of #1 New York Times best-selling  
Chicken Soup® series and featured teacher in The Secret 

“The pace of change and the pressure to perform often leads professionals 
to the edge of burnout. The research in Bliss Brain shows that meditation 
provides an island of inner peace in a stressful world.  It leads to massive 

increases in productivity, creativity, happiness, and problem solving ability.  
The techniques Dawson offers us provide us with the leverage to address the 
challenges confronting organizations and society. These are the secrets that 

make companies and teams thrive, both personally and professionally.”

~ Dr. Ivan Misner, founder of BNI and New York Times best-selling author

“Accumulating evidence suggests that meditation training yields 
improved emotional regulation and enduring changes in brain function, 

even outside meditation sessions, both in clinical and non-clinical 
populations. Dawson Church succinctly reviews all the neural evidence 

to date in this comprehensive yet relatable book, and shows how 
all of us can achieve states of bliss through meditation. Beautifully 
interwoven is his own story of loss and heartache, and recovery and 
resilience. This is a MUST read for everyone from all walks of life.”

~ Associate Professor Peta Stapleton, PhD, author of  
The Science Behind Tapping

“Four billion years of evolution have conditioned us to make safety & 
survival our brain’s default Operating System. But now we’re in the midst of 
an epoch change in which Enlightenment is emerging as the new Operating 
System. We’re in the early stages of that transition and Bliss Brain is the 

catalyst we need to speed up the process. In this book you’ll find the precise 
instructions that science provides for reformatting your brain for lifetime 

happiness. Buy this book. You’ll be oh-so-very-glad you did.”

~ Martin Rutte, founder, Project Heaven on Earth
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This book is dedicated to my uncle, Alan Butler  
(1930–2011). His serenity and joy—continuously 
maintained while laboring under even the most 

difficult circumstances—showed me the way.





CONTENTS
Foreword. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xiii 

Chapter 1: Fire  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  1

Chapter 2: Flow. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

Chapter 3: Ordinary Ecstasy .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 81

Chapter 4: The One Percent  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  119

Chapter 5: The Bliss Molecule  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  169

Chapter 6: Changing the Hardware of Brain  
 with the Software of Mind . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213

Chapter 7: The Resilient Brain .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  241

Chapter 8: Flourishing in Compassion  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 265

Afterword: The Happiness Habit .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  293

References  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  301

Index  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 329

Image Credits  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 341

Acknowledgments  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 343

About the Author  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 347





xiii

FOREWORD
Scientists used to think that the brain you’re born with is the brain 

you’ll die with. While neuroscientists knew that muscles would grow with 
exercise, they believed that the brain is as good as it’s going to get once our 
bodies are fully grown in adulthood.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Your brain grows and changes 
till you die. Every time you learn something new, read something new, 
taste something new . . . change happens inside your head every second.

Neuroplasticity is the law of the brain. Neuroplasticity means that what 
you do with your brain can actually produce changes in its structure. 
Whether you are aware of it or not, you are creating neural pathways in 
your brain by what you think, do, and feel.

In Bliss Brain, researcher Dawson Church digs into the latest studies on 
how what you do changes your brain. He also tells you exactly what to do 
to tune your brain to positivity. This ensures that the structural changes 
you produce through your emotions, thoughts, habits, and behavior are the 
ones that will support a long and happy life, instead of an early decline.

Dawson is hyper-focused on techniques that undo chronic stress and 
release emotions that keep you in a reactive state—responding to the past—
rather than the present. He shows you how to achieve specific brain waves, 
the ones associated with relaxation and resilience. With these methods, 
you can reach a deep meditative state in minutes. He shows the remarkable 
effects this has on the body, from creating new stem cells to activating your 
mitochondria to lengthening your antiaging telomeres.

Dawson’s meticulous research uses key biological markers to measure 
both stress and relaxation. He maps brain states with EEGs (electroenceph-
alograms) and MRIs (magnetic resonance imaging), and uses indicators like 
cortisol and immunoglobulins to measure stress in the body. When he rec-
ommends a method, it’s not based on guesswork or tradition; it’s grounded 
in solid science.

Yet he also illustrates the science with stories. Bliss Brain is full of the 
stories of real-life people whose lives have been turned around by these 
techniques. War veterans. Incest survivors. Cancer patients. Trauma vic-
tims. People suffering from anxiety, depression, and other mental health 
conditions that limit their potential. Even a reformed drug dealer!
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Personally and professionally, I’m all about high performance. I’ve 
worked a lot with EEGs, so I know its reliability and potential as a tool. 
With the right feedback, you can train your brain to achieve brain-wave 
states that enhance personal performance, inspire creativity, reset auto-
nomic responses, and promote physical and mental health.

In my company 40 Years of Zen, we’ve even used EEG neurofeedback 
training with people who have suffered severe trauma. Veterans, car acci-
dent victims, and childhood abuse survivors can find relief through these 
methods. They can be trained to edit out the brain-wave patterns associ-
ated with trauma so that they’re no longer being driven by it. Using the 
EEG readouts, we show them what their brain state is like when trauma is 
triggered, and also how to turn it off.

One of the reasons I started 40 Years of Zen was to increase my alpha 
brain waves. I don’t think I could do the array of creative stuff I do if I 
didn’t have the brain waves for it. And I absolutely know they are trainable. 
Dawson’s techniques in this area intrigue me, and the fact that they can get 
me very quickly to where I want to be is a great gift.

In Bliss Brain, Dawson explains the range of brain-wave states, how 
each one changes the body, and how to turn on the ones that enhance 
brain function and overall health. The optimal brain state is one of “flow.” 
EEG studies have identified it in spiritual masters, concert pianists, elite 
athletes, top creatives, and high performers.

Dawson calls this state “Bliss Brain” because of the flood of pleasurable 
neurochemicals that accompany flow. He describes the seven primary hor-
mones and neurotransmitters produced by meditative flow, and how you 
can trigger their release by using specific mental and physical postures.

I’m a longtime meditator and I know the difficulties of trying to get 
into a calm mental space. Dawson explains why this is so hard, and why 
we can’t turn off our brains when we meditate. Neuroscience tells us that 
brain activity doesn’t fluctuate by more than 5% up or down, day or night, 
no matter what we are doing or not doing.

When you relax, your brain doesn’t relax. Your brain activity stays at 
the same high level. When we’re not doing a task, the brain sees all this 
unused spare capacity and grabs it.

These brain regions are called the Default Mode Network. And unfor-
tunately, what your brain defaults to isn’t happiness. It’s ruminating about 
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the disasters of your past and the possible threats in your future. That’s why 
people have such difficulty when they try to meditate.

In Bliss Brain, we learn about EcoMeditation, Dawson’s science-based 
method of getting to elevated states quickly. Research shows that these 
techniques quiet the Default Mode Network, then unlock that cascade of 
pleasure chemicals. I don’t know of any other method that accomplishes 
this in such a short time—as little as four minutes.

Dawson reports on research showing that when people finish an Eco-
Meditation session, they maintain a flow state even after they open their 
eyes. This means that you can carry that elevated emotional state and all 
its benefits forward into your day—into your work, parenting, friendships, 
exercise, creative endeavors—into all the other parts of your life.

The tools in this book can dramatically improve your health and lon-
gevity. I’ve spent a ton of time, energy, and money on this subject, culmi-
nating most recently in my book Super Human. There are lots of things you 
can do to enhance longevity, but reducing stress, meditating regularly, and 
retraining your brain are keystones. They’re central to Bliss Brain.

As I’ve interviewed and written about some of the top performers on 
the planet, people I call Game Changers, I’ve been struck by how many of 
them meditate. Most aren’t professional meditation teachers; they’re sim-
ply interested in optimizing their lives. It’s the single most common prac-
tice described by Game Changers. In Bliss Brain, Dawson shows how you 
can make their best performance hack your own.

The trajectory of Bliss Brain is compelling. Dawson shares some of 
the personal disasters he’s experienced, using his personal history as an 
example of the resilience that longtime meditation can bring. He shares 
how difficult he personally found meditation, despite joining a spiritual 
community as a teenager. In simple, clear language, laced with stories and 
analogies, he explains both the Default Mode Network and the brain’s 
Enlightenment Circuit. He shows how science charts a path to attaining 
deep flow states quickly.

Dawson illustrates how the software of mind shapes the hardware of 
brain within 8 weeks of starting an effective meditation practice. How it 
produces those delicious bliss molecules that flood our brains as we enter 
flow states. Dawson describes each region of the brain changed by medi-
tation, and concludes with a vision of human flourishing that will inspire 
and uplift you.
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Make Dawson’s “happiness habit” yours, use the tools in this book, and 
it can transform your life. Bliss Brain shows you the path that releases the 
natural potential of your brain for bliss.

— Dave Asprey, author of Super Human: The Bulletproof Plan to Age 
Backward and Maybe Even Live Forever
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C H A P T E R  1

FIRE
“Something’s really wrong!”

My wife, Christine, is shaking my shoulder as she calls me out of a 
deep sleep.

I look groggily out of our bedroom window as she points at the 
midnight sky.

There’s an orange glow on the horizon, starkly outlining the ridge 
opposite our house. The alarm clock winks 12:45 a.m.

I stumble out of bed, open the sliding glass door to the patio, and walk 
outside. A massive fire crests the opposite ridge and begins racing down the 
valley toward us.

I yell to Christine, “We’re getting out of here RIGHT NOW.”

I grab a T-shirt, pants, and a down jacket.

The electricity dies, and all the lights go out.

Shoes or socks? No time for both . . . shoes.

I run to the kitchen and fumble for the car keys in the dark. “We’re 
taking the Honda!” I shout to Christine. Making a quick detour, I sprint 
through the living room to grab my laptop. Christine and I run from 
the house.

Close the door? Lock it? No time. Every second counts.

The cars are parked near our office building at the back of the property. 
Clouds of burning white embers swirl across the driveway, like flakes in a 
surreal snowstorm.

“Am I overreacting?” I wonder.

A huge gout of flame flares up right behind the office. It’s shaped like a 
candle flame but 10 yards high.

No, I’m not overreacting.
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ESCAPE

We leap into the Honda and I rev the powerful 271-horsepower engine 
to the max as I tear down our long driveway faster than I’ve ever driven 
it before.

I grip the steering wheel with white knuckles. The headlights are on, 
but I can’t see the black asphalt because of the thick white smoke glowing 
in the headlights. I worry that I’ll lose control of the car on our own drive-
way because of the insane speed I’m driving.

I slam on the brakes as we reach the road. There are other cars flee-
ing west on Mark West Springs Road, the haven where we have lived for a 
decade. Wait my turn? Be polite? That’s me.

No time for polite. No time for the usual me. I barge into the line, forc-
ing our red Honda Crosstour between two other cars.

Christine feels heat on her head, and is puzzled. She looks up through 
the moonroof.

All the tree branches above her are on fire.

Two miles down the road, I know we’re out of immediate danger. What 
to do next? My ex-wife lives just three miles away, but the fire is traveling 
in her direction. Christine and I decide to drive to her house to make sure 
she and her family are alerted to the danger.

I ring her doorbell, but no one responds. I duck through the back gate 
and find a side door unlocked. I walk through the house, but it’s empty and 
dark. She travels frequently, so she must be away.

Back outside, I wonder about waking the neighbors. We’re three miles 
from the fire and it might never get to them. And I’m a polite person . . .

Not tonight. I lean on my horn.

A sleepy neighbor appears, bleary eyes blinking in the glare of the 
streetlight. Gray hair, Coke-bottle glasses, striped gray-and-black pajamas. 
I tell him we just fled a fire. He quickly wakes other neighbors who haven’t 
yet been roused by my blaring horn. Within minutes, people are gathering 
prized possessions, documents, and pets, and packing their cars.

As Christine and I stand next to the Honda and look back in the direc-
tion we came from, the fire crests a hill a mile away. It’s moving slowly now. 
With no electricity, it’s the only light in that neighborhood.
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We watch as it silhouettes a huge, $3-million mansion on the hillside. 
It burns all the vegetation around the house, but then moves on, leaving a 
blackened circle around the undamaged house. A fiery yellow ring around 
a black circle, with the house dead center.

Suddenly the left roof eave catches fire. Then the right eave. The house 
explodes in an enormous round bubble of flame.

It sounds as though we are in the middle of a battlefield. Car gas tanks 
explode as the fire touches them. Household propane tanks incinerate with 
loud booms. The hills magnify and echo the crashing sounds.

The fire is still moving slowly west toward us. We decide to drive to the 
home of our friends Bill and Jane, who live in Forestville, 20 minutes far-
ther west. We get back in the Honda, its red skin pitted with white splatters 
where the embers hit.

Now the roads are gridlocked. Whole neighborhoods are fleeing. It 
takes us half an hour to reach the 101 freeway, a journey that would nor-
mally take three minutes. There, a police officer tells us we can only drive 
north, even though we need to go south on the first leg of our brief trip to 
Forestville. We know the fire is coming from the northeast, and he is prob-
ably sending people in the wrong direction, but we are powerless to argue. 
He seems more scared than we are.

We’re locals, so we know how to evade the misleading blockades of 
the main roads and take back routes. We arrive at Bill and Jane’s home. We 
feel awkward about waking them because it is now 3 a.m. We sit in the red 
Honda for a while, wondering what to do. Eventually, I ring their doorbell, 
but no one responds. Then our sleepy-eyed friends open the door. We tell 
them what happened and they are instantly wide awake.

After a debriefing, we go upstairs to sleep in their spare bedroom. We 
can’t fall asleep, though, and go downstairs again. Jane has turned on the 
TV, but the only news available is from San Francisco, far from the fire area. 
Bill goes to the garage and sits in his car, listening to local radio. We phone 
Christine’s daughter Julia who lives nearby in Petaluma, and she gleans 
fragments of information online.

Frustratingly, there is no hard information about how big the fire is, 
which direction it is traveling, or what residents of Sonoma County should 
do next. For a long time, Christine and I talk to Bill and Jane, pooling our 
ignorance.
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TWO HUNDRED DOLLARS

We need some actionable information about where the fire is headed 
so that we can avoid its path. The news has only fragmented reports from 
isolated correspondents describing one horrific scene or another at some 
particular location. We know the fire is heading west, toward Forestville, 
toward us. It’s 4 a.m.

The phone rings. It’s an automated evacuation advisory for Forestville. 
Bill starts making phone calls, looking for a place for us to go. All the hotels 
are already full.

Eventually, he finds two rooms at Fort Ross Lodge, a hotel all the way 
west at the ocean. It’s the farthest away from the fire we can get without 
swimming across the Pacific. Late that morning, we begin our preparations 
to drive to the coast.

Bill gives me a Trader Joe’s bag filled with old clothes of his. Tie-dyed 
T-shirts and hoodies. Not my style—but I’m no longer a card-carrying 
member of the Fashion Police.

Jane opens her closet and tells Christine to take whatever she needs. 
We borrow suitcases from them so we have some place to put our very few 
material possessions.

We walk outside. Tiny flakes of ash fall all around us, like a gentle 
snow. These ash flakes are all that remains of schools, homes, shops, trees, 
gardens, and dreams.

Bill and Jane get in their car, we get in ours, and start driving.

The local market is still open, so Christine and I stop while Bill and Jane 
go ahead. The cashier tells us that because Forestville is being evacuated, 
the market is closing shortly. They aren’t taking credit cards, only cash.

We try and force our swirling minds to think rationally. How much do 
we have? We count. Between us we have about $200. Will this $200 have 
to last us for a month? How can we store refrigerated food? What won’t be 
available at the coast? What to buy right now?

Some items are obvious. Toothbrushes and toothpaste. Combs. Soap.

But people have been descending on the market as they flee and many 
shelves are empty. What was in those empty slots? What did we miss? We 
panic. We wonder, “Might this be the last food available for days?” We’ve 
been listening to the car radio, but there is still no solid information about 
what’s happening.



Fire

5

I buy six pounds of cooked chicken sausage, a box of nutrition bars, 
and some fruit. Christine has no glasses. She can’t remember what strength 
readers she uses. She buys three, each of different strengths. But what if 
those are wrong? She adds a different three to her collection. With our 
crazy collection of sausages and reading glasses, we drive to the coast.

On the radio, the announcer says that three people have died in the 
fire. My heart sinks: I know in my gut that the number is far too low. We 
were among the last people to flee Mark West Springs. There were no sirens, 
and the county’s disaster warning system had not been activated.

THE DEATH TOLL

Later we learned that the county official in charge had decided that 
if the alarm was raised and everyone received mobile alerts, panic would 
ensue and the roads would get clogged. Because of that fateful decision, 
people like us in the path of the fire were never warned.

The final death toll was 22. Eight people died within a thousand yards 
of our home. Some died in their beds. Some died in their garages as they 
frantically tried to start their cars. Their fate was decided in seconds.

We spent the rest of the day with our friends, still hooked on the 
news, of which there was little. Emergency services and the broadcast sys-
tem seemed to be in equal chaos. I texted Heather, the genius who runs 
our organization and who lives near Mark West. She’d been in touch with 
our team members and found that they were all safe, though they’d been 
evacuated.

Heather helped me compose a message for my blog on the Huffing-
ton Post, letting the international healing community know that we’d sur-
vived. For the next few weeks, I posted updates regularly.

In the afternoon, the sky grew dark long before sunset. Ash blowing 
from the fires covered the area like a gray mist. The sun glowed red and 
huge, like a tropical sunset. Toward nightfall, it turned crimson as it dipped 
below the horizon, and the first few stars twinkled through the gloom. 
That night, we sat in Bill and Jane’s hotel room having a makeshift meal 
and drinking wine while watching the news. Every so often, Christine 
began to shake with tears. We lay together on the bed and I held her close.
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We met some of our fellow fire refugees at the hotel, including some 
four-legged ones. The hotel had relaxed its “no pets” policy. One lady was 
taking two unwilling cats for a walk on a leash. They didn’t like it. Talk 
about “herding cats.”

The next morning, Christine and I had brunch with a group of people 
from the resort. We learned that overnight, the fire had jumped the 101 
highway and destroyed the western neighborhood of Coffey Park before 
being contained by firefighters. It seemed very unlikely that our house had 
survived unscathed.

Leaving the Cats
10/17/2017 03:58 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 4

In a desperate attempt to get to our Honda and drive away from the 
approaching firestorm, we ran past the garage. That’s where our two 
white Siamese cats, Pierre and Apple, spend each night. They’re twins 
and we’ve had them since they were furry little kittens.

While I was running, my mind was working furiously: Is there time 
to get the cats?

A 10-yard-high fireball erupted behind the office building. There 
was no time to do anything but jump in the car and escape.

We slowed down after driving two miles. We hadn’t said anything, 
but we were thinking the same thing. The cats.

 1.1. Apple and Pierre cuddling.
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Christine said, “Maybe the fire will go around the house. It does 
that sometimes. Maybe they’ll find a way to get out of the garage. Wild 
animals are smart in a fire.”

“That could happen,” I reassured her, knowing in my gut that nothing 
would survive the inferno we had just driven out of.

When we saw the photographs of the ashes of our home the follow-
ing day, we knew that the cats could not have survived. A Wall Street 
Journal report said that the fire was moving the length of a football field 
every three seconds, so the fire must have engulfed them quickly. Car 
gas tanks were erupting all around them; one of my classic cars was 
thrown 20 feet by the explosion. The most comforting thought I had was 
that the cats had died quickly.

In the few days since the fire, we’ve shed a hundred times more 
tears for the cats than we have for the loss of all our possessions and 
our home.

I’ve replayed the scene many times in my mind. Running to the car. 
Running past the garage. Wondering if I could have saved them.

Each time I run the mental movie, I wonder if I could have done 
something differently that awful night that would not have resulted in 
their deaths. I know the answer is no, but I keep looking for a crack in 
reality that will let me rewrite the past.

I know logically that if I’d diverted my attention from getting Chris-
tine and I out of the fire and blundered around in the dark garage try-
ing to corral frantic cats, I would not be around to tell the tale. Neither 
Christine nor I would have survived. That analysis doesn’t help me feel 
any better.

We’d taken precautions against wildfires, following the advice of local 
officials to trim back vegetation 100 feet around the house. But the morn-
ing before the fire, I had been washing my cars and looked at the vegetation 
around me. I thought, “This grass is more parched than I’ve ever seen it in 
the last 10 years.”

The first day was spent in a flurry of communication, letting friends 
and family know that we were not among the people who had perished 
in the fire.

Though the National Guard was closing roads around the burned 
perimeter, allowing no one in, Heather managed to drive past our property. 
“How bad is the damage?” I texted.
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“There’s nothing left,” she texted back. She sent us images of the destruc-
tion. Only the chimney remained, standing like a forlorn sentinel among 
the ashes. Even metal landmarks like filing cabinets and kitchen appliances 
had melted in the furnace. Heather and Ray’s nearby house had survived. It 
was one of only six in her neighborhood to make it through the fire.

1.2. After the fire. See full-color version in center of book.

1.3. The same perspective 2 years before the fire.  
See full-color version in center of book.
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THE COLOR OF ASHES

Before the fire one of my most fun hobbies had been collecting classic 
cars. I had whittled the collection down to just a few of which I was particu-
larly fond. I had two 1974 Jensen-Healeys, one red and one white. This clas-
sically beautiful British sports car was designed in the late 1960s and hand 
built in West Bromwich, England. I also kept an Italian 1980 Fiat Spider, my 
all-time favorite for driving the windy roads in wine country. Finally, there 
was a magnificent Rolls-Royce Silver Spirit, still looking factory new after 
40 years, a tribute to the vision of the builders of “the world’s finest motor 
car” and an example of why half the Rolls-Royces built in the last 100 years 
are still on the road.

Now only burned-out hulks remained.

The color of the photographs of our site was a uniform gray-brown. They 
looked as though they had been artistically sepia-toned. The intense heat 
had turned everything to the color of ash. The National Guard announced 
that it would be several weeks before residents would be allowed to return 
to their properties.

1.4. Remains of cars.

Our children were desperate to see us. Even though we had talked to 
them on the phone, it wasn’t enough. They needed to be hugged and held 
and tousled and handheld and then hugged again. To celebrate the real-
ity that we were alive. Christine’s daughter Julia and her husband, Tyler, 
moved out of their small Petaluma apartment into a friend’s apartment so 
that we could stay in theirs while we figured out what to do next.
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THE MISSIONARY BARREL

The first order of business was clothing. Christine and I were dazed, 
like shell-shocked refugees fleeing a war zone. Julia and Tyler treated us 
indulgently, as though we were young children. They walked with us to 
a nearby high school gymnasium that had been hastily converted into a 
clothing repository and shelter. My son, Lionel, flew cross-country from 
New York while my daughter, Rexana, drove up from her apartment in 
Berkeley, California.

Christine’s other daughter, Jessie, along with the other “kids,” formed 
an impromptu rescue committee. Hours before we arrived from Fort Ross, 
they organized long To-Do lists using apps on their phones, with each one 
committed to handling some piece of the puzzle.

Find out where the local shelter is. See if clothes are available. Con-
tact the insurance company. Cancel the phone and trash services at the 
property. Buy chargers for our laptops and cell phones. Find out how to 
get emergency passports, so we could travel to Canada where I was due 
to keynote the annual Energy Psychology conference that coming week-
end. Buy toiletries and underwear. Find suitcases and storage containers. 
Locate soup kitchens.

That night we went out to eat at the local pub, which was serving 
free food to fire survivors. I hugged all the kids and we cried together and 
laughed together. We celebrated being together. I said, “I want us to be 
like this with each other every day, not just when there’s an emergency.”

1.5. The circle of love.
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The staff at the shelter were kind, pointing out items I might need. I 
kept refusing, thinking thoughts like, “I don’t need a shaver, I’ll just grab 
my spare one from the RV.” Then I’d realize that I’d seen our recreational 
vehicle in one of the photos. All that remained was the skeleton.

Sifting through the clothes brought back painful memories of my 
childhood. My parents moved to Colorado Springs when I was 4 years 
old, after serving as missionaries in Africa for many years. The church 
gave them a tiny cabin to live in, but they had no money to spare. The 
way my sister, Jenny, and I were clothed was from the “missionary bar-
rel” at the church. There, parents left their children’s cast-off clothing 
for those less fortunate.

I had bitter memories of the missionary barrel. My mother wouldn’t 
allow me to take too much from it, and those old instructions, reawakened 
by the trauma of the fire, backwashed out of my subconscious mind.

I remembered a time when I found a stylish, warm boy’s jacket in the 
missionary barrel. Beige with royal-blue horizontal stripes on the arms. 
It was just the thing for the Colorado winters, and I proudly claimed it 
as my own.

My mother came down hard on me. I had committed the sin of pride. 
Pride is a mortal sin. Mortal sins are the kind that get you damned to hell 
for all eternity.

Fortunately, my mother pulled me from the brink of the lake of fire by 
insisting that I put the jacket back in the missionary barrel the following 
Sunday. It was replaced by a shabby, worn, pilled, scratchy orange polyester 
parka four sizes too big for me, supplemented with neon-green pants.

In this weird assortment of mismatched, ill-fitting clothes, I made my 
first foray to kindergarten. I had a funny accent, dirt-poor parents, strange 
food in my lunch pail, and bizarre clothes. Not a good combination for the 
first day of school. I learned how merciless children could be.
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The teachers decreed that my British accent must be fixed, so I was sent to 
remedial speech classes. Under the harsh attempts at correction, I developed 
a speech impediment—a severe stutter—and a social phobia. One of my early 
memories of Colorado Springs is walking through the snow to school, staring 
down at my feet as they carved trails in the slush. My heart lay heavy in my 
rain boots, as I foresaw the ridicule and isolation I would face the coming day.

With the Colorado Springs memories flooding back, I wanted to cry. But 
my beloved Christine was weeping freely, so shaky that the children had to 
hold her up. She needed a rock to stand on, so I kept my own grief in check.

The shelter had mountains of donated clothing, but none of it fit me 
because I’m so tall. The shelter director said, “We have a volunteer who’s 
your height. I’m going to phone him and see if he has any clothes that 
might fit you.” The next day I walked away with a huge duffel bag of cloth-
ing over my shoulder, my heart overflowing from the hugs and kindness of 
the people there.

1.6. At the evacuation center.

Another man, hearing that I was a public speaker and now had no 
jackets or suits, handed us $1,000 in rolled-up $20 bills and told me to 
go shopping.
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Bless his heart. If I was going to go to the conference, I wanted to look 
great and not carry the energy of loss or misfortune. I used the $1,000 to 
buy two new outfits and my confidence swelled to fill the suits.

THE WATERSHED DECISIONS OF OUR LIVES

Christine and I couldn’t go back to Mark West, and we couldn’t do 
much else other than spend time with loved ones and answer emails. I was 
due to leave for Canada the next day. It would still be possible to make the 
trip if I left a few days later. But that would mean leaving Christine, who 
was still in a state of shock, as well as all the generous friends and family 
members who were helping us.

1.7. Me and the other giant.

I reached deep inside for the answers. Should I go or should I stay? It 
felt like one of the most critical decisions I would make in my entire life. 
A watershed. After the keynote in Vancouver, I was scheduled to teach a 
week-long training to therapists.

The topic? Psychological trauma.

My expertise in that field had just expanded exponentially.
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From Vancouver, I was due to travel to New York and a couple other cities, 
lecturing and training health professionals. No one would complain if I can-
celed the trip, given the circumstances. Yet there was also very little I could do 
by remaining; our wonderful committee of twentysomething children were 
far more adept at locating resources and implementing plans than was I.

I prayed and sought inner guidance.

DOING YOUR LIFE’S MISSION

I decided to go.

After all, that’s my life’s mission. That’s what I do. I realized in that 
critical moment how profound my commitment to that mission is, because 
I decided that even the loss of my office and home was not going to deter 
me from the work I was born to do. I still wonder if I made the right deci-
sion, but once the decision was made, the wheels went into motion.

I needed a passport and I needed it in 72 hours. Christine and I drove 
to the passport office in San Francisco, and the next day we had our new 
passports. People were reading my first blog about the fire and posting com-
ments saying how inspired they were. Even though I had no time, I began 
to blog regularly about my experiences.

On the 90-minute drive back from the passport office, I checked my 
online calendar. What’s scheduled today?

Months before, I’d committed to coaching people who would be 
attending a New Year’s retreat that Christine and I offer each year. The 
next teleclass was scheduled for the exact time I was driving back. With 
no home and no office, how could I even think about honoring this 
commitment?

Then I remembered that I had logged on to the Wi-Fi network at a 
hotel in Mill Valley a couple of weeks earlier while attending a seminar 
taught by my friend John Gray, who wrote the bestseller Men Are from 
Mars, Women Are from Venus. Mill Valley was on my way home, and the 
Wi-Fi password was probably still good. I pulled into the hotel parking 
lot and logged on. Sitting near the pool, I talked to the participants on 
my laptop.
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It was hard to pay attention, to listen to the life visions of the peo-
ple I was counseling, and not share the cataclysmic loss we had just suf-
fered. I focused on their stories and no one guessed that I was teaching 
the class on a poolside deck instead of my Mark West office two days after 
losing my home.

When I got to Vancouver to deliver my keynote speech, no one wanted 
to see the 196 PowerPoint slides I had carefully prepared two months ear-
lier. All they wanted to hear about was the fire. So I changed my keynote 
title to “Through the Fire” and shared the raw reality of what Christine and 
I had just come through.

When I walked up on stage, 200 pairs of eyeballs turned toward me. 
Many of those attending were mental health professionals specializing in 
treating psychological trauma. I could see them silently diagnosing me to 
determine if I was plumbing the depths of denial or whether my light-
hearted demeanor was real.

1.8. One of the neighborhoods devastated by the fire.
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1.9. Treasures in the ashes.

72 Hours
10/17/2017 03:23 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 2

It’s funny how the mind plays tricks on you. Seventy-two hours 
after escaping from the fire that consumed our house, I’m packing for 
a trip. For a year, I’ve been booked to deliver the closing keynote at 
the Canadian Energy Psychology conference in Vancouver this com-
ing weekend, followed by a three-day trauma training. With family and 
friends taking care of so much, I’m now able to leave, only a day later 
than planned.

I have a routine before my many trips, workshops, and keynote 
speeches. I pack exactly the same things. The list has been honed so 
carefully over the years that I can now do a six-week European teaching 
trip with only a carry-on bag.

Now my mind keeps thinking thoughts like, “I need to pack the soft 
black microfiber shirts I wear during healing sessions. Did I pick up my 
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pants from the dry cleaners? Will my favorite silver jacket crush if I don’t 
carry it on board the plane? I must put my headphones in my pocket.”

Then I realize that I don’t have a silver jacket. Or any shirts, pants, 
or headphones. I don’t even have a suitcase. Even though it’s been 
three days since the fire, it’s taking a long time to adjust.

Just 72 hours ago, I didn’t possess a pair of socks. When we 
ran from the house, fire all around us, all I grabbed was my phone, 
my laptop, and Christine’s hand. No power cords, no toiletries, no 
treasured possessions.

Today I look through my old To-Do list on my laptop and laugh. The 
things that seemed so high a priority 72 hours ago seem trivial today.

1.10. Christine with gifts.

I think occasionally about the possessions we lost. The 1861 edi-
tion of the complete works of Sir Walter Scott, published by Adam and 
Charles Black, Edinburgh. All 12 volumes. My great-great-grandfather’s 
tintype photos from 1864. All the watercolors I painted. The 1,200 neatly 
organized folders of art lessons that made up Christine’s art business. 
My red 1974 Jensen-Healey.

I don’t miss any of it; life is infinitely more precious.
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Even though the fires are still raging in some parts of the county, 
we see people picking themselves up and starting over. The folks next 
door to where we are staying started a remodeling project yesterday.

My heart is overflowing with gratitude this morning. I lived through 
one of the worst disasters in my area. Christine and I escaped with 
seconds to spare. I have a wonderful wife and family. I wake up in love 
every day. I feel guided by the Great Spirit every moment. The day after 
the fire Christine and I meditated for a long hour and we re-visioned the 
fire as an opening for the Universe to bring wonderful new things into 
our lives. Life is precious, and fire or no fire, we can choose to revel in 
its sweetness every day.

Barnett Bain, producer of the Academy Award–winning movie 
“What Dreams May Come,” is one of the hundreds of people who’ve 
written encouraging emails to me. I wrote back and thanked him, say-
ing, “We are whole in Spirit, which is the ultimate reality.”

My friend and collaborator David Feinstein, a clinical psychologist 
who has authored several key textbooks in the field, gave me a whimsical 
introduction. “Either Dawson Church is a complete fraud,” he said, “or he’s 
an incredibly resilient human being and these methods we teach in our 
profession really work. I’ll leave it to you to decide.”

At the end of my talk, people jumped to their feet and gave me a long 
and enthusiastic standing ovation. The conference gave me an award for 
my scientific contributions to the healing field.

The week of training that followed the conference was poignant. 
Everyone knew I had just come through the fire in a very literal sense 
and people were incredibly kind. One of the primary methods I teach, 
Emotional Freedom Techniques (EFT), uses tapping on acupuncture points 
to relieve psychological trauma. I had done a lot of tapping since the fire, 
and I did a whole lot more on that trip.

In New York, one of our certified expert practitioners did several hours 
of trauma release work with me. The image that was burned in my brain 
was that 10-yard-high, candle-shaped flame. It took that plus more hours 
of treatment before I was emotionally neutral when recalling the image.

As I talked to my beloved wife on the phone every day, I could hear 
in her voice that she was suffering, so I cut the trip short. I canceled the 
last few workshops. I returned to California to find her at the center of a 
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nexus of love, as her children and friends took care of her every physical 
need. But she needed me emotionally every day.

The Blessing of Small Things
10/24/2017 06:29 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 6

I’m wearing an old and battered pair of glasses. They’re extremely 
precious to me.

Before the fire, eyeglasses were an expendable commodity. I ordered 
them in sets of three. That’s because I knew that no pair would last long. I 
would sit on them, drop them, or leave them in places I visited. Each year, 
I obliterated several pairs that way.

Since the fire, only one pair remains, the throwaway eyeglasses 
that happened to be clipped to the visor of the car we escaped in. Sud-
denly, a thing that was of negligible value to me has become extremely 
valuable. Because of these scratched-up eyeglasses, I can see. I’m so 
grateful for that privilege. The fire has reordered my priorities.

Fingernail clippers. I always have a pair in my travel kit and a sec-
ond in the top drawer in my bathroom. I’ve had that arrangement for 
so long it’s slipped below the level of consciousness. Now I’m here in 
Vancouver missing my clippers.

I make a mental note to buy some at the first drugstore I pass, but 
every day I forget, because it’s been a decade since I had clippers on 
my shopping list.

Every morning, when I pull my socks over my feet, I give thanks. 
Before the fire, I never gave a single conscious thought to any of thou-
sands of times I picked up a sock. But losing them all in the fire, and 
being without them for two days afterward, has made me mindful of the 
blessing of soft warm fuzzy socks.

Imagine if we lived our whole lives mindful of the blessing of small 
things. Imagine if appreciating the tiniest of items, from toothbrushes to 
spoons to headphones, was our routine approach to life.

I have resolved to live my life from here on out taking nothing for 
granted. Yesterday I walked down the sidewalk, giving thanks for each 
breath. For the crisp British Columbia air entering my lungs. For the 
shoes on my feet. For the ability to walk. For the leaves falling from the 
trees. For the rain falling softly on my umbrella.
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One of the many friends who’s resonated with these posts I’m writ-
ing about the fire sent this poem by the medieval Persian poet Rumi 
called “The Guest House.” It reminds us that the disasters of our lives 
can bring blessings, as long as we surrender and give thanks.

This being human is a guest house.

Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,  
some momentary  
awareness comes  

as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!

Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, still, treat each guest honorably.

He may be clearing you out for some new delight.  
The dark thought, the shame, the malice,

meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.

Be grateful for whatever comes,

because each has been sent as a guide from beyond.

My wish for you is that you’re able to see the problems in your life 
as “guides from beyond,” summoning you to a consciously lived life. 
That you’re able to surrender and give thanks for the miracle of simply 
being alive each moment. That you appreciate each breath, each sock, 
each pair of eyeglasses, and every other small thing in your life.

It took a firestorm in which I lost every material thing to wake me up 
to the preciousness of them all. My prayer for you is that it doesn’t take 
a disaster to remind you to savor the magic of each moment. That you 
wake up grateful, give thanks with every breath, and go to sleep each 
night bathed in the wonder of a life mindfully lived.

Christine had made several visits to the Mark West property, and for 
the first time we went there together. We sifted through the ashes and 
were amazed. The fire had been so hot that the aluminum wheels on 
my Jensen-Healeys had melted and were just puddles of molten metal. 
A friend suggested I retrieve the famous Flying Lady emblem that had 
graced the hood of my Rolls-Royce. But the fire had melted the entire 
front of the car and the Flying Lady was no more. The windshield had 
melted. That showed that the fire had reached temperatures of over 2,500 
degrees, the melting point of glass.
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1.11. Formerly the aluminum wheel of a classic Jensen-Healey sports car.

The Saint in the Ashes
10/24/2017 06:42 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 12

Today was the first day my wife, Christine, was able to get to the 
property. She went with Heather, our wonderful EFT Universe oper-
ations manager who lives close by. Ray, Heather’s husband, brought 
tools to sift through the ashes.

Christine said it looked like a blast zone. The emergency personnel 
at the scene told her the house had been reduced to ash within five 
minutes of the fire reaching us.

There wasn’t much left to sift through. She found a few keys, but the 
metal had been twisted by the heat. Ceramics and sculptures had survived.

The most poignant image was of this Buddha sitting in the ashes.
To me it represents the central truth of my experience in the fire: 

While material things may come and go, the core of eternal energy that 
is the truth of our being cannot be burned.

The important things—love, connection, compassion, awareness, 
trust, faith—cannot be destroyed. When everything around them is 
burned away by the fires of life, their outlines stand out more boldly.

When Christine and I talked on the phone after her visit to the prop-
erty, we reflected on all of our blessings. We talked about the stuff we’d lost, 
and we also talked about the great future we know we’ll create together.
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1.12. The saint in the ashes.

The message of the Buddha is that the sooner we release the past, 
the sooner we can embrace a new and positive future. While there 
were many precious possessions lost in the fire, the possessions in our 
hearts are the ultimate treasure. With them, we will always feel rich and 
blessed, whatever challenges we face in the outer world.

We collected a few souvenirs, like shards of my grandmother’s Royal 
Doulton china, but it was hard to distinguish individual objects in the 
rough gray rubble.

Surprisingly, a statue of the Buddha had survived intact. It sat in the 
ashes of our office building surrounded by debris. Calm and serene, it was 
a reminder of the permanence of intangible values. I wrote this blog about 
it in the Huffington Post.

RE-CREATING THE OLD
Christine and I were still acting in disjointed ways. The insurance 

company sent us $5,000 to cover our initial expenses, and I went on a tool-
buying spree. I had worked in construction during and after college at Baylor 
University in Texas, so I have the skills to repair homes and cars. Soon one 
corner of our hotel room was piled with hammers and screwdrivers and 
saws and levels, as well as the tools to repair classic cars.
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Consciously, I knew I no longer had a house. Or classic cars. The mes-
sage hadn’t yet reached my subconscious mind, and I was buying tools to 
repair items that no longer existed. It takes the psyche a surprisingly long 
time to adjust to radically new realities.

The way insurance works predisposes you to re-creating the old. If you buy 
exactly the same refrigerator or toaster you had before, the insurance company 
reimburses you for “replacement cost,” the full value of the new appliance.

But if you don’t replace a possession, they pay you only the “depreci-
ated value,” about what it’s worth at a flea market. The whole system steers 
you inexorably toward re-creating a new life identical to your old life. Buy-
ing the same possessions, filling the blanks of your new life with the puzzle 
pieces of the past.

One day about two months after the fire, Christine and I looked at each 
other like people waking from a dream. We said to each other, “We don’t 
want our old lives back. We don’t want all our old stuff. We want to create 
anew. We want to build the fresh, living reality our hearts now desire, not 
re-create the old reality we used to have.” So we stopped buying stuff, other 
than a few select items that we knew we truly wanted. We savored each 
purchase. We gave thanks for our new possessions—consciously and delib-
erately chosen, one by one.

We were grateful to Julia and Tyler for letting us stay in their apart-
ment, and we later moved in with a brilliant artist friend and her husband. 
But we now faced the challenge of finding a permanent place to stay.

The property market had been tight before the fire. The inventory of 
new homes was sparse and prices were sky high. Rentals were almost non-
existent, and renters competed furiously for the few available.

Then 5,300 homes went up in smoke. It was impossible for insurance 
companies to find anything local for those displaced. They rented homes 
for people in Sacramento or San Francisco, a hundred miles away. Many 
were forced to live in trailers on their burned-out land, or park in the drive-
ways of relatives. Where were we going to live?

THE VOICE

“Call Marilyn,” Christine said to me one day. Marilyn is a friend of 
ours who is the former president of the Institute of Noetic Sciences, and 
she lived at the time in Petaluma, the place we had most wanted to relocate 
before the fire.
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“Darling, I am beyond overwhelmed, and I don’t have time to call Mar-
ilyn,” I responded.

A few days later, in her sweet way, Christine again gently suggested I 
call Marilyn. When she speaks in that tone of voice, I know from long expe-
rience that she is “hooked up.” Her voice changes slightly, and I can feel the 
angels speaking through her. I called Marilyn.

Marilyn was intrigued. She said, “I’ve been doing contract work in Sil-
icon Valley and my husband works at Tesla. It’s a long drive every week. If 
your insurance company will rent my house for you to live in, that will give 
me the money to rent the place I really want in Mountain View!”

With a single phone call, we had a dream house in exactly the place we 
most wanted to live.

THE FOUR SEASONS

We loved Marilyn’s house. A gate in the backyard fence led to a huge 
open-space preserve. Two blocks away was a tennis court. Unlike Mark West 
Springs, the neighborhood was flat and level enough for us to ride our bikes 
right out the front door. Near the tennis court was a large county park with 
miles of mountain biking and hiking trails. I could paddleboard in the Pet-
aluma River, a five-minute drive away.

The house was twice the size of our old house, with many luxury fea-
tures we’d previously only dreamed of. One day, with a shock, we realized 
that Marilyn’s house was almost exactly what we had posted on our vision 
board as our ideal house. The universe had provided, though in a very 
unexpected way.

A friend and business colleague offered to let us use his spare office 
free of charge, and Heather and our core team packed into the space every 
Tuesday and Thursday, working from home the other days. We began to get 
our business, EFT Universe, as well as our nonprofit, the National Institute 
for Integrative Healthcare (NIIH), up to speed again.

The process took many months and was full of challenges. Just one was 
that the post office had trouble with mail forwarding for about six months, 
and all the checks we got in the mail were weeks late or never arrived at all. 
It was a financially and emotionally challenging time.
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PAST AND PRESENT DREAMS

Once Christine and I became conscious that we were creating a new life 
for ourselves, and we could build it out of our present dreams rather than the 
visions of the past, we made different choices. I adopted what I called the 
Four Seasons standard. We’ve enjoyed Four Seasons resorts in different parts 
of the world, and they’re always beautifully furnished. I decided that I’d like 
our new home to look as beautiful as one of those resorts. I told Christine, “I 
only want things in here that would belong in the Four Seasons.”

I kept forgetting. A friend offered us an old slipcovered couch. It wasn’t 
too bad; it had only one hole where her pet rabbit Whitey had chewed 
through the fabric. Because we had no couch, I accepted it and made 
arrangements to have it picked up in a borrowed truck. Christine tactfully 
asked, “Would that be in the Four Seasons?” I let the couch go.

My daughter, Rexana, was moving to Texas and gave us her basic 
household furnishings. We were in no hurry to fill up our lives with stuff, 
and we wanted the perfect décor in our new space.

We decided to buy the bed of our dreams, no expense spared, because 
we knew we’d be sleeping in it for a decade to come. We went to many mat-
tress stores and lay down on many beds. Our friend Jane sells mattresses for 
children on her Healthy Child website, and she told us that there are many 
harmful chemicals that can be used in the manufacture of commercial 
mattresses.

Could that really be true? I looked up the scientific research on the 
chemicals that can legally be used in mattresses. I was shocked to find that 
Jane was right. We went all organic. For the base, we picked a split founda-
tion that can be raised and lowered with a remote control.

Eventually, the bed arrived and it was everything we’d always wanted. 
But we realized after a few days that it was the perfect bed—for our old 
house. We’d again unconsciously created our future out of our past.

I was equally disjointed when looking for vehicles. I’d purchased sev-
eral at auction previously, so I went online and bought a Toyota Prius and 
an old RV at an online auction. But it transpired that the auction company 
was headquartered in Oregon and title had to be transferred from the auc-
tion lot in California to Oregon for them to sign the title over to me—then 
transferred back to California. This Byzantine process took several weeks 
and I was without a car.
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Christine said, “You’re a car guy, why don’t you put the word out to 
your Car Club friends?” I did, and 24 hours later I was driving a nice Ford 
F250 truck courtesy of a member of the Wine Country Car Club. He offered 
me either that or his 1924 Rolls-Royce, and while I loved the Rolls, it didn’t 
work for moving couches.

12:45 a.m.
11/13/2017 05:31 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 11

It’s 12:45 a.m. and I’m wide awake.
I’ve been wide awake at that same time every night for the previous 

week. I can’t get to sleep for at least two hours, and then I toss and turn 
uneasily till dawn.

I can’t figure out why. I may have the occasional struggle with 
insomnia, but this is uncanny. Nothing I am able to do is able to calm 
my racing mind. I tap, I meditate, and I still wake up at exactly 12:45 a.m.

Finally, it hit me. That’s when I woke up on October 9 with the reali-
zation that something was wrong, the night I looked out the window and 
saw a wildfire racing toward our house.

Now my body knows that something bad happened at 12:45 a.m., 
and it wakes me up with a surge of cortisol.

1.13. Walking through the ashes.
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I performed a key study on the effects of EFT tapping on stress 
hormones. Our research team randomized people into three groups 
and tested their cortisol levels before and after therapy. One group got 
regular talk therapy, one group rested, and the third group tapped. Anx-
iety and depression went down twice as much in the tapping group, and 
cortisol declined significantly.

So I know that these techniques work and I know what a cortisol 
surge looks like. I remember the story of a particular man treated in the 
Veterans Stress Project, which I founded. He’d endured a mortar attack 
at 4:45 a.m. on his first day of deployment in Vietnam in 1968. When he 
came in for treatment, more than 40 years later, he still often woke up 
at 4:45 a.m.

That’s a typical cortisol surge. Though it was adaptive for getting our 
ancestors out of danger in past epochs, when it keeps on repeating, it plays 
havoc with the biochemistry of today’s humans.

Since I’m waking up at 12:45 and staying awake despite my best 
efforts, I decide to make friends with the pattern. As I lie awake, I focus 
on being mindful of all the happiness in my life. The fact that I survived 
the fire. That I have a loving wife, successful children, and a magnificent 
community. That I have deeply meaningful work that contributes to the 
healing of thousands of people each year.

Exactly a month after the fire, to the day, I woke up at 1:45, an hour 
later than usual. And went back to sleep quickly. That meant my body was 
becoming convinced by my mind. It was no longer repeating the story that 
death is imminent unless we’re on full alert at 12:45. The same thing hap-
pened the following night.

That’s a positive change!
It’s important to love our bodies. So often when they don’t behave, 

by getting sick or developing patterns like insomnia, we want the prob-
lems to go away. We ignore them, deny them, suppress them, get mad 
at them, or medicate them.

If instead we can strive to understand our bodies and accept them 
just the way they are, we open the door to healing. Carl Rogers, the 
great client-centered therapist of the 20th century, called this the par-
adox of growth: We need to love ourselves just the way we are, with 
all our problems and limitations. When we do that, we start to change.

When your body knows it will be listened to, it can speak quietly. A 
little rumble here. A slight pain there. We hear the message and take 
care of its needs.
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When I teach live workshops, I often work with people who’ve been 
ignoring or even hating their bodies for many years. They aren’t attuned 
to the body’s messages. They aren’t picking up those subtle signals.

When its soft communications are ignored, the body has to speak 
more loudly. The small pain might become arthritis. If ignored, it might 
become a full-fledged autoimmune disorder. So many people are at 
war with their bodies, trying to mute their messages with medication or 
addictive substances.

Growth begins with self-love. Healing begins with self-acceptance, 
even when circumstances seem unacceptable. Practicing self-love low-
ers our stress levels and opens our awareness to the potential of our 
lives. Through that window of possibility, the love, peace, and beauty of 
the universe can shine. Even at 12:45 a.m.

THE DESIGNER UNIVERSE

After a big loss like the fire, we humans naturally crave stability and 
certainty. The fearful parts of Christine’s and my personality wanted to 
rebuild at Mark West Springs, or buy a new house in Petaluma, as soon as 
possible. Restock our furniture. Fill our garages with cars and our rooms 
with stuff. Our things confirm the fact that we’re alive.

Every lamp, every chair, every vase, every cup represents a totem of sta-
bility. Of normalcy.

But every gap, every empty corner of the house, had the potential to 
remind us of loss, of the beautiful things we once had and didn’t have now. 
Till we paused to reflect, and decided to acquire things consciously, we 
rushed to fill the void.

Yet this rush to give evidence of our survival in the form of material 
possessions carries a high price tag. It crowds out the space in which our 
highest and unexpected good might organically unfold.

So each time we felt the compulsive desire to buy something or make 
a big decision, we paused. We meditated till we felt comfortable in the 
mystery. Our friends were puzzled that we were content to have big empty 
spaces in Marilyn’s house for many months. Yet we took the opportunity to 
let go of our compulsive need for security and allow the universe to surprise 
us in synchronous ways.
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Christine signed up for a weekly painting group. One of the other 
members, who’d also lost her home in the fire, bought a new house, fully 
furnished. She didn’t need some of the items she inherited from the pre-
vious owner and gave them to us. Among them were two gorgeous Persian 
rugs. They were a perfect match for our new color scheme. A designer 
friend visited and told us they were worth $20,000. As we trusted the 
universe, it came through again and again.

Intuitively, we held back from making any quick or firm commit-
ments, like major purchases or long-term leases. As we meditated each 
day, we felt as though we were aligning with a benevolent universe. We 
felt that our local human vision for our future would be limited, and that 
the universe had a much bigger dream for us than the small dreams that 
our limited human minds were capable of conceiving. Imposing our lim-
ited desires, especially in the panicked aftermath of the fire, would leave 
no room for the organic unfoldment of our highest good. So we just went 
with the flow. We wanted to leave space for the synchronous possibilities 
that might arise.

Butter + Coffee
12/07/2017 03:00 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 12

Yum! Coffee blended with a couple of tablespoons of unsalted 
organic butter. If you haven’t tried it yet, it probably sounds weird to you. 
If you have tried it, you might well become an addict, like I am. My friend 
“Bulletproof” Dave Asprey introduced it to the world a few years back.

A cup of butter coffee in the morning fills you up for hours. It’s part 
of the new fad of “intermittent fasting,” which means limiting your food 
intake to eight hours of the day. Intermittent fasting can be as effective 
as fasts in which you eat nothing at all, and which are notoriously dif-
ficult to sustain. I’ve been enjoying butter coffee for a couple of years.

This week I made my first cup of butter coffee since the fire. It’s 
been two months. Our lives have been so disrupted that even the morn-
ing ritual of making butter coffee, which requires only a blender, coffee 
maker, and fridge, became impossible.

As I ladled the butter into the coffee, my body swelled with an inor-
dinate amount of satisfaction. Butter + coffee = normalcy. The morning 
ritual was a tiny symbol that my life was returning to normal.
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It’s hard to explain how far from normal life has been. You’re dress-
ing in the morning and you want to match a shirt with a pair of pants 
with the same color socks. You realize that the socks are in a friend’s 
garage, half an hour away, while the pants are at the cleaner’s.

You want to charge your Bluetooth speaker, and then it dawns 
on you that the cord is in a distant storeroom and the power supply 
is missing. Tasks that take minutes when all your possessions are in 
your house take hours when they’re scattered among different loca-
tions. You get further and further behind, even as the urgency to catch 
up increases.

Your inbox is full of messages from friends wanting to help. People 
a thousand miles away are offering you shelter. It makes you feel loved, 
and you appreciate their concern. Yet responding to their emails con-
sumes yet more of the time you need to accomplish the simplest of daily 
tasks and get your life back into some kind of order.

So the simple act of making my routine morning cup of butter cof-
fee made my body feel warm all over. Two months after the fire, it was 
a symbol of normalcy in a world turned upside down. When those sym-
bols are few and far between, you treasure them.

We go through our lives taking those normal routines for granted. 
Our houses, families, and possessions are all around us, and it’s easy 
to think they’ll be there forever.

They may not be. Savor them while they last! That little ritual you 
engage in each day might be far more precious than you understand.

THE WORK TRIPLES

In the normal course of a workweek, I have a lot on my plate. Several 
hundred people move through our Energy Psychology and EFT certifica-
tion programs each year, and one of my great delights is mentoring their 
progress. This means giving them individual feedback on their case histo-
ries, as well as conducting regular group teleclasses.

I write extensively for blogs, books, and online programs. I travel often 
to teach workshops in the US, Canada, and Europe, and I’m sometimes 
away from home and office for weeks on end. I have over 200 radio, sum-
mit, and podcast interviews per year. Then there’s the everyday business of 
running an organization.
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The National Institute for Integrative Healthcare (NIIH) is an amaz-
ing organization. Our biggest single program is the Veterans Stress Project, 
which offers energy therapies to veterans with PTSD. We help thousands of 
veterans and their spouses every year.

The other branch of the NIIH is the Foundation for Epigenetic Med-
icine. It performs research, usually with me as one of the investigators. 
We’ve played a part in over 100 scientific studies, and several energy thera-
pies are now evidence based, partly as a result of our efforts.

The NIIH is an all-volunteer organization in which nobody gets paid. I 
put in about 5,000 hours a year to further its goals.

With all this activity, it’s rare that my workweek is less than 40 hours; 
often it’s twice that.

None of this stopped after the fire. Nor did the need to pay our team 
members and freelancers and for all the infrastructure that reaches over a 
million people a year. I still had to make all the appearances I’d scheduled—
since that’s what brings in the funds to pay for it all.

But now on top of this I had to start putting my life back together. 
Finding a place to stay, setting up a household, pulling together every sin-
gle little strand of life.

Till you lose it all, you don’t realize how much stuff you need to live 
a normal life. It’s in the background, and you take it for granted. Potato 
peeler. Corkscrew. Serving trays. Water pitcher. Salad bowls. Coffee maker. 
Blender. Oven mitts. Egg lifter. Paper towel holder. Spice rack. That’s just in 
one room, the kitchen!

After a disaster, you have to restock every room in your house from 
scratch. This takes time, focus, money, and energy.

Insurance companies require you to list everything for which you’re 
claiming a loss. If you have an event like a burglary or flood, you can show 
them receipts for what’s gone and they’ll reimburse you for it.

But after a fire, there’s no paperwork. It’s burned up. So we had to 
reconstruct the contents of each room, item by item, from memory, and 
write it all down.

Being the organized person I am, I did this using Google Sheets, which 
allowed Christine and me to collaborate with our children on the effort. 
But it still took many days over the course of many weeks to make the lists.
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I read a story in our local paper about how difficult this task was for 
fire victims. It said that doing an inventory can take 20 hours. I laughed; at 
that point, it had taken us over 400 hours. Four hundred hours—that’s 10 
weeks’ work. And we were still far from finished.

Tubbs Survivor Pulled from Wreckage  
Two Weeks after Fire

11/01/2017 06:51 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 9

It did not seem possible that he could have survived. Every other 
living thing in the path of the October 9 Tubbs Fire had either fled to 
safety—or perished.

No one even looked for him for days after the fire, because it seemed 
impossible to believe that any creature could have survived the firestorm.

Two weeks after the catastrophe, the authorities began letting 
homeowners visit their devastated properties. Christine returned to our 
property on Mark West Springs Road and found only devastation where 
our house had been.

Christine walked through the wreckage, our friends Heather and 
Ray there to support her. Our pond, where Christine had cared for our 
elegant collection of koi, looked like a toxic waste dump. Kind Ray had 
removed the floating corpses of the fish before Christine could see 
them. Tears came easily.

As she walked by the pond, Christine thought she saw movement, 
though nothing could be living in the scummy black water. The next day, 
our resourceful friend Rick arrived to help and waded fearlessly into 
the mess. He groped around on the bottom of the pond, and his hands 
touched a domed object.

He lifted his hands and out of the black water came . . . our turtle! 
Somehow he had survived in the toxic stew for two weeks.

We had never given him a name. He is a “red-eared slider,” a com-
mon species known for its hardiness. He came to live in our pond about 
seven years ago.

It’s not difficult to get out of the pond if you have flippers rather than 
fins, and in the first year he escaped twice. Both times we found him a 
short distance away. After that, he concluded that the perils of freedom 
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were greater than the safety of captivity, and he no longer strayed. The 
grass isn’t always greener on the other side of the hill.

He used to swim around with the fish, but he demanded special 
treatment. When we sprinkled food in the pond for the koi, he’d ignore the 
feeding frenzy. Instead, he’d glare at us with his tiny eyes until we knelt 
down and hand-fed him. He wanted love and connection, not just food.

1.14. Tubbs the turtle.

After the fire we decided to christen him Mr. Tubbs. He was adopted 
by a friend with a bigger pond right near a stream.

Celebrate any thread that connects you to love and hope, no matter 
how fragile. We’re familiar with the people and things around us and 
assume they’re permanent. Like Christine and I before the fire, you 
have the illusion that the things you have and the people with you today 
will be there tomorrow.

Yet they could vanish in any one of a thousand ways.
Treat them as though they might be gone tomorrow. Treat every 

moment of life as though it is precious, especially those elements that 
connect you to family, friends, spirit, and nature. You might never expe-
rience a catastrophe that takes them from you, and you will then have 
enjoyed them to the full, savoring their sweetness till the end of your days.
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THE HEALING MANDALA

The New Year’s retreat that I’d nurtured during the teleclass in Mill 
Valley filled up. We went to Hawaii as planned and spent a week leading a 
select group of 15 people through a profoundly transformative experience. 
It involved daily meditation, getting in touch with your higher power, and 
creating from the highest possible version of your identity. One of the exer-
cises is drawing a mandala, and both Christine and I were inspired to use a 
bird as our theme. Leading other people through the visioning process gave 
us the opportunity to do the same.

1.15. Healing mandalas. See full-color version in center of book.

One of the tangible things I lost in the fire was my collection of jour-
nals. I have kept a personal journal since I was 15 years old, and my whole 
shelf of journals was now gone. The day after the fire, I bought a new 
journal. I wrote down all the spiritual milestones of my life, summarizing 
decades of personal growth and transformation. Then in the next few 
pages I wrote down all of the material milestones of my life, like jobs 
and relationships, to anchor the new journal in the flow of emergence 
from the past.

Each day of the Hawaii retreat, we began with meditation before breakfast 
and then ate in silence. We picked inspirational cards, and did exercises to 
spark the creative process and get us in touch with our deepest inner guidance.

I’ve never liked the conventional New Year’s ritual. Hanging out with 
drunk people and screaming and yelling as you watch the ball drop in 
Times Square on TV? No, thank you. So Christine and I created our own 
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ritual with the group. At midnight we walked the labyrinth at the retreat 
center, silently holding our visions for the coming year. It was a full moon 
and a magical moment.

1.16. Hawaii retreat.

WE SUPPORT EACH OTHER AND THINGS WORK OUT

The last household item I replaced was a set of Japanese Mikasa cut-
lery. All the gifts Christine and I had received at our wedding many years 
before had been destroyed in the fire, and I missed a few of them. The day 
I replaced the Mikasa cutlery set, the house felt complete.

Four months later, we were organized enough to throw our first party. We 
invited our friends and filled the house with laughter, wine, food, and love. I 
stood up and shared all the miracles that had happened since the fire and our 
deep appreciation for their support. I felt we were at last back to normal.

One event at the party symbolized the nine months since the fire. Bill 
and I were sitting next to each other at dinner, while Jane and Christine 
chatted at the far end of the table. As Bill enjoyed dessert and a glass of 
excellent wine, he sighed deeply. He pushed his chair back and relaxed into 
its embrace.

The back leg of the chair went over the side of the deck, and suddenly 
he was flying backward. The full weight of his body was catapulting his 
head toward the stone patio two feet below.
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I grabbed Bill’s forearm in a desperate attempt to stop his fall. He grabbed 
mine. I dug in my heels and willed myself to stay anchored to the deck, 
rather than being dragged over the side by the momentum of Bill’s weight.

As our forearms joined, we felt like rocks. Bill’s fall was arrested like 
he’d hit a wall. I pulled him toward me and his chair leg grated back up 
onto the deck.

What a metaphor for life! We support each other and things work out.

HEART-TO-HEART WITH TONY

The month of the party, my book Mind to Matter was officially pub-
lished. It hit the #1 slot on the Amazon Neuroscience list the first day and 
stayed in the Top 10 the rest of the year. I’d finished the manuscript and 
sent it to my wonderful publisher Reid Tracy of Hay House just the month 
before the fire.

I spared no effort when writing and marketing the book. I read hundreds 
of scientific studies, then wrote up the evidence in a form that nonscientists 
could understand. It’s all about the science of manifestation—how we can 
create material reality from our thoughts and live in synchronous harmony 
with the universe. The evidence convinced thousands of people to begin 
meditating regularly. Its ideas began to go viral, with people sharing it with 
friends and colleagues.

Several of my friends, like Jack Canfield, who co-authored the Chicken 
Soup series of books, know Tony Robbins, and for years I’d wanted to meet 
him in person. I’d thought of asking Jack for an introduction but hadn’t 
taken any action.

Out of the blue, an email arrived in my inbox asking if I’d like to pres-
ent at a Tony Robbins event. I excitedly said yes and asked Tony’s event 
manager how he knew about my work. “He’s been a fan of yours for years,” 
she replied, to my surprise.

A few weeks later, a year after the fire, I found myself on a plane bound 
for Abu Dhabi in the Middle East to meet Tony and present EFT and medi-
tation to his community. Mind to matter.

I enjoyed the huge bear hug Tony gave me when we met. He’s even 
taller than I am, and the two of us stood like giants on the stage, embracing 
the audience in the energy of our passion for transformation. I tapped with 
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his people and then led them all in a profound meditative experience. I 
flew home feeling as though meeting Tony had been an initiation—one 
in a long string of synchronous blessings, like the phone call to Marilyn, 
through which the universe affirmed the value of my life and work.

A week later, I led a workshop at Esalen Institute in Big Sur, Califor-
nia. On the last day, Christine and I packed our car and drove to the office 
to pick up a friend who was carpooling with us. I was impatient to leave, 
but we couldn’t find our friend at the rendezvous point. Christine went to 
look for her while I sat waiting in the car.

1.17. High fives with Tony.

Twenty minutes later, I noticed a man walking by. I recognized him 
immediately: Tim Ferriss, the author of The 4-Hour Workweek and Tools of 
Titans. One of the top bloggers on the planet.

“Tim!” I called out. I introduced myself and we had a talk about EFT, 
which he had been wanting to investigate. The universe had just arranged 
for him to meet me, the author of the latest edition of The EFT Manual! And 
if Christine and I hadn’t been late connecting with our friend, I would 
have left Esalen before Tim walked by. Synchronicity after synchronicity.

I emailed Reid Tracy with an outline for a new book on ecstatic brain 
states, and after the success of Mind to Matter, he and his team were excited 
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about its potential. I began gathering the ideas I wanted to present. The 
outline began with a chapter on how meditation activates the happiness 
centers of the brain.

In subsequent chapters, I planned to show that as we use these parts 
of the brain daily in meditation, they grow, adding synapses and neurons. 
At the same time, the fear-processing centers of the brain, no longer being 
used, start to shrink. Over time, our brains literally remodel themselves, 
turning the software of mind into the hardware of brain.

This change in brain composition makes us resilient. When we have 
a setback in life, we have dense tissue in the happiness parts of the brain. 
We have the neural hardware to bounce back quickly. The term “posttrau-
matic growth” refers to how navigating life’s inevitable challenges and dis-
appointments can actually make us stronger. I’ve written two books about 
psychological trauma and conducted several scientific studies with war 
veterans. I believe that with all the public focus on PTSD, the alternative 
possibility—that trauma can make us stronger—is often overlooked.

POSTTRAUMATIC GROWTH

Hay House encouraged me to tell my story of the fire as an example 
of posttraumatic growth. Sure, reading an expert’s scientific explanations 
can be fascinating, but hearing from a person who’s literally “gone through 
the fire” puts you face-to-face with reality. So the story of how I put my 
teachings into practice and used the fire as a springboard for posttraumatic 
growth became this first chapter.

We all have fires in our lives. They may burn up our marriages or 
destroy our relationships with our kids. They can sear our work lives and 
turn our careers to ashes. They may incinerate our wealth or retirement 
plans. No human being is exempt.

Traumatic experiences send many people into a spiral of fear from 
which they never recover. They become vigilant for possible threats, anx-
ious about the future, and suspicious of joy. Nightmares, self-defeating 
beliefs, and intrusive thoughts haunt their minds.

Yet the same traumatic experiences can spark healthy reappraisal of 
one’s old values. They can open up new horizons of possibility. Anchored 
in a relationship with a loving universe, we use even the most devastating 
loss as a springboard for growth. Practices like meditation and tapping 
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give us access to our strengths, take us to a higher perspective, make 
meaning of disaster, and create even more profoundly wonderful lives 
than we had before.

I have a burning passion to awaken people to this possibility.

FROM 50 YEARS TO 50 SECONDS

In this book I share the discoveries of the 50-plus years I’ve spent inves-
tigating human potential since I first learned to meditate as a teenager.

I also—unusually—write about my own life. Normally I’m writ-
ing about science, and letting research tell the story. I always illustrate 
the science with examples of how real-life people apply it in their lives. 
Here in Bliss Brain, the real-life person whose experience I describe is 
sometimes me.

In Chapter 2, I’m going to show you why most people find it so hard to 
meditate. The difficulty has nothing to do with willpower or intention. It’s 
simply due to the design of the human brain. When you understand this 
clearly, you’ll be equipped to work around it.

Chapter 3 describes the ecstatic states that you can achieve in medita-
tion. It examines the regions of the brain that you activate, and what each 
one does. It also lists the extensive health and cognitive benefits that you 
get from activating each of those regions.

In Chapter 4 you’ll hear the story of my failed meditation experiences. 
I learned many different styles of meditation, but I could never establish a 
consistent practice. My breakthrough came from science. When I combined 
seven simple evidence-based practices together, I found a formula that puts 
people into deep states automatically and involuntarily. No effort required.

When I and my colleagues hook people up to EEGs and MRIs, we find 
that using these seven steps, even non-meditators get into profound states 
in less than 4 minutes. Sometimes in less than 50 seconds.

Historically, the secrets of these states have been available to only about 
1% of the population. Thanks to science, they’re now available to everyone.

Chapter 5 is about the seven neurochemicals of ecstasy. We’ll learn 
how each one is like a drug that makes you feel good. But combine all seven 
together, and you have a potent formula that takes your brain into bliss. 
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Meditation is the only way you get all seven at one time. The star of the 
show is a neurotransmitter called anandamide, aka “the bliss molecule.”

When you trigger these ecstatic states daily, they change your brain. 
Chapter 6 is about the extensive brain remodeling that occurs in seasoned 
meditators. Stress circuits shrink and atrophy, while happiness networks 
grow. But you don’t need to be an adept to trigger this rewiring. It begins 
the very first week you meditate effectively.

Chapter 7 is about posttraumatic growth, and how the brains of med-
itators make them resilient to the inevitable upsets of life. Medical crises 
and financial disasters included. It provides practical examples of how 
meditation can make you resilient even during global upheavals like the 
coronavirus panic and economic meltdown of 2020.

Chapter 8 delves into a fascinating question: Just how much can our 
brains change? The answer is: a lot. Reading the research on this question 
led me to a startling new scientific hypothesis, which might be changing 
the entire course of planetary history. It shows how this trend showed up as  
“caremongering” (rather than “fearmongering”) during the crash of 2020.

The Afterword entices you to make these happy inner states your new 
reality, unlocking the full extent of your human potential.

Each chapter ends with Deepening Practices and an Extended Play 
Resources section. The Deepening Practices are simple activities you can 
use to apply the lessons of that chapter in your own life. The Extended Play 
Resources section links you to audio, video, and web resources that will 
enrich your experience of this book. It includes a companion meditation 
based on the theme of that chapter.

As we go on this journey together, you’re going to learn all the best 
practices that I’ve learned in the past half century, and the fastest way to 
apply this science to your own emotional state. Use the Deepening Prac-
tices and companion audio meditations, and by the time you finish this 
book you’re highly likely to have elevated your happiness to a whole new 
level as your brain starts remodeling itself.

ONE YEAR AFTER

Christine and I spent the 1-year anniversary of the fire having dinner 
with Julia and Tyler in our new Petaluma home. That same week, Lionel 
visited from New York and Rexana came from Texas to look at sites for her 
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upcoming wedding. The previous weekend, we had gone camping and kay-
aking with the whole family including our grandchildren. Then I flew off 
to New York to teach another class.

The whole month seemed like a symmetrical celebration of the love 
and support that had flowed through our lives since the fire.

At my New York workshops, I had neurofeedback experts hook up 
participants to EEGs. Their brain waves showed remarkable changes. As 
I worked on this book, I read dozens of EEG and fMRI studies. I’d always 
known that meditation changes the brain, but new research was revealing 
much richer layers of information about the process.

I had dabbled in meditation from the age of 15 and became a daily 
meditator when I turned 45. I refined my meditation practice over the 
years, and when MRI studies of Tibetan monks were first published in the 
late 1990s, I became fascinated by the potential of meditation to produce 
large improvements in human health and longevity.

1.18. Measuring brain changes in workshop participants.  
See full-color version in center of book.

Like so many people, my early attempts at meditation were unsuccess-
ful. But in my midforties, to determine which methods were truly effective, 
I turned to science instead of relying only on ancient lore. This led me to 
develop a very simple but evidence-based form of meditation that people 



BLISS BRAIN

42

found easy to do. Everything in my life began to change when I began 
practicing it daily. Using EFT and meditation allowed Christine and me to 
recover from the trauma of the fire in record time.

For the whole first year after the fire, Christine and I started each 
day with meditation. As we sat and breathed, our worries and insecuri-
ties began to drop away. I found myself ascending in consciousness to an 
ecstatic state. I called it Bliss Brain.

Bliss Brain was our anchor point during the first chaotic months after 
the fire. It gave us a sense of well-being and a feeling of connection to a 
reality that extended far beyond our little local story. As we ascended in 
consciousness each morning, our perspective changed, and we saw our 
lives as part of the whole tapestry of being, bursting with fresh potential, 
rather than as a lonely island of uncertainty and tragedy. Here’s where 
meditation took us right after the fire:

The Moment Everything Changed
10/19/2017 08:59 p.m. ET - Huffington Post - Santa Rosa Fire Blog Post 5

The first 48 hours after the fire I was dazed and confused. I couldn’t 
figure out what to do next. Rumors abounded and hard information 
about what was going on in Sonoma County was scarce. People around 
me were fearful and anxious, and so was I.

Then something happened, after which everything was different.
My wife, Christine, and I woke up in Fort Ross, at the hotel we’d 

sought refuge in after escaping the fire that took our house. The night 
before, the sun had set in a red sky colored by ash and fire. We spent an 
uneasy night, haunted by dreams of driving through flames.

That morning, I said to Christine, “We need to do something 
urgently.”

She looked at me curiously.
“We need to meditate.”
We sat upright in bed and tried to enter that space. It was difficult. 

Images of yesterday’s bloody sky kept popping into my mind. I realized 
how off-base my energy was.

The fire had burned through the rope tying the boat of my life to the 
anchor of my spiritual practice. I had been drifting in fear and uncer-
tainty for hours on end. It was time to connect up again. To tune in to 
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the Universe, that great eternal radio station broadcasting peace and 
serenity 24/7.

As we breathed and centered ourselves, the familiar energy of peace 
and calm washed over us. We were back in the heart of Great Spirit, the 
home that can never be damaged or destroyed.

We sat for the best part of an hour enjoying the depth of connec-
tion. We then turned to each other and began sharing our thoughts. 
Yes, there had been a fire. Yes, it had burned down our house. But here 
we were, safe and centered in the core of being.

We began to think about the possessions we’d lost. But now, sitting 
in the Heart of Spirit, we saw them differently. I remembered the four 
boxes of my mother’s photographs stored in the garage. When she died 
20 years before, she’d left mountains of possessions to sort through.

The bigger ones had been steadily disposed of. But who has time 
to sift through thousands of snapshots from the 1960s, most of them 
blurry and featuring people we didn’t know? The four boxes had occu-
pied an entire shelf in the garage.

Photos are heavy, and they pressed against the sides of the boxes. 
The cardboard sagged a bit more every year. The soggy shape of the 
disintegrating boxes mirrored the joylessness of the unappealing chore 
of sorting through them.

Now those four boxes were no longer there to reproach me with 
their misery every time I walked by. They were ash. What a relief!

In another of our garages was a massage chair. We’d purchased 
a new one the year before and stored the old one in the garage. On my 
To-Do list was: Sell old massage chair on Craigslist.

But a year had gone by and I’d never found the time. Now the chair 
was ash, and my obligation miraculously removed.

I owned a beautiful classic Rolls-Royce Silver Spirit. But I had so 
much money tied up in it I could not afford a practical new car. I had 
made the occasional attempt to sell it, but now it was burnt to a crisp. 
The insurance money would now pay for that new vehicle.

Christine and I had been talking about moving to Petaluma for a few 
years. But with our life savings tied up in the Mark West house, it was 
a pipe dream. Now, with nothing to go back to, a move was inevitable.

We began to list the blessings of the fire.
In psychology, this is called a cognitive shift. Same picture, differ-

ent frame. Same fire, different meaning.
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As we recited our blessings after meditating, our mood shifted. We 
celebrated being alive, with infinite possibilities opening up to us. We 
began to feel cheerful and happy. We joked with one another. Just 48 
hours after we’d “lost” everything!

After meditation, the fire meant freedom, not loss. It meant the 
burning away of the old, not the loss of a lifetime of treasures. It meant 
an opening to a new and better life, not sinking into the tragedy of the 
old one.

Meditation made the difference.
That day, less than 48 hours after the fire, meditation changed my 

whole outlook on life. I went from lost and confused to confident and 
happy. I went from purposeless and fearful to balanced and joyful. I 
reconnected with the vibrant, resourceful version of myself.

A few days later, I wrote in my journal: “I feel incredibly happy. 
Loved and protected by Spirit in each moment. Blessed with my com-
munity, friends, kids, and Christine. The fire seems like no loss at all—
the house and possessions seem trivial by comparison.

“We don’t know how everything will turn out. But we don’t need 
to. We can just go with the flow. When you’re anchored in Spirit, you’re 
secure. You aren’t tethered by material possessions; they’re not what 
gives your life meaning.

“Meaning comes from connection with Spirit. Spirit is not a vague 
metaphysical abstraction, it’s the foundation of reality! I choose to live 
there every day. It’s profound to realize that NOTHING can take your 
happiness away.”

DEEPENING PRACTICES
Here are practices you can do this week to integrate the information in 
this chapter into your life:

• Journal Purchase: Buy a brand-new personal journal. Don’t 
order it online; instead go into a store. Pick up the journals 
and fondle them. Find one that feels just right to you. Even 
if you already own a journal, purchase a new one. Make the 
purchase a symbolic act of starting fresh. Choose carefully 
and forget about the cost. This new journal represents a fresh 



Fire

45

start in your life. Use it to record the insights you have as you 
read this book and use the free meditations that accompany it.

• Gratitude Practice: Spend 5 minutes each morning or eve-
ning writing in your journal at least five things you’re grate-
ful for today. Want a double dose? Do this both morning and 
evening. You can’t overdose on gratitude!

• Disasters That Never Happened: Spend 20 to 30 minutes 
during a quiet time this week reflecting on all the things 
that could have gone wrong in your life but didn’t. Perhaps 
a friend is going through a miserable divorce and you’re 
happily married. Appreciate the disaster that your marriage 
might have been.

• Appreciate all the near misses in each field of life. This 
includes career (e.g., “When the company downsized, I 
was sure I’d lose my job, but instead I was promoted.”), 
money (e.g., “I sold my stock in that company just before it 
crashed.”), relationships (e.g., “I might be in Suzie’s shoes 
right now because I dated Gus before she did.”), and health 
(e.g., “This winter I didn’t get the flu when everyone else 
did.”).

• Meditation Practice: There is a companion meditation to 
every chapter in this book. They’re all 15 minutes or less. Lis-
ten to the one below every morning, before you do anything 
else. Get into the habit of giving yourself this gift of quiet 
and centered time every morning. It can change your life.

EXTENDED PLAY RESOURCES
The Extended Play version of this chapter includes:

• Dawson Guided EcoMeditation: Activating Bliss Brain

• The Seven Steps of EcoMeditation

• Audio Program on How Our Brains Transform Energy into Matter

• Video of Dawson Keynote Speech on Genetics and Resilience

• Calendar of Upcoming Workshops and Live Events

Get the extended play resources at: BlissBrainBook.com/1.
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C H A P T E R  2

FLOW

A TRAVELER’S GUIDE TO BLISS BRAIN

What is the experience of Bliss Brain like?

As I sit here in meditation this morning, I’m going to attempt to describe 
it, like a traveler reporting back to his friends from a distant country.

First, I close my eyes and go through the seven steps of EcoMeditation 
listed in the Extended Play Resources of Chapter 1. I use acupressure tap-
ping to release any stress in my body, and any mental or emotional obsta-
cles to complete inner peace. I relax my tongue on the floor of my mouth. 
I breathe through my heart, and slow my breathing down to six-second 
inbreaths and outbreaths. I imagine my favorite beach and my favorite peo-
ple playing on it, and I send a beam of heart energy to the scene. I picture 
a big empty space behind my eyes.

I can feel my body, and I’m dimly aware of my surroundings. But most 
of my consciousness is focused on the experience I am having at the level 
of pure awareness.

Waves of bliss begin pouring through my brain and body. Occasion-
ally, I shake or sway slightly as another wave of ecstasy hits. I focus intently 
on the space in the center of my being. Between my eyebrows, my forehead 
and skull tingle at the spot where the connection with this elevated state of 
consciousness anchors itself most strongly in my physical body.

It’s easy to slip out of this place. Just one stray thought will do it. That 
thought will lead to another and before I know it, my awareness has slipped 
out of Bliss Brain. I find myself mentally composing a long email to my 
marketing manager. I know you want an opt-in page, but I think a full sales page 
would explain our program better. Reliving an ethical dispute with a colleague. 
Recommending a hip replacement for such an elderly patient was going too far.
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Random scenes from the movie I watched last night flit through my 
mind. How accurate was Chris Pine’s Scottish accent when he played King Rob-
ert of Scotland? Fragments of a bizarre dream pop into awareness—wearing 
only a feather loincloth, I am frying eggs for Tony Robbins in the San Francisco 
airport. Ideas about how to present the data in a scientific paper I am writ-
ing. Should I be using a t-test or ANOVA? That attack of arthritis earlier this 
week. Will I need a painful knee replacement someday? I’m past the deadline 
for a keynote speech I need to write. Will the conference organizer send me yet 
another snarky email? And a million other distractions.

Whenever that happens, I return my attention back to center. It’s like 
tuning to a radio station. I can easily lose the signal and let the dial wander 
to a different station, one filled with anxiety and stress.

But I know what the bliss station feels like. I know the music it plays 
and how my body feels when I’m absorbed in it. Because I’ve been to the 
center so many times, I can usually find that station just a few minutes after 
I close my eyes.

So I tune in there again now. I feel an immediate expansiveness in 
my consciousness, a sense of connection with the entire universe. I feel a 
sense of welcome, as though I’ve come home. I’m living at the address in 
consciousness where perfect well-being is the only reality.

As I retune myself to center, another wave of bliss floods through my 
brain, mind, and body. I feel my consciousness lift out of my normal state, 
like a balloon rising in the wind, to meet and merge with a consciousness 
so vast and expansive that it has no end.

I know that this is the same intelligence that runs the universe in such 
perfect order. It has a sense of rightness to it that all the cells in my body 
respond to. Every cell knows it’s come home, that it’s connected to the 
universal consciousness with which my mind has merged. The local reality 
field of my mind and body surrenders to union with the great nonlocal 
reality field of the universe.

There is no room in this consciousness for worry, doubt, or fear. The 
anxious thoughts with which I began the meditation session are now 
left far behind me, as the balloon soars high above the world of ordinary 
local reality.

My breath slows and deepens. Every breath is a connection with that 
great universal consciousness. Every inbreath flows out of that conscious-
ness, while every outbreath flows into that consciousness. A warm feeling 
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of well-being floods my body. Though the cool morning air felt chilly 
when I began the meditation, my body is now infused with the glow of 
connection.

As I center myself again and again, I notice an intense glistening silver-
white vortex of light above my head. I drift up through the portal. I find 
myself in a level of undifferentiated light. I look down at my mind, and it 
is flooded with that same white light. I am in Bliss Brain.

Everything dissolves into the light. There’s no body, no me, no mind, 
no universe. Only the light. The light simply is. It has no beginning and no 
end. It stretches to infinity. It’s all there is; there’s nothing else in this real 
world of light other than the light. I lose myself in oneness with the light.

2.1. Entering Bliss Brain.

There’s a tingling pressure in the center of my forehead where the con-
nection to the light tunnel is strongest. Angelic music echoes in my brain, 
sound adding itself to light. My body sways spontaneously from side to 
side. Muscles twitch as huge jolts of energy surge through. Every sensation 
is washed away as the blissful light of oneness streams through my body. 
In the back of my mouth, I taste drops of sweet ambrosia. My heart is filled 
with a vast sense of calm.
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ANCHORED IN BLISS

I open my eyes and gaze softly at the room in front of me. Then I close 
them again. Once I’m anchored in bliss, it doesn’t matter whether my 
eyes are open or closed. I can maintain this expansive state of awareness 
either way. My intention is to take this awareness into my workday after 
meditation. I don’t want to think or act from anywhere else.

After a while, I look down again at my body sitting in the chair. I real-
ize I’ve been drifting, one with the light, basking in bliss, for a long time. 
My heart fills with joy and my eyes fill with tears, as I’m overwhelmed 
with gratitude. For my life, exactly the way it is. For every detail of what 
is. For everything that will happen in the future, no matter what it might 
be. I give thanks for all of it. I connect with everyone who’s meditating at 
this same time anywhere in the world.

I open my eyes and look at the sunlight outside the room I’m med-
itating in. I’m aware of both time and space again. The forgotten cup of 
coffee in my hands is completely cold.

Tears of gratitude flow down my cheeks. I look at my cup. The words 
printed on it read: Find Joy in the Journey. After we moved into the new 
house that replaced the one destroyed by fire, I went on a hunt for mugs 
printed with inspirational words; those bequeathed by the fire victims’ 
shelter with captions like Construction Equipment Dealer’s Association and 
My Dang Dog Also Drinks from My Cup didn’t echo the energy of the med-
itative state.

I feel grateful for everything. My hands, with which I hold the coffee 
cup. My feet, with which I can walk. My breath, bringing life to my cells. 
My connection to the universe. The wonderful people in my life.

I close my eyes and I am immediately in the light once again. I open 
them and the light remains.

In a trance, I stand up and get a fresh cup of coffee.

My wife has woken up and she comes into the room to get her morn-
ing cup of coffee. We embrace wordlessly. I bury my face in her hair and 
am enraptured by its scent.

We gaze deeply into each other’s eyes and say nothing as she sits 
down to meditate too. When I close my eyes again, I’m back in Bliss Brain.
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MOVING INTO THE DAY

I realize I have an appointment coming up in less than an hour and 
I need to prepare—to decide on today’s priorities, do the most important 
things first, and then look at my inbox. To carry the energy of this first 
hour of meditation into the mundane affairs of the day. The process of 
communion with the universe is complete.

In my Bliss Brain state, I send love to everyone and everything I will 
encounter in my workday. All the amazing people on my work teams. 
Those I will email or phone today. Those collaborating on research or train-
ing projects.

I tune in to all the people I’ll see and meet and interact with in the 
future, through my blogs, teleclasses, radio shows, podcasts, emails, social 
media, and keynotes. I feel a connection with everyone in my future and 
everyone in my past. I feel love flowing from my heart to all of them.

I carry within me the indelible imprint of that time spent in commu-
nion with the infinite. I know that it will infuse my whole day, elevating 
my mind to a level at which it would never be capable of functioning unless 
I had centered myself at the start of the day.

The insights and ideas that arise in and after meditation are usually at a 
level of brilliance far above that of which I am capable in my ordinary wak-
ing consciousness. From this elevated perspective I’m making connections 
in a way that my ordinary consciousness cannot match.

I know I will find solutions, solve problems, and experience break-
throughs that I would never have had were my daily activities not infused 
with the wisdom, creativity, clarity, and joy of Bliss Brain. This produces 
a fundamentally different life from one lived at the level of ordinary 
consciousness.

I lived at that address for a long time before I discovered the ecstasy 
of connection with the infinite. At that level of ordinary reality, I believed 
my fears were real. I believed that my limitations were objective facts. I 
believed that who I was today was determined by my past experiences. My 
mind was trapped in a small subset of possibilities.

Now that I know that the expansive state is possible, and that I can 
reach it in meditation every day, I see limitless possibilities. I’m no longer 
stuck in that small local mind that sees problems as real and limitations as 
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facts. When I move into Bliss Brain, I see vistas of possibility in which those 
problems and limitations cease to exist. They are only real at that limited 
level of mind, and they disappear when you consciously choose to ascend 
your awareness to the level of infinite nonlocal mind.

You then bring the solutions and possibilities of that level back down 
to your daily walk through life. This creates a completely different experi-
ence than a life trapped in the confinement of local mind.

I meditate each morning—rarely missing a morning—so meditation 
is the anchor point of my days. When I look back on the many years 
behind me, all that seems to matter is each morning’s meditation. My 
time in the real world. My time in ecstasy. It’s the stitching that holds the 
whole fabric of life together. This feeling of expansive connection is the 
most important experience of my life, a light that illuminates every lesser 
experience.

2.2. When we start the day in Bliss Brain, it influences our everyday reality.
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Common Characteristics  
of Mystical Experience

My experience in meditation is not unique; it’s common to meditators 
throughout history. A 14th-century Tibetan mystic, writing about his expe-
rience deep in meditation, described it as:

. . . a state of bare, transparent awareness;
Effortless and brilliantly vivid, a state of relaxed, rootless wisdom;
Fixation free and crystal clear, a state without the slightest refer-

ence point;
Spacious empty clarity, a state wide-open and unconfined; the 

senses unfettered . . .

The mystical experience isn’t the property of Buddhists or Catho-
lics or Taoists or Hindus. It’s the common root of all religions. The great 
spiritual teachers entered these experiential states, and when they 
“came back from the mountaintop,” described them to their followers in 
the idiom of their cultures.

Theologian Huston Smith, author of the best-selling textbook The 
World’s Religions, called mysticism the pinnacle of all religions. True 
believers may dispute the fine points of theology, but there is no dis-
agreement among the mystics, from whatever faith they hail, because 
they have shared the same primary experience. These experiences 
are spiritual rather than religious. Research shows that people often 
become much more spiritual after mystical breakthroughs, while inter-
est in formal religious affiliation declines. Fourteenth-century Sufi mys-
tic Hafez exclaimed:

Am I a Christian, a Hindu, a Muslim, a Buddhist, or a Jew? I do not 
know . . . for Truth has set fire to these words.

The adept no longer identifies with a particular religion, but with 
the source of all religions: the primary mystical experience. Nor with a 
theology, but with the source of all theology: intimate knowledge of the 
universe itself.

The first serious researcher to examine the characteristics of this 
ecstatic state was Andrew Greeley. In a study of 1,467 people, he drew 
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parallels between mystical and ecstatic nonordinary states. Greely 
found these elements common to transcendent experience:

• Feeling of deep and profound peace

• Certainty that all things will work out for the good

• Sense of my own need to contribute to others

• Conviction that love is at the center of everything

• Sense of joy and laughter

• An experience of great emotional intensity

• Great increase in my understanding and knowledge

• Sense of the unity of everything and my own part in it

• Sense of new life or living in the world

• Confidence in my own personal survival

• Feeling that I couldn’t possibly describe what was  
happening to me

• The sense that all the universe is alive

• The sensation that my personality had been taken over by 
something much more powerful that I am

As we escape the subjective self and rise above our suffering to 
view our experience objectively, we abandon the limitations of our local 
minds in the embrace of nonlocal consciousness.

Later researchers built on Greeley’s initial findings. They found 
seven commonalities, including a sense of unity, enlightenment, awe, 
and bliss. The sensory vividness of the “enlightenment” experience 
exceeded that of everyday life. In his 1954 classic The Doors of Per-
ception, philosopher Aldous Huxley called this “the sacramental vision 
of reality.”

All mystics have similar experiences, whether they are Hindu sad-
hus begging as they wander the countryside, Buddhist monks isolating 
themselves in caves high in the Himalayas, or Christian nuns engaged 
in contemplative prayer.

Harvard University’s first professor of psychology, William James, 
after his own transcendent experiences, observed in 1902 that “our nor-
mal waking consciousness . . . is but one special type of consciousness, 
whilst all about it, parted from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential 
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forms of consciousness entirely different.” He said that no account of the 
universe would be complete without accounting for these states.

These altered states are more than subjective experiences. Sci-
ence now shows that they are objective neurological states as well. 
In his book How Enlightenment Changes Your Brain, neuroscience 
researcher Andrew Newberg calls this mystical ecstasy a “subjectively 
and neurologically real experience.”

FALLING FROM GRACE

Meditation is called a practice for a reason: You practice it moment 
by moment.

Yesterday I had a perfect meditation, the one described above. Today’s 
is less successful. As soon as I close my eyes, a thought rushes in to disturb 
the peace. Then another, and another.

Did I leave the kettle in the kitchen plugged in after I made my tea? I suspect 
that my colleague is saying nasty things about me behind my back. Is today the 
day the dry cleaning is ready for pickup? Elizabeth Gilbert is a much better writer 
than I am. When I was arguing with my father-in-law about his retirement plan 
last week, I could have made a much better point. Is it a leap year? When is my 
next performance review? Did the kids hear us making love last night?

I worry about each thought. Then I release it and return to Bliss 
Brain. I smile.

Then another thought rushes in to take the place of the thought I just 
evicted. I frown. I start eviction proceedings all over again.

I become frustrated at the constant invasion of my peaceful medita-
tive state by thoughts and worries. There are days that it never stops and I 
silently scream, “God, give me a lobotomy.”

Yet that frustration is just another worry to let go of. I love my mind 
because it’s so inquisitive and curious, and thinking and worrying is what the 
mind does. Wanting it to change is like standing on the beach and wishing 
the waves to stop. It’s a futile request that can only lead to more unhappiness.

What I can do is keep returning, persistently and deliberately, to Bliss 
Brain. I can maintain positive energy and good humor despite the unceas-
ing activity of the mind. This practice trains the brain in the experience of 
serenity and to reorient itself to peace when disturbed.
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This practice of deliberately flipping the switch back to Bliss Brain may 
be more important than attaining Bliss Brain itself.

We’re accustomed to believing that what counts is attaining our goals. 
For the meditator, the goal could be holding a consistent state of bliss. 
Surely the saint who succeeds in attaining everlasting enlightenment is the 
pinnacle of perfection?

Perhaps not. Perhaps the knucklehead who falls from grace, then picks 
himself up and clambers toward it again, only to fall back into the pit and 
repeat the process, is doing something important. The act of persistence may 
be more essential to the meditator than the permanent attainment of Bliss 
Brain. The true hero may be she who persists, not she who wins.

So in your meditation practice, fail happily. Fail an infinite number 
of times. Falling from ecstasy isn’t the problem; it’s part of the process. 
Choosing to elevate your state back to Bliss Brain even if you only succeed 
in maintaining it for a second is the crucial component of a successful med-
itation practice.

THE MEDITATION CYCLE

An important study performed at Emory University looked at which 
brain regions are active during the falling stage as well as the meditation 
experience. The researchers found four distinct phases to the cycle. They 
called them Focus, Mind Wandering, Awareness, and Shift.

Focus is when attention is centered in the meditative state. Then mind 
wandering begins. We become aware that the mind is wandering, then 
shift ourselves back into focus.

Seeing meditation as this four-part cycle, rather than as a single ideal 
state, gives us a more realistic picture of what to expect in our meditation 
sessions. The Emory researchers emphasize that “Focus is inevitably inter-
rupted by Mind Wandering (MW).” We then become aware that our atten-
tion has been hijacked and practice Shift. We shift our attention back to 
Focus on the meditative state. And so the cycle goes, time after time.

I used to envy those lucky few people who’d broken through to the 
other side, who had attained a permanent state of bliss, eternal focus unin-
terrupted by Mind Wandering. Who’d achieved permanent connection to 
the universe.
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2.3. Four stages of the meditation cycle. The meditator (1) achieves Focus in 
the meditative state;  (2) strays into Mind Wandering; (3) notices the devia-

tion, which is Awareness; and then (4) consciously Shifts back.

Like the Buddha after enlightenment, sitting under the Bodhi tree. 
Like Eckhart Tolle, who just “woke up” one day while sitting on a park 
bench and stayed there ever after. Like Byron Katie, who woke up to tran-
scendence in the midst of the deepest despair.

I used to compare them with plodders like myself, who after more than 
a half century of practice, still have to go through all four stages, getting 
sucked out of meditation by their wandering minds and then having to 
rescue themselves, time after time, even within a single hour’s meditation.

But now I understand that it’s the journey that counts, not the desti-
nation. That heroic journey back to Focus, even when it has to be repeated 
countless times, is what tilts the scale toward bliss. St. Francis de Sales 
(1567–1622) wrote, “If the heart wanders or is distracted, bring it back to 
the point quite gently . . . and even if you did nothing during the whole of 
your hour but bring your heart back . . . though it went away every time you 
brought it back, your hour would be very well-employed.”

It’s like flipping a switch that’s programmed to be in the “off” position. 
You notice you’re in the dark, and you flip the switch to “on.” You’re in the 
light (Focus).
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But then the switch flips back again, because that’s its default posi-
tion (Mind Wandering). You again notice you’re in the dark (Awareness). 
So you flip the switch again (Shift). You’re in the light again (Focus). Dis-
cover you’re in the dark, and you regard it as a signal to flip the switch 
back on again.

Do this often enough, and the ratio of dark versus light changes. In 
each meditation, you’re gradually in Bliss Brain more than you’re out. Each 
deliberate flip of the switch is a declaration to the universe that you’re 
committed to being in the light. It isn’t the length of time you’re in the 
light that counts; it’s the moments you’re in the dark and flip the switch 
yet again.

The Cockroach Crawling over My Foot
After her divorce, Byron Katie sank into a severe depression. She 

became unable to leave the house and then unable even to leave her 
bedroom. Agoraphobic, paranoid, and suicidal, she turned to drugs and 
alcohol. She lived in this state for nearly a decade, ending up in a half-
way house.

The other women in the house were afraid of her, so she was con-
fined to the attic, where she slept on the floor. There she had a tran-
scendent experience that changed her life completely.

“One morning I was asleep on the floor and I felt this thing crawl 
over my foot and I looked down and it was a cockroach,” she recalls. “I 
opened my eyes and what was born was not me . . . [This new person] 
rose, she walked, she apparently talked. She was delighted. It is so 
ecstatic to be born . . .”

As she opened her eyes, Katie experienced the awe of rebirth. “I 
call it love,” she says, “because I don’t have another word. But just to 
see my hand in front of my face, or my foot, or the table, or anything, 
it’s to see it for the first time. It’s a privilege beyond what can be told. 
It’s self experiencing the mere image of itself . . . born in love.”

From that moment on, her suffering ended. She walked out of 
the halfway house a changed person. As she sums it up, “I discov-
ered that when I believed my thoughts, I suffered, but that when I 
didn’t believe them, I didn’t suffer, and that this is true for every human 
being. Freedom is as simple as that. I found that suffering is optional. 
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I found a joy within me that has never disappeared, not for a single 
moment. That joy is in everyone, always.”

Katie went on to become an international speaker and authored 
Loving What Is: Four Questions That Can Change Your Life. It 
describes “The Work,” the self-inquiry method she developed as a 
result of her transcendent experience.

RACING YOUR CAR’S ENGINE IN THE PARKING LOT

For decades, one of the mysteries of neuroscience has been the energy 
consumption rate of the brain. Though it represents only 2% of our body’s 
mass, it consumes 20% of its energy. It consumes the same amount of energy 
whether engaged in a demanding task or at rest.

An attention-intensive activity like updating your resume, counting 
your breaths, standing on one leg, composing a poem, or navigating a 
strange city at night requires the brain to rev up to maximum power. A 
set of brain regions called the Task-Positive Network or TPN gears up to 
conduct the task. It includes structures like the parietal lobe and the lateral 
prefrontal cortex. These handle functions like working memory, cognitive 
awareness, and attention.

But when you’re sitting in your garden in a lounge chair on a Sun-
day afternoon, reading the comics or staring at the flowers in the garden, 
with your TPN dormant, your brain is still consuming 20% of your body’s 
energy. MRI research shows that the brain’s energy usage rarely varies more 
than 5% up or down in the course of a day.

It’s like a car engine that keeps revving even when it’s in idle. The 
Honda that Christine and I drove out of the fire has a six-cylinder engine 
with an output of 271 horsepower. When we’re tearing down the express-
way at 80 miles an hour, the tachometer tells us we’re running at 2,000 rev-
olutions per minute (RPM). But when we pull into the grocery store parking 
lot, put the transmission in park, and the engine is at idle, the engine is 
only turning over at 150 RPM, less than 10% of its peak output.

Your brain doesn’t work that way. It’s doing 2,000 RPM when you’re in 
Park. Why? That has long been one of the puzzles of neuroscience.

It turns out that when you’re doing nothing, your brain is not inert. It’s 
highly active. But it’s running on autopilot, with a set of regions called the 
Default Mode Network (DMN) fired up. The DMN is what our brain defaults 
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to when it’s not engaged in a task like creating a spreadsheet or kicking a soc-
cer ball or playing chess. When we’re mentally at rest, our TPN shuts down 
while our DMN kicks in, keeping our brains running at 2,000 RPM even 
though we’re not doing any specific mental task.

Marcus Raichle and the Dark Energy  
of the Brain

In the mid-1990s in a laboratory at Washington University in St. 
Louis, Missouri, neurologist Marcus Raichle made an unanticipated dis-
covery. It wasn’t the focus of his research, but suddenly, there it was. At 
the time, he didn’t know what to make of it and merely filed away the lab 
results under a label he made up on the spot: medial mystery parietal 
area, or MMPA for short.

His accidental discovery led to him winning the Kavli Prize in neu-
roscience in 2014. This prestigious Norwegian prize is awarded for “out-
standing scientific work” in the fields of astrophysics, nanoscience, and 
neuroscience.

What was the mystery discovery? Raichle was conducting PET 
(positron emission tomography) scans on the brains of subjects 
engaged in concentrated mental activities and on those of a control 
group at rest. To his puzzlement, the brain scans of the control group 
showed increased activity in certain areas when doing nothing. These 
areas were not active in subjects engaged in demanding mental tasks.

In describing this discovery, Raichle notes, “At some point in our work 
. . . I began to look at the resting state scans minus the task scans. What 
immediately caught my attention was the fact that regardless of the task 
under investigation, activity decreases were clearly present and almost 
always included the posterior cingulate and the adjacent precuneus.”

The posterior cingulate cortex (PCC), an area around the midline of 
the brain, is linked to the limbic system, which is integral to memory and 
emotional processing. The precuneus is part of the parietal lobe and is also 
involved in memory. Raichle observed these shutting down during con-
centrated mental tasks and activating in a brain doing nothing in particular.

In 1997, Raichle and colleagues analyzed nine older studies and 
termed the collective regions of the brain that activated during a rest-
ing state and deactivated during attention-demanding tasks “the default 
mode network.” Raichle also calls it the “dark energy” of the brain, 
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referencing the astrophysics term for the mysterious, unseen force that 
comprises two thirds of the energy in the universe. The background 
energy or “dark energy” is what’s consumed by DMN.

“It hadn’t occurred to anyone that the brain is actually just as busy 
when we relax as when we focus on difficult tasks,” observes Raichle. 
“When we relax, however, the DMN is the most active area of the brain.”

It jumps around between thoughts, emotions, images, and memo-
ries. Meditators call it “monkey mind” after the way monkeys, never still, 
leap from tree to tree in the jungle. Why does the brain work this way? 
We don’t yet know, though Raichle theorizes that such activity may help 
the brain stay organized.

2.4. Brain regions active in the Default Mode Network.  
See full-color version in center of book.

THE DEFAULT MODE NETWORK

The Emory researchers who identified the four phases of meditation 
found that when meditators slip out of the focused attention of the TPN 
and into Mind Wandering, the DMN activates.

The wandering mind of the DMN has a “me” orientation, focusing 
on the self. It may flit from what’s going on at the moment (“Is that a 
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mosquito buzzing?”) to future worries (“I’m nervous about next week’s 
exam”) to the past (“I’m so mad at my brother Jim for calling me a sissy at 
my fifth birthday party”).

The precuneus contributes to both self-referential focus and epi-
sodic memory. Disturbing memories are played and replayed. The idle 
brain defaults to what is bothering us, both recent and long-past events. 
These egocentric musings of the wandering mind form the fabric of our 
sense of self.

When you quiet your TPN in meditation, you open up a big empty 
space in consciousness. For a few moments, the brain is quiet, and you feel 
inner peace. Then the engine starts revving. The DMN kicks in, bringing 
with it a cascade of worries and random thoughts. You’re doing 2,000 
RPM in Park, but going nowhere.

And it gets worse. The DMN has a rich neural network connecting it 
with other brain regions. Through this, it busily starts recruiting other 
brain regions to go along with its whining self-absorption. It comman-
deers the brain’s CEO, the prefrontal cortex. This impairs executive 
functions like memory, attention, flexibility, inhibition, planning, and 
problem-solving.

2.5. Nerves from the Default Mode Network reach out to communicate  
with many other parts of the brain. See full-color version in center of book.

The DMN also recruits the insula, a region that integrates information 
from other parts of the brain. It has special neurons triggered by emotions 
that we feel toward other people, such as resentment, embarrassment, lust, 
and contempt. We don’t just think negative thoughts; we feel them emo-
tionally too.
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At this stage, the meditator isn’t just wallowing in a whirlwind of 
self-centered thoughts. The DMN has taken the brain’s CEO hostage, while 
through the insula it starts replaying all the slights, insults, and disappoint-
ments we’ve experienced in our relationships. The quiet meditative space 
we experienced just a few moments before has been destroyed.

This drives meditators absolutely nuts. No sooner do they achieve 
nirvana, the still, quiet place of Bliss Brain, than the DMN serves up a 
smorgasbord of self-absorbed fantasies. It pulls us into negative emotional 
states—then drags the rest of the brain along behind it.

The DMN. Hmm . . . that acronym reminds me of something: “the 
DeMoN.” The DMN is the demon that robs me of the inner peace I’m seek-
ing through meditation.

The Prince and the Demon
Buddhism has a story about prince Siddhartha, the future Bud-

dha, on the eve of his enlightenment. When Siddhartha began his 
meditation practice that evening, a demon came to distract him.

This was no ordinary demon; it was Devaputra Mara, king of the 
demons. “Mara” is the Sanskrit word for “demon.” It refers to anything 
that obstructs the attainment of enlightenment.

2.6. The demon attempts to shake the single-minded focus of the prince.  
See full-color version in center of book.
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Mara knew that if he could disturb Siddhartha’s concentration, 
he would pull him off the path to enlightenment.

Mara brought his whole gang, and they threw themselves 
enthusiastically into the task of knocking Siddhartha out of his sin-
gle-minded focus. Some demons pitched arrows at him. Others shot 
fire. Yet others threw boulders, and when that failed to distract the 
prince, they picked up entire mountains and hurled them at him too.

Siddhartha’s concentration remained on love. It turned the mis-
siles into a rain of flowers.

Mara then tried a different tack. He took up the role of ring-
master, and ran the ultimate Miss Universe contest. He conjured up 
a wide variety of beautiful women. They were of all shapes, sizes, 
and colors. Black, yellow, red, white, short, tall, round, skinny—Mara 
offered Siddhartha any possible combination of pleasures.

The degree of Siddhartha’s focus grew even deeper. He con-
tinued to meditate till dawn. In this state of perfect concentration, 
he forever removed the veil separating his local mind from nonlocal 
mind, and became a perfectly enlightened being.

Meditation traditions have evolved all kinds of techniques in an 
attempt to defeat the demon. Following the breath. Focusing on the third 
eye. Contemplating a sacred object. Repeating a mantra. Chanting. Walk-
ing slowly. Mindfulness. Invoking the name of a saint. All these are efforts 
to discipline the wandering mind.

Many of these techniques have a neurological effect. They activate 
parts of the prefrontal cortex that govern attention. This pulls the mind 
back to its meditative state. Research has shown that this regulatory 
neural connection is stronger in adept meditators than it is in novices. 
By refocusing your mind during meditation, you strengthen the neuro-
logical connection that presses the “stop” button on the demon’s favor-
ite movie, the Me Show. Even three days of mindfulness practice can 
increase this wiring.

While the demon is all about the self, meditation, especially lov-
ing-kindness meditation, is all about selflessness. All the mystical traditions 
of the world teach nonattachment to self as key to enlightenment. An area 
of the brain called the nucleus accumbens is part of the reward circuit 
regulating pleasure, addiction, and emotional attachment. Research shows 
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that this area shrinks in longtime meditators. As they disentangle their 
attention circuits from the demon’s endless “I, Me, Mine” attachment, they 
move into the transcendent state of Bliss Brain.

THE ME SHOW

Christianity has a story similar in theme to this one from Buddhism. 
On the verge of his maturity into public ministry, Jesus was tempted by the 
devil at the end of a solitary 40-day fast. He was hungry, and the devil sug-
gested he turn the nearby stones to bread. Then the devil showed him “all 
the kingdoms of this world” and said they could all be his if Jesus would but 
bow down and worship him.

These wisdom stories from the world’s great religions are more than 
ancient fables, or quaint superstition. They contain archetypal wisdom 
that illuminates core elements of the journey to enlightenment.

Notice the types of temptations the masters faced. The first attack by 
the devil played on Jesus’s hunger. Mara presented the Buddha with his 
fears—everything that is going wrong. “The slings and arrows of outra-
geous fortune,” as Shakespeare put it. That’s the DMN’s specialty: dredg-
ing up everything that has gone wrong in your past or might go wrong 
in your future. That’s the first way the demon tries to tempt you out of 
Bliss Brain.

Then the demon presented Buddha with every possible variant of sex-
ual and sensual pleasure. The devil offered Jesus all the wonders of the 
world. That’s another way the demon tries to distract us out of focus. All 
the good things we might experience. If presenting you with all your fears 
fails, then presenting you with all your desires might succeed.

There’s a final way the demon can yank us out of single-minded atten-
tion to focus. The brains of meditating monks show enormous amplitudes 
of gamma brain waves, about which we’ll learn more in Chapter 4.

Gamma is the wave of insight and integration. In Bliss Brain, we have 
flashes of unparalleled insight. It’s a creative brainstorm. You get down-
loads of brilliant blog posts you could write, extraordinary art you could 
paint, scientific breakthroughs you could achieve, marketing magic you 
might create, and life circumstances you might enjoy.
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Yet going down these rabbit holes can be as much of a distraction as 
your fears and desires. It’s all about me. My safety, my pleasure, my body, 
my money, my health, my love life, my career. Of all the streaming video 
series our minds could tune in to, the Me Show is the most compelling. It’s 
the demon’s ultimate weapon of mass distraction.

To reach and sustain Bliss Brain, it’s essential to do what the Buddha 
and Jesus did: remain in one-pointed focus.

A WANDERING MIND IS AN UNHAPPY MIND

To track people’s states of mind during their waking hours, two Har-
vard psychologists developed a smartphone app that contacted volunteers 
at random intervals. It asked them how happy they were, what they were 
doing at the time, and what they were thinking about. They could select 
from a menu of 22 common activities, like shopping, watching TV, walk-
ing, or having a meal. Eventually the researchers gathered some 250,000 
pieces of information from 2,250 people.

What they found was that people spent about 47% of their time in neg-
ativity. The researchers wrote, “A human mind is a wandering mind, and a 
wandering mind is an unhappy mind.”

When their TPNs were not focused on a task, their DMNs were focused 
on the self, immersed in their personal stories rather than the present 
moment. Their brains were working hard—but enchanted by the demon’s 
unhappy stories. “The ability to think about what is not happening is a 
cognitive achievement that comes at an emotional cost,” the researchers 
observed, concluding that “mind-wandering is an excellent predictor of 
people’s happiness” (or lack thereof).

Mind Wandering takes you out of the present, and into regrets about 
the past or worries about the future. The constant chatter of Monkey Mind 
takes our attention away from whatever activity we’re engaged in—and 
out of joy.

Participants in the study were least happy when they were doing one of 
three things. The first was tapping away on their personal computers, and 
the second one was work. No surprises there.
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2.7. The mind defaults to wandering between miserable past  
memories and fearful future possibilities.

But the third one was surprising: resting. Why were they most unhappy 
when at rest? Without tasks to occupy their minds, the demon took over, 
recycling its endless unhappy absorption in self.

When they escaped the demon’s fixation on past and present, they 
came into the present moment. That’s when they were at their happiest. 
Happy present moment activities included exercising, making love, and 
chatting with a friend. Sex was the only activity in which the demon con-
sumed less than 30% of their attention.

The activity they were doing made little difference to their level of hap-
piness when compared with whether or not their minds were wandering. 
Mind Wandering was more than twice as important in determining their 
degree of happiness than the activity. Only in the present could people find 
happiness.

WHY IS HAPPINESS SO FRAGILE?

If Bliss Brain is so desirable and pleasurable, why is it so fragile? Why can 
our brains be distracted from happiness by the slightest hint of a thought? 
Why is the demon’s slightest whisper enough to drag us out of bliss? Why 
are our brains hardwired for negativity?
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The answer is simple: That’s how our ancestors survived. Those who 
were the most responsive to danger lived. If your ancestor’s brain had a 
genetic mutation that heard the rustle of the tiger in the grass a nanosec-
ond earlier, he started running a moment sooner. Genes that paid close 
attention to threats conferred an enormous survival advantage, as I illus-
trate in my book The Genie in Your Genes.

People who were less responsive to potential threats died, and their 
genes were lost to the gene pool. Those who reacted to the smallest hint of 
danger survived, passing their paranoid genes to the next generation.

In contrast, happiness provided little or no survival value. Fail to notice 
a beautiful sunset, ignore the sound of children singing, walk by a rose 
bush without smelling the blooms? Nothing bad happens.

But miss the rustle of the tiger? That’s fatal.

So thousands of generations of evolution have honed our ability to 
respond to even the most minuscule whisper of the remotest possibility of 
threat, and abandon happiness at the drop of a hat. Mother Nature cares 
greatly about your survival—and not at all about your happiness.

That’s why the DMN defaults to worry, instead of to bliss. Mentally 
rehearsing future stuff that might just possibly hurt us, past stuff that definitely 
hurt us, and present stuff that might signal danger—all these are signs of a 
brain that is successfully practicing the strategies that ensured our ances-
tors’ survival.

This isn’t bad. It’s just excessive for the safe modern world in which we 
live. If you’re at a construction site where a skyscraper is being built, you 
wear a hard hat and safety goggles. Such an outfit is entirely appropriate for 
that context. As attire for tea with the queen? Not so much.

Although the DMN interrupts meditation, it plays a useful role in 
our lives. It is active when we are thinking about others, considering our 
safety, remembering the past, and planning for the future. It is also active 
in self-oriented and social tasks, including memorizing the experiences we 
collect during task-oriented activities.

The path of your inner mystic will elevate you to enlightenment. The goal 
of your inner demon is to keep you safe. You can’t get enlightened if you’ve 
been eaten by the tiger. Huxley observed that, “each one of us is potentially 
Mind at Large. But in so far as we are animals, our business is at all costs 
to survive.”
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People imagine they can modify the brain’s negativity bias by positive 
action, but it’s rarely successful. When you spend a weekend at a medita-
tion retreat, read an inspirational book, or take an online happiness course, 
you can shift your state temporarily. But not for long. You’re swimming 
against the tide of 4 billion years of evolution.

SELFING

That I-me-mine self is constructed largely in and by the brain’s medial 
prefrontal cortex. It’s assisted by the medial temporal lobe, the parietal lobe, 
and the PCC of which we’ll hear more in Chapter 3. This brain network 
allows us to do things that other animals cannot. We can compose music and 
calculate math. We have a sense of time that includes past and future, allow-
ing us to delay gratification to meet our goals. We are able to contemplate the 
very nature of consciousness, using the brain to think about our thoughts.

Yet consciousness is always turned on. Whether we’re focusing on a 
task using the TPN or listening to the rambling of the demon, the engine 
is running at 2,000 RPM. There’s no easy way of shutting off our thoughts, 
of getting outside the self.

In his book The Curse of Self, psychologist Mark Leary of Duke University 
shows the many downsides of this perpetual self-awareness. He shows that 
it leads to many forms of suffering, including “depression, anxiety, anger, 
jealousy, and other negative emotions.” He concludes that self-awareness 
is “single-handedly responsible for many, if not most of the problems that 
human beings face as individuals and as a species.”

We can summarize this state in a single word: “selfing.”

Meditation quiets self-awareness and gives us relief from selfing. In 
experienced meditators, the “self” parts of the prefrontal cortex go offline. 
The jargon for this is “hypofrontality.” Hypo is the opposite of hyper, and 
hypofrontality means the shutting down of the brain’s frontal lobes. The 
inner critic shuts up. The negative self-talk about “who I am” and “what I 
do” and “what other people think of me” ceases. We quit selfing.

This gives us a sense of identity beyond the suffering self and all the 
roles it plays. Psychologist Robert Kegan is the former head of adult psy-
chology at Harvard University. He calls the transcendence of selfing the 
“subject-object shift.” In altered states, we get out of the subjective selves 
we normally think we are.
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To be objective, you can’t be the object you’re contemplating. So when 
the brain enters a state of hypofrontality and we’re no longer enmeshed in 
the local self, we gain perspective on it. We realize we’re more than that. To 
realize it’s an object we’re observing, we have to step out of the suffering 
self. We see the demon from a distance as we step into an identity that is 
vastly greater than the one we previously inhabited.

2.8. When we make the subject-object shift we escape  
the limitations of the finite self.

Kegan believes that making this jump is the most powerful way to facil-
itate personal transformation. He says that after it makes the subject-object 
shift, “the self is more about movement through different states of con-
sciousness than about defending and identifying with any one form.” This 
ability to let go of the conditioned thinking that keeps us trapped in the 
limited everyday self opens the door to an expansive nonlocal sense of self 
that encompasses our full potential.

Some people even experience leaving their bodies. Neuroscientist Andrew 
Newberg describes a Sufi mystic who suddenly found himself looking down 
on his body from the outside. Many meditators report “drifting upwards” or 
“traveling up the tunnel of light” or “seeing my body from a great height.”
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No One Has a Monopoly on God
John was a gay, HIV-positive African-American man with a college 

education. One day, after transcending his preoccupation with his own 
suffering in order to help a drunk white man in distress, John had an 
out-of-body experience. Here’s how he describes it:

“I felt like I was floating over my body, and I’ll never forget this, as 
I was floating over my body, I looked down, it was like this shriveled up 
prune, nothing but a prune, like an old dried skin. And my soul, my spirit 
was hovering over my body. Everything was so separated. I was just 
feeling like I was in different dimensions, I felt it in my body like a gush 
of wind blows.

“I remember saying to God, ‘God! I can’t die now, because I haven’t 
fulfilled my purpose,’ and, just as I said that, the spirit and the body, 
became one, it all collided, and I could feel this gush of wind and I was 
a whole person again.

“That was really a groundbreaking experience. Before becom-
ing HIV-positive my faith was so fear based. I always wanted to feel I 
belonged somewhere, that I fit in, or that I was loved. What helped me 
to overcome the fear of God and the fear of change was that I realized 
that no one had a monopoly on God. I was able to begin to replace a lot 
of destructive behavior with a sort of spiritual desire. I think also what 
changed was my desire to get close to God, to love myself, and to really 
embrace unconditional love.”

Newberg notes that when you make the subject-object shift, this 
“reduces activity in the fear-and-worry centers of your brain, and as you 
watch your anxiety, you become less anxious” and more able to transcend 
the suffering self. While writing about an AIDS study, I came across a sim-
ilar story told by a patient.

This all happened in a moment, once John made the subject-object 
shift. Experiences of transcendence that allow us to see ourselves as dis-
tinct from the suffering self can completely reorder the fabric of our lives, 
changing behavior and personality. In Newberg’s words, “self-reflective 
observation . . . activates structures in the brain directly associated with 
Enlightenment and transformation.”

For centuries, Eastern religions have been telling us that it’s our egos 
that trap us in suffering. In the 5th century, Indian adept Vasubandu wrote, 
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“So long as you grasp at the self, you stay bound to the world of suffering.” 
These spiritual traditions emphasize meditation, contemplation, altruis-
tic service, and compassion as ways to escape the ego. Our emotions and 
thoughts become less “sticky” and “I, me, mine” “lose their self-hypnotic 
power.” That’s how we stop selfing.

Once we drop our identification with the ego-self enshrined in the pre-
frontal cortex and enter Bliss Brain, we make the subject-object shift. We 
can ask ourselves, “If I’m not my thoughts, and I’m the one thinking those 
thoughts, then who might I be?”

This perspective takes us out of selfing and into the present moment. 
In the meditative present, we can connect with the great nonlocal field of 
consciousness. Different traditions have different names for it: the Tao, the 
Anima Mundi, the Universal Mind, God, the All That Is. We then see our 
local self as the object.

With this view from the mountaintop, we’re able to perceive new 
possibilities of what we might become, this time from the perspective of 
oneness with the universe. Free of the drag of the ego, uncoupled from 
the chatter of the demon, the conditioned personalities we inherited from 
our history and past experiences no longer confine our sense of self. Like 
John, making the subject-object shift allows us to rewrite our life script. 
It also makes us resilient in the face of life’s upsets, as we’ll discover in 
Chapter 8.

GETTING OUT OF YOUR HEAD

Given the torment the demon produces for us, it’s not surprising that 
we want to get “out of our heads.” Seven decades ago Aldous Huxley wrote 
that “Most men and women lead lives at the worst so painful, at the best 
so monotonous, poor and limited that the urge to escape, the longing to 
transcend themselves if only for a few moments, is and has always been one 
of the principal appetites of the soul.”

Besides meditation, humans have devised a great many other escape 
routes. Among them are drugs and alcohol. According to a study by the 
RAND corporation, Americans spend close to $150 billion each year on 
illicit drugs. These include cocaine, heroin, cannabis, and methamphet-
amine. Another $158 billion is spent on alcohol.
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In the book Stealing Fire, authors Steven Kotler and Jamie Wheal 
describe many other methods people use to tune out the incessant negative 
chatter of the DMN and break the spell of the local self. These include:

• Extreme sports like wingsuiting and kiteboarding

• Mood-altering prescription drugs like OxyContin 
and Adderall

• Therapy and self-help programs delivered both in person 
and online

• Gambling

• Video games

• Immersive visual experiences like pornography, 3D, and 
IMAX movies

• Social media

• Sex

• Group experiences like shamanic ceremonies, church 
revivals, and Burning Man

• States of heightened creativity in the arts and sciences

• Mystical experiences

• Communal performance such as dance, drumming,  
music, and theater

• Immersive art

• Neurofeedback and biofeedback

While from the outside these look like completely different experi-
ences, from the inside they have much in common. They all produce pos-
itive changes in our internal felt experience. They put us in the present 
moment. They deactivate the demon and get us out of our heads.

Whether it’s a Burning Man participant juggling fire, a monk meditat-
ing in a Himalayan cave, a wingsuiter flying through the Grand Canyon, a 
psychotherapy client breaking through to insight, an audience applauding 
the Three Tenors at the Metropolitan Opera, a computer coder seeing a 
vision of ones and zeros streaming through the Matrix after a caffeine-filled 
all-nighter, a channeler hearing the voice of an angel, a teenager raving to 
the beat of techno music, a nuclear physicist flashing on an elegant new 
theory, an OxyContin addict ascending a high, or a worshipper having a 
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vision of Mother Mary at Lourdes, these experiences of getting out of our 
heads have a common neurobiological profile. They quiet the demon and 
give us a break from our endlessly spiraling thoughts.

Kotler and Wheal have long studied the inner state of flow through 
their Flow Genome Project. They are experts on peak performance and 
advisors to many top-level companies and organizations. Their research 
focuses on how we can escape the tyranny of the demon and incubate that 
delicious state of flow.

To measure how desperately we want to escape the chatter inside our 
skulls, they calculate how many dollars we spend on attempts to get out of 
our ordinary selves. They call this sum the Altered States Economy.

Their astonishing conclusion is that the Altered States Economy is 
worth $4 trillion per year in the United States alone; more than we spend 
on K–12 education, maternity care, and humanitarian aid—combined. 
That sum is greater than the size of the economy of India, or Russia, or the 
United Kingdom.

UCLA pharmacologist Ronald Siegel calls the need to intoxicate our-
selves out of our ordinary states of consciousness the “fourth drive” of 
humans and animals, and it can be as compelling as our three other drives: 
for food, water, and sex.

Meditation is just one of the techniques people use to escape the 
demon, but it has qualities that make it uniquely effective. It’s basically 
free; you can learn it online (see the resources at the end of this chapter), 
and it carries none of the financial penalties of gambling or consumables.

Meditation has no negative social consequences, unlike alcohol or 
drug use. Rather than the health penalties associated with addictive sub-
stances, it has positive side effects. It carries none of the risks of extreme 
sports. It’s portable and can be used flexibly at any time or place desired 
by the user.

THE FOUR CHARACTERISTICS OF EXSTASIS

Studies of Tibetan monks with tens of thousands of hours of practice 
show that they’re able to activate what Newberg calls the “Enlightenment 
Circuit,” and take the selfing network offline. They deactivate the brain’s 
PCC and medial prefrontal cortex, the neurological axis of the demon.
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2.9. The Enlightenment Circuit associated with Bliss Brain. Brain regions 
include those involved with attention (insula and anterior cingulate cortex), 

regulating stress and the DMN (ventromedial prefrontal cortex 
and limbic system), empathy (temporoparietal junction, anterior 

cingulate cortex, and insula), and regulating self-awareness 
(precuneus and medial prefrontal cortex).

In this altered state, the parts of the brain associated with happiness, 
compassion, and equanimity light up. Kotler and Wheal describe four 
experiential characteristics of these ecstatic states. They are:

• Selflessness

• Timelessness

• Effortlessness

• Richness

They summarize these four qualities with the acronym STER. The ben-
efi t of this characterization of altered states is that it’s not linked to a phi-
losophy, religion, guru, or cult. It focuses on the experiences common to 
transcendent states, rather than the paths by which people reach them.
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Selflessness represents a letting go of the sense of I-me-mine and all 
the elements that keep us stuck in our suffering default local personalities.

Timelessness means coming into the present moment. That’s the 
place where we’re free of the regrets of the past as well as worries about 
the future. We’re in the timeless now, the only place we can experience 
the state of flow. In Huxley’s words, “the eye recovers some of the percep-
tual innocence of childhood,” while “Interest in space is diminished and 
interest in time falls almost to zero.”

In this place, we relax into a sense of effortlessness. We feel con-
nected to the universe and all living beings, our lives infused with a sense 
of richness. In this state we make connections between ideas, and the 
coordination between all the parts of our brains is enhanced.

These rich experiences feel deeply significant. Kotler and Wheal 
document the human drive for ecstasy as far back in time as the ancient 
Greeks, saying that Plato describes it as “an altered state where our nor-
mal waking consciousness vanishes completely, replaced by an intense 
euphoria and a powerful connection to a greater intelligence.” Our 
English word “ecstasy” comes from the Greek words ex and stasis. It 
means getting outside (ex) the static place where your consciousness usu-
ally stands (stasis).

That’s Bliss Brain. When you quiet the demon, you open up space in 
consciousness for connection with the universe. This produces a rich expe-
rience in which time, space, and effort fall away, and you merge with the 
rich infinity of nonlocal mind.

WINNING THE EXPERIENCE LOTTERY

One of the magazines I see at airports is called the Robb Report. It’s a 
magazine for the ultrarich. It features glossy ads for $75-million yachts, 
private jets, designer clothes, and exclusive jewelry. You’re still selfing, but 
now you’re doing it in the presidential penthouse suite.

When I flip through the magazine, I reflect on how many children 
in developing nations could get clean water for the cost of one of those 
yachts. How many veterans could get the six sessions of EFT that it takes to 
cure PTSD? How many women could get shelter from domestic violence? 
How many near-extinct white rhinos could be protected from poachers? 
How many tons of plastic could be removed from the oceans?
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Why do we want the yachts and jets? Why do we want that house on 
the hill or the flashy new car? Why do we want the glamorous girlfriend or 
the Rolex watch?

It’s because we believe they will make us happy.

Dancing on the Moonlit Beach
On the way to teaching a workshop at Esalen Institute, Christine 

and I recently stayed with some friends in Carmel, California, a posh 
resort town by the ocean.

Shiloh McCloud is a visionary artist whose work in “intentional 
creativity” has inspired thousands of people to find their inner artist. 
Her husband, Jonathan, is a gourmet chef with an inquiring mind and a 
quick smile. After a heart-filled evening of conversation fueled by Jon-
athan’s melt-in-your-mouth skirt steak and a bold malbec wine, the four 
of us enjoyed a sound night’s sleep.

I woke up early in the morning before everyone else. I focused my 
mind on letting go of the demon and embracing Bliss Brain. As I entered 
flow, I was drawn to step outside the house. I smiled up at the moon and 
the huge glowing ring around it.

2.10. Dancing on the beach at dawn.
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I listened to the crash of the waves on the cliffs below. The ocean 
beckoned. I walked down the path to the beach.

The demon kept reminding me of my problems. “You didn’t tell 
anyone you were leaving the house,” it reminded me. “What if you fall 
off the cliff in the dark? It could be hours before anyone finds your 
broken body on the rocks below. What if Christine wakes up and starts 
worrying?” I breathe and try to stay focused on the champagne air.

The demon doesn’t quit. “You left your deodorant at home,” it 
babbles. “Where will you get more on this desolate stretch of road 
between Carmel and Esalen? You’ll be teaching all those students 
and you’ll stink!”

On and on and on the demon drones, serving up an unending 
supply of doom and gloom. As soon as I release each problem, the 
demon presents me with another one.

When I get to the beach, I take off my sandals and enjoy the sand 
squishing through my toes. I fill my mind with gratitude, pushing out the 
demon’s persistent cries. Spontaneously, my body flows into qigong pos-
tures. Awakening the Qi. Ringing the Temple Gong. Rolling the Steel.

The demon is forgotten. Fully in the present, I relax into the 
embrace of Bliss Brain.

I begin to sing, chanting a hymn of gratitude. A rogue wave 
crashes against a nearby rock. The backwash surges along the cliff 
face to soak me to the waist. I laugh at the kiss of the saltwater. I begin 
to run along the beach, dodging seaweed and rocks in the moonlight.

Out of breath, I rest. I call in my favorite archetypal guides and 
tune my mind to their frequencies. Joy. Vitality. Wisdom. Compassion. 
Beauty. Laughter. Integrity. Protection.

A half hour later, still in bliss, I walk back up the cliff path to my 
friends’ house. The dawn is breaking, orange hues of cloud streaking 
the turquoise sky. Jonathan greets me at the door with a cup of steam-
ing coffee. I walk into the bedroom and Christine opens her eyes. We 
stare at each other for several minutes, our eyes glowing with love. 
The day has begun.

Yet we can become happy every day without them. Happiness is an 
experience, and we can give it to ourselves at no cost. All we have to do to 
lose ourselves in Bliss Brain is quit selfing. We can train ourselves to orient 
to this state at the start of every day.
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Such experiences are priceless. They make you happy in a way the 
yacht and the Rolex cannot. You can choose ecstasis every day. You can 
start each day with gratitude and attunement to the universe no matter the 
distractions with which the demon tries to capture your mind.

Happiness is an equal-opportunity democracy. The bushman leading 
a subsistence Stone Age lifestyle in the Sahara can have it as surely as a For-
tune 500 CEO. You can own the $75-million yacht and be much less happy 
than the dripping fool dancing on the moonlit beach for free. You can have 
nothing except soaked shorts and feel deliriously happy, immersed in Bliss 
Brain and free of the incessant chatter of the DMN.

It’s experience that has value, not possessions. We desire possessions 
because we think they’ll make us happier, but extensive research shows 
that once our basic survival needs are met, increased possessions don’t 
boost happiness levels.

Meditation gives us the option of going straight to happiness and skip-
ping the intermediate step of possessions. Acquiring them takes a lot of 
work and time, and all that effort can take us out of flow. We can spend 
a 40-year career amassing the possessions and money that we believe will 
give us happiness in retirement. Skipping the amassing stage and going 
straight to bliss gives us the end goal at the beginning. We win the gold 
medal before the contest even begins. Play doesn’t happen in an imaginary 
future in which our lives are perfect. Play happens now.

We can become billionaires of happy experiences, the bank vaults 
of our minds overflowing with joy. That’s the only currency that counts. 
We’ve then acquired the end state without going through the intermedi-
ate state of getting stuff. We’ve loaded the dice, so that any and every roll 
produces bliss.

Why not live like that every day?

DEEPENING PRACTICES
Here are practices you can do this week to integrate the information in 
this chapter into your life:

• Releasing the Suffering Self: That’s the theme of this chapter’s com-
panion meditation. Use the link below to listen to this free 15-minute 
meditation each morning.
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• Play the “Name Your Demon” Game: Give the selfing part of yourself 
a funny personal name, or ask it what its name is and write down 
the answer. One woman christened hers “Sticky.” Another, “Yuggo.” 
This exercise separates you from identification with the demon, and 
reminds you that you’re in control.

• Make the Subject-Object Shift: Whenever you find your mind wan-
dering during meditation, simply thank your DMN by name (e.g., 
“Thanks, Yuggo!”) and then move your attention back to Focus.

• Mindfulness App: As a way of becoming mindful, enroll in the Har-
vard wandering mind study by using the link below to download the 
smartphone app.

• Time in Nature: Spend time in nature at least three times this week. 
Write those times in your calendar now, and treat them as seriously as 
you’d treat a doctor’s appointment. This exercise in self-care is a way 
of centering your mind and nurturing yourself.

• Journaling: In your new personal journal, write down the insights you 
have this week. Notice the way your mind works in meditation, and 
describe it in your journal. Just a few words are enough, like, “Had a 
hard time getting to a good place this morning. Lots of mind wander-
ing, but I settled down in 15 minutes.”

EXTENDED PLAY RESOURCES
The Extended Play version of this chapter includes:

• Dawson Guided EcoMeditation: Releasing the Suffering Self

• Video of Qigong Routine

• Video of a Brief Introduction to the DMN

• Marcus Raichle on the DMN

•  Full Version of Meditation Description at Start of Chapter.  
This includes two sections, “Communing with Archetypes” 
and “Seeking Answers from the Universe.”

Get the extended play resources at: BlissBrainBook.com/2.




