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“What is success? 

To laugh often and much; 

 to win the respect of intelligent people and  

the affection of children;  

to earn the appreciation of honest critics and  

endure the betrayal of false friends;  

to appreciate the beauty; 

 to find the best in others;  

to leave the world a bit better, whether by a healthy child, 

 a garden patch or a redeemed social condition; 

 to know even one life has breathed easier because 

 you have lived.  

This is to have succeeded!”  
Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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Few years ago, I went with my husband on a beautiful 

canoe trip to the Everglades Park, in Florida. It was one of 

those out of this world experiences: canoeing with the 

dolphins, the silence of the inlets, mysterious spots on the 

water, an oasis of peacefulness. 

We had another hour left to get back to the park 

entrance and return our rented canoe. I was savouring each 

breath of silence, while my husband was steadily paddling. 

The canoe seemed to flow smoothly, easily, effortlessly, 

naturally cutting through the streams of water.  

It was hard to realize that we were going against the 

current. I only noticed it when we actually started going 

with the tide. The speed increased and the flow was even 

more enjoyable. I started paddling as well, and my husband 

decided to take a rest.  

Soon enough though, I realized that we were not 

actually moving much, despite the fact that I was now 

paddling with the current. The canoe seemed to have no 

speed and I started worrying if we will make it in time to 

return the canoe to the renting place.  

I didn’t understand what was happening. Everything 

seemed to flow so fast and smoothly before, even when we 

were going against the tide. And now, I was using all my 

strength and determination to paddle, the current was in 

our favour, yet, we appeared motionless.  

Suddenly I realized what was happening: my husband 

stopped paddling…. 

It was at the moment when I had one of the greatest 

insights of my life: my husband has been the one moving 

our boat; in the right direction, at the right speed, with or 

against the currents. And he has been doing it so smoothly, 
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Learn From Everything  

by Traian Dorz 

 

„ Learn from the rivers to have a steady flow, 

Learn from the fire that everything will burn. 

Learn from the shadow to be silent and awake, 

Learn from the mountain to have unyielding faith. 

Learn from the sun how you can leave the day, 

Learn from the stones how much you need to say. 

Learn from the wind that gently blows its path, 

The troubles of your life, to peacefully surpass. 

Learn from them all, since all your kinfolk is, 

To walk with grace through life, to die as you have lived. 

Learn from the worm that each has its own worth; 

Learn from the lotus to always cleanse your soul. 

Learn from the flames what needs to burn inside, 

Learn from the stream to stay on the right path. 

Learn from the shadow to be humble like her, 

Learn from the rock how to endure the storm. 

Learn from the sun to know your timing well, 

Learn from the stars the right time to rebel. 

Learn from the cricket to sing when you’re alone, 

Learn from the moon to face darkness with glow. 

Learn from the eagle when feeling overwhelmed, 

And watch the little ant carrying its body weight.  

Learn from the flower to never cause dismay, 

Learn from the sheep that kindness is your way. 

Learn from the birds to fly more than you stay, 

Learn from them all, since all will pass away. 

Be mindful, son of glory,  

the world through which you’ll pass, 

To learn from all that perish, to make your living last. “ 



 



 

The Story of the Book  

"The best time to plant a tree was 20 years ago.  

The second best time is now." Chinese Proverb 
 

I wasn’t aware that I started writing my first book a long 

time ago. I was in grade three, when I wrote my first little 

poem that later turned into a little song. I would often go to 

the park and, while relaxing in the swing, my mind would 

think of another poem. 

Writing has always felt somehow natural to me. When 

combined with the right amount of effort, I would easily get 

high grades in literature. I loved writing in my diary, letters, 

or graduation speeches.  

Although writing felt natural, my career choice took me 

into a different direction: psychology and psychotherapy.  I 

wanted to help others and myself, using words to heal and 

grow, feeling that I am making a difference, through my 

day-to-day work.  

I often joke with my clients, when they have difficulties 

allowing themselves to freely express their emotions. “In my 

work,” I say, “ I only use two things: words and Kleenex. 

And I have plenty of each”.  

So over the years I’ve had a great deal of spoken and 

unspoken words. Yet, as the old Chinese proverb wisely 

says, it was after over 20 years that my next best time to 

write came.  

This time came from my desire to use words in a 

different way of helping others, expanding the limitations of 

the one-on-one clinical work.  

“Verba volant, scripta manent”, or “spoken words fly 

away, written words remain”, is one thing that I remember 

from my Latin classes in school. Through my written words, 

I want to give others what I have been receiving over the 

years: the power of words for healing and growth. I hope 
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that in some magical ways,  the words from this book will 

connect with others, at the right time, in the right way. 

When my children were little they asked me, “What do 

you do at work that is so important for you to take the time away 

from us?” I had to come up with a valid answer that they 

would understand and be all right with. “In my work, I help 

others to be happy and bring the best in themselves,” I said. And 

they agreed to give up a lot of time with their Mommy and 

contribute to this mission, including the time to write this 

book.  

Later on, when my daughter was about 5 years old, we 

would play this cute bedtime game. “Mommy, let’s talk about 

what we want to do when we grow up,”  she would propose. 

“But I am a grown-up and I already do what I love doing,” I 

said. She didn’t take me seriously though, so she kept 

asking, every night, the same question. I was trying to move 

the direction of our conversation to what she wanted to do 

when she grows up, and she was trying to do the same to 

me. At first it was amusing, but then her question forced me 

to start thinking seriously about it.  

“What do I want to do when I grow up?”… The more I 

thought about it, the harder was to find an answer and the 

cloudier my thinking seemed to get. Working too hard to 

find your purpose or happiness sometimes could feel like a 

dog trying to chase its own tail and never catching it.  

As J.S. Mill put it, “Ask yourself whether you are happy, and 

you cease to be so.”  

My daughter, who was the one to get me into this hard 

thinking, finally save me: “Mommy, you love reading, 

writing and you are loving.” You read a lot, you give love to 

others, I think it’s time for you to write.” 

Everything that leaves you without words is worth 

considering….  

I thought about her answer for a while. And then I 

simply forgot about it.  
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Couple of years later, we went on a trip to Romania and 

I had the chance to visit my childhood church, the place 

where I would bring all my little and great prayers, holding 

the faith that somehow all of them would be answered, at 

the right time, in the right way. And they always did. 

In the church silence, I asked the question, “What should 

the next chapter of my life purpose be?” My mind was busy 

asking, so it was only the moment I left the church, when 

the clear, simple answer came: “Writing”. 

And that was it! Since I asked the question, I had to be  

ready to accept the answer.   

I did accept it and I allowed the seed of writing to be 

planted in my life. I was excited about it, as if I was 

reconnecting with an old, dear friend.  

Like any seed that you’ve just planted, you need to be 

prepared to give it the time and care to grow. The moment 

you plant the seed, does not coincide with the moment 

when you can have the fruits of the tree in your hands. It 

takes time that could sometimes feel like ages. But If you 

don’t keep watering and nurturing that little seed, it will 

never grow.   

It’s hard to believe it will ever grow something of it, 

especially at the beginning of the process, when the seed is 

underground and your eyes are not able to see it. You don’t 

know if it’s growing, or if you are watering or taking care of 

it in the right way. It’s the time when you only act on faith; 

you keep nurturing that seed, one day at a time, until it 

becomes what you were hoping it would become. 

For the most part of my career I have been working as a 

mental health clinician with students and learners of all 

ages, helping them overcome their inner and outer 

difficulties in reaching their goals in life and becoming their 

best. I will always remember my oldest student so far: a 74 

years young lady, who returned to college to get her degree 
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that she always wished for, but never made time for it. Now 

it was her time to plant her most precious seed. 

In my work as a therapist, as much as I wished to be the 

one that would make a difference and inspire others to 

access the learnings of life, it turned to be the other way 

around. Each person that I have been trying to help has been 

my greatest source of wisdom and inspiration. And this is 

where the content of this book comes from, as my way to 

give back what I have been receiving. 

I wanted my first book to be a book for students and 

learners, in the largest definition of the word. Each of us 

becomes a student the moment we decide to learn 

something new, to change, and to pursue our wishes and 

dreams.  

Learning does not limit itself to school and academics. I 

believe that, Life itself is the top university in the world.  

Learning is all about life. We are born to learn anything 

and everything about life that is helping us follow its path. 

Weather we learn how to fix the coffeemaker, how to draw, 

how to start our own business, how to lose or gain weight, 

how to be good parents, how to write a book or how to 

overcome our human limitations and climb the ladder of 

spiritual growth, we engage in the same process.  

As complicated as it seems at times, this process can be 

quite simple, if we just pursue it like a river on its path, not 

getting trapped in all the rocks on its way. If we let go of the 

heavy rocks that we have been carrying from the past and 

our fears to change and become what we could be. Most of 

the rocks that block our way are actually handmade, tying 

our legs with strong ropes and expecting ourselves to keep 

running.  

This book is addressed especially to the learners 

between the ages of 14 to 105 years old.  

It is not a book particularly written for children, the only 

reasons being that they know how to learn already. They do 
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it all the time, at astonishing speed and volume. Maybe they 

don’t learn what and/or the way we want them to learn, but 

they are learning all the time. In fact, if we would let go our 

omniscient pose in front of them and allow them to be our 

teachers, we would be able to receive the greatest life 

learnings from them. Including the fact that learning is so 

easy that even a child can do it.  

While planting my new writing seed, the first think I 

thought I had to do is to actually learn how to write. Since 

this was a book for students, I decided that the most sensible 

thing to do was to first become a student myself, again. How 

can I teach others to do something that I didn’t know how to 

do myself first?  

I applied and got accepted into a post-graduate program 

at Humber College in Creative Non-Fiction Writing. I still 

remember going through the admission process and the 

exhilaration that I felt when I received my letter of 

acceptance. 

That was the moment when I also accepted my “writing 

crown” as I will be talking about it in the first chapter of the 

book. It was the moment I made the commitment to nurture 

consistently my writing seed, until the moment I will be able 

to hold its fruits in my hands. As my writing professor put 

it, in the process of bringing this book to life, I wasn’t able to 

write without taking it through the process of my own 

experience first. I had to walk the walk before making the 

talk.  Learning how to write and writing the book has been 

my laboratory for each word in this book. 

The moment I took my writing seriously, everything 

else around me seemed to welcome my decision. I was 

approved for a Sabbatical from my work place, my family 

has been going way above and beyond in full support, all 

my friends and everyone who I knew seemed to have an 

unconditional faith and trust that I could do it. They were 
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the ones that helped me overcome my own doubts and 

struggles all the way. 

As the title suggests it, not only the content but also the 

style of the book is written in a simple way. Reading this 

book shouldn’t be “hard work”, but an easy read that hopes 

to engage and inspire instead of preaching. It is not a 

manual of study or learning skills, neither a heavy theory 

book on the science of performance (that whether you 

would be too busy to read because you are already doing 

your work, or it would not be worth reading anyway,  

because it would tell you to do what you have been 

avoiding in the first place. ) 

Despite its simple way of being presented, behind 

everything that is written, resides all the theory, clinical and 

life experience regarding learning, performance and success 

that I have been accumulating throughout my professional 

career. As I mentioned before, this book started being 

written more than twenty years ago. 

The second part of the book is my own journaling. It is a 

personal example of “writing my own manual” on the 

learning of how to write, as I suggest later on in my book, as 

a helpful tool used while pursuing new learnings 

endeavours.  

Following the words of Nelson Mandela, “it always 

seems impossible until it’s done”. Once you do it once, when 

it’s the hardest, if you took the time to also record your 

process, the difficulties and the solutions that you found to 

your problems, then every single struggle and pain was not 

in vain. It was only part of the learning process and you can 

replicate it and optimize it again and again until you reach 

mastery. 

On the way to writing this book, to keep my motivation 

alive, I had to remember my answer to the “Why?” question 

(why do I want to do this?).  Part of the answer was that, if 
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there would be only one person in this world that would 

benefit from it, then this book is worth writing.  

Although it is not in my power how many people 

would benefit from it, I know for certain that my wish was 

granted in a way that I didn’t foresee it when I made the 

wish. I am the first one that has gained a tremendous wealth 

of personal learning, skills, abilities, inspiration, growth and 

strength, by following the process of writing this book.  

From the place where I received so much, I am most 

joyfully giving forward. 

Where It All Began 

The highest reward for a person’s toil is not what they get for it, 

 but what they become by it. John Ruskin 

 

Imagine… climbing the next mountain peak that you 

would dream of….  

You look on the map, searching for the best way to get 

there. While keeping your feet on the ground, trusting them 

to do what they know to do best, walking, your mind is 

clear about your destination; you re-energize and remind 

yourself of where you want to get; and you just keep 

walking, one step at a time, until you reach your new peak.  

You are present, immersed, connected with everything 

around you. Your breathing sets just the right pace for you. 

Nothing and nobody else exists for you at this time; right 

here, right now; no past, no future, no worries, no doubts, 

no need to control anything. Just being here, with the sense 

of clarity, purpose, freedom, as if you’ve magically flown 

away into another realm.  

The beauty around you is pulling you like divine force 

that is futile to resist…You keep following the path that you 

know is taking you to your peak. And once you reach it, you 

take the time to breathe in the air of victory, savouring at 

length the view from your newly conquered peak.  
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Before you know it, you want to do it again… and 

again.  

Learning, performance, success is the process of 

climbing your next peak. As simple as that. No harder or 

easier than what we choose to make it.  

It was our family trip to the Peruvian mountains that 

brought me one of the greatest insights on the process of 

pursuing success. I have been working as a therapist for 

many years, helping others “bring the best in themselves 

and be happy. ”I have been a “mountain guide” to others, 

carrying the light and the map and walking with them, 

holding their back when needed, on their journey toward 

their next peak. 

For me though, our Salkantay trip, would be the best 

summary of what I now believe it could help us reach our 

highest peaks. Since this trip has become a milestone on my 

life path, I cannot think of a better way of starting my book 

on “The SIMPLE Way to Success” than putting on paper our 

reflections and insights following that journey. 

The idea of taking the 5-day mountain hiking trip was 

meant to be our family gift to my husband on his birthday. 

“Salkantay Trek” was an alternative route to the traditional 

Inca trail leading to the famous Machu Picchu in Peru. Since 

this trip had no clear reservation restrictions for children 

less than 10-years old, as the Inca trail had, the decision to 

pursue it was left completely in our hands. Despite all of 

inner doubts that we would be able to make it, we made a 

commitment to surpass our previously known limits and 

skills, and give daddy a memorable experience on his 

birthday. We had a purpose, a higher mission and we took 

the challenge. Little did we know at that time that we were 

about to give ourselves one of the greatest life-lasting gifts.   

I remember the first cold early morning of our trip in the 

mountains; the four of us sitting in the back seats of the bus 

taking us from Custco to the place where we were starting 
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our hiking trip. I was looking around; feeling intimidated by 

all those strong, athletic, properly equipped and trained 

young people that were part of our hiking group.  

I was wondering how in the world we got to be there at 

that time. The hotel bed was so warm and comfortable, why 

did we have to leave it? We seemed to be so out of place; no 

other families, kids or parents.  It was the last place where 

we could feel that we belong or that we can have any 

chances of making it.  

I couldn’t help but lament to my husband, “Oh, my 

goodness, everybody in the group is so young! We are so 

unprepared; what were we thinking to go on this trip?! How 

are we going to make it?”  

In a calm, reassuring voice, he managed to ease all my 

anxieties: “Don’t worry; we have a good age average too”. Sure 

enough, the average age for the four of us was about the 

same with the age of each person in the group. Despite my 

fears, insecurities, self-doubts, even rational  reasons (the 

challenge was definitely higher than our known skills) and 

excuses that I could possibly find, at that moment I had to 

make only one, clear decision, if I wanted us to have any 

chances of succeeding in our endeavor: no matter what, once 

started, don’t hold back.  

On the early hours of our first hiking morning I was 

very pleased to wear every single (out of seven) layer of 

clothes that I purposefully packed, making sure that nobody 

in the family would feel cold.  Like any wise mother, I had 

the great, although short-lived satisfaction of reminding 

everyone, who earlier complained about wearing so many 

clothes, “I’ve told you it will be cold!” 

Soon enough though, I got my first humbling, yet hot 

and heavy lesson: if you want to travel far, travel light. The 

more you carry with you, the slower you move. You might 

think you need so much to make it, yet, most of the time we 
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do have everything we need within us, to face any 

challenges lying ahead of us.  

       Once the sun was up, it felt like going straight from 

the middle of winter to summer. I started taking off the 

warm layers, one by one; the higher we climbed, the heavier 

each layer felt. It reminded me of a Romanian mom who 

was scolding her child to get over-dressed in winter. When 

the child was trying to say, “But Mom, I’m really not cold”; 

the mom’s unbreakable reply was, “Of course you are cold, 

you just don’t know it!” 

       We camped the first night at 3850m (12631ft), at -10 

degrees Celsius, near the base of Salkantay glacier. We were 

able to watch the mountain peak covered in snow, under the 

most beautiful sky, full of sparkly stars.  

It was only at the end of the day, watching mesmerized 

the starry sky, when it occurred to me that, so very often we 

walk through life being driven by all the possible worries 

and fears and neglecting all the possible wonderful things 

that we could experience. If we could only choose to… focus 

on what’s worth it, rather than on what’s worrying… 

       We woke up the next day at 4:00 am, and for the 

first time ever, we had birthday cake for breakfast, as it was 

my husband’s special day. Not long after singing happy 

birthday, we got ready for the most challenging day of our 

trip. The plan was to first climb an abrupt trek of 7.5 km, 

elevating from 3350m to 4650 m, followed by another 15 km 

road, until we would reach the second night camp base.  

Aside from the long distance, our newest challenge was 

to cope with the abrupt altitude elevation. Despite the fact 

that we took three days before starting our trek, to get 

acclimatized to the high altitude, the lack of oxygen was not 

an easy task to manage. Only deep breathing did not seem 

enough while hiking.  

The solution to our oxygen problem, proved to be 

simpler and closer to us than we would have thought. Our 
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guide showed us the herbs growing on high mountain 

peaks, whose strong fragrance seemed to be “especially 

designed” to open the respiratory system and help with 

breathing. The higher was the altitude, the better the plants. 

So I learned that, there is a simple solution to every problem.  

The next learning came from my 10 years old son. 

Worried that this day would be too much for our children’s 

abilities, we rented a horse that they could ride for the first 

three hours, on the most difficult part of the trail.  This 

would save their strengths for the next 15 km of hiking.  

While my 7-year old daughter was very excited to have 

the experience of three full hours of petting a horse (she just 

loves animals), my son denied the option. He wanted to take 

the full challenge of hiking. We kept insisting that it would 

be best for him to go on the horse for the first part, and save 

his energy for the rest of the trip.   

At one point he replied, “Mommy, I want to do this to 

impress you”. I strongly reassured him that it’s impossible 

for him to impress me more than he already did on the first 

day. Moreover, he truly doesn’t need to do this to impress 

me, I reassured him.  

After a while, he came back and firmly announced, 

“Mommy, I want to do this to impress myself.”  

     I knew at that moment that this trail is going to be his 

initiation experience, his “rite of passage” into maturity, and 

he needs to do it for himself.  

But his decision also left me wondering… how often in 

life do we take the chance to do something to impress ourselves?…   

        I decided to take the challenge and impress myself 

that day.  Just for that day… 

I started my journey with an extra challenge to catch up 

with the rest of the group. I was left behind, making the 

horse-renting arrangements for my daughter, and trying to 

reassure myself that she was all right to go separately, on a 
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different trail than the rest of the group. My husband left 

with my son, who wanted to be with the rest of the group.  

I still have the clarity of pursuing each of those steps. I 

was on my own. It was a beautiful, crisp morning. The path 

was rocky, yet my feet seemed to know exactly what they 

needed to do. I didn’t have to push them, to control them, to 

be in charge. I just had to completely trust them to take me 

there. My mind seemed to be at an utter peace and certainty 

that I wouldn’t be able to explain.  

There was a certain silence inside, not even one extra 

thought or doubt that could have been a waste, adding 

heaviness to my steps. I became part of the trail and the trail 

was an extension of myself. I was only aware of my 

breathing; purposefully keeping the calm, steady pace of my 

breathing; in and out, in and out, like a lullaby; feeling light, 

free, connected, in synch with everything around me; I was 

in a prayer.  

I didn’t even realize I reached the group. I did not only 

impress myself, but my husband’s look when he saw me 

was definitely worth it as well.   

But one of my hiking greatest delights was to witness 

the way my children were pursuing their journey. My son 

was ahead of us, making a team with the group leader. I was 

watching him hiking, appearing to make no effort, 

determined, strong, and focused.  

I asked him how does he do it; what was the secret of 

his resilience? He simply replied, “Just keep going; one step at 

a time”.  

I lamented, “We are really stretching our limits, aren’t 

we?”. He confidently denied it, “No, because there are no 

limits”.  

I was left speechless, overflowed with a deep sense of 

pride, inspiration and gratitude. It is also hard to put in 

words the happiness lightening up his face when he reached 

the mountain summit.  
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  For the next couple of days it was my daughter’s 

turn to give me great insights on strength and 

determination. On the second night, after making friends 

will all the animals that came on our way, she got sick, her 

stomach refusing to keep any drop of water or food in. 

Nobody in the family slept that night and in the morning, 

she was exhausted and pale, with no energy to even sit in 

the chair. But, after only one afternoon of rest (and several 

cups of ice-cream as medicine), the next day, while still sick, 

she gathered all her strength and hiked another 15 km.  

This time the path was by a train rail. She discovered a 

brilliant strategy to keep her mind out of the way; she just 

focused on counting the train rails, one by one, so she can 

forget about all the body aches. 

And, sure enough, while the boys were flying high on a 

Zip Line and wobbling on a suspension bridge, we counted 

5314 train tracks and another 2886 mountain steps the next 

day, to reach Machu Picchu. 

And YES, we did reach Machu Picchu! And we watched 

the sunrise, and the time spent there felt like an out of this 

world experience.  

That evening, when asked how the trip was, our 

daughter responded with a big, exhausted smile on her face: 

“We walked for hours and hours and never stopped forever and 

ever”. Before falling asleep, they still had energy for an 

“Inkasagge” (Inka massage) and to make up a song, very 

appropriately named: “It was a hard enough day for me today”.  

Too often we believe that we need to be bigger, stronger, 

older to do great things, feeling that we are never ready to 

take the next challenge, afraid of our own greatness.  And 

here they were, a seven year old little girl and a ten year old 

boy, reminding us that, we are all that we need, at all times.  

What made our Salkantay trip such a impactful 

experience, was daring to take a challenge that each of us 

believed it was way above our limits; overcoming our 
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worries and fears and, with all the sweats and pains of each 

step of the way, welcoming the complete experience. 

 No matter your age, your strengths, your limitations, 

your beliefs or your past, this choice is available to all of us, 

at any time.  

       As my son put it, ” this was a 5 star experience”, 

and I couldn’t agree with him more.  

And… if ever in doubt of choosing between fears and 

what’s really worthy, remembering that,  

it’s not that we can’t, we are just scared.  



 

PART 1:The S.I.M.P.L.E. Way 

Take Your Crown 

“Wherever you go, go with all your heart. “ 
Confucius 

 

At birth, each of us is given a great gift, the gift of our 

life. Our life gift is like a country where the only person that 

could be the Queen or the King is You. You are the only one 

that could have the ownership, the autonomy and the power 

to rule in your country. Nobody else can do it instead of 

you, just like no one else can breathe, eat or walk instead of 

you. This gift is waiting for us until we are ready to receive 

it, to accept the crown. 

During childhood, others might hold our crown, 

waiting for us to mature, to be ready to accept it ourselves. 

Once we reach the young 

adult age though, we are 

becoming ready to accept the 

full ownership for our life. 

In birds’ world, it is the 

time when the fledgling 

would leave the nest, 

spreading its wings and learning to fly on its own for the 

first time. It is a big step to make – from the comfortable, 

safe, warm nest, into what seems, at first sight, to be a 

terrifying abyss. The novice bird has no way of knowing if it 

will be able to fly on its own, if it will be able to make it. It 

requires a great deal of courage to make that first step. 

Sometimes, when the mother bird believes her offspring is 

ready, she pushes the young bird out of the nest.  

In traditional cultures there are numerous rituals, called 

rites of passage, to symbolize and mark the transition into 

Independence is a dimension 

of emotional intelligence 

(EQ). It is the ability to stand 

on our own two feet, to think, 

decide and act for ourselves, 

to trust and rely on ourselves.   
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the adulthood. In our modern culture, though, these rituals 

and traditions have lost their significance, so entrance into 

adulthood has become a personal choice, with not much 

guidance or reference points. 

Choose to be the King or the Queen of your country, of 

your own life! 

Accept Your Crown 

Accept your life, 

so when you are one hundred and three years old, 

on your death bed, looking back at your life, 

you will be able to feel the peace and fulfillment, thinking; 

<<This is my life;  

I lived it my way and  

I made the most out of it>>. 

 

Sometimes we accept the gift of our life. We gather our 

courage and strength and embrace the freedom of being the 

King or the Queen in our own country. Once accepting the 

crown, we give ourselves permission to discover and learn 

our own ways, to fall and rise back, to encounter and 

overcome challenges, and ultimately to make our country 

flourish.  

 Sometimes we are afraid to accept the ownership of our 

crown, leaving it in the hands of others or of fate.  We might 

not feel read, or we might not want to lose the privileges of a 

comfortable nest. We might want to continue to play and be 

carefree, while somebody else can carry the responsibility 

for our country.  

When we don’t accept the ownership of our life though, 

we are losing ourselves into a parallel existence, living 

anything but our own way. We start feeling resentful 

toward others for “owning” or “controlling” our lives, for 

not allowing us to take charge and live our own lives. Or we 

feel resentful toward our fate, the unfortunate circumstances 
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of our past. We begin to feel powerless to do anything about 

those circumstances.    

Maybe nobody told us that there is a crown waiting for 

us and it is possible to have it. We might not know how to 

take it, we might wait for others to give it to us, or we 

believe that we don’t have the tools or resources carry such 

great responsibility. Or we might have seen everyone else 

around us accepting a miserable existence, tight up by past 

chains, and we learned  that this is the only way to live.  

Yet, there comes a day for each of us when we can make 

the choice to break free and start building our own life, in 

our own way, piece by piece. A day when, as we will talk in 

a later chapter, we can learn self-compassion and become 

our own parents, guiding the little child inside toward a 

meaningful future.   

We also have to make sure that, once we are ready to 

break free, we stop giving 

permission to others and outside 

circumstances to have the 

ownership over our life.  

“Taking your life” in your 

own hands carries a strange 

choice of words. The expression 

“to take you own life” means to end your life. In this case, it 

means to end whatever else you were living before, to die 

from your unreal existence, so you can live your worth-

living life. Sometimes people believe that they need to go 

through the physical death to achieve that… There is no 

need to end it physically, but rather to have the courage to 

give away the life that is not yours and begin the one that 

you would choose for yourself in the present. 

The bridge to your crowning may start with healing the 

old, deep wounds. It may involve going through emotional 

surgeries, in order to free yourself of the pains of the past. 

There are ways of doing this and, just as there are doctors 

Self-determination 
means that a person feels 

free, in control of his life 

and destiny, despite 

external pressures and 

constraints.  
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who can help us heal the physical  traumas, there are 

“emotional surgeons”, mental health professionals, who can 

help us heal our emotional wounds. And, just as you 

wouldn’t try to do surgery on yourself, even if you are a 

surgeon, it is important to know when to ask and accept 

help.  

Yes, take the crown! 

You are not your past.  

Be aware of what is holding you back.  

What is your greatest fear or loss that blocks the way? 

Taking the crown could sometimes come with the pain 

of feeling lonely and isolated. The pain comes from cutting 

the emotional umbilical cord from those that are keeping 

our crown or from what we are used to experience. It is the 

pain of growing into maturity, moving from the child, 

dependent position into the adult, independent one. 

Just as the child’s position is 

not permanent, the complete 

independence, “being on your 

own”, is also only a stage in our 

development. It is just a phase in 

the transition to the maturity of 

“inter-dependence”. It is the 

place where you are free of the 

fear of needing others to survive and make it in life; you are 

able to be on your own two feet, run your life, make your 

own decisions and accept the trails and errors in the process, 

you are self-sufficient and capable of sustaining your life. 

The main enemy in accepting this great gift is fear. We 

are afraid that we might not be ready; we are afraid to fall 

and fail; of not being adequate or good enough We are 

afraid of disappointing others or losing the needed love that 

we always hoped to receive; and maybe never did. 

Ultimately we are afraid of success: of climbing our highest 

Interdependence  is the 

stage in our emotional 

and social maturity when 

we are able to be in 

charge of ourselves and 

our life and at the same 

time we are connected to 

others.  
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peaks; of going at the full speed; we are afraid to meet our 

destiny.  

The Power of Choice  

“We change the world not by what we say or do, but as a 

consequence of what we have become.” David R. Hawkins  

When we don’t accept the crowing for our own country, 

we also give away our power. Our power to make the most 

out of our life, to rule it, to make our own mistakes and 

learn from them; to fall and rise again – to live.  

When we are waiting for too long to feel ready to accept 

our crown, our progress slows down. It feels as if we want 

to drive our car, pushing the accelerator pedal with one foot, 

while the other foot is strongly pressing the brake pedal. We 

feel exhausted, frustrated in our struggles, and yet we can’t 

move on. We feel stuck.  

The longer we stay in this position the more stuck we 

feel. Then other symptoms are showing up – depression, 

anxiety, gradually our life 

doesn’t feel like living anymore. 

We feel a deep void inside of us 

that we cannot fill, no matter 

how hard we try by running 

away, procrastinating, avoiding. 

We live in a self-made cage that 

imprisons us.  

There was this experiment done with monkeys. A 

hungry monkey was placed in a cage. Not very far, in front 

of the cage, there were a bunch of bananas. The monkey was 

getting hungrier and started stretching its arm to reach the 

desired food. Bananas were close, yet out of the monkey’s 

reach. With no other goal than getting its food, the monkey 

tried so hard to reach its food, to the point of breaking its 

arm; yet, with no chance of success. 

Autonomy comes from 

Greek for “self-rule,” 

and it is  the ability to 

make your own choices 

and go your own 

direction. 
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The critical thing the monkey missed on noticing, was 

the open door behind it. That open door was the easiest 

access to the bananas. 

We are often in that position as well. We are so focused 

on what we think we need or want, just to miss the whole 

picture. And this is where our work starts feeling harder. 

We keep swimming against the current, until we are ready 

to let go and start swimming with our own flow.   

No One, But You  

“No one saves us but ourselves.  

No one can and no one may.  

We ourselves must walk the path. “Buddha 

Sometimes we are trapped in a golden cage, a 

comfortable, warm nest that feels too good to let go. We are 

provided with everything we need to live (food, shelter). We 

might even have the support, the understanding, the 

comfort that others are willing to keep us in, sometimes for 

their own comfort or security.  

Why leaving it when it feels so warm, comfortable, safe? 

We feel protected in it, it feels like there is no danger, no 

responsibilities, and no challenges that could threaten us. It 

feels easy, when, in fact this is the hardest position that we 

place ourselves in. The longer we stay in it, the longer we 

lose our confidence that we can ever leave it. 

The brighter the gold, the tighter the cage squeezes us. It 

is precisely the comfort of the golden cage that imprisons us 

so much. It is the position where, inside that small, 

contained space, we battle ourselves.  

We cannot run away or hide from ourselves.   

And from there, we battle others. We are upset with 

ourselves, and especially with others, for keeping us in that 

cage. We fail to recognize that the cage is actually open.  
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There is the funny story of a man who was taking 

shelter under a tree from hail, thinking about his life and 

how much wrong others were inflicting on him. The more 

he would think about is opponents, the angrier he felt.  

He thought of asking God for help with his struggles. 

“God, please strike down all my enemies!”, he firmly 

pleaded.  

Suddenly, he realized that his request might hit too 

many people, with no control over who is going to be hit, so 

he asked for the chance to re-do his prayer. 

“God, please, knock down my worst enemy!”  

Before having the 

chance to rephrase it one 

more time, the man was 

struck by lightning.  

The easiest and most 

common thing to do is to 

see the cause of and the solution to what doesn’t go right in 

our life, outside of ourselves. Others are to blame and 

therefore it is their responsibility to fix our problems. We 

love and care for others, so they are the ones who can fill the 

void inside ourselves as well.  

Our eyes are only able to see outside of ourselves. While 

we are in the picture, it is hard to see ourselves as part of it. 

We need to open our inner eyes to see where the cause and 

the resolution of our difficulties reside.  

Sometimes we might wait a whole life to gather the 

courage and accept our crown. When our time here is over, 

we are left with the greatest regret ever – that we missed our 

life; we haven’t lived it and it is too late to take it back.  

We are confused about what was it that we were living 

during all of these years. We might have lived our existence 

for what we believed others expected of us, or worse, for 

nobody at all. Driven by fear, we got lost somewhere on the 

way, into the maze of expectations, unhappiness, lack of 

Responsibility  

(“response-ability”) is 

accepting our power of choice 

on how we respond to our 

outside and inside world.  
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direction; or simply rushing on a never-ending track, not 

reaching any destination.  

Now, imagine you are one hundred and three years old, on 

your death bed. The time has come naturally for you to depart, and 

you have the chance to look back at the movie of your life. What do 

you want to see as part of that movie, that would make you feel at 

peace, fulfilled, your whole being voicing out:  

“This was my life; 

I lived it my way and 

I made the most of it”? 

Accepting My Own Crown 

“We know that those who succeed see the same sunsets,  

breathe the same air, love and are loved no less than failures; and, 

in addition, they have something more: 

 the knowledge that they have chosen 

 to move in the direction of life and growth  

instead of acquiescing in death and decay.” 

Dorothea Brande 

My life turned from the “hard way” to the “easy way” 

the moment I made the radical shift. Without knowing at the 

time I did, what I now call “accepting my crown”. 

I was about 18 years old, just finished my first year of 

Economic studies, following a career that my parents 

thought would fit me the best, especially since my mom, an 

economist herself, believed she would be able to help me. 

Yet, my dream was to become a psychologist. 

It was an early summer day, my parents went on 

vacation. I chose to stay home and I was entrusted to 

oversee the family business.  A week later I had a fight over 

the phone with my mother, for being careless with the 

business. She was very upset with me, and, on the spur of 

the moment, she told me, “when I will get back home, I 

don’t want to see you there”. No wonder they say that when 
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you are angry, you will make the best speech that you will 

ever regret.  

I took her request literally. I suddenly turned away from 

being “an obedient child”, trying to do everything to get my 

mother’s approval, to actually leaving home. I didn’t 

challenge her words, I just left, breaking free in a traditional 

adolescent manner.  

I went to live with my best friend and decided to keep 

following my dream of becoming a psychologist. I had 

become very focused on preparing for my admission to 

university. It was a demanding admission, with only fifty 

spots available and almost 1000 candidates. And I had only 

a couple of months left before the exams.  

How can I best prepare for the admission exams?  

I remembered my father’s words telling me when I was 

a child: “You don’t even know how to learn!”  He was right, 

I thought; yet realizing that nobody ever taught me. Maybe 

nobody really knew at that time how to teach others to 

learn. So I decided that I needed to “learn how to learn”.  

I found a book in an old bookstore, a Romanian 

translation of “Learning How to Learn”. It was a small 

orange book that I still have in my library today, as a 

reminder of that significant time in my life.  

I read the book and started it applying it religiously. It 

worked. I learned how to learn and I was successful at it. I 

created a schedule for myself and… just did it. No time for 

resistances, doubts, second-guessing, procrastination. For 

two months, day and night, I did all that it was in my power 

to do at the time: I studied hard. It paid off to learn how to 

learn first.  

I heard that somebody tried eleven times before being 

accepted into university. I just decided to follow the same 

formula. I will try eleven times, I told myself, and if I still 

don’t get in, I will change my direction. It wasn’t in my 
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power to be accepted into university. But it was in my 

power to give my all in preparing for it.  

I made a clear decision to “just do my best”; everything 

else was not in my power. But I was totally ready to try the 

admission process eleven times.  

Fortunately, I did not have to try eleven times. Just that 

one time, giving my best and leaving everything else in the 

hands of God. Not only did I make it in the first 50 

candidates accepted, but, to my amazement, I was actually 

third from the top of the list, with the highest score on the 

psychology exam.   

I will always remember that moment when I found out 

that I was accepted… it became one of the defining 

moments of my life, part of the spring for my fountain of 

power and strength; the fountain that was about to ease my 

thirst for strength and resilience, all over again, for the rest 

of my life.  

I knew it at that time that if I was able to overcome this 

milestone, I would be able to do everything I put my mind 

into.  It was the moment when I accepted my crown.  

Defining Our Borders 

 “Lack of boundaries invites lack of respect.” 
 Anonymous  

As well-intended as we might be, we cannot go into 

anybody else’s country and rule in there, trying to make 

changes or make it any better. We cannot take the ownership 

of anybody else’s country. And at the same time, nobody can 

rule our own country, even with the best intentions. It would 

mean trying to take our autonomy that could lead to passive 

or active war.  

Others are only neighbors to our country.  

And we are only a neighbor to anybody else’s country, 

no matter how close the relationship. We can enter the 
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intimate territory of others’ feelings, thoughts, decisions and 

choices only as guests.. We cannot change them, influence 

them or make them lead their country in any different way 

than they consider appropriate. 

And others cannot come 

into our inner territory more 

than just as visitors. They 

cannot make the rules or 

decide the direction or the 

destiny of our country. We are 

the only ones who are responsible for that in our own life. 

When others are trying to take the autonomy for our 

country they send the message of war. One very important 

responsibility, as the Queen or the King in our country is to 

protect it.  

We can do this by strengthening our country’s borders. We 

shall create different borders with different neighbors, based 

on the degree of trust that we have with them at that time.  

We cannot expect them to set up those borders for us. It 

is our responsibility to do it in the appropriate, firm manner.  

To be able to affirm our borders, we first  need to know 

and respect what is important to us, our values, dreams, 

while respecting others as well. Otherwise it would be like 

trying to build a fence around our country, without 

knowing the property lines.  

Our own country is our main responsibility. We need 

courage to define and reinforce our personal borders, 

especially when others have difficulties accepting them. 

Sometimes we might be afraid of losing privileges, approval 

or the support of a particular neighbor. But we cannot use 

these fears as excuses for not protecting our country.  

Before I learned how to drive, I was a very peaceful, 

happy passenger. I didn’t know anything about driving and 

I didn’t care about knowing it. I left my husband be in 

Flexible, yet firm 

boundaries help establish 

healthy relationship with 

others, while respecting 

everyone’s right to pursue 

their own path in life.  
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charge of the driving, trusting him to do exactly what he 

need to do to get us safely to our destinations. 

The moment I got my driver’s license though, 

everything started to change. With my license in my pocket, 

I thought I knew the right way to drive. I started correcting 

him for everything that I thought was not by the book. 

I was convinced that I was right, generously providing 

him with “constructive criticism”, justified by my best 

intentions to be helpful and especially to keep us all safe. I 

believed this was a “life and death” situation so I couldn’t 

just watch him make all sorts of errors that could eventually 

cost us our lives.  

Eventually he calmly, but firmly 

had to ask me: 

 ‘Who is in the driver’s seat? “ 

 “Well, but…” I tried to defend 

myself. 

“No, tell me who is in the 

driver’s seat? 

“You are.”  

“Well, if I am in the driver’s seat that makes me the 

driver and you a passenger. A passenger cannot drive the 

car. If you don’t agree, or you  don’t like the way I drive, if 

you have a different way of driving or you don’t feel safe 

when I’m driving, then you have three choices: to drive 

yourself, to be a passenger and let me drive, or to leave the 

car.”  

Soon enough I chose to retrain myself to be a happy 

passenger and respect the driver’s rules.  

To be able to drive safely, your car or your life, you need 

to constantly remember:  

I am in the driver’s seat and everyone else is just a passenger. 

Assertiveness is 

another trait of 

emotional 

intelligence. It is the 

ability to stand up for 

yourself, voicing your 

position in a mature, 

balanced manner. 
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Other's Opinion of You Is Not Your Concern 

 We are often caught up in the maze of relationships- 

friendships, break-ups, disappointments that could affect 

the way we perceive our value and sense of self-worth. 

While looking for a reference point in trying to define who 

we are, others’ opinions and perceptions about us could be 

adopeted as the only valid ones. It is easy to lose the real 

reference point: us, as part of  our own growth process.  

 And yet, others’ opinion about us should be none of our 

concern. The way somebody views us at a certain point in 

time is merely a reflection of that 

person more than a reflection of 

ourselves. It’s a reflection of how 

they view the world and others, 

based on what they have learned 

from previous life experiences. It 

is very much a mirror of the way 

they view and feel about 

themselves. A happy, self-fulfilled person will have a greater 

ability to see the best in others. A person in conflict with 

oneself is often unable to acknowledge the good in others. 

People’s lenses are colored by their inner landscapes. 

Therapists working with children use an approach called 

“play therapy”. The child is given some toys and the 

therapist creates the safe space and observes how the child 

interacts with the objects. The main assumption is that 

children will play out their inner worlds, though the way 

they are engaging with the toys. 

As adults, we do exactly the 

same thing,  this time with other 

people, instead of toys. We 

“project” on others our inner 

world, our issues, conflicts, wishes.  

Inner security is the 

sense of safety and 

equilibrium within 

oneself while 

encountering the 

differences in other 

people or circumstances.   

Psychological 

projection is attributing 

to others the traits that 

we deny in ourselves.  
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We see and play out on others our past and who we are 

in the present. But most of the time we are not aware of it, so 

we are convinced it’s the other person “doing it” to us. 

 There is the story of a newly married couple that 

moved into their first apartment, in a very crowded district. 

The buildings were so close to one another that you could 

see inside your  neighbor’s apartment.  

During their morning  coffee time, the young wife 

would express her astonishment at the state in which the 

apartment in front of them was. It looked just indescribably 

dirty. So dirty that it was behind the young’s wife power of 

comprehension and acceptance.  

The young wife’s aggravation with the unchanged state 

of her neighbor’s apartment, would grow every morning. 

“How could she live like this?” she wondered. “It’s been 

months now and she does not do anything about it. Maybe 

she doesn’t know how to clean her house. Maybe she needs 

someone, like me, who can teach her how to properly clean 

her house. It is just outrageous.” “And she doesn’t even care 

of how her mess affects everybody else around her.” 

These concerns troubled the young wife greatly. She felt 

compelled to do something about it.   

 Until one morning, when a miracle happened. She woke 

up and exclaimed in disbelief. She couldn’t believe her eyes.  

“Look, dear! Our neighbor’s apartment looks spotless!  Just 

when I was about to go and teach her the right way to clean 

it, this happened!” 

The young husband, who had patiently listened to her 

concerns for months now, simply replied: ‘No Dear, her 

apartment is just the same as it’s always been. What really 

happened is that I woke up earlier this morning and I 

cleaned our windows.”  

The great Swiss psychologist Carl Jung once said, 

“Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an 

understanding of ourselves.”  



 

The Hard Way 

Is There Any Substitute for Hard Work? 

Thomas Edison would simply answer, “No”. But he is 

also the one who said, "Genius is one percent inspiration and 

ninety-nine percent perspiration."  

I was having a dispute with some friends about what is 

the best way to parent toward high performance. My friends 

were all highly educated professionals, meeting the external 

criteria for success, so they trusted their methods. 

I was enthusiastically claiming that, in supporting our 

children to become successful, it’s not necessary to force the 

concept of work having to always be a hard, painful process. 

Work is simply work. Attaching a negative emotional 

valence to it could build an attitude of resistance to it. When 

we insist that the only way to achieve success is through 

pain and struggle, we actually risk creating more emotional 

and mental barriers toward pursuing success, rather than 

actually helping them get there. It is hard for someone to 

voluntarily keep moving toward pain in the long run.  

The belief that unless we go through pain we cannot 

achieve success often makes us avoid and move away from 

the process rather than freely engaging in it. Yes, there is the 

inevitable growth pain related to our process of pursuing 

high levels of performance, but this is just one component of 

the formula for success. Since work is such a big part of our 

life, even when we are willing to take in the continuous pain 

as the price for what we believe we could gain, life overall 

might become a never ending struggle, having difficulties to 

sustain the reasons for long-lasting pain. Life overall has a 

more extended definition of success and achievement. 

My ideas did not find an unconditional loving place 

with my friends. We were all raised in a society where hard 

work, harsh discipline, pain, self-sacrifice, competition, high 
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expectations and pressure were part of the norm. “That’s 

how we’ve got where we are today”, they would argue.  

One of my friends was a professor at a University in 

China. He talked about his amazement with China’s 

booming economy, like never seen in history before, 

reaching such growth peaks that thirty years ago, nobody 

could imagine it is possible. China was the second largest 

economy in the world in 2010 and is expected to surpass the 

American economy by 2025. 

“How do you think they reached these performances if 

not through pain and harsh discipline?” he would ask.  

My friend was very convincing. And we were not 

talking about our own road for success, but our children’s as 

well. My daughter’s words came to mind, with her recent 

reply to my husband’s request to do the homework.  “I don’t 

have to do the homework. Homework feels like hard work 

and mommy says that work does not need to feel hard”.  

Just as this wouldn’t have been convincing enough, the 

next day I had a consultation with a student who had 

difficulties forgiving his parents, for no other good reason 

that they did not push him hard enough to do well 

academically. He was attributing his current failures to his 

parents who supported his sports achievements at the 

detriment of his academics. When his athletic career ended 

and he decided to come back to school, he found himself at 

the elementary academic level.  

I certainly couldn’t argue much with the healthy, time-

proven, “hard work” concept. As the song says, “Who am I 

to disagree?” These were all strong values that nothing 

could compete with them in proving that they are not the 

only way that would make it impossible to fail.  

How can I talk about a different way?! What am I trying 

to teach others? What kind of parent am I, saying that the 

hard work does not need to be hard? What kind of values do 

I want to give them, in an already morally-degrading society 
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whose focus seems to be on the easy way out, on short-cuts, 

and no work ethics? My friends were right. We were raised 

the “hard way” and this could have been what built our 

resilience and paved our road to success.  

My last “defense” was to send my friend an article later 

on, with the title: “The China Puzzle: Falling Happiness in a 

Rising Economy”. Yet it felt like a blasphemy for me to even 

consider any other way but the painful way. Forget about 

writing a book!   

Show Me the Facts 

I stopped writing for a while. I couldn’t keep going and 

write about something that I did not fully believe in. I could 

only write what I was able to live myself, being real to me, 

and not just repeating some theories. But I didn’t know any 

more what was the way to success that I believe in. 

Instead of writing, I found refuge in researching, as a 

way of grounding myself, finding out what was 

scientifically proven to work already. Theory after theory, 

book after book, from the “Tiger Mom” phenomenon, to 

Gladwell‘s “Outliers”, were talking about the unbeatable 

high performance of Asian students, holding on to their 

heritage advantage of the “Asian rice paddies”, where 

“doggedness is not the exception but a cultural trait”.   

I learned that just as growing rice requires 

perfectionism, constant vigilance, long days of repetitive 

work of regularly reaching three thousand hours a year, 

achieving high performance to the Asian students involves 

hard, rigorous work, with many, many hours of practice 

toward reaching perfection.  “Chinese Americans are 

overrepresented in many of the nation's elite universities" 

said Yong Zhao and Wei Qiu, professors at the University of 

Oregon.  The kids get higher SAT math scores, and are 

disproportionately represented among U.S. National Merit 

Scholars”  (Zhao & Qiu 2009).  
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As the saying goes, "Behind every successful man there 

is a woman". Research also confirmed that Chinese mothers 

raise more accomplished, academically successful students 

because they are more demanding and strict than Western 

mothers. I started devouring the “Battle Hymn of the Tiger 

Mother” book. Amy Chua describes the superiority and 

effectiveness of raising stereotypically successful children, 

through harsh discipline and total parental control, focused 

on externally–valued achievements, at the expense of 

missing the overall life picture.    

It wasn’t long before reading the book as a simple 

literature review, moved to an intense self-therapeutic 

process, realizing that the tiger parenting was not a foreign 

concept to me at all. After experiencing the complete flow of 

carefree wondering at my grandparents’ farm in Romania, 

during my early childhood, I had to transition to a different 

way of parenting. My mom’s parenting style was an Eastern 

European version of the Tiger mom. She genuinely believed 

that the authoritarian, fear-based discipline was the most 

efficient approach, with sanctions for any grades less than 

excellent (I would be punished if I would get a 90% grade 

instead of 100%), expecting utter compliance, and minimal 

leisure or nonacademic socializing. Being raised in the 

communist regime, the only sure way to surpass your 

economic and social condition was through high academic 

achievement, especially in the Science domains.    

Since I resented what I perceived as the harsh and 

overly restrictive discipline of my childhood, I always 

believed that I started becoming successful only after taking 

my life in my own hands and rebelling from my mom’s 

authority. But wasn’t I blinded to the whole truth? Wasn’t I 

missing a big part of the whole picture, dismissing the 

obvious positive impact of the strict discipline on my later 

work ethics and achievement? The Tiger’s mom parenting 

solution as a result of her younger daughter’s rebellion, was 



The Hard Way  

47 

 

to raise the child the “Chinese style” up to the age of 18, and 

then to give her control over her life.  

I do agree that the best time to learn the value of strong 

work ethics, self-discipline, perseverance, even the “hard” 

part of the “hard work” is during childhood, benefiting you 

much longer than if you learned later on in life.  

It was about time for me to genuinely acknowledge that 

I would not have been the person that I am today, with where I am 

now in my life, if it wasn’t for my parents raising me just the way 

they knew it was best at the time.  My mom always used to say, 

and I couldn’t agree with her more, “the hardest thing in life is 

to know how to be a good mother.” Since everything has two 

sides of the coin, you can never be certain of having any 

chance of “getting it right”. What you might believe is the 

best at the time, can turn to be “you ruined my life” death 

sentence, especially when your precious baby will reach 

adolescence. Having the strength to consistently act from a 

place of love, in your child’s best interest is truly a saintly work. 

Like in any pursuit of performance, to me, one of the 

greatest challenge in my never-ending pursuit of learning to 

become a good mother is to find the optimal way. It is not 

easy keeping the balance of the right forces  and contributing 

to the creation of a sculpture piece rather than just crashing 

the rock in the mining process of finding the diamond.  

I do not have doubts that the tiger parenting can be 

highly efficient in achieving high performances. In 1976 at 

Montreal, it was the tiger coaching and training that got our 

Romanian hero, Nadia Comăneci, to be the first gymnast in 

Olympic history to be awarded the perfect score of 10.0.  It is 

also the tiger approach education that places Romanian 

students, year after year, at the top places at the 

International Math and Science Olympics.  

Yet, both as a mental health clinician and as a mother, it 

is hard to ignore the multitude of research showing concerns 

on the mental health of Asian students, connected to my 



The Hard Way  

48 

 

own observations from my clinical work. For a long time I 

could not understand why the extremely capable, 

hardworking Asian students that I was working with were 

failing, dropping out of University, struggling with multiple 

suicide attempts or self-harming behaviours.  

I knew they could succeed, why did they not believe it 

as well?  It took me a while to understand the impact of the 

tiger parenting on their long term well-being. The horrifying 

fear of failing, high pressure and expectations, poor 

communication with parents, the sense of shame, 

inadequacy, isolation and the lack of skills in dealing with 

failure, were making these students vulnerable, ultimately 

leading to poorer psychological and academic outcomes. 

As a mother, I wish something higher than success for my 

children. I wish they will also live fulfilling, happy, 

meaningful lives, engaged with all the treasures that life has 

to offer, taking on their own chosen paths, while I can be 

there to support them in shaping their own diamonds.  

How In the World Did I Get Here? 

For the next few days I went through an “existential 

crisis”. I started questioning and seriously doubting myself 

and my ways of achieving success. I was having a hard time 

resolving my own puzzle.  

How in the world I got where I am today?! Somehow I 

was feeling like a fraud, for getting where I am without 

paying the price of painful hard work. Something felt utterly 

wrong; something felt wrong about me, because everybody 

else followed the right ways, while I didn’t seem to take life 

and success as seriously.  To me, life has been a fascinating 

playground, with infinite possibilities to explore, play, 

discover, create, learn rules, break rules and create new 

rules, overcome challenges.  And how can I write and teach 

others, including my own children that the hard way is not 

the sure way to reach success?! 
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And yet, reflecting back at my personal history, I didn’t 

really choose the “easy way”, as others would define it; I 

chose my easy way. I was the third on the admission 

acceptance list to University, and I graduated with an 

average of over 90%. I was a licensed psychologist and when 

I came to Canada I started from ground zero, embarking for 

the next few years on a regimental schedule to pursue my 

dream once again.  

I dreamed of continuing to do what I loved doing 

before, in a country where I didn’t know the language.   I 

sometimes joke with my clients, as a way to tell them that it 

is perfectly all right to cry during our meetings, “ In my 

work, I only use two things: Words and Kleenex.” I could 

have made the money for Kleenex through my night shift 

job as a security guard, but I still didn’t have the words. So, 

after finishing my work shift at 8:00 am, at 9:00 am I would 

attend my volunteer work as a counsellor, to gain Canadian 

experience. From 2:00 – 6:00 pm I would go to English 

classes to “get the words’, then sleep for few hours and start 

my job again at 12:00 midnight.  

Once I got the words, I went back to University and 

completed two Master programs (yeah, one could have been 

enough, but the feeling that it is never enough was still 

there). On 9/11, I didn’t know that Twin Towers fell until the 

next day, because I was immersed in an assignment that I 

had to hand in the next day, and I couldn’t stop to ask why 

everybody left the library that evening.  

All of these could be perceived by an external viewer as 

“hard work”. It certainly didn’t feel this way to me. Looking 

back at my path so far, I cannot perceive it as “hard, painful, 

self-sacrificing work”. I enjoyed it and every challenge was 

just another stepping stone taking me closer to my purpose.  

I did what I wanted, because I wanted to. I chose a career 

that I was passionate about and everything I did mostly felt 

like play on different playgrounds.  
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Now I think of myself as being successful, for no other 

criteria than the fact that I love my life. I wake up in the 

morning feeling excited about the day ahead of me, about 

my work, my family, my new initiatives and projects, about 

the people in my life.  I feel in charge of my life, living by 

my own motto, “this is my life, I live it my way and I make the 

most out of it.”  

I also consider myself to be a happy person. My simple 

definition of happiness is, being engaged with life and with 

everything that is part of it, while using and making the 

most of the gifts and blessings that I have been given. 

The Hard Way: Swimming Against Your Tide 

When we go against the tide, the purpose is to build 

strength, taking the challenge to go beyond our comfort 

zone, beyond our limits; the purpose is to grow. It doesn’t 

need to be hard, just taking the challenge because you 

choose to grow your strength. 

Yet, whenever we can, whenever we meet our tide, we 

have to take it, to follow it, making the most of its energy, 

trusting it at the same time to take us into the right direction. 

One of the main resistances is the question: “Yeah, but 

what if the current doesn’t take me into the right direction?” 

What if I get lost?  

So, I’m asking back: ‘What is the right direction?”  

Do you know the right direction for yourself, or you 

were told, you just heard what the right direction might be? 

Maybe what you heard was the right direction for others, 

but not for yourself. 

What if you follow a direction, a path that you think it 

easy because it was already set in front of you by others? 

You expect it to be easy because it is defined already; you 

don’t have to plug through the heavy snow to create it and 

you expect it to be easy. 
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When it doesn’t feel easy though, you are confused. You 

wonder, how could this be? You were doing what you were 

told; you were doing the right thing. Yet, it feels harder and 

harder, more and more strenuous. It should feel easy. It 

seems easy to others; why not for you?  

You start doubting yourself: what is wrong with me? 

“Why can everybody do it but me? Why do I have such a 

hard time? Why all my efforts seem to be just Sisyphean 

work, impossible to complete? I must just be inadequate; not 

as good as others; everybody else can do it, but me. “ 

You push yourself even harder: “I have to make this 

work! I have to prove that I can do it too; that I am as good if 

not even better than others. I have to prove myself. I have to 

prove that I am not a fake.” And somehow this is precisely 

what you are doing: you keep faking it, pushing forward, 

and it feels harder and harder. The further away you are 

getting, the harder it is. 

The last thing you would consider is letting go. You feel 

that you invested so much on this path, how can you go 

back? There are brief moments of doubt, “what if this is not 

the right path for me?” But you immediately push them 

away, with a strong force, so they won’t derail you from this 

path. This must be the right path; this is what others have 

followed; this is what is expected of me. 

And who am I to decide the right path in the first place? 

Ultimately I am just this inadequate being who is not even 

able to be as good as others, who is not even able to follow a 

path that everyone else seems to follow with such an ease. 

So you keep pushing, forgetting to read the sign on the door: 

“Pull”; instead of push. It comes back to the joke that my 

daughter told me the other day: “Things are so much easier 

when you know how to read. Once you read the ”Pull” sign 

on the door, you stop pushing and the door will open. ” 

You keep pushing and life has its own ways of trying to 

get you back on your own path. You encounter struggles, 
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difficulties; at one point you do a brief evaluation and might 

notice that you have been putting so much effort, and yet 

you haven’t moved very far. You try to push harder, based 

on the belief that this must be because of your inadequacy. 

You are not as good as others, you might think, so you have 

to work even harder to become that good. You look for 

reference points outside yourself, in others, but they seem to 

be so transient, so hard to read. Yet you hold on dearly to 

the belief that others are better than you, therefore they 

deserve better.  

The more you doubt yourself, the harder it is to achieve 

your goals. It depletes you of all the energy that you had 

left. It’s one of those holes in the gas 

tank that seems to drain most of 

your fuel.  

When are pushing very hard 

against your direction, you lose 

your energy in self-doubts; and this becomes a vicious cycle 

that is very hard to step out of. Instead of moving forward, 

you move downward, sinking slowly into a deep dark hole; 

sometimes into the hole of depression.  

But you have the will power not to stop; you start 

doubting yourself. You even borrow labels from the outside  

(lazy, stupid; disabled, too fast or too slow) and attach them 

to yourself, as a way of justifying, or giving yourself a 

pertinent theory why things are the way they are. You feel 

constantly left behind; or that you don’t belong; that this is 

not your place; otherwise, why are you failing?  

You are confronted with the second worst fear you will 

have: the fear of failing.  

The first worst fear is the fear of success.  

Yet, the easy, most simple way is to follow our path, in 

our way.  

The greatest things achieved in history were not 

accomplished by photocopying somebody else’s way. They 

Work is defined as a 

sustained effort applied 

until you reach a desired 

result.  
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were done by people who had the courage to follow their 

own way, different from anybody else; the courage to step 

out of the path that was already set by others, reaching new 

directions, reaching the peak of their greatness; their own 

highest peak; one peak after another.  

How could this be? How could following your own 

path take you to the right place?  

You might want to start with the question,  

“What is the right path for me?” 

The Attitude of Work and Learning  

“ We are natural born learners.” 

 Diana Beaver 
More than an action or an activity, work is an attitude. It 

is how we decide to position ourselves toward a chain of 

actions that would take us to desired results. 

And this positioning makes the whole difference 

between working toward success or laboring. Others can 

make us labor, toiling up a steep Sisyphus hill. But it could 

only be our choice to work, making a radical self-honest 

decision to accomplish our goals.  

Traditionally, “work ethic” has been understood as 

moral value attributed to hard work and diligence.  

I believe the key word in 

“work ethics” is the integrity, the 

“radical self-honesty” as I call it. 

There is nothing and no one else 

that we need to fool, to convince, 

to trick into believing that we are 

doing anything else but work, 

including ourselves. Work is a mean to get where we want 

to get. A neutral, rather than negative emotional value 

attached to it, could be a healthier positioning than insisting 

in believing that we must inflict the pain factor to deserve 

the gains of our success.  

Work ethics refer to a 

position of honest 

commitment and 

directed focus toward 

accomplishing 

something.  
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Learning is also an attitude. It is an attitude toward life, 

the world, others and ourselves. We continuously learn 

from everything that happens to us, from what we see, hear, 

touch, smell or taste. We learn from what we perceive and 

most importantly from how we interpret what we perceive.  

Most of our real learning does not happen in school. Life 

itself is the greatest university in the world.  In school we study, 

but most of our learning happens way beyond the school 

borders. It would be great if school actually would teach us 

more about knowing ourselves, learning how to navigate 

the maze of our emotions, mind and body, teaching us how 

to be better spouses, friends, parents, how to foster our own 

growth process and how to the best in ourselves.  

Learning is different than studying. While studying 

could be an activity, learning is an attitude. It is having your 

mind open, keeping the curiosity, the interest, the 

excitement active. It is about the learning of life, being open 

to expand yourself, your horizon, to learn from experiences, 

from people, from challenges, from books, from situations.  

I love traveling, but I don’t particularly love driving. 

Traveling is learning, driving is studying. Sometimes I need 

to drive, for the sake of traveling. But there are so many 

other ways of traveling as well. Learning what works and 

what doesn’t work; experimenting; discovering about life, 

work and especially about yourself. The Ancient Greek 

aphorism "Know Thyself" stands truer than ever. Learn to 

constantly ask yourself: “What can I take from this? What do I 

need to I learn from these experiences?”  

A student once told me, “a day when you don’t learn 

anything is a bad day”. I agree; if you don’t learn, you don’t 

grow. You get stuck, you constrain yourself in a self-created 

prison. You limit your vision risking to become blind. And 

loss of vision is one the worst losses of yours senses.  

Just like happiness, working and learning are all about 

attitude.  



 

Guidance  

by Demostene Botez 

When you go to bed at night 

Rest your head down all the way, 

Dare to ask yourself forthright: 

„What have I done today?” 

 

A day in which you’ve done  no right 

That from now on you will remember, 

In your own life is like a night, 

Or like a wordless tale for children. 

 

It’s like you haven’t lived at all, 

Losing one precious day of life, 

The sun had stopped ready to fall 

Into a deep sleep, before the sunrise. 

 

While you did nothing all day long, 

The Earth completed one rotation, 

And it’s not even that small, 

Carrying with it all of the nations. 

 

Allow these words to guide you well, 

Into your future life and being, 

And always leave  behind a trail, 

That you did well while passing here. 

 

And if you want your life to leave 

A long lasting testament, 

You should use your thought and deed 

To build in time, a monument. 



 



 

Enter the Flow 

Flow Was My Savior  

“There is ample evidence that work can be enjoyable,  

and that indeed, it is often the most enjoyable part of life.”  

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

Just as when I was reaching the peak of my “peak 

performance puzzle” turmoil, I went again to the library, 

searching for another book on “peak performance”, hoping 

to a theory that would soothe my inner struggle.  

And I did! The book, “Flow: The Psychology of Optimal 

Experience”, written by the 'Godfather" of Flow, Hungarian-

American psychologist, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

(pronounced “Chick-Sent-Me-High-ee”), was indeed my 

savior! Of course, how could I have forgotten about flow 

theory?!  Only few years ago, I gave an interview to the 

Flow State University on “Flow and Optimal Performance”.  

I felt truly saved! I felt normal again. In my clinical 

work, I often work with students with disabilities. I 

remember feeling surprised when a student, recently 

diagnosed with a psychological condition, would express 

excitement about the recent diagnosis: “Finally I can 

understand what is happening. I’ve always felt that 

something was wrong with me and I didn’t know what.” 

The flow approach finally helped me understand what was 

“wrong” with my path to success.  

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi with his flow theory brought a 

great contribution to the positive psychology approach, an 

area of psychology concerned with the study of happiness 

and of “what is right”, rather than “what is wrong” with us.  

The “what is wrong” approach has been the traditional view 

not only in psychology, but in many other areas, including 

our daily life. Just as it was exemplified by our trip to a 

small grocery store in our neighborhood, where my 

http://www.azquotes.com/author/3469-Mihaly_Csikszentmihalyi
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daughter loved to play with two speaking parrots. It was 

delightful to listen to the parrots their owner’s questions: 

“How are you? Are you a good boy? What did you do 

wrong today?” The parrots’ answer to the last question was, 

“What did you do wrong today?”  

            In his TED Talk, 

“Flow the Secret to 

Happiness”, Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi offers an 

unusual answer to the 

question, "What makes a life 

worth living?" He makes a strong claim that happiness can be 

found by pursuing activities that are fulfilling in themselves, 

when we allow ourselves to be completely immersed into an 

activity that just pulls us forward.  

We cannot not work. Work is doing. Doing is 

movement. And we cannot live without movement, because 

we are not plants. We are naturally equipped and drawn 

into doing work. When we don’t have any work to do, we 

lose our purpose, our meaning. Many people dream about 

retirement, only to retire and, find themselves with nothing 

to do. They lose their sense of daily purpose and often fall 

into depression.  

What Does Flow Feel Like? 

 As Einstein used to say, “If you can't explain it to a six 

year old, you don't understand it yourself”; so, if you would 

like to get a sense of what the flow experience feels like, I 

will invite you to… pretend you are a child again. 

Take few moments now to allow your mind to go back 

and remember a time, during your childhood,  when you 

were doing something that you just loved doing (like 

playing). Step back into that memory, as if it is happening 

right now… Give yourself permission to feel very present in 

this memory, noticing everything around you, with all your 

Flow is the mental state of full 

absorption in an activity, 

experienced as energized focus, 

enjoyment and loss of one’s 

sense of space and time.  
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sense… What do you notice? What were you doing now? 

What does it feel like to be doing this now?  

You are in your own space and time seems to have 

disappeared; you are free, at peace; 

You are engaged in what you are doing, not because 

somebody else asked you to do this, and you don’t care 

much about the results that you were getting out of it. You 

are pulled into a current that carries you along effortlessly, if 

you no need to oppose it, to force it, to take control of it. 

There is an invisible force that just pulls you into that 

direction and you would have to make a conscious effort to 

resist it…so you don’t.  

 Nothing else matters; there is nobody to tell you what 

to do, or how to do it, or to judge you on how you are doing 

it; none of those matters exist or have any importance at this 

moment… Just keep doing what you are doing, noticing that 

it feels so good that you can’t resist but allow yourself to be 

completely immersed into it…. 

Happiness In The Flowing State   

You experience flow when you are so immersed in what 

you’re doing that nothing else matters during this time; you 

forget that you might feel hungry or thirsty; you lose 

yourself in what you are doing and the activity itself makes 

you feel great. You don’t really care if you will be rewarded 

or valued for what you’re doing; you don’t care about what 

others think of you related to that activity, and while you 

are pursuing your activity you know exactly what the next 

steps are and where you want to get. 

You have a clear sense of direction, feeling confident in 

what you are doing, to the point where you are looking 

forward to the next level of challenge. In fact, if you don’t go 

to the next level of challenge, you will soon be bored and 

out of flow.  



Enter the Flow   

60 

 

You feel completely in charge of yourself and your 

actions. You do what you do, because you choose to and it 

feels great to be doing it; your only desire is to continue 

doing this fulfilling activity. You feel on top of things, 

confident in the next steps of action, experiencing clarity and 

focus, as if you are transcending to a different world where 

the only focus is your activity.  

The experience of flow can be equally found in the most 

mundane as well as in the most unique experiences, from 

baking, gardening, or cleaning, to reading, playing video 

games or your favorite instrument, painting, dancing, even 

writing or studying.  

As hard as it would be to believe that you can be in the 

flow of academic pursuits, research has proved it that it is 

not only possible, but it is also the way to reach high 

accomplishments. When you do your work following the 

flow path, it is quite hard, not to be successful, despite the 

fact that it is not the recognition of success that you are 

pursuing. Success becomes a natural consequence of doing 

what you love doing. In his book, “Outliers: The Story of 

Success”, Malcolm Gladwell, repeatedly claims that it takes 

roughly ten thousand hours of practice to achieve mastery in a 

field.  When you are choosing the attitude of flow in your 

work, those ten thousand hours are easily accomplished, 

feeling like playing, rather than working.  

And the greatest news is that, yes, we can definitely 

learn, study or work in a flow fashion! 

The Anatomy of the Learning Flow  

The flow state, also known as being “in the zone”, is an 

optimal mental state. You feel highly involved and in 

control of the situation, with a sharply focused attention and 

high motivation. There is a lack of self-judgmental 

observation, connected to the feeling of optimism and 

satisfaction while pursuing an activity. Often the flow state 
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is associated with a meditative Zen experience. 

Csikszentmihalyi identified nine main characteristics of 

flow.  

 

Crystal Clear Goals 
I have a strong sense of what I want to do. 

 
To make sure that you get where you want to get, you 

first have to decide where exactly your destination is. Flow 

tends to occur when you have a strong, clear sense of what 

you want to do and what needs to be done moment by 

moment; this leads to a sense of direction and purpose. 

Setting up clear expectations makes the work 

manageable and achievable. You know the boundaries of 

what it would take to feel good about accomplishing your 

goals. Those boundaries also contain the energy that 

facilitates the focus on the activity until it will be completed, 

knowing where the end line is. Running an endless race 

with no finish line could feel quite discouraging and 

hopeless. Once you know where the finish line is and you 

reach it, it motivates you to take on the next challenge. 

Only by starting or studying 

a great deal of time, won’t 

necessarily get you the high 

performance results. Usually 

this is one of the fallacies that 

“hard working students” fall into: the belief that “If I study 

long enough and hard enough, I have to succeed”.  

In his book, How to Become a Straight-A Student: The 

Unconventional Strategies Real College Students Use to Score 

High While Studying Less, Cal Newport claims that successful 

students don’t just “waste the time” to study. They are very 

clear on what is it that they need to study, what they need to 

focus on to get the highest return on investment. You look at 

Flow occurs when we 

are very clear and 

specific about what we 

want to achieve.  
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the outline for the assignment or the exam content, at the 

notes, and make a clear decision on what is it that is actually 

required to get the grade. You need to set up clear, coherent 

expectations, with no contradictory (conscious or 

unconscious) demands. Radical self-honesty is needed in 

setting up your destination and the route to get there.  

You don’t need to be a nerd to succeed. Based on the 

80/20 principle, which states that we can achieve 80% of the 

results, using only 20% of our resources, we can get an 80% 

grade using only 20% of our time. The rest of 80% of our 

time is very valuable in keeping the balance with our overall 

life (getting and having actually a life outside your academic 

or performance life).  

This 20% of your time could be applied to a healthy 

daily ratio, such as assigning the first 2 hours of the day for 

academic work, or, it can be applied in an outstanding 

“active procrastination” fashion, such as cramming 

everything in the 20 days before the deadline. The key is to 

first decide, crystal clear, what it is you need to get done 

with this 20% of your time.  

 

Clear, Immediate Feedback 

I know how well I’m doing.  I am on the right track! 

 
In the book that I mentioned earlier, “Outliers”, 

Gladwell talks about the “The 10,000 Hour Rule” of 

“deliberate practice” to reach mastery in a particular field. 

Further research though, such as a 2014 meta-study from 

Princeton University (Macnamara et. All, 2014), affirms that 

the previously acclaimed Holy Grail of the 10 000 hours is 

just one element of the success equation, counting for an 

average of 12% difference in performance, depending on the 

performance field. 
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They concluded that, as much as practice is important, it 

is not enough. Further studies show that, an equally 

important element of the success formula offered by 

Gladwell is to have adequate coaching, offering personalized 

feedback on progress. Receiving specific feedback helps us 

know whether or not we are on track. As much as we are 

willing to take on new learning and experience, it is easier to 

stay motivated when we have a reliable mentor.  Repeating 

a particular skill until it becomes second nature is not 

always the best strategy; 

sometimes it can be very 

hard to unlearn such a 

habit. That’s why skillful 

mentorship is crucial.  

In the academic pursuits, often the teacher sets out clear 

outlines of what is it expected to get the high grade. Giving 

the right consideration to those set expectations, or criteria 

for success, is the pathway to make sure that, as the 

student’s joke says, “you don’t give the perfect answer to the 

wrong question.” Having a detailed map and focusing on 

small, gradual improvements that are immediately 

noticeable, rather than focusing too much on the big end 

result gives us higher chances of not giving up and 

persisting in our efforts until we reach the finish line.  

Often though, just the teacher’s or the coach’s feedback 

might not be motivating enough. Setting up our own success 

criteria, coupled with what we will be talking next about the 

challenge-skill match, can help us truly achieve the highest 

levels of performance. This can be accomplished through 

self-reflection and self-feedback. Meta- learning, or 

“learning from our learning process” is what John Dewey 

referred to when stating that “we don’t learn from our 

experience, but from our reflection on our experience.”  

Positive, rather than negative feedback, including self-

feedback, has higher chances of motivating us toward 

Constructive external feedback 

or honest self-evaluation 

improve performance and 

maintain the flow state.  
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pursuing success. Giving yourself specific, constructive 

feedback of “It’s ok; I know what I need to do to improve; I 

am on the right track”, is not always easy to do, especially 

when if we’re learning to do this for the first time. But 

constructive feedback is especially effective when we harbor 

the fear of failing. Identifying what works, what needs 

adjustments, as well as the challenges and our stuck places, 

can help us come up with new, creative ideas of overcoming 

them, and often be very impressed with the wisest advice 

that we can give ourselves (I wish I were able to follow most 

of my own advice!).  

Creating your own system of measuring your efforts 

and constantly recording and monitoring it and being able 

to see your constant, gradual progress (keep a studying or 

project progress journal!) can keep us engaged in the game 

and lead us to on to the next.  

 

The Mathematics of Flow: The Goldilocks’ Ratio 

The Skill - Challenge Balance 

I am confident I can meet the challenges of the situation. 

 
We are naturally designed for evolution, in a perpetual 

process of change, growth, and self-creation, following our 

highest potential. We are motivated by the need for 

competence, the need for achievement.  When we don’t 

follow this need, the energy reserved for this purpose 

becomes self-destructive. As my son put it on our Peruvian 

mountain trip, “Mommy, I want to do this to impress myself”. 

We often feel compelled to get out of our comfort zone, to be 

challenged, to grow, in order to live our lives purposefully. 

In the Ted Talk, “Comfort will ruin your life”, Bill 

Eckstrom makes the bold claim, “Comfort can ruin you and 

only in a state of discomfort can you continually grow.” He 

advises to accept and welcome discomfort as the way to 
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grow, following the “growth rings”, as the environments that 

promote or hinder growth.  

The way we choose to see obstacles or our attitudes 

toward them, taking the risks to move toward the unknown 

and discomfort zone, is a crucial defining feature of success.   

In her bestselling book, “Mindset: The New Psychology of 

Success”, following decades of 

research on achievement and 

success, Stanford University 

psychologist Carol Dweck coined 

the term “growth mindset” (as 

opposed to a “fixed mindset”).  

As much as we accept and 

welcome obstacles to meet our 

needs for growth they need to be 

within the optimal zone of difficulty. Csikszentmihalyi 

states that in order to pursue high performance though flow, 

each step of the performance ladder needs to reach a balance 

between the challenges of the activity and the abilities of the 

participant. Regardless of the activity, to enter the flow you 

need a critical element: the task has to be challenging 

enough to trigger the engagement of personal skills and full 

concentration. In this state, one feels both optimally 

challenged and confident that everything is under control. 

The challenge with the challenge is that it cannot be too 

high, or too low; it needs to be “just right”. In the children’s 

story, “Goldilocks and The Three Bears”, the porridge 

cannot be too hot, or too cold, it needs to be “just right”. The 

Goldilocks ratio of the flow experience postulates that the 

difficulty of a task has to provide the right degree of 

challenge to a person’s ability. To get into the flow state you 

need a challenge that is neither too difficult nor too easy. If a 

challenge it too difficult, we end up frustrated and 

disappointed, worried and anxious and potentially get 

frozen by fear. If the task is too easy, we get bored, and 

People with a  

growth mindset thrive 

on challenges and see 

failure not as evidence of 

lack of intelligence, but 

as a springboard for 

stretching our existing 

abilities.  
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boredom can lead to apathy and loss of drive.  So flow 

occurs in range between ‘too much’ and ‘too little’.  

To put it in simple, mathematical formula terms- we 

have two elements of the balance equation:  

1. Skills (capacity to act)  

2. Challenges (opportunities for action) 

1. Low skill + low challenge = Apathy ( I know I can’t do it 

and I have to protect my self-esteem and pretend that it’s 

not worth doing it; so I don’t feel like doing anything 

and I avoid it all together; If I leave it for later, maybe I 

don’t have to do it at all).  

2. Low skill + High challenge = Fear!!! (Worry, anxiety, 

feeling overwhelmed: I can’t do it; Please don’t make me 

do it, because I can’t!) 

3. High skill + low challenge = Boring! 

4. High skill + high challenge – 

Flow (Yes, this is just right! I 

want to do it and I can do it! 

Let’s do it!). Flow does not 

occur when we just start 

learning something new. Only 

once we become proficient (I really know how to do this; 

I’m good at it!) and we are ready to accept new 

challenges, flow is ignited.  

The emphasis is on the personal perception of the demands 

and abilities, rather than their objective presence, and the 

impact of a third variable: psychological or physical stress.  

In this instance, Henry’s Ford axiom cannot be more 

valid: “Whether you think you can, or you think you can't--

you're right.” If we believe we can do it, we will be able to do 

it. Sometimes, because of a variety of emotional and 

interferences, even a simple 2+2 = 4 algebra calculus, can 

seem impossible to solve at the moment.  

According to the cognitive-transactional theory 

developed by Lazarus (1966), stress results from an 

Flow occurs when we 

are alrerady fluent in 

performing an activity 

and we feel challenged 

by the situation. .  
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imbalance between perceived demands and resources, when 

the individual believes that they cannot adequately cope 

with pressures or threats to their well-being (Lazarus, 1966)  

Research conducted by Yerkes and Dodson on the effect 

of perceived challenges on behaviour found an inverted U-

shaped function between arousal 

(stress) and performance. The 

optimal level of arousal differs 

according to the difficulty of the 

task performed. If the task is 

complex or unfamiliar, a low 

intensity of stress is most effective 

in fostering learning, to facilitate 

concentration. Tasks demanding 

stamina or persistence are performed better with higher 

levels of arousal that induce and increase motivation. When 

we engage in optimally challenging situations, our attention 

awakes and learning is maximized (Lardon, 2008).  

Csikszentmihalyi also argues that we, as humans are 

happiest when we are stretched to our limits, either 

physically or intellectually, in an effort to accomplish 

something difficult and worthwhile. As psychologist Gilbert 

Brim also agrees, “One of the important sources of human 

happiness is working on tasks at a suitable level of 

difficulty, neither too hard nor too easy.”  

 

Sense of control: Take the Driver’s Seat 
I feel in control of what I’m doing. 

Another important characteristic of the flow state is to 

experience a high sense of control of the activity, of 

ourselves and of our actions. There is a fine distinction 

between “the sense of control” and “controlling” or 

“dominating” the situation or the outcomes.  Flow is  

connected with a sense of security and relaxation, being able 

The Yerkes-Dodson law 

states that performance 

can be enhanced using 

the right amount of 

emotional stimulation. 

When the level of 

arousal (stress) becomes 

too high, performance 

decreases. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yerkes%E2%80%93Dodson_law


Enter the Flow   

68 

 

to let go of all interferences. It is what Zen Buddhism refers 

to as ‘control without controlling’.  

The sense of control refers to the feeling of “autonomy” 

and “ownership” of the activity. You are in charge of 

yourself, your choices and your actions. According to 

researcher Peter Clough, control is a key component of 

mental strength, having a sense of personal ownership over 

your life, your choices, your actions, rather than feeling 

constantly pulled by the waves 

of external forces. This leaves us 

with an increased sense of 

“internal locus of control”, the 

belief that we can have an 

impact and influence what 

happens to us rather than 

blaming the outside forces for our failures. 

Psychologists agree that the important factors that 

facilitate learning are: high sense of control over our 

activities, commitment to achieve and interest in learning 

new things (perceived as a challenge and not as a threat).  

Starting with accepting the crown of our destiny, 

making our own choices for the future and taking 

ownership of the big and the little steps to follow our own 

path, allows us to have a direct impact on our success, with 

no need to be constantly in control of everything (especially 

what it is not in our power of control).  

 

Concentration 
I am completely focused on what I do now.  

 
A clear, laser focus leads to a feeling of complete 

immersion and engagement with what you are doing; 

nothing and nobody else exists during that time; you feel 

compelled to keep continue the activity.,  

Locus of control is the 

degree to which people 

believe that they have 

control over the outcome 

of events in their lives, as 

opposed to external forces 

beyond their control. 
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We are more 

willing to keep the 

attention focused if: a) 

we have a voice in what 

we chose to pursue, acting in our own best interest (sense of 

control); b) we define for ourselves clear, concrete 

expectations of what our goals are and what it means to 

achieve them (clear goals and feedback criteria); c) we feel 

that what we want to accomplish is doable (reasonable) and 

if we feel challenged and incited to grow to the next level 

(challenge-skill balance). We are experiencing flow when we 

are highly concentrated and optimally challenged while 

being in control of the activities that we choose to pursue.  

Unclear and contradictory demands on ourselves, not 

being truly honest with ourselves, self-confusion and 

dissatisfaction, take away the energy that otherwise would 

be fueling our focus and contraction. Our feelings are 

known to be the greatest blockage to our ability to focus.  

The metaphysical “Law of Attraction” states that “energy 

flows where attention goes”; wherever you focus your 

attention is where you are and where your energy goes.  The 

more consistently you focus your attention on something 

specific, the more it grows.   

 

Merging of Action and Awareness: Effortlessness  

I lose myself in what I do.  

 

Merging action and awareness, according to 

Csikszentmihalyi, reflects the degree to which the activity 

that we are engaged in becomes spontaneous, automatic. We 

stop being aware of ourselves and we become one with the 

activity. As he states it, the merging of action and awareness 

is “Perhaps the clearest sign of flow.” 

Concentration is the sole 

engagement of mental energy in a 

chosen direction. 
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Flow involves flexibility and ease; everything works 

harmoniously and effortlessly. When you are working on a 

project that captures your interest, or spending the whole 

night trying to find the resolution to a dilemma, it might 

look like strenuous effort from the outside, but to you, when 

you are in the flow, it feels just like playing. Your actions 

run smoothly, knowing exactly what you have to do, 

moment –by-moment, the next steps appearing to emerge 

spontaneously by themselves, having an “extra sense” of 

knowing what needs to be done and how to do it.    

Your complete involvement creates a state in which 

there is no room for worry, fear, distraction or over-bearing 

negative thoughts. There is a unity between you and your 

work (or play); you are one with your actions. Your skills 

and abilities already reached a level of proficiency that you 

stopped being aware of each individual action or step. Just 

like when you are reading a really good novel, you don’t 

stop to read each single letter or word, you are flowing 

beyond the individual words, reaching for action, feelings or 

meaning.  

 

An End In Itself: Autotelic Experience 
I feel great doing this.  

The word “autotelic” comes from the Greek “autos= 

self” and “telos= goals”. It relates to what psychologists call 

“intrinsic motivation” – being driven from the inside, rather 

than feeling that you have to do what others expect you to 

do. You do it because you want to do it; not because you are 

trying to please or impress or feel forced by somebody or 

something else.  

It is your choice, you feel in charge, you are the CEO of 

that project or initiative. We have a strong sense of control 

over ourselves and what we are doing. There is a sense of 

empowerment and energizes our actions. You accept the 
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challenge of getting out of your comfort zone, with the 

purpose of growth, of expending your abilities and 

possibilities.  

And, it feels really good to experience the sense of 

complete connection and engagement. The positive feelings 

that associate the state of flow with happiness are the 

reward in themselves, not needing any other external 

payment or recognition.   

 

Release The Handbrake: Loss of Self-

consciousness  
I am lost in what I do. 

 
When you do what you love doing you are not worried 

about how good you are at what you are doing, or what 

others will think about you or feeling afraid that you will 

fail. There is no failure in the flow, just the natural trial and 

error process, taking a new direction or a new challenge 

based on where you are at the moment.   

We don’t have time to waste on ‘worrying”, fear of 

failing, avoidance or self-pity. 

The flow state actually saves us 

from all our worries of doing 

well, achieving, being 

successful, or meeting 

everybody else’s expectations. 

It declutters the way and gives 

us a free entrance into enjoying 

what we are doing. Success 

and high performance come as 

a natural consequence of being 

engaged with our work. 

When we are in the flow, we allow things to happen. 

There is no need to control every step, to “make” it happen 

Self-efficacy is a 

concept coined by Albert 

Bandura, referring to a 

person’s belief in one’s 

ability to achieve goals. 

Individuals who have 

high self-efficacy will 

persist in their efforts to 

reach successful 

outcomes, whereas those 

with low self-efficacy 

are likely to cease effort 

early and fail. 
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on our command; we follow the steps and they follow us. 

There is a symbiosis, a unity between us and the next action.  

Carl Jung was the first one to introduce the concept of 

“synchronicity”, as "meaningful coincidences" that seem to 

occur with no causal relationship, yet, in retrospect, the 

appear to be meaningfully related. When we don’t apply 

force in making something happen, but join the dance of the 

forces already at play, we enter a co-creative process that is 

bigger than us, and at the same time we are becoming an 

essential part of it, of its creation. It cannot happen without 

us, we are the “body” of its making, as if it we would bring 

it from a different realm into our physical reality. It seems to 

be there already, we just need to translate it into the 

concreate, physical happening. Things are happening just 

the way they need to happen, as if they have their own 

mind, and we join the co-creation process. 

 

Right Here, Right Now: The Transformation of 

Time  
I don’t know when the time has passed. 
 

When you are immersed in a flow activity, all senses 

and the perception of everything around you fades away. 

You don’t hear or notice what’s happening and your sense 

of time gets into a different dimension.  

The time perception is connected to our emotions: when 

we are engaged into something positive, time seems much 

shorter, while when we experience negative, strenuous 

events or when we are waiting for something, time seems to 

go much slower, counting the minutes that seem to go into 

slow motion. 

When we are in flow, which is a positive experience, we 

lose track of time, and hours seem to be minutes. We can be 

so lost into what we are doing that even our basic needs of 
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hunger or thirst seem to be taking a rest during that time. 

That is why the flow-mode is called ‘timeless’. 

Novelty vs. Saturation  

To further move away from simplicity and to add my 

input into the complexity of the mathematical formula of 

flow, I would also like to include the “Novelty – Saturation/ 

Habituation” Balance. This balance is helpful in pursuing 

complex, longer term projects or goals.  

I personally experienced the significance of “novelty- 

saturation” balance soon after I met my husband and 

learned that he loves crème brulee. As challenging as it was 

to bake it at first, I made a real effort,  thinking that it will be 

a sure path-to-impress the one that was about to become the 

love of my life. And I  did impressed him with my crème 

brulee the first time, then a week later, then the following 

week, and the next couple of months 

I kept doing what I knew was working. It certainly 

worked for the first few months. To my puzzlement, at one 

point it stopped working. I took it quite personally, 

wondering why he would stop enjoying the desert that, 

after much practice, was so close to perfection. 

When I finally addressed the issue, he replied with an 

old Romanian joke about a military service cook and his 

soldiers” “The cook went to the captain, asking for wisdom 

on a perplexing matter: the soldiers didn’t like his food 

anymore. <<Sir, the first day I cooked beans and the soldiers 

loved them. The second day, I cooked beans and the soldiers 

liked them. The third day, I cooked beans again and the 

soldiers liked them again; the fourth day, the same thing. On 

the sixth day, I served the beans and they soldiers still liked 

them. I just cannot understand what happened on the 

seventh day, when I cooked beans once again, but the 

soldiers suddenly stopped eating them.>>”  
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I remember, as a child,  how my mom used to apply this 

“saturation principle”. Under the communist regime, food 

in general, and “special food” in particular were scarce. 

When finding some of these products, my mom  would buy 

and serve them to us in great quantity, up to the point 

where you just don’t feel like having it anymore. The lack of 

interest in that particular food would last for at least one 

year. In my husband’s case, it seems that I really over-did it, 

since, to date, he is still not eating crème brulee anymore.  

Flow and Video Games  

One of the most finely tuned application of the 

“challenge-skill” balance was done by the video games 

industry (no wonder they make them so addictive).  

Some students, taking their passion for video games to 

the next level, decided to make use of the flow experience to 

do their graduate thesis. Jenova Chen, a student from 

University of South Carolina, designed the “Flow” game, for 

his master thesis. The game was so successful that it 

received 100,000 downloads within its first two weeks of 

release. A month later, it had been downloaded over 650,000 

times; and in less than two years, it had been played over 

3.5 million times. As Chen put it, “A well-designed game 

transports its players to their personal Flow Zones, delivering 

genuine feelings of pleasure and happiness.”  

The game was designed based on the research into the 

theoretical concepts of the dynamic difficulty adjustment 

and flow theories. The Dynamic game difficulty balancing, 

also known as dynamic difficulty adjustment (DDA), 

follows a process that automatically changes parameters, 

scenarios, and behaviors in a video game, in real-time, based 

on the player's ability, in order to avoid making the player 

bored (if the game is too easy) or frustrated (if it is too hard). 

The goal of dynamic difficulty balancing is to keep the user 
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interested from the beginning to the end, providing a good 

level of challenge.  

So what it would be like to study or pursue your goals 

as if you were playing a video game?  

Robertson Holt, a Brock University student, wrote in his 

“Examining Video Game Immersion as a Flow State” thesis: 

“ The description of Flow is identical to what a player 

experiences when totally immersed in a video game. During 

this experience, the player loses track of time and forgets all 

external pressures. It is obvious that gamers value video 

games based on whether or not those games can provide 

Flow experiences.”  [Holt 2000] 

Following the video games design model in the practice 

of learning flow, it is helpful to start with lower challenge 

(even 1-2 steps below the skill level). You feel compelled to 

to get into action, when an activity is so easy and 

manageable that you can’t help it but wanting to pursue it.  

After a while, you gradually accept the next challenge to 

keep the interest and the focus active. As a rule of thumb, to 

keep the flow in motion, the challenge needs to be 1-2 steps 

higher than the perceived level of competence, constantly 

adjusting it as you get more proficient at the current level.  

Just like playing a video game, learning and completing 

your projects can be done in a flow fashion.  

Warning: Please Use With Caution 

“ Failure indicates that energy 

 has been poured into the wrong channel.”  

Dorothea Brande 

 
Flow gives us a sense of order, peacefulness and things 

feeling “just right”. Flow is not produced by a certain 

activity only. It is not the activity per se that sets us in flow, 

it is our way of experiencing what we are doing at the 
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moment. We can access the flow state at will, given the right 

parameters. 

The flow state can become easily addictive. If we 

confuse the state, the activity that we are performing as 

being our source of flow, that particular activity might not 

be the one taking us in the direction of our wanting. That 

activity, such as playing video-games, or for me, moving the 

rocks from one side to another in the river, can become not 

only addictive but also a way of avoiding, of escaping our 

life. In these case, while the doing the activity feels very 

enjoyable, once it is over and we return to our life, there is a 

big gap between us and our life. We keep pushing it away, 

feeling guilty, feeling that we failed and finding comfort in 

the pleasant arms of our flow-activity.  

We have to keep our awareness and change directions 

to make sure that we are moving toward our chosen 

destination. It’s not that we are doing it wrong, it’s just that 

we are moving in the opposite direction of our destination. 

Flow and Synchronicities 

“You can't connect the dots looking forward;  

you can only connect them looking backwards.  

So you have to trust that 

 the dots will somehow connect in your future.”  Steve Jobs 

As early as the 1920s, Carl Jung, introduced for the first 

time the concept of “synchronicity”, to describe the 

alignment of "universal forces" experienced as apparent 

coincidences, yet connecting in meaningful ways. Jung 

defined synchronicities as "meaningful coincidences" that 

occur with no apparent causal relationship, but in 

retrospect, they appear to relate in a relevant way. 

Synchronicities are based on the principle that, “nothing is 

coincidence.”  
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When we are in the flow, we allow things to happen, the 

way they need to happen. There is no need to control every 

step, to “make” things happen on our command; we follow 

the steps and they unfold in front of us in return. There is a 

symbiosis, a unity between us and the next action. We don’t 

need to apply an unnecessary force, but rather just be 

engaged and following the process. 

When we don’t apply extra forces in making something 

happen, but rather join the dance of the forces already at 

play, we enter a co-creative process that is bigger than us, 

and at the same time we are becoming an essential part of it, 

of its creation. This process cannot happen without us, we 

are the “body” of its making, as if it we would bring it from 

a different realm into our physical reality. Yet, the content of 

the process seems to be already there, we just need to 

translate it into concrete, physical happening.  

Things are happening just the way they need to happen, 

as if they have their own mind, 

and we join the co-creation 

process. 

Like the water flowing in the 

river, we are also following the 

flow of life, allowing it to pull us 

into the right path. When we are 

in flow, keeping the right balance between allowing things 

to happen and at the same time contributing, bringing our 

own part of them happening, we make room for 

synchronicities. There is no need for resistances, for going 

against the stream, but rather doing what is in our power to 

do at the moment.   

We enter the flow of synchronicities that allow miracles 

to happen. Miracles, by their nature, happen when we don’t 

“make” them happen; when we create the opening for them 

to happen and we just notice them.  

Flow is "a mental state 

in which your thoughts 

and actions are occurring 

in complete 

synchronicity”.  

Michael Lardon 
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When we “make” something happen through ourselves 

only, it is not a miracle; it is just our doing, our hard work 

that comes with the expectation for things to be just the way 

we make them. When we don’t work so hard to push 

everything in a direction that we are blindly forcing things 

into, we are opening ourselves to surprise; to the surprise of 

unknown territories that we couldn’t have created, with the 

understanding and the perception that we used to have, 

before they happened.  

For years I have learned to notice and follow the 

synchronicities in my life. I notice the “magnet” that pulls 

me in a certain direction, sometimes with no apparent 

reason. I don’t need to always get the approval of my 

rational mind to follow that magnet. I just do it, knowing 

that it will take me to surprising, beautiful territories, if I 

have faith to cross the horizon’s line.  

I have learned to wake up in the morning with a sense 

of wonder of what the day will bring. I welcome the new, 

with all that it is going to be, just the way it will be. I have 

my plans, my wishes or agenda for the day, but I know now 

for a fact that they will be only a small part of the day. When 

I will go to bed at night, looking back, I will be amazed of 

how the day unfolded, bringing small and big miracles that 

my best plans or agendas couldn’t make them happen. 

Instead of trying to contain the brand-new day into my little 

box of expectations, it is so much better to leave it open and 

welcome the ways in which it is going to surprise me.  



 

S:  Select Your Destination  

Begin With Yourself 

  “When I was a young man, I wanted to change the world. I 

found it was difficult to change the world, so I tried to change my 

nation. When I found I couldn’t change the nation, I began to 

focus on my town. I couldn’t change the town and as an older 

man, I tried to change my family. 

Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I can change is 

myself, and suddenly I realize that if long ago I had changed 

myself, I could have made an impact on my family. My family and 

I could have made an impact on our town. Their impact could have 

changed the nation and I could indeed have changed the world.” 

Anonymous  Monk 1100A.D 

As much as we aspire to change, help, serve others, 

strive for peace, or to make the world a better place, we have 

to start with ourselves. Our needs, wishes, desires, our inner 

battles and conflicts, our limitations and imperfections: this 

is the original, inescapable material.  

We have to start with ourselves first. Even something as 

simple as on the airplane, people are instructed to put on 

their own oxygen masks before others, even before your 

child.  It actually took me a long time to understand this and 

see it as the healthy thing to do and not as selfishness.  

We can set up very high goals to use our life wisely and 

to make a great difference for humanity. A purpose that 

goes beyond ourselves and our self-interest is worth 

pursuing, absolutely, like the monk’s desire to change the 

world in the story above. Yet, what would ultimately drive 

us to action, day by day, overcoming our most mundane 

limitations, would be to act on our best interest first.  

We start with who and what we are. We begin now, 

with where we are in our life and our relationships with 

others. We are naturally driven by our unmet needs, desires, 
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wishes. We are also driven by our imperfections and 

limitations, which show us the way for growth. We struggle 

and battle them, but they are our blind mirror that show us 

where to look to remain well. As long as we neglect them, 

denying our nature at the present time, forcefully pushing 

them away, violently beating them up, we are trapped in 

our own prison. 

Once we learn to serve ourselves best, rather than self-

sabotaging, we will be more able to serve others and the 

whole world. We have to rise above our own nature before rising 

above the world.  

Our Needs: The Engine for Change 

Our unmet needs, desires and wishes are one of the 

most powerful energy sources that move us into action and 

give us useful information about the paths we can take to 

restore the balance within different areas of our life. They 

are felt strongly and are often disguised in “bad feelings”; 

because they feel bad, we tend to see them as negative, 

enslaving.  

Many spirituality systems encourage us to free 

ourselves from our needs and desire in order to gain peace 

and enlightenment. One step on this path is even learned by 

students in their elementary school years. They learn to 

distinguish between “needs” and “wants”. While needs are 

necessities for survival, such as water, food, clothing or 

shelter, the wants refer to our desires to possess something, 

yet their lack does not pose a threat to our existence.  

On the other hand, it is precisely the intensity of our 

deepest needs and desires that gives them the power to 

break the inertia and move us from inaction to action. They 

cause enough tension in the form of distress that make us 

willing to do anything it takes to fulfill them. They are 

powerful forces toward our growth. Without our needs, we 
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wouldn’t have the drive to get out of our comfort zone, to 

evolve, to expand and overcome our limitations.  

As much as I believe in not allowing our needs and 

wants to cloud our sense of well-being and happiness, I also 

believe that purposefully using the energy and the power of our 

needs and wants can be a tremendous fuel for inner and outer 

growth. All the modern advancements in technology and 

overall living could not have been possible without the 

drive of our unmet needs and wants. Necessity is the mother of 

invention, they say. Rather than judging our needs and 

wants as good or bad, high or low, we can identify and use 

them as our driving force to get unstuck and move forward.  

Psychologist Abraham Maslow developed a hierarchy 

of needs that influence long term growth and personal 

development. According to Maslow there are five basic 

levels of human needs. 

1. Physiological needs.  We are motivated to satisfy 

needs that ensure our physical survival, such as food, 

water, air, shelter, clothing and sex.   

2. Safety needs.  Once physiological needs are met, we 

can concentrate on bringing safety and security to our 

lives, including a sense of order, stability, routine, 

familiarity, control over one’s life and environment, 

certainty and health. 

3. Social needs or love and belonging needs. These needs 

include love, affection, belonging and acceptance.  

4. Esteem needs. We need to feel all right with ourselves, to 

feel good in our own skin. We need to have a sense of self-

respect or self-esteem.  

5.  Need for self-actualization. Our ability to reach our 

full potential as human beings, through creativity and sense 

of meaning and purpose. Once someone has satisfied the first 

four levels of needs then they have the ability to concentrate on 

functioning to their highest potential. 
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These needs can be classified into two subsidiary sets. 

These are, first, the desire for strength, achievement, and 

adequacy, mastery of competence, confidence, 

independence and freedom. Second, we have what we call 

the desire for reputation or prestige (defining it as respect 

from other people), status, fame, 

glory, dominance, importance, 

recognition, dignity or 

appreciation. 

Deficiency needs arise due to 

deprivation and are said to 

motivate people when they are 

unmet. They can be met only by external sources, by other 

people or things around us. We 

have both deficiency needs and 

growth needs, and Maslow 

claims that the deficiency needs 

to be satisfied before the growth 

needs can be pursued.  

In Maslow's theory, our needs tend to last and influence 

our decisions and behaviors until they are satisfied. Some 

needs may decrease when satisfied (like hunger), but others 

may not (like curiosity). One must satisfy physical survival 

needs before they pursue the satisfaction of the needs for 

belonging, then the esteem needs and finally the self-

actualization ones.  

Basic needs are only at the bottom of the pyramid. They 

are the ones essential to our physical survival and they are 

very powerful. At the same time, just the satisfaction of our 

basic needs does not suffice to us, human beings anymore. 

This is what explains why, in our present times, many 

people are wealthy, living a life that five hundred years ago 

even kings could not have imagined. Yet, depression and 

anxiety rates are much higher than they were just a dozen 

years ago. We are better off in all aspects of our physical 

The physiological, 

safety, social and esteem 

needs are considered 

“deficiency needs”, as 

they refer from things 

that we are lacking.  

The need for self-

actualization is considered 

a growth need, as it is 

related to one’s desire for 

personal growth.  
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needs. Yet, we feel so poor in meeting our higher needs as 

human beings. 

The technologies that enable human connection have 

become worldwide and highly lucrative, yet many people 

who use those same technologies feel more lonely and 

disconnected than ever. In working so hard to collect more 

material goods, we lose our roots, our deepest connections, 

we lose ourselves. The richer, more powerful, accomplished, 

more famous we become, the more  unhappy we feel.  

A more recent theory proposed by the psychologists 

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan (2003) states that 

understanding motivation requires taking into account three 

basic human needs: a) the need for autonomy (the freedom to 

make our own choices); b) the need for relatedness (to feel 

connected and involved with others) and c) the need for 

competence (to feel capable and competent).  

Even when all the basic needs are satisfied, we often still 

experience a discontent and restlessness, the “void inside”, 

unless we are doing what we are fitted for. “Don’t die with 

the music still in you,” Wayne Dyer would say. Musicians 

must play their music; artists must paint, writers must write, 

givers must give,  if they are to be at peace with themselves.  

What we have the capacity to be, we must be. We must be 

true to our own nature. We must pursue our growth and 

meet our potential.  

The Void Inside 

I realized that, above all, I am personally driven by 

meaning and purpose. Even in the most mundane things, it 

is very hard for me to do something aimlessly.  

I can’t go for a walk for the sake of going for a walk, or 

ski for the sake of skiing; what is the point? I have to walk 

toward the grocery store, or to walk the kids to school, or to 

reach a certain point. Just walking, with no particular 

purpose, feels like hard work for me. 
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Skiing, for example, for me is not necessarily a flow-

inducing activity, just because I hold so strongly to the need 

of being in control that I can’t really enjoy the freedom of 

flowing. My main reason for our skiing trips is to be with 

my family. But this in itself, it was not enough to make me 

enjoy the experience, during most our family skiing trips. So 

I decided to add some colour to my experience and I took 

my camera with me. The purpose was to record our family 

skiing trip in pictures, to enhance our memories. This 

transformed my experience. Skiing became secondary  to 

what became a greater purpose to me: to add as many good 

pictures as I could to our family album. 

From a simple act of walking, or cooking, to the big 

steps in our life, there is the great hunger for meaning and 

purpose attached to everything we do. Ignoring this need 

creates an inside void, feeling that we exist in a life that most 

of the time is not ours. It’s like driving our whole life toward 

a destination that is not ours.  

Self-actualization, as Abraham Maslow named this 

need, is a growth need. This doesn't just address what we 

are lacking in our lives, but it gives us room to grow and 

develop as an individual. This need comes from the inside, 

doing it out of our own choice and desire to grow. 

Most people have a natural, inborn impulse to 

accomplish new things. We need challenges to grow. When we 

don’t accept those challenges, we are left with an increasing 

amount of inner energy that keeps searching for a way to be 

used. When we don’t take the challenges, it leaves room for 

an increasing amount of energy that builds up and, if not 

used to fill this need, it becomes chaotic and self-destructive. 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, the father of flow theory, 

noted that when sufficient challenges are lacking 

individuals can become self-destructive:  “Many chess 

champions have been known to suddenly go to pieces once 

they reached the pinnacle and were deprived of the 

https://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=14&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj1l96Gts_UAhUC2oMKHcPQCUUQFghuMA0&url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FMihaly_Csikszentmihalyi&usg=AFQjCNFRxEaLxfOSBij8RZtL8tTu9YNdlw
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=14&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwj1l96Gts_UAhUC2oMKHcPQCUUQFghuMA0&url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FMihaly_Csikszentmihalyi&usg=AFQjCNFRxEaLxfOSBij8RZtL8tTu9YNdlw
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accustomed competition. The same fate has overtaken 

climbers who had mastered the most difficult ascents.”  

Ultimately it is the void of not pursuing and completing our 

destiny.  

Plenty of recent research studies reveal the significance 

of the need for meaning and purpose. College students who 

enjoyed their lives and studies were compared to those who 

didn’t. Students who were happier had an underlying sense 

of purpose in life. Several studies with older Americans find 

that one of the best predictors of happiness is whether a 

person thinks his or her life has a purpose. Without a sense 

of purpose, seven out of ten people felt unsettled about their 

lives; while seven out of ten  of those with a sense of 

purpose felt satisfied. 

Acknowledging and following this need is blocked by 

fear. As I told the story in the introduction of the book, 

when we went on our family hiking trip in Peru, I was 

afraid to even start our journey. And yet, once doing it, it 

became a defining experience in my life.  Out of all the 

traveling that we did, the Peruvian experience has remained 

as a corner stone. 

I was afraid that I couldn’t do it. Looking around, seeing 

all those young, athletic people, well equipped, really 

seeming to know what they were doing. And who was I… 

to be able to do it?  In the back of the bus, feeling cold in the 

early morning, I wondering what was on my mind to 

embark on this trip…  

But when I did it and reached the peak of the snowy 

mountain, it felt wonderful! I wanted more. I wanted to do it 

again, and again, and again.  Looking back at how scared I 

felt two days earlier… why the fear? Why this resistance? 

We hold on to our fears so strongly; the fear of letting go of 

what we know, of what we have, of what we are. To become 

who we might become, we need to let go of who we are.  
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Know Your Why  

“Don’t set sail on someone else’s star.” 

African Proverb 

Whether we know it or not, we are embarked on our 

pursuit of meaning and purpose. Since the toddler age, one 

of the primary questions of our existence is “Why?” As long 

as we know why, we are ready to pull our resources, find 

solutions and move forward.  

Growing up though, we are taught to “stop asking 

why”  and “just do what you are told”. Since we don’t want 

to lose the love of the ones that teach us this, we obey them. 

We listen and we learn to stop asking “why”.  

During a family vacation at the beach, my little nephew 

showed me one of the most delicious ways of asking the 

“why”. My brother had his hands full with his three little 

boys, two of them twin toddlers. He reached a point where 

he would have been willing to pay any price for a few 

minutes of respite.  

Soon after he found a spare moment to sit down, one of 

the little ones came to him, anxious to avail himself of some 

one-one-one time with his dad.. ”Daddy, let’s build a 

castle,”  he excitedly announced the invitation. His weary 

father replied, “Oh, baby, I can’t do it now.”  

His response took Little One by surprise, since he could 

not see any possible impediment; it was the perfect moment 

to build a sand castle. So, of course, he asked, “Why?!?” 

My brother had to pause and find a valid explanation, if 

he wanted to have any chance of a peaceful break: “Because 

we don’t have a shovel”. This didn’t seem to be a big 

problem for the little one. This could be easily resolved. He 

happily, excitedly brought dad his little green shovel:  

“Here is the shovel; let’s build a castle.” 

My brother made another attempt:  

“We can’t; this is too small.” 
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“Too small?! Oh…” the Little One sighted, half way 

disheartened.  

Left with no choice but to get creative in finding a 

solution, five minutes later the Little One came back with a 

big plastic flying saucer: “Here is the shovel!”  

My brother had no more excuses to offer, and started 

building a big sand castle, to everybody’s delight. Plus, he 

still got the five minutes break, while the Little One was 

searching for the big shovel solution. 

The Capital “Why” 

Why do we do what we do?  

Why going in this direction and not the other one? Why 

now and not later or never? The “Why Question” is truly the 

capital question to answer to yourself before you start your 

journey. It is the fuel that will make your driving possible.  

If you find yourself going back and forth or in circles, 

rather than taking the most direct, simple route to our 

destination, it might be because we haven’t paused to 

answer the “Capital Why Question”. Whether we admit it or 

not, or we choose to take it seriously or not, the “Why” 

question is there, waiting to be answered. We might have 

learned to be “obedient” and follow the “just do it” 

command. When we do pause to get the clear answer, not 

only we save time and energy otherwise spent in 

indecisiveness, but we also take each step with the 

awareness that everything we do, each challenge we have to 

overcome, makes sense, we know why we do it and where 

we want it to take us. 

During my encounter with 

the Japanese culture, I learned 

an essential concept related to 

finding the reasons to get out 

of bed in the morning and living a life filled with meaning 

and purpose: the concept of “ikigai”.  While there is no 

Ikigai is a Japanese 

concept meaning “a 

reason to live” or having 

a purpose in life. 
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direct English translation, ikigai is thought to combine the 

Japanese words “ikiru”, meaning “to live”, and kai, meaning 

“the realization of what one hopes for”.  

The term “ikigai” was also adopted by the Western 

society in searching for the answers to what could add 

"value in living". To find this reason or purpose, experts 

recommend starting with four questions: 

What do you love? 

What are you good at? 

What does the world need from you? 

What can you get paid for? 

In Japan, ikigai  often has nothing to do with work or 

income. In a 2010 survey of 2,000 Japanese men and women, 

just 31% of participants cited work as their ikigai.  

The answer to the “Why Question” also proved to be 

essential during our family hike on Mount Fuji, in Japan. 

Hiking is one of our family’s favourite activities and over 

the years we have had many significant challenges during 

our mountain trips.  

 What was different this time was that we did it during 

the night, on a cold, rainy weather, hoping to meet the 

sunrise on the summit of the highest mountain in Japan. 

Despite the fact that there were mostly the younger 

members of our family  that had the strongest vote toward 

taking this challenge (my daughter was 9 and my son was 

12 years-old), when we arrived at the foot of the mountain, 

we were “welcomed” by a cold, dark, rainy night. This 

made it quite hard to willingly get out of the bus. It wasn’t 

really the excitement that pushed us forward, but the scarier 

alternative of freezing outside, waiting until the next  

morning bus  to take us back to the city.  

Yes, it was precisely during that time, the time for bed, 

when we started our hike on the cold, rainy, dark night that 

proved to be just the right time for existential questions.  
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“Why do we have to do this?!?” my daughter would ask 

(again, and again, and again). I didn’t have a very clear 

answer to this question, but I learned that you should never 

underestimate “The Why Question”, even for yourself.  

She was determined to get not only a clear, straight-

forward answer, but one that would make so much sense 

that would make her feel that there is a higher meaning and 

purpose in doing this. She wouldn’t settle for anything less. 

And everybody who knows my daughter, also knows that 

once she has the answer to the “WHY Question”, only the 

sky is her limit. 

Where could I find such an answer at such late, cold, 

dark and wet hour in the night?! Trying to convince her to 

“just do it”, promising rewards, or suggesting that she can 

do this for herself, did not prove very efficient. Nothing that 

she otherwise wished for herself could justify the great 

difficulty of climbing each step of the mountain. There was 

nothing else that my daughter wished more for herself at 

that moment than being in a warm, dry bed, enjoying a 

deep, restful sleep. 

She needed a reason beyond herself. Anything that she 

would wish just for herself would be easily washed out by 

the next slippery step on the mountain rocks. She needed an 

answer that did make sense, to the point of having meaning 

and purpose. She needed the “ultimate why” answer.  

The capital answer could not come from anyone else, 

but herself. And she did find the purpose in climbing the 

sacred Mount Fuji on the rainy, cold night. As Terry Fox 

surpassed the limitations of his body and embarked on his 

cancer awareness quest, my daughter decided to take the 

challenge of climbing the harsh mountain for the health of 

her dear grandmother. 

Just like on the hiking trail to Machu Picchu, when she 

counted 5314 train tracks and another 2886 mountain steps 

to keep her mind out of the way, this time, she was hiking 
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and praying, to keep her mind, body, emotions and spirit in 

the proper order to complete her higher mission.  

Hiking and praying for her ill grandmother was the 

answer to my daughter’s question, “Why do we have to do 

this?” that gave her the will, the purpose, the way and the 

strength to reach the summit of Fuji-San, 3776 m altitude 

(12, 389 ft.) the next morning. 

In searching for the answer to your own personal why, 

you have to go as far as you can in finding your “ultimate 

why”. If the journey is long, its purpose must be real and 

sound. We have to go beyond what only seems to be the 

answer and reach true purpose, bringing integration of 

being to mind, body, and feelings. 

Build Your Cathedral 

Nowadays we are increasingly aware of the role of 

living with purpose in motivating us to move forward and 

take the most meaningful steps in our life. A quick search on 

amazon.com brings up over 7000 books published on the 

topic of “life purpose”. Out of all of them, my favorite will 

always remain Viktor Frankl’s, “Man's Search for Meaning”, 

which has remained a profoundly influential book since it 

was first published in 1946.   

In fact, the goal of first finding out "What is life all 

about?" and "What is the purpose of my life?" has been so 

widely spread to our new generation, to the point of 

becoming an overwhelming impediment in taking the 

following step on our journey. We feel that unless we find 

meaning, joy and purpose in everything we do in our life, at 

all times, life has no significance and might not even be 

worth living.  

Finding your ultimate life purpose can be like a drawing 

game of connecting the dots. You can only connect them 

looking back at the dots that got on your life paper, one by 

one, in time. Looking forward, in the future, you can’t 
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connect them because you can’t see them. They are not on 

your life paper yet.  

As much as knowing clearly our small and capital 

“why’s”, ignites our most powerful inner engines and helps 

us live a purpose driven life, getting stuck in finding what 

the top, best rated life purpose can lead us to pass by each 

day of our life, one minute at a time.  

Your life purpose might not necessarily be to save or to 

change the world. Your life purpose might simply be to 

choose being present and experiencing your life in the most 

engaging way you can each day. Being part of your life, 

having such an intimate, close connection with your life, as 

if it is your greatest love affair, might be just the right 

purpose, worth pursuing.  

Often we find the key to 

our life purpose in the 

troubles of our past 

experiences. Our worst 

experiences can  work as a 

chisel sculpting our finest 

qualities. 

Gordon Matthews, 

professor of anthropology at 

the Chinese University of Hong Kong and author of What 

Makes Life Worth Living? How Japanese and Americans Make 

Sense of Their Worlds, mentions that ikigai will likely lead to a 

better life “because you will have something to live for.” He 

also advises to view ikigai for what it is, as part of our daily 

life, rather than an abstract concept: “Ikigai is not something 

grand or extraordinary. It’s something pretty matter-of-

fact.” 

There is the story of three masons who were working 

hard at breaking large pieces of rocks:  

A traveler passed the stone quarry and saw the three 

men working. He asked the first mason what he was doing. 

Post-traumatic  stress growth 

(PTSG), a term in positive 

psychology, means to be able 

to transcend our most difficult 

experiences and allow them to 

bring the best in ourselves, 

rather than becoming the 

driving force for what will be 

the rest of our life. 
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The man answered rather curtly, “Can’t you see what I am 

doing? I’m cutting stone.”Then the traveler asked the second 

mason the same question. The man replied, “I’m just doing 

my job. I have to make a living.” 

The traveler continued and found the third mason, who 

seemed to be so fully immersed in his work that he almost 

didn’t hear the traveler when he asked him what he was 

doing. With a bright smile lightening up his face, he 

answered:  “Well… I’m building a cathedral.” 

Anything you do, from making your bed in the 

morning, taking a walk, talking with a friend, dancing, 

writing an essay, cooking, imagining your dream home, 

cleaning or kissing your dear ones in the morning, can be 

filled with purpose, once you bring your own meaning, 

presence and joy into it. 

Where You Look Is Where You Get  

To reach your destination, you first have to decide 

where you want to go. What do you want to achieve?  

Flow tends to occur when you have a strong, clear sense 

of what you want to do and what has to be done, moment 

by moment. This leads to a sense of direction and purpose, 

allowing you to gather your energies and resources and 

invest them toward achieving what you want.  

Our brain is a sophisticated tool. Yet it is just a tool, like 

a sharp knife. Using the knife to randomly cut could create 

lots of damage. We have to give clear, simple, transparent 

instructions to our system of what we want it to do for us.  

There is an ancient Greek tale about a sea nymph who 

wore beautiful green gowns woven of seaweed. She had 

long, golden hair that was floating around her at the bottom 

of the sea. One day a mermaid sang her a song about a 

golden light above the water. The sea nymph wanted to see 

it. She swam to the surface and climbed onto the shore.  
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She saw the golden light described in the song. . . It was 

the sun!  She stood happily gazing at it all day.  

When she at last turned to the water, she saw her 

reflection. Her golden hair had become yellow petals; her 

green gown had become leaves. Her feet had become roots. 

She had become a sunflower, an image of the sun she loved.  

Like the sea nymph, we become that which we spend 

the most time gazing upon.  

Someday… 

“The week has seven days.  

But none of them is called “Someday.”  

Anonymous  

In the case of “Someday” and “Sunday”, paying attention 

to spelling matters. 

I love lemons. I use them in most of the foods I cook, I 

drink the water with lemon. Most of the time I’m making 

lemonade even with the lemons that life is giving me. 

Every time I use a lemon I don’t throw away the seeds. 

Because I love lemons so much, I’m dreaming that someday 

I will grow my own lemon trees and have as many lemons 

as I desire. By now, I have been gathering lemon seeds to 

make an orchard. I have been drying and storing them 

safely until that one day arrives.  

Recently I found out that, if you want to plant lemon 

seeds, you must not let them dry first. They have to be fresh. 

This came like a lemon fallen straight into my head from the 

Life Tree. This whole concept vanished away all my 

beautiful dreams of the lemon orchard. That someday doesn’t 

need to come anymore; it’s useless anyway. 

But since I had this lemon just fallen on my head from 

the Life-Lemon-Tree, I thought of using it to make a 

lemonade and ease the sour taste of the disappointment. I 
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cannot change what’s done already, I can only learn from it 

and try a different way. 

I thought of using plastic water bottles, fill them with 

and the fresh lemon seeds, so they won’t get dried anymore. 

Every time I use a lemon, the pots are already there, ready to 

embrace the new seeds and help them grow. I don’t dry or 

store them anymore. All I have to do is keep watering them 

regularly, bit by bit, keep them at the right temperature 

and… watch them grow. They might need grafting or 

pruning, but that will come al a later time.  

It’s the same with our wishes and dreams. We carefully 

store them for that “someday”, when we believe that we 

have all the perfect conditions to start planting them.  
What are the gifts that you know you were born with? 

What part of you is waiting to become a tree? What are the 

seeds that were given to you at birth? What are the wishes 

that you might have had even as a child? You don’t have to 

find the perfect time or conditions to plant your seeds. You 

can use what you have already; a plastic bottle that 

otherwise would go to waste. We always think we need 

more, we have to be more and better to do something great. 

By the time you are ready to plant the seeds that you 

have been storing, you are, in fact, ready to gather the fruits. 

You expect the fruits to be there, only forgetting that it takes 

years for a tree to grow. And at the same time, the sooner 

you plant it, as long as you water it day by day, not letting it 

dry, it will keep growing.  

What day of the week is your “Someday”? The day 

added to your calendar when you water your dreams, your 

wishes, growing the tree that you want to enjoy its fruits 

before it is too late.  

If not, it might be only at the end of our time here when 

we learn that our dry seeds cannot grow trees anymore. 

“This is your life… and it’s ending one minute at a time.”  



 

I: I Can Do It 

Genie in the Bottle: Entering the Flow 

The energy of flow is like the Genie trapped in a bottle. 

The magic of the “Flow Genie” is not just everywhere, but, 

as the story of Aladdin tells, it needs to be accessed on 

purpose. To access it, we need to remove the bottle cork. 

The cork comprises all our resistance, blockages, fears, 

the busy-ness of our thoughts and feelings that stop us from 

doing what matters to us. In small and big ways, the cork 

keeps us in the zone of procrastination, fear, avoidance, 

apathy, indulging, non-action. It keeps us in the victim’s 

zone, feeling helpless and unable to meet our dreams. 

.Sometimes the cork even gets stuck in the bottle and we 

might have a hard time getting it out.  

Yet, the Flow Genie is worth every effort to remove the 

cork. With the right tools, we learn an efficient way to do 

this., allowing our natural genie—our genius—to flow 

through into our consciousness and into the world. I think 

genie actually is related to the word ‘genius”, from the 

Arabic “djinn”, a spirit, but that also relates to the 

genus/genius of a place. 

The FPS Device (Flow Positioning System) 

The FPS is the GPS of Flow. While GPS stands for 

Global Positioning System, the FPS stands for Flow 

Positioning System.  

The FPS can assist us in:  

➢ Selecting the destination. Unless you select your 

destination first, the FPS is not functioning. If 

you select the wrong destination (maybe you got 

the streets and the avenue confused), it takes you 

to where you set it up to go. If you confuse the 

requirement of the assignment you will still able 
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to complete, just that it will end up being a 

different assignment.  

➢ Making the map to your destination accessible  

➢ Giving you directions 

➢ Helping in to stay on route. It gives you feedback 

if you are on the route or if you need to. 

➢ Offering you the option to take the scenic route 

of the highway, depending on how fast you 

want to reach your destination.  

➢ Informing you how much longer you have until 

you reach your destination.  

How to build your personal FPS 
Components:  

1. The Awareness Button 

2. Notebook and pen 

3. Timer  

IMPORTANT NOTE: ONLY the following three tools 

are needed. Everything else, including any electronic 

devices, cell phones, video games, social media apps, needs 

to be placed in a safety box, properly secured, where you 

can regain your belongings after exiting the Flow session) 

The Awareness Button 

Awareness means being conscious, alert, accessing our 

highest abilities of reasoning and processing the 

information. 

Awareness is what makes us be awake during our 

waking times. Most of the time, despite the fact that we are 

not sleeping, we are not alert either. We function on the 

automatic pilot, at the discretion of our compulsive 

thoughts, emotions, reactions, and impulses. We also 

respond and usually obey the remote control signals of our 

subconscious. Freud , the father of the psychoanalysis, said 
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that the goal of therapy was to make the unconscious 

conscious.  

We are not present here, at this moment. We are lost in 

the maze of our thoughts, memories, plans for the future, 

having conversations after conversations in our mind with 

beings that are not there at the present moment.  

But when we activate our awareness, our alert mind, we 

are able to notice, accept input and respond and adjust 

accordingly. The awareness button is an essential 

component of our FPS system. We have to make sure that 

it’s turned on during our whole trip to our destination. To 

be able to find and stay on the right route we need to be able 

to receive signals from all the surrounding sources.  

Unless the awareness button is active and we make use 

of it, we can drive endlessly, but we won’t reach our 

destination. It allows us to receive the signals from all the 

inner and outer orbiting satellites, which helps us navigate 

through the territory and finding and keeping the road to 

our destination.  

The FPS Notebook 

“Writing gives the mind a disciplined means of expression.” 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

Distractions can come in all forms, shapes, or colors. The 

main barrier to focus are by far, the internal distractions. 

Our rich emotional and mental processes are often creating a 

life of their own. When caught up in internal distractions, 

the mind gets pulled at full speed toward what you are 

trying to stay away from. The more you try to resist them, 

the stronger their force that derails us. 

Writing down is a useful tool to contain these internal 

distractions. It brings our abstract thoughts into the 

concrete, touchable realm.  By putting our words on paper, 

we significantly slow down the speed of our thoughts.  
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Slowing down gives us time to pause, reflect and stay in 

control of our choices. It’s like going downhill skiing. The 

main fear is losing control of your speed and eventually 

falling. We need to slow down the increasing speed of our 

thoughts so they won’t lead us into the opposite direction.  

One of my students was working really hard on 

improving her focusing skills and staying on track with her 

work. The main barrier that she encountered was 

daydreaming. “I daydream all the time. I even daydream 

about not daydreaming. The more I try to stay away from it, 

the more I seem to be doing it.”  

I encouraged her to continue daydreaming, setting up 

one hour every day for this purpose. I also suggested not 

only to daydream, but write down all her thoughts, since 

some of them might be really useful. “ 

She asked for clarification, “You want me to take an 

hour every day for daydreaming and then write down what 

I thought about? “  

“No, you daydream and write down at the same time 

during that hour period.” I clarified. 

“But how can I write down while daydreaming? This 

will spoil the whole fun of it! I won’t feel like daydreaming 

anymore.” 

Letting go of the need for daydreaming was another 

issue, but once she decided to apply the adjustment to her 

daydreaming habits, she was also able to feel in control of 

her daydreaming rather than feeling controlled by it.  

Writing it down on paper has a powerful effect on 

thoughts and feelings. Because thoughts and feelings are 

abstract, it’s hard to contain them and it is easy to get lost 

into the mind maze (especially if the thoughts feel negative). 

Like the lines of a maze, thoughts connect to and feed into 

one another. It’s easy to get lost in there.  

When we put them on the paper, we take them out of 

ourselves, physically freeing our bodies of their energy. We 
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bring them down from the abstract mind into the physical 

every-day world, so we can operate or use them at our will. 

We can discard them if they are not useful, or we can take 

action from those that have value. Putting on paper 

everything that stays between us and the Flow Genie, is a 

simple, fast, efficient way to access the Flow zone at will and 

to remove the focusing barriers.  

The FPS Timer  

I have always had an issue with time. There was never 

enough time to do everything I wanted to do and, running 

all day and trying to get done more and more tasks, never 

having the feeling that enough is enough.  

I had to find a way to free myself of the pressure of time. 

As much as its name calls it “flow”, which makes us expect 

complete freedom, with no boundaries, in order to access 

the flow state, we need the boundaries of a container; in this 

case, a “time container”.  

Based on the human principle of scarcity, we are 

inclined to value and make the most of what we perceive as 

limited or at risk to be lost or taken away. Time is one thing 

that is very easy to take for granted. Since it is hardly 

palpable, our perception of time is quite subjective. As I 

mentioned before, one of the key reasons procrastination is 

not only so common, but it seems to work for so many 

students is that the limitation of time forces us to 

instantaneously leave everything irrelevant aside and get 

things done in the last, limited time that we still have 

available.  

This applies to the broader picture of life as well, 

making the most of our life when we realize its time limit. 

As Andy Rooney put it, “I've learned that life is like a roll of 

toilet paper. The closer it gets to the end, the faster it goes.”  

The limitation of time helps us make the most of it.  
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Timing In Action 

To overcome my struggle with time, one tool that I 

experimented with (and eventually became proficient in 

using) in the process of writing this book, was the use of a 

timer. I decided to leave the worries about time on the side 

and purposefully limit it, breaking it down into “small, 

edible time bites”. With practice and persistence (and tricks!) 

to overcome my resistances, the timer was to become the 

way to enter the flow state at will. My personal 

experimentation was later supported when I discovered 

studies that researchers agree that developing a “sense of 

urgency” triggers the flow state. 

I had to find a way to measure my writing work. 

Initially the only “measuring unit” was the number of 

words submitted. Soon enough I realized that this was an 

unrealistic measure by itself. It led me to feel increasingly 

hopeless: I wasn’t writing enough words! I had to find a 

way to capture the important, positive fact that I was 

writing almost every day, even if I wasn’t fulfilling a high 

word count.  

The “time unit” came as a good solution. I would 

measure my daily writing progress by the number of time 

units that I spent on activities related to writing. Following 

the “Goldilocks’ Ratio” flow principle, I decided that the 

time units needed to be “just right”: not too big, not too 

small. They had to be small enough to allow me to take on 

another time unit and big enough to ensure that I did 

enough. After trying with different options, the thirty 

minutes time unit felt just right for me.  

Every time I started writing, I also started the timer. At 

first, it took me a while to be consistent in using the timer, 

resisting the “commitment” to actually focus on the work 

that came with this little action. 

Later I realized that I was still doing writing –related 

work, but I wasn’t capturing that time and counting it with 
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the timer. So I had to sit down with myself and decide if I 

will continue to do “volunteer writing work” (work that it is 

not taken into consideration because I don’t capture it with 

the timer), or if I would be more consistent in actually 

starting the timer before every single writing period, so I can 

give myself the fair recognition for the daily time spent 

writing. This motivated me to get into the habit of actually 

starting the timer first, before every writing –related activity 

(including researching). 

Every day I would record the number of writing units 

completed that day as a self-feedback way to measure my 

progress. Despite the fact that the time spent writing was 

not enough to complete my work, it helped me uphold my 

daily commitment to keep writing. This led me to have the 

faith that, eventually, I would get somewhere.  

Once, using the timer consistently, I was also surprised 

to notice the sense of freedom that the timer was giving me. 

While at first I perceived it as constrictive, I was pleased to 

see that the timer was really taking away my worries and 

battles with time. I didn’t have to worry what time it was, if 

I was late or missing on something. Once the timer was on, I 

was free to get into my flow bubble and worry about 

nothing else. The timer was now responsible for keeping 

track of time: I was free. From the initial sound of the timer 

to the one telling me that the 30 minutes unit was over, I had 

nothing else to do except for my writing. 

At the same time, the timer served as a “FPS/ The Flow 

GPS” setting to remind me to get back on route and 

sometimes to make a sharp “U Turn”. If I would get lost in 

searching the internet or other things not directly taking me 

to my destination, the timer would limit my wondering, 

bringing me back on track with its sound. 

Once I would take a break, I would be able to start fresh 

another “30 minutes time unit”, recording the previous one 
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and feeling motivated that, if nothing else, I actually 

managed to add another writing unit to my daily progress.  

Eventually I used the timer as a way to increase the 

challenge. The 30 minute-set felt too short and it became an 

invitation to take too many breaks. I increased it to 45 

minutes and then to one hour. The one-hour period feels 

great to me now. I also set up a target of 8 time units/ day as 

a criteria for success with my writing project. Once I would 

reach the eight units (not always easy), everything else 

would be a bonus.  

The Timer Within the Timer 

Release the Hand Brake   

From everything I’ve tried, this is the most simple and 

efficient way for me to remove the cork of resistance is to 

use the “5 minutes timer” within the “30 minutes timer”. 

During the first five minutes of work, I just “dump” 

everything on the paper. I write down everything that goes 

through my mind, all the thoughts, worries, plans, fears, any 

nonsense that I can think or feel, I put it down on paper. It’s 

there, if I will need it later, but for now, I will leave it there, 

to be able to actually engage with the Flow Genie.  

Once I hear the 5 minutes timer sound, I stop the 

writing and allow myself to be completely immersed into 

the flow energy. Until I hear the next timer sound, 25 

minutes later, I jump into the flow dimension and keep 

doing what I intended on doing, while everything and 

everyone else is on another time zone during that time. 

Ready – Set- Go Into the Flow! Then Stop. 

The Simple Rule of Tree has magic. It is easy to 

remember and follow. No unnecessary complications or 

extra weight.  As Einstein said it, if you can’t explain it to a 6 

year old, you don’t understand it yourself.  
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The most-used action-taking formula is the “ready-set-

go” command. Flow is all about clarity and simplifying the 

non-essential, so the “Ready-Set- Go” can easily get us into 

the flow of completing our projects.  

Take a project that you need to complete. You know by 

now that, based on the Pareto Principle, 20% of your time 

spent on a project gets it 80% towards completion.  

READY? 

“Alice asked the Cheshire Cat, 

“Which road should I take?” 

The Cheshire Cat asked Alice, “Where are you going?” 

Alice replied, “I don’t know.” 

The Cheshire Cat answered,  

“Then either road should get you there!”  

Alice in Wonderland – Lewis Carroll 

Before you start driving to your destination, you have to 

get ready. Get into the driver’s seat and take control of 

yourself and your activity. Remember at all times that you 

are the driver and you have both full choice and full 

responsibility.  

 

Where to? 

Know your “why” 

Adjust your  mirrors: focus 

 

Where to? Using the FPS notebook, write down 

specifically, laser- clear, what you want to accomplish and 

when. The prerequisite of entering the flow is to give your 

mind very clear, transparent, simple, direct instructions. No 

confusion or doubts, just stating clearly what you want. 

Writing it down helps you establish a reference point and a 

direction. For example: I want to complete the first draft of 

my chapter by tonight at 8:00 pm.  
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Know your “why”. Why do you want what you 

want? Why is this important now and not later (if ever)? 

What are the benefits of investing your focus, energy and 

attention now?  For me, at this moment, if I complete my 

chapter by the end of the day, I will feel the sense of 

progress, getting unstuck and moving forward. This will 

motivate me to get back into action and keep going with my 

book.. I need to have a sense of progress, to feel that I am on 

the right track. And, I will reward myself and watch an 

episode of “Once Upon a Time” with my daughter.  

Adjust your mirrors. Focus your attention. Visualize 

your goal, the end result and stay with it, leaving everything 

else behind for now. Be mindful that, as they say it, you can’t 

drive forward when you’re looking in the rear view mirror. You 

have to keep your eyes on your destination.  

SET? 

“The water does not flow  

until the faucet is turned on”. Louis L’Amour 

➢ Look on the map 

➢ Choose the simplest route 

➢ Fasten the seatbelt: start the FPS timer 

Look on the map. Make a simple schedule of work, 

breaking the whole into small, bite-able pieces. Write down 

the steps that will take you to your destination. Estimate the 

time required, set up the timeline and move backwards to 

your present time to establish a deadline sketch.  This will 

serve you as a reference point, to later check your progress 

against your space and time map.  

Remember to write them down. 

Choose the simplest route.  
What is the simplest way to reach the finish line?  
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There are many ways that could take you to your 

destination. You can choose the highway, fastest route or the 

scenic route, if you have plenty of time. Be mindful though 

that for any initiative we have only a “battery” of energy 

available that you can feel it, at the beginning of the project 

in the form of enthusiasm, curiosity, excitement. It is that 

energy that gets most of the things done. Once we exhaust 

that battery, everything becomes hard work, especially if we 

forget to recharge it. Using our best energy to complete 80% 

of our work is the way to go. If we let it waste for 

insignificant, trivial things, we will be left with only 20% or 

less of our energy to complete 80% of the work.  

Choosing the most simple, direct route helps us use 20% 

of our battery to get 80% closer to our destination. 

Fasten your seatbelt.  

Set up the FPS timer and start it.  

GO ! 

“Yes, it’s that simple. I put my fingers on the keyboard, and I 

began to type. Typing, thinking, more typing, more thinking, some 

momentum. That’s how it goes.” Timothy A. Pychyl 

Start driving straight to your destination and don’t stop 

until you hear the sound of the timer. Start working 

(writing, reading, painting, editing, organizing) and stay in 

the zone of this one target until the timer tells you to stop. 

Merge onto the highway and allow yourself to accelerate 

into flow, working as quickly as possible.   

Keep going, enjoy the ride. This is what the flow 

experience describes as merging of action and awareness, 

the autotelic experience and the loss of self-consciousness.  

Stay with it, even if you feel like moving to something 

else. If distraction, thoughts, extra ideas are coming, write 

them down on the “Waiting List”. When it feels like you 

badly want to escape it and leave, just stay with it.  
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Breathe.  

You might not be very productive yet, but stay there. 

Entering the flow state requires persistence, training the 

muscle of focus. The more you exercise this muscle, the 

more you will be able to enter and remain in the flow.  

When I’m writing, it noticed it helps to have a way of 

“containing” myself, so I can’t easily move every time I feel 

like it. I got the idea from my brother, who once told me that 

he should “chain” me to the chair, so I will keep writing. 

Since he said it with so much love, I thought his idea was 

really useful. Instead of a chain though, I started using a 

“writing sleeping bag” to contain myself. It is a regular 

sleeping bag, in my favorite color that I only use for writing. 

It soothes me, keeping me warm and comfortable, feeling 

like a security blanket, holding me in one place. In time I 

noticed that it also acts as an “anchor” connected to the 

writing process. My mind knows now that the moment I get 

into my “writing cocoon,” it’s time to write. 

STOP. 

“The mark of a person who is in control of consciousness is the 

ability to focus attention at will, 

 to be oblivious to distractions, to concentrate for as long as it takes 

to achieve a goal,  

and not longer.” Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 

When you've done all you can, stop, take a look. It’s 

good, isn’t it? Now leave it there. You've achieved about 

80% of your target. Yet you've only spent about 20% of the 

time you'd eventually give to that piece of work!  

Leave it at 80% and start with something else 

productive. 

Follow the same procedure with the next task, and then 

the next task, for each using the FPS Timer.  

Know when to stop. It might be hard to believe it when 

you are trying to get into the flow that stopping could be 
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easily challenging. No need to overdo it. The timer helps is 

with this challenge. At this point, if you give in to your 

perfectionist tendencies, you will get lost or depleted. With 

the competing demands of life, if you try to do it all in the 

perfect way, you actually put yourself at a great risk of 

failing. Nowadays, with the overflow of information and 

technology, too much is truly too much and trying to 

compete with a computer’s capacity can get us lost or wear 

us down mentally and emotionally.  

There is a time for working and there is a time for 

optimizing. Now it is the time for working. When the 80% is 

done, you will notice the feeling that, “I’m done”. The 

battery flashes the red signal telling you “momentum over.” 

You know it it’s time to stop. Take a break.  

When you reset the timer, start with the next topic or 

project. Even when you have only one project (in my case 

now, this is the only book I’m working on), don’t get 

indefinitely lost in one direction and at the same time don’t 

get lost from one direction into the next one and the next 

one, especially when you are doing research. Stay with the 

current topic as long as it is needed and then move to the 

next one. The timer is helpful in resetting your direction, 

making a U turn when necessary.  

Seven Tricks and Tips of the Trade  

Lure Yourself Into It 

A sound as Mark Twain’s advice sounds, to, “eat a live 

frog first thing in the morning and nothing worse will 

happen to you the rest of the day,” I haven’t been able to 

even envision myself eating that frog.  

The more I think about it, the stronger I feel like doing 

anything else but eating that frog. I even get cramps in my 

stomach imagining it. I end up thinking all day about that 

frog and how beneficial it would have been to eat it first 
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thing in the morning, just to feel bad at bedtime that 

everyone else was able to eat their frog that day but me.  

What about those who can’t eat their daily frogs? There 

is any other way? As you will be finding out soon, there is at 

least one other option: eating an elephant. Only thinking 

about eating the big elephant, might make you feel that 

eating a little frog is actually piece of cake. But how can we 

make ourselves do something that we don’t particularly 

“feel like” doing at the moment?  

That’s where the old wisdom of “Know thyself” comes 

in handy. For example, we are naturally pulled toward 

novelty. Our need for exploration and discovery is a human 

instinct that we can observe early on in life. The need for 

challenge is also engrained in us. Use the powerful force of 

desire for novelty and curiosity to enter the flow. 

 When I know I have to write but I don’t really “feel like 

it”, I throw temptations at myself. I start reading or googling 

about topics related to my related subject. Soon enough I 

find myself caught up in the game, my mind starts making 

all sorts of associations, I get creative and inspiration joins 

the party, too. Although I know this trick, it continues to 

work every time I choose to use it. If searching the internet 

triggers my curiosity, as long as it is related to my topic, I do 

it. I just have to make sure I stop and make the right turn 

toward my destination.  

Once in the flow state, all you need is to keep going.  

Start With What You Can Do 

“Do not let what you can’t do interfere  
with what you can do.” John Wooden 

Student’s Words:  “I have this image of me as a little child, 

seating on a big chair. I’m trying to reach the table in front, but it 

is too tall for me. I just can’t reach it. I feel so hopeless”.  
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 How often have you felt this way? Sometimes our 

expectations of ourselves are so high—just like a tall table 

that we can never reach. What can we do?  

You might not be able to grow over night to reach that 

table. But you might find a chair and a table that fits just 

right at this time. If it’s a little bit taller, that’s all right. It 

might make you want to grow faster, it might stretch your 

body just in the right way to foster the growth. 

Yet, if the chair and the table are way too big for your 

size, the desire to grow faster makes you feel hopeless. What 

you will be left with, like my student, is the day-to-day 

feeling that you can never reach that table. That feeling will 

settle somewhere in the back of your mind and be forgotten 

in there, yet, it will keep exerting power over your daily 

thoughts. Even when you have grown up and you actually 

lived the moment to reach that table, the unseen feeling and 

believe about yourself remains and keeps sabotaging you. 

When I decided to write this book I struggled for a 

while with my doubts: “I can’t do this” “This is too big”; 

“I’ve never written a book in my life”; “only exceptional 

people can do it; I’m not one of them”.  

All right, what are the things that I believe I can’t do? I 

don’t believe I can write and complete a whole book. I can’t 

write a chapter. I’m not sure if I can write too well in 

English, since it’s not my first language. 

On the other hand, I really wished I could do it. I 

wished that one day, I would be able to hold that book in 

my hands and feel wonderful about it and about myself. I 

wished I could share and give all that I’ve learned to others. 

I wished I could somehow touch the lives of more people 

than my individual therapy work allows me to, even people 

that I might never meet. I wished I could just do it.  

I had to find a way to make peace with myself.  

What makes me believe that I can’t do these?  
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I believe that I cannot do all of these things because I’ve 

never done them before.  

Well, has anybody written a book before? How did they 

do it? Can I learn how to do it? If nobody has done it before, 

can I think of my own way to approach it?  

Fortunately for me, many, many people have written 

books before me, so there must be a way to do it.  

“Ok, I can’t write a book. That’s all right. But what is it 

that I can do?” 

I made a list of the things related to writing a book that I 

did before and knew I could still do it (it might not be easy, 

but I did them before, so I can do them now): 

1. I can write words  

2. I can write sentences.  

3. I can write paragraphs. 

4. I love writing old-fashioned letters). 

5. I can write personal journaling. 

6. I can write an article. 

Rather than hopelessly trying to reach the table, too tall 

for your size, it might be easier to find the right table and 

chair for you. Slowly and surely you will grow up to reach 

the tall table. But in the meantime, you can aim for what fits 

your current abilities just right. You don’t have to feel too 

small for the chair that you’re in. You can just sit in the right 

chair. Showing up is half the battle.  

One Bite at a Time 

“The person who removes a mountain  

begins by carrying away small stones. “  

Japanese Proverb 
I remember the old trick joke from my childhood that 

started with the question:  

“How do you eat an elephant?”  
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A student once replied in horror to my question, “But 

the elephant is my favorite animal. Why do I have to eat 

it?!?“  Point taken!  Please note that this is just an analogy. I 

wouldn’t choose to eat an elephant myself. We can eat an 

elephant-size cauliflower instead. 

For now, pretend that you really want to eat this 

elephant. Because eating what now looks like an enormous 

elephant is the way to get to your graduation stage.  

There are many possible ways you can answer the 

question of the joke, but the simplest way is, 

 “one teaspoon at a time”. 

Take a plate – and take a teaspoon from the elephant. 

Just as much as you can eat at this moment. Do not take 

more than you can eat now. Follow the main rule that you 

learned in your kindergarten: it is not nice to leave food on 

your plate and waste it. 

You only take what you can eat right now. Maybe for now 

you don’t feel particularly hungry or your appetite for 

eating this elephant is not very high. It’s all right. You might 

feel like eating more lately or tomorrow, but for now just 

take that little bit that you know you can eat. 

Then ... start eating. 

If you feel like eating more, take another teaspoon, just 

one, and eat it. You do have the freedom to eat as many 

teaspoons of the elephant as you want to, the only rule is… 

one teaspoon at a time. 

Chances are that your appetite will grow bigger the 

more you eat. It’s all right; don’t hold yourself back. As the 

French proverb tells us, “Appetite comes with eating”. The 

more one has, the more one wants.  

Yet: one teaspoon at a time. 

Especially when you have many things to juggle at the 

same time, this simple rule can work wonders. You leave on 

the side everything else, but one small task that can deal 

with at the moment. Everything else will wait its turn. Flow 
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is about getting into that one singled-focus and getting 

immersed into it.  

Small bites also relate to savoring. It is quite hard to 

savor a 5 kg chocolate; unless you split the process in 

multiple mini-savoring periods. This applies to everything, 

including studying. Savoring a 3-hour studying period is 

much more challenging than savoring a 30- minute studying 

time, using the FPS Timer.  

Make a U Turn As Soon As Possible 

I have been working as mental health clinician for many 

years, but the only way I can see “craziness” is based on 

Einstein’s definition: “insanity is doing the same thing over 

and over again, but expecting different results”. And based 

on this definition, we all have a part in it. 

I once read a blog on the internet about someone who 

ignored the GPS for 5 hours before making a U turn…  

I know how easy it is for that to happen. I’d been 

ignoring my Writing FPS for few weeks, unable to make a U 

turn.  I kept going on and on, in the same direction, despite 

my inner GPS telling me that it is crazy to keep moving in 

the same direction and expect to reach the opposite 

destination. 

It is not easy to make a U turn. The frustration, 

sometimes to the point of anger, makes you want to just 

rebel against that demanding GPS that insists that you stay 

on route.  

“Who is behind that annoying GPS voice anyway, 

demanding your compliance? Why I should listen to it? I 

know better!”   

Well, you know that the further you move away, the 

longer it will take to come back to the turning point and 

from there to start onto the right route. Yeah, sometimes it 

makes things so much simpler to just listen to the FPS voice.  
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Before Getting Better It Could Feel Worse  

If you are reading this, it means that you learned how to 

read.  

If you learned how to read, you can learn many more 

new things. Just like once you learned how to ride a bicycle, 

then you were able to ride any bicycle, at any time, even 

after not riding for a long time. Learning how to read is a 

much more complex process.  

Succeeding (learning; performing; reaching our best) is a 

process. It is a step by step journey. The fact that we were 

capable of pursuing all the difficult steps of reading and we 

are now able to read as well as we do today, shows that we 

have the ability to learn complex things; we are capable of 

succeeding even with things that take years to master.  

Success equals change. We expand what we already 

know. We change our perspective on things, others, the 

world, and ourselves. Change is letting go of what we 

already know. Ultimately, it means changing our way of 

being as we continue our life long journey of becoming.  

Change can be difficult, which means the way we 

perceive learning can be difficult. We need to have good, 

honest reasons to be able to go through it and sustain the 

process until we complete it. One of the hardest things is to 

overcome the stage where the previous balanced is broken.   

I often warn my clients at the beginning of our therapy 

work: “Be mindful that, before it will get better, it might feel 

worse. But if you stick to the process, we will definitely get 

there; just don’t judge each step on the way before you reach 

your destination.” 

We reach the point where we know what is wrong, we 

are able to see the real problem clearly, we want to change 

and we start making the changes. Just to find out, soon 

enough that not only we have many more problems than we 

had when we initially started this journey, but nothing 



I: I Can Do It   

114 

 

seems to work anymore. We lost our previous way of being, 

which we believe that, good or bad, at least brought us to 

the place where we are now. We are trying to follow the 

new ways, yet things seem to be getting worse before 

getting better.  

To make real changes, we need to break the previous 

balance, along with the old patterns. New ways of being and 

living will emerge. But that process takes some time and we 

need to be willing to allow the new patterns to establish 

themselves and begin to work.  

At the beginning of this process, people can feel lost and 

hopeless. We feel the need to hold on to the old ways, to go 

back to the old shore, because that is where it feels safe. 

Even if it gives us the illusion of safety, the old shore might 

not  be the best place for us anymore.  

When sailing away, it might take a long time until we 

see the new shore. “What if there is no new shore? What if it 

was just an illusion? What if my old ways have been 

working just fine?” we might start doubting.  We begin 

justifying our old ways, convincing ourselves that there 

might not be any other way.  

All of these doubts and questions take away our energy. 

Feeling depleted and hopeless, we see no other option but 

turning to our old shore, giving up and staying away from 

ever trying to change again. We will do everything from 

now on to avoid going through the same pain all over. We 

become resigned to our old situations and shut down the 

voice that keeps trying to tell us that… there is a another 

way, another shore… Keep sailing….  

Keep Calm and Keep Going 

“Simplicity is a state of mind.” Charles Wagner 

Are you running a sprint or a marathon now? 
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For a sprint, you need to perform at your maximum in a 

short period time.  For a marathon, you have to have 

endurance and stamina; to keep going for a long time, you 

need to pace your whole system. 

I personally do better with sprints, although I’m not 

very fast. I can pull my resources and energies together all at 

once and, in a relatively short period of time, I can get things 

done. After that though, I will need a long break to recharge. 

Success is both a marathon and a sprint, pacing yourself 

while going through periods of extreme pressure and at the 

same time saving your energy for the end of the race, so you 

won’t  get beaten on that midway hill.   

It is already well-known that stress physically weakens 

our physical immune system. Equally true is that stress 

strongly impacts our emotional and mental immune systems.  

Especially during approaching deadlines or exam times, 

we feel the pressure, the overwhelming anxiety with the 

amount of work within the limited time that we have 

available. The stress piles up and we can’t take it anymore. 

We start losing interest, feeling that we can’t do it anyway, 

then beating ourselves up for not even trying. We begin 

wondering if we are in the right place, if this is the path we 

want to pursue. The loss of appetite and sleep, the 

exhausting beating up and self-judgements, the 

overwhelming stress– all of these together have the power 

to weaken our emotional and mental immune system. 

Just like when the physical immune system is weak, we 

start catching every virus or bacteria and easily get sick. The 

same is working the emotional and mental immune system; 

if it’s getting weak, we are vulnerable to all the negative 

thoughts, fears, real and self-made problems , past  and 

current unresolved issues – they are all breaking free from 

their locked cages, coming “to get us” now, when it would 

be the last thing that we need to do.  
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It is especially during the times of high distress when is 

the easiest to give in to our old patterns of negative feelings 

and thoughts. If this is happening, the simplest thing to do is 

to… keep calm and keep going.  

As Winston Churchill used to say, “Never let a good crisis 

go to waste”.  You don’t need to engage in a battle or forceful 

pushing away with what is coming, which will take away 

more of your time and energy. 

Remember, you already have a limited amount of 

energy. The good side of these overwhelming feelings and 

issues coming back to you is that they can offer you a great 

amount of useful information about what still needs 

resolution and healing in your life.  

What you can do is to notice what is coming,  the issues 

that are trying to get your attention. It might be lots of anger 

or sadness for no apparent reason; possibly triggering past 

experiences that still need to be resolved, or old wounds that 

need to be healed. Urgent problems might need your 

attention. Perhaps you have big decisions to make. 

Whatever knocks on your door and asks for an important 

meeting – write it down and put it on the waiting list.  

You cannot deal with everything all at once, so just 

calmly, patiently explain to all the matters that are asking 

for your attention that they need to be on a waiting list. 

When the time comes, you will be taking them one by one 

and give them your full, undivided focus. 

But for now, take each matter one at a time.  

Just for the next few weeks, the only matter in front of 

you will be your academic work. This time period is booked 

and everything and everyone else will need to wait for their 

turn. If they don’t agree with your rules, they are free to 

leave. Generally, problems have a way of waiting in there, 

so you don’t need to worry about losing them.  

 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/14033.Winston_S_Churchill
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Clean Up Your Plate 

At the end of your working time, clean up both your 

physical space as well as the content of your work. Finish 

that sentence, organize and file your ideas in the right 

section. Break your work down into smaller parts, so when 

you start again, you can take one bite at a time, everything is 

in their right place, and can be connected together.  

This was one of my greatest difficulty when learning 

how to write. I would get lost in the free writing process that 

piles of ideas and thousands of words would be written, 

waiting to be processed and edited. It felt like my whole 

writing space was occupied by a mountain of words; 

scattered  everywhere. I didn’t have any room to breathe, 

forget about creating.  

Make sure you clean your plate once you are done 

eating. Put the rest of the elephant back in the fridge. If you 

leave it everywhere, the next time when you will have your 

meal, your appetite will be significantly reduced, just by 

seeing the mess that you left before. Believe me, it’s much 

more enjoyable to eat from a clean plate. 

More Than Time, We Need Focus  

“One of the very worst uses of time is  

to do something very well that need not to be done at all” 

Brain Tracy 

I remember my first visit to the pediatrician,, few days 

after my son was born. I was a new mom, feeling already 

overwhelmed with joy and excitement, as well as  with the 

loving responsibility for who I was holding in my arms. 

In the waiting room there was another mother with nine 

children! Yes, nine children, the oldest one did not appear to 

be more than 14 years old and the youngest was a baby, 

sitting peacefully on his mom’s lap. Everything about this 

family seemed to be just in perfect order. Each child was 
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properly behaved, no noise, no yelling, no chaos. Mom 

seemed calm, peaceful, fully in charge.  

I was astonished! How was she doing it?!?  I only had a 

brand-new baby in my arms, feeling overwhelmed already 

in my role as a new mother. And she had nine and all of 

them appeared to be in perfect harmony.   

After a while, I couldn’t help it and I dared to ask her: 

“How do you do it? What is your secret?”  

She responded in a kind, yet matter of fact voice: “I only 

have one secret and each of my child knows it. Once I am 

with one of my children, even if it is only for a few minutes, 

nothing and nobody else exists for me during those few 

moments. I am fully, completely present with that one child. The 

others know that they will have their turn, when they are 

the only ones existing for me during that time”.  

Yes, this was truly one big secret. As simple as it 

seemed, it seemed one of the most challenging to achieve.  

As I said it before, I have always had a difficult 

relationship with time, feeling that “it is our most precious 

commodity” that I could never have enough of it. There was 

never enough time to do all the things that I wanted to do. 

Not only nine, but twenty things were waiting for my 

attention at every single moment.  

Time also seems to be the first one to blame for all that 

we leave undone. “I didn’t have enough time”; “If only 

there were more hours in the day…” But we don’t; and there 

is nothing we can do to get more time. We only have 24 

hours or 1,440 minutes, in each day; 168 hours in one week 

and 8,760 hours in one year. 

Yet, would more time truly help us accomplish more?  

A study by Plant, Ericsson, Hill, and Asberg (2005), 

claims that it isn’t necessarily the amount of studying that 

predicts academic performance. In fact, the study asserts 

that the quantity of study times is a poor predictor of student 

success. Perdian (2013) collected data from under-performing 
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as well as over-performing students. By the end of the 

study, he revealed that the under-performing students were 

actually spending a greater amount of time completing 

homework comparing to over-performing students.  

These and other studies support the bold claim Cal 

Newport, the author of. “How To Become a Straight-A Student: 

The Unconventional Strategies Real College Students Use to Score 

High While Studying Less”, makes: “the number of hours you 

spend studying means nothing.” He insists that, “pseudo-work 

does not equal work.”  On the other hand, Newport’s 

formula is quite simple:  

Work accomplished = Time spent x Intensity of Focus 

The focus intensity is the key that distinguishes the 

straight-A students from the rest. Newport discloses that 

studying in short, focused bursts, with time in between to 

recharge, is the key to accomplishing more in less time.  

My new writing endeavor certainly brought the time-

focus formula in full light. I was still not very satisfied with 

how much I was writing. My mind convinced me that I still 

didn’t have everything I needed to be able to write. I 

decided that time was the missing piece.  Not that I could go 

to the convenience store at the corner and buy some more 

time, but that was my stuck point.  

I reset all my priorities and I was able to let go of other 

commitments to make more time for writing. Paradoxically, 

more time did not equal more writing. Time alone didn’t 

seem to do the job of writing. In fact, I noticed that my best 

writing time would be on my crowded bus ride to work and 

back.  Everything else in between would be a bonus; this 

was my only consistent, regular time for writing. As soon as 

I would get a seat in the bus, I would turn on my laptop and 

let myself be swept away into my writing bubble. Nothing 

and no one else existed for me during that time.  

The use of a timer, the FPS system, was my savior. It 

helped me re-center, coming back to the ground point. Once 
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I set up the timer, I am free! Free to be present only with 

what I am doing at the moment. It is my choice for how long 

I want to be with that activity; but once I set it, I am free 

from juggling everything else at the same time.  

I was amazed at how much I can actually do in just 20 

minutes. Before, if I would have 20 minutes to spare, it 

would never occur to me that there is enough time to do 

much with it. I would just immediately dismiss it as not 

enough and send it to waste. I learned that, if I have 20 

minutes available, I can set up my timer and I can write up 

to 500 words. That might not seem like a lot, but if I use 3 

periods of 20 minutes each, every day, I can write 1500 

words and day by day it really adds up to competing a 

whole book.  

It is truly amazing at how much time we actually have 

in our hands – a whole life, but also how much we throw it 

to waste, because it never feels enough.



 

M: Marshmallow Can Wait 

The “Marshmallow Test” 

“I think, therefore I can change what I am.”  

Walter Mischel 

 “See this marshmallow here? It’s yours. You can have it, eat 

it, do whatever you want with it. I’m gonna go to another room for 

15 minutes. 

But if you don’t eat this marshmallow here, you’ll get a 

second one when I come back.  

Sounds good, right?” 

This is what the researcher would say to the 4-year-olds 

at Stanford University’s Bing Nursery School, while placing 

a marshmallow on a plate in front of the child. The scenario 

was part of the research study that would later become the 

well-known “Marshmallow Test”, designed in the 1960s and 

conducted over four decades now, by psychologist Walter 

Mischel and colleagues from Stanford University.  

You can watch many YouTube videos with adorable 

children fighting hard not to give into the temptation of 

grabbing that marshmallow. They would squirm in the 

chair, close their eyes, sing, turn their head away, basically 

everything and anything that would help them fight the 

urge to eat that one marshmallow, right in front of them.  

Some children saved themselves from the pain of 

temptation right way. Some others battled themselves quite 

hard, but eventually the marshmallow won and they ate it. 

And there were some who resisted the urge, defying the 

temptation as long as it was needed to be rewarded with 

well-deserved second marshmallow. 

Of the six hundred children who participated in the 

study, only about a third of them waited long enough to get 

the second treat. The longitudinal study showed that nearly 

40 years later, children who were able to refrain from eating 
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the marshmallow, were more likely to do better in all areas 

of their life: academics, career, finances, relationship, and 

health. Low delayers, the children who gave into faster into 

the marshmallow temptation, were more likely to have 

behavioral problems, both in school and at home. They got 

lower grades. They struggled in stressful situations, had 

difficulties paying attention, and found it hard to maintain 

friendships. Children able to wait fifteen minutes had, on 

average, a two hundred and ten points higher S.A.T. score, 

than those who could wait only thirty seconds. 

This single quality, called “delayed gratification” seemed 

to be the key in overall life success.  

Walter Mischel, currently a 

psychology professor  at 

Columbia University, wrote his 

first book, “The Marshmallow 

Test: Mastering Self- Control”, at 

the age of 84, based on the results of the longitudinal study.  

Published in 2014, the book soon became a best seller.  

As the author explains: 

“ The longer the young children were able to wait at age 

four, the better the SAT scores, the better the ratings of their 

ability to control themselves and to pursue their academic 

and other goals successfully, and the better they were doing 

as people in their early thirties.” 

The study has been replicated in many countries, 

showing similar results. There is also a modern version of 

the classical Marshmallow test, adapted to the most 

tempting attraction for children nowadays: the virtual 

marshmallow. Officially known as the “academic diligence 

task,” the computer-based test’s nickname is the “digital 

marshmallow test”. It is designed to test the school age 

children’s ability to resist the temptations of the digital 

distractions, such as YouTube videos or video games. The 

test offers students a choice between doing math or 

Delayed gratification is 

the ability to resist the 

temptation for an 

immediate reward and 

wait for a later reward.  

http://www.amazon.ca/The-Marshmallow-Test-Mastering-Self-Control/dp/0316230871
http://www.amazon.ca/The-Marshmallow-Test-Mastering-Self-Control/dp/0316230871


M: Marshmallow Can Wait 

123 

 

watching videos or playing a video game, as a research tool 

for measuring self-control.  

Even as adults, we encounter this challenge all the time. 

It’s difficult to turn down something enticing in the short-

term for something more rewarding in the long-term, such 

as focusing on your work, so you can graduate in time, 

versus checking the internet just one more time.   

Although the Marshmallow test was initially conducted 

on children, the “delayed 

gratification” has a term in the 

adult’s psychology as well. It is 

called, “hyperbolic discounting”.  

When it’s about designing and 

creating our life accomplishments, 

the marshmallow comprises 

everything that distracts us from doing what we intended to 

do.  Procrastination, lack of focus, watching that test 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX_oy9614HQ), 

instead of working on your assignment, or, in my case, 

researching extensively on procrastination instead of writing 

about it, as if I didn’t have enough personal expertise on it 

already.  

How to Pass the Marshmallow Test? 

“Conquer yourself and you will conquer the world”  

Paulo Coelho 

The famous Marshmallow test is all about willpower, 

self-control, perseverance, grit, self-discipline and more 

willpower. We don’t need any more research studies to 

know how significant these virtues are to our life success.  

What can we do to stay away from those marshmallows 

that trick us into trading what we want the most for what 

we desire at the moment? Here are seven strategies that 

could help us.  

Hyperbolic discounting 

is a cognitive bias where 

people choose smaller, 

immediate rewards 

rather than larger, later 

rewards. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QX_oy9614HQ
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Out of Sight, Out of Mind 

The greatest challenge for the children to resist the 

marshmallow was when the marshmallow was right in front 

of them. As long as they kept looking it in the eye, 

eventually the marshmallow would win. On the other hand, 

children who turned away from it, singing, making noise to 

take the focus out from the marshmallow, were the ones that 

increased their chances of success. By the age of 5 or 6, 

children were able to notice that avoiding to look at the 

marshmallow made it easier to resist the temptation.  

So, if you know that your greatest temptations are 

internet surfing, smart phone use, and video games,  put 

them away when you do your work. I made a habit of 

turning off my phone and the internet connection when I 

start my writing periods. I block from the beginning the 

possibility of getting the pop-up e-mails,  or getting lost on 

the internet research, since I know it way too well by now 

that once I start getting into it, it becomes a never-ending 

journey. Why making it a temptation in the first place?  

“But you need the internet and the research for your 

work,” temptation would argue. When there is a topic that I 

need to research it, I make a note of it on my writing, I add it 

on my “Waiting List” and then I schedule 20 minutes, 

setting the timer, so I can attend to the research topic. The 

timer keeps me on track, so I don’t run away, madly in love 

with Mr. Google. 

Please Mind Your Head 

One of the most frequent warning signs that we noticed 

during our trip to Japan was, “Please mind your head.”  My 

husband especially, who is quite tall, had to take the advice 

seriously.  

In case of the Marshmallow test, one thing that 

appeared to make a difference for a successful outcome was 
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how and what were the children thinking about during the 

test. If they would think about how delicious the 

marshmallow would taste, the chances of winning the 

marshmallow battle were significantly lower than if they 

would think about the marshmallow abstractly or to imagine 

it as something else, like a cloud.  

What you feed your thoughts with makes the whole 

difference for the overall life success. “Mental 

transformation” means to look at the marshmallow and 

think of it as something else. If the phone rings when you 

just started your work, and you promised yourself that you 

won’t get off the chair until you are done, then imagine the 

phone is helicopter. It’s noisy but you don’t need to attend 

to it.  

Keep the Distance  

“The main cause for failure and unhappiness is 

trading what you want most for what you want at the 

moment.” Unknown 
The marshmallow test is not about restricting ourselves 

or not allowing ourselves to have what we want. It is about 

having more than we initially asked for. The marshmallow 

test is about getting what is worth it. If we can wait, postpone 

and not give in to our immediate, impulsive desire, we will 

receive much more. The stronger our ability to cope with the 

inner tension of the immediate, strong desire, the greater the 

reward will be. That’s why is called “delayed gratification”. 

You can have it . . . just not right now. 

A friend of mine was telling me that the secret of 

successful negotiation is not to show how badly we desire a 

certain outcome. To be able to be neutral, even disengaged, 

gives you great negotiation leverage. Not giving in to the 

inner temper tantrum of wanting this, right here, right now, 

is a great strength that helps us gain more.  
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If we can make our desire feel less personal, we can 

distance ourselves from it, thereby becoming more objective 

and rational. Evaluate the situation as if the main actor in it 

is not you. Reimagine it with someone else is in that 

situation. 

For example, if struggling with the temptation to watch 

a movie or read a chapter for your course, before jumping 

into action, think of what would you advise your younger 

sibling or your child to do. Then model your own wise 

advice.  

Game It Up   

We love games, because games mean engaging our 

inner child who, above all, loves to play.  The need for 

challenge, for progress and feedback are intense needs that 

fill our brains with the happiness hormones. It is not about 

the game itself, but the experience of it that feels so positive 

and rewarding. I doubt many people would very thrilled 

about the activity of cleaning the bathroom. But there is a 

video game called, “Bathroom Clean Up and Deco game” 

(Y8.COM).  

Anything can be turned into a game, even defeating a 

marshmallow.  

Turn the difficulties in resisting the distractions into a 

challenge. Make a game out of resisting the marshmallow. 

You can name it, “The Marshmallow Game” or “Laser Focus” 

training game, scoring the number of times you are able to 

notice a distraction and put it on the “Waiting List.” You 

take your base level and record how many distraction are 

you able to avoid on the first day of playing the game.  Or 

draw a marshmallow on the paper. Count the number of 

marshmallows. Add them when they come on the Waiting 

List and add the score at the end of the day, recoding it into 

the “Laser Focus “scoring sheet.  
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When I want to focus on writing and other distractions 

are popping into my mind, I record them on the Waiting 

List. At the end of the day I record the number of items from 

the Waiting list that I managed to stay away from during 

my writing time. This gives me the Daily Focus score and 

focus is one strength that I constantly strive to improve.  

The Marshmallow Mantra  

Make and use frequently a personal mantra, a simple 

statement that reminds you what you need to do when the 

marshmallow comes. It could be: “Off on the Waiting List”; 

or, “Tonight, at 8:00 pm”, giving the message of the time 

when the temptation would be taken care of.  

Instead of “avoid the marshmallow” or “fight the 

marshmallow”, use positive words instead to direct your 

focus on the actions that you want yourself to take when the 

marshmallow appears out of nowhere in front of your eyes. 

Make a mantra that you keep as a handy response when a 

distraction appears on your radar: ‘Off/On the Waiting List”.   

Use an Anchor  

Use something to remind you of letting go of the 

temptation when it comes, such as an elastic band or 

drawing the momentary desire rather than acting on it. You 

can also use a regular remote control and every time you go 

off focus, you push the button of the remote control, instead 

of acting on the impulse. Then you return to your focus.  

Writing down in the FPS Notebook about your desire, 

your “need” to act on your immediate impulse, instead of 

actually acting on the impulse, is also helpful in releasing 

the energy attached to the impulse. For example, if you feel 

like checking your Facebook while studying, writing down 

about your “need” to check the social media, instead of 

checking it, releases the tension without the risk of getting 
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lost for a long time in the actual activity. Plus, you score 

points on the Marshmallow Game for staying out of 

temptation.  

The Soothing Lullaby of Routine  

If you set up certain, repetitive actions that facilitate 

your work, the mind becomes accustomed to automatically 

attend to that activity. With repetition, you build an ability 

to focus only on that activity. For example, one of my most 

consistent daily times for writing was during the morning 

bus ride to work. As soon as I would get a seat, I would 

open my laptop and start writing. That half an hour of daily 

writing really added up in the end. Doing it regularly, my 

mind got used to ignoring everything and everyone else 

around. No matter how crowded or noisy it was around me, 

my mind was on writing and the fingers were typing.  

I love this pace. I don’t think about what I have to do; I 

don’t have to plan it. In fact, when I try to plan it, to “make “ 

it happen, I just invite resistances, apprehension. I’ve been 

trying for months to create a routine of waking up early in 

the morning; the harder I tried, the more clear it became that 

I wasn’t able to do it. Until I simply did it; one day and the 

next, and the next. As if it was the most natural thing to do. 

No thinking, no preparation, no engagement of resources; 

simply set up the alarm and waking up.  

There is a certain cadence to the routines; it feels 

soothing, comforting. No thinking or forcing of the energy. 

Like wind blowing, just going along, joining your intention 

for the day.  

The Need for Order 

“In the silence of the heart God speaks.” Mother Teresa 

Einstein used to say that, “Education is what remains after 

one has forgotten everything he learned in school.” It is 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/838305.Mother_Teresa
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interesting to reflect on what we were left with from our 

education, decades after our school years are over.  

For some reason, the only thing I remembered over the 

years from my German classes was the proverb, "Ordnung 

ist das halbe Leben"(Order is half of life“).  In time, its 

meaning became a classic expression reflecting the German 

culture as I understood it:  „Ordnung muss sein“ , expression 

which translates as "there must be order."  

Something connected in me with these words the 

moment I heard them the first time.  I made a poster  of the 

„Order is half of life“ and kept it above my studying desk 

for years. I tried to follow it throughout my life, but my 

nature always seemed to take me on a different route. I 

called this my “creative nature”: disorganized, all over the 

place, feeling somehow at home in the middle of clutter. I 

had real difficulties following the order path.  

I‘ve never really minded disorder, as long as it was 

within healhty limits. Especially with busy family life, I’ve 

alwasy purposefully chose to focus on what I believed 

„mattered over the years“, rather than the temporary 

Sisyphean tasks that always required many resources for the 

short-lived satisfaction that they offered. At the same time, 

I’ve always had high appreciation of order and cleanliness. 

Since my son was small, I have been fascinated by his 

neatness (I don’t believe he inherited it from me).  

As much as I read about and knew with my mind the 

importance of being organized and neat, it wasn’t until our 

trip to Japan when I had the chance to personally experience 

the state of order and cleanness and how it feels like to 

actually experiment it as a way of life, as a way of being. 

From my previous readiness and practice of 

mindfulness techniques, I also developed a great interest in 

the Zen gardens. During our first days in Kyoto, the home of 

the most beautiful Japanese Zen gardens, my number one 

priority was to visit as many temples and gardens as I could.   
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At first I was intrigued by their simplicity. Theoretically, 

I knew, of course, that the essence of a Zen Garden would be 

its simplicity. But after a while, I had to admit, my 

limitations of feeling fully at home with their landscape 

started to feel like a great “nothing -ness” to me. Despite my 

daughter’s correction that there is no such word as 

“nothing-ness”, this was the best word I could find to 

express the experience of what seemed to take all the space. 

I could only see the wavy sand, meticulously shaped in 

the waves of the ocean, few rocks who’s meaning to find 

was felt like homework and maybe a little bit of greenery. It 

started feeling like a great void, as if there was no life in 

there. I began to miss the luxuriant, rich gardens that we 

used to visit in Europe. I felt the need for life. There was 

only so much uncluttered emptiness that I was able to take.  

A few days later though, the “nothing-ness” started to 

feel more at home in me. I started savoring its calmness, its 

sense of peace and silence. The sand, few rocks and the 

space felt like the best invitation to empty all the clutter 

from my mind, all the ideas, judgements, expectations, up to 

the point where there is nothing left. 

I started feeling free to be part of it. As if all the clutter 

that I have been living in before, accumulated as part of me 

and weighed me down, even though I didn’t know it. Now, 

for the first time, I had the experience of being free of it. That 

emptiness was freedom. It felt calming, peaceful, and quiet. I 

felt a deep serenity. The outer silence and calm became an 

interior one. It reminded me of being by myself in nature or 

in the courtyards of old Romanian monasteries.   

Not one of the previous mindfulness books that I read 

or exercises that I completed was able to give me that state. 

It was as though I was trying to learn the taste of a mango 

from descriptions, pictures and books, without ever eating it 

before. For the first time in my life, I was experiencing the 
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taste of… everything is just right. No need for more, no need 

for anything else than what it was already there. 

The feeling persisted as part of me during our whole 

time in Japan. I slowly started being immersed in it. Just like 

when you try to learn a language, there is only so much you 

can learn from books or classes. When you live in the 

country where people speak that language, you immerse 

yourself in the language and it starts becoming part of you.  

I was getting immersed into the state of order, 

cleanness, silent calmness inside and outside. I got the 

chance to experience this state as a way of being, not 

through exercises and practice; not just by going to a temple 

or a garden, but in the everyday life, being among people, 

having this way of being as their natural way, conducting 

their lives, even the most mundane aspects of it, in sync 

with the philosophy of their gardens. 

When we returned from our trip, I felt swept back into 

the old ways, yet now I felt the great contrast between my 

old life and a Japanese Zen way.  

At home I couldn’t bear the clutter anymore. Everything 

suddenly was too much, out of order. It felt overwhelmingly 

chaotic. I missed the completely empty rooms that we 

visited in the Japanese palaces or temples. Just empty, no 

furniture, no objects, no beds or tables, juts the mat on the 

floor and the walls.  

I missed that space filled with potential. What wasn’t 

there, was allowing the space for what it could be. In that 

emptiness you could create anything. Nothing was trapping 

your mind and your thoughts, no pre-set frames to anything 

that would limit your way of perceiving them. 
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The Waiting List  

“It’s not the mountains ahead to climb that wear you out;  

it’s the pebble in your shoe. “ Muhammad Ali 
When it’s about studying, working on your project, 

every single thing becomes a big, tempting marshmallow, 

patrolling through your field of attention, telling you to just 

grab it. 

The challenges seems to grow proportional with the 

strength of your focus. At first, it might be any shiny thing 

that gets your attention (the fridge and the food in it; the 

mess in the fridge, the phone, Facebook, Mr. Google-

Charming, etc). 

Then your emotions take over the stage;  and emotions 

are the biggest barrier to focusing. Not to mention the sense 

of emergency coming from all problems that need to be 

resolved right now, sweeping your feet far away from your 

destination.  

Distractions can come in all forms, shapes, and colours. 

The main barrier to focus are, by far, the internal 

distractions. Our rich emotional and mental processes are 

often creating a life of their own and sometimes it is so 

tempting that it can easily feel much more interesting and 

colourful than our presence in where we currently are.  

As mentioning before, writing down can be 

tremendously helpful when dealing with distractions. When 

our feelings, negative thoughts, problems, immediate 

desires and wishes are asking for our attention, we write 

them down, so we won’t forget them and we promise to be 

with them during our designated time. 

Using the Notebook from our FPS system, we create the 

entry of the “Waiting List”.  

The Waiting List contains all the immediate distractions, 

thoughts, feelings, needs, important things to take care of 

that were not part of our initial agreement for the current 
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timing session. When they come, we don’t push them away, 

as if they don’t matter. If we push them away forcefully, our 

force would create a counter-force which will come back to 

us, creating a stronger disturbance to our focus. 

By writing them down, we can, at least temporarily, let 

go of them, while they are still there. We don’t neglect them, 

we just politely ask them to wait. We don’t need to hold 

them on the front row of our focus. They won’t be forgotten, 

because they are down there, on paper. 

On the other hand, when we put them on the paper, they 

lose the power inside. Since they are not inside of us anymore, 

they lose the intensity of the energy that was growing in us, 

being unable to contain it. Writing desires and distractions 

down on paper makes them exterior. 

It is also a healthy practice to schedule the time for taking 

care of the “Waiting List{ as well as to keep our promise and 

attend to it, taking care of our needs, wishes, important 

feelings and thoughts that have been understanding and 

patient enough to wait there until we complete our work.  

Writing them down, also helps us take some distance, 

which brings a new view and perspective on our problems. 

Perspective gives us wisdom. We take some distance from 

our own ideas and thoughts, and when we come back to 

them, we can see them there, in front of us. They are not 

these abstract, hard-to-see feelings and thoughts, but they 

are on paper, making them more palpable, concrete and 

easier to deal with.  

Make Time for the Easy List 

“Do the difficult things while they are easy and 
 do the great things while they are small.”  Lao Tzu  

These are the words of the ancient Chinese philosopher, 

Lao Tzu that have proven their wisdom across ages.  
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For a long time I was puzzled by my son’s approach 

toward the things that he most disliked doing, especially 

when he felt pushed to do them. Once he would “push back 

the pushing”, he would start avidly working on them until 

completion. At times, he seemed to be more efficient doing 

the things that he didn’t want to do, than the others. 

I asked him: “I know how strongly you felt about not 

wanting to do this. How did you do it so well and so fast?” 

His plain, simple answer was, “I want to be done with it.”  

So I learned from him. 

I would also advise my students to start their work with 

the most difficult tasks on their list. “When your energy tank 

is full, especially during the first part of the day, when your 

concentration is at its peak, is the time to give your best to 

the most challenging things and get them done. Following 

Mark Twain’s advise: “Eat a live frog first thing in the morning 

and nothing worse will happen to you the rest of the day.” 

When I started writing this book I had the belief that the 

hardest part of writing would be the writing itself: putting 

thoughts on paper. I would make a point in doing the hard 

work first, which was writing itself. Once they were on the 

paper, how hard it could be to review them and give them 

an organized, intelligent shape? So I placed the “reviewing, 

organizing and editing” tasks of writing on the “Easy List”. 

And I left them there.  

Soon enough I started to realize that the writing itself, 

the “free writing” as I later called it, became quite enjoyable; 

it was one of my sources of flow. The more I did it, the more 

I enjoyed it. On the other hand, the reviewing part was 

always left for the end, to the point of never being 

completed. “This is easy, I can always do it.” I thought. But I 

was unable to set a date and a time in my calendar to edit 

my own work.  

Thousands of words kept being added, but they didn’t 

get the chance to be processed, by following all the steps 
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that would take them to the content of the book. The items 

of the “Easy List” were simply abandoned. Then, they all 

became the hardest part of my book writing process. I wish I 

did them when they still felt easy.  

Whether we classify the task as easy or hard is not 

relevant for getting things done. We don’t feel the most 

disappointed in ourselves when we fail because things were 

too hard for us and we couldn’t do them. We let ourselves 

down the most when we knew we could do it and we didn’t.  

Changing the Taste of Coffee 

“We can get used to anything” postulates a Romanian 

expression. We can even get used to bad habits. We get used 

to keep doing the things that are not in our best interest.  

We can even get used to the bitter taste of coffee. At first 

you don’t like it. You reject it. Then you are with some 

friends and they invite you to a coffee shop. Then you learn 

that coffee helps you during constrained, high concentration 

times.  

You start making it part of your life to the point where 

you feel you can’t start your day without it. Everybody in 

my family knows by now, that if I don’t have 10 minutes in 

the morning to drink my coffee, it might turn out not to be 

such a wonderful day for anyone in the family. We all have 

our habits, some of them advanced to the stage of 

dependency; some healthier than others.  

But just as we can get used to the bitter taste of coffee, 

reaching the point when not only that it doesn’t feel bitter 

anymore, but we enjoy it, anything can be turned from a bitter 

coffee into enjoyment. 

One key is to choose on purpose, what we want to turn 

around and not allow any random habits to choose us and 

stick to us like some foreign parasites that no pest control 

services are able to help us get rid of them.  

The second key is in repetition.  
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Basically anything that you repeat enough, moves from 

our conscious awareness, it becomes automatic and we keep 

doing it without needing to invest any energy of will power 

of effort. The 21 times rule that we spoke about earlier does 

the trick. Do something consistently, 21 times and it crosses 

the threshold from hard to easy, from discomfort into the 

comfort zone. 

Use the Power of Your Wheel  

For a car, the steering wheel is what steers the vehicle. It 

transmits the force from the tires to the road, turning and 

changing the direction of a vehicle.  For our personal driving 

system, the wheel is spelled a bit differently. It is the “will”. 

The sound is similar, though the spelling is different.  

When you are driving toward your goal, the moment 

you get the signal that something is off, make the right turn. 

Take action and switch in the right direction. If, on the other 

hand, things don’t go right, then turn left. Just don’t keep 

driving on the same path that you know is getting you lost.  

If you are lost, make a U turn. If you’ve been on 

Facebook or on the phone for too long, make that U turn as 

soon as you get the signal form the Awareness button.  

You might also want to ask yourself,  

“Did I move away from the simple way?”  

“Am I complicating things, going further away from my 

subject?  

“Am I adding too much that I’m making more work for 

myself in finding ways to use it?”  

Once you are back on the right track, let the will run in 

the right direction. You don’t need to steer it too often, just 

to have the sense of control. As long as you are on the 

subject, let yourself go with it. You will get there.  

The wheels of the bus go round and round, round and 

round… all through the town.  
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Cinderella of Productivity: Procrastination  

“You cannot find peace by avoiding life.” Virginia Wool 

What Is Procrastination?  

The term “procrastination” comes from the Latin 

‘procrastinare’ meaning to ‘put off or postpone until another 

day’. Lay ( I 986) defined procrastination as “the tendency 

to postpone that which is necessary to reach some goal."  

Lively (1999) defined procrastination as ‘you know what 

to do, but you do not do it.’ Moreover, procrastination can be 

described as ‘unnecessarily delaying activities that one 

ultimately intends to complete, especially when done to the 

point of creating emotional discomfort’ (Lay and 

Schouwenburg, 1993). 

Who Procrastinates Nowadays, Anyway? 

Researchers have reported rates anywhere between 25-

95% of academic procrastination among university students 

reflecting an extreme prevalence of the phenomenon (Ellis & 

Knaus, 1977; O’Brien, 2002; Steel, 2007). Most studies 

consistently report high levels of engaging in 

procrastination and avoidance behaviors by 80%-95% of the 

population (Ellis & Knaus, 1977; O’Brien, 2002).  

Procrastination was found to be equally common in the 

USA, UK and Australia (Ferrari, O’Callahan & Newbegin, 

2004) but Milgram, Dangour & Raviv (1992) found it to be 

less widespread in undeveloped countries.  

Why Do We Procrastinate? 

To find a way to overcome procrastination, we first need 

to understand why we procrastinate.  Procrastination 

attempts to teach us, over and over again that: If we hang 

out long enough, the work can go away by itself.  
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Procrastination claims to be efficient. Why trying to do 

everything when you know it very well is impossible?  It’s a 

way of sorting out the essential from the trivial. The old, 

sound proverb: ‘Don’t leave for tomorrow what you can do 

today”, got updated for free by procrastination, into: “Leave 

it for the day after tomorrow; maybe you don’t have to do it 

at all.”  Doing everything immediately could be a waste of 

time, by not pausing it first to decide what’s relevant and 

not; what’s needed and not. Sometimes this pausing is a bit 

too long, but procrastination helps us use the 80/20 principle 

very well.   

It pushes our limits, satisfying our need for challenge. 

Unconsciously, we set up the challenge of time when we 

procrastinate. It really proves right the old students joke: 

‘How long does it take a student to prepare for an exam? 

Answer: ‘The time between now and the exam”. It feeds us 

with the adrenalin and the excitement of the race. Can I 

make it on time? It gives us the much needed challenge, 

filled with the adrenalin of excitement.  

Procrastination builds up fuel, the energy that we need 

to act on and complete an objective. The longer we wait to 

start working on our project, the more energy is built up 

towards it. The energy from our frustrations, avoidances, 

wishes, all of it accumulates in a reservoir that is going to be 

used at the fastest speed once we start the race.  

Procrastination also gives us an increased dosage of 

energy and push to overcome the power of inertia. It is the 

strong enough force that changes our state, moving us from 

non-action to action. It is the drug that helps us defeat the 

inertia, giving us the kick-start to hit the ground running. 

Yes, it is addictive and it has control over many of us.  

Procrastination, leaving it for the last minute is our 

attempt to be pushed to that “simple” space, letting go of 

everything else and focusing on only what we have at hand. 
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It’s an easy-fix to keep moving forward, with the minimal 

work required. Who can argue with the efficiency of that?  

Procrastination helps us feel present. There is no 

tomorrow anymore; right here, right now, do it or die. You 

know you can’t lie to yourself anymore. The deadline is real 

(that’s why self-imposed deadline are easier to miss; you 

don’t take your own authority very seriously).  

It protects you from the harsh inner critic voice. When 

you do things last minute, you don’t have time to review or 

to get feedback on your work, going back and forth, striving 

for an elusive sense of perfection, where nothing is ever 

good enough. You do the minimal requirement, just getting 

it done. Then you don’t have to hear the bad voice of any 

inner or outer critic more than once.  

How to Procrastinate Well?  

“Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.” 

Confucius 

 

Brinthaupt & Shin (2001) were able to draw a bold 

conclusion: “it is safe to say that many college students have 

either a need or preference for academic procrastination and 

cramming.”  

The best way I personally found to procrastinate was to 

research on procrastination.  It felt great while I was doing 

it, I was in the flow the whole time, allowing myself to get 

carried away by the illusion of freedom and enjoyment. The 

only thing missing, was that I felt miserable at the end of the 

day, overwhelmed by the weight that I wasted many hours 

reading so much about the subject. 

In all fairness, my research on procrastination did help 

me learn few things that I didn’t know before. For example, 

I found out that there are researchers (Brinthaupt and Shin, 

2001; Chu and Choi, 2005; Schraw et al., 2007; Choi and 

Moran, 2009) who claim that procrastination is a positive 
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factor toward academic achievement. It appears that 

academic procrastination and cramming are part of an 

adaptive study and performance strategy (e.g., Crewe, 1969; 

Sommer, 1990). As Sommer (1968) put it, cramming is a 

“technique as widely condemned by educators as it is widely 

used by students.”  

I also found out that not all procrastinators are created 

equal. They are optimistic and pessimistic procrastinators; 

they are passive and active procrastinators. And this is 

where I found the answer to the secret question that was 

getting me lost in the flow of procrastinating by researching 

on procrastination: “How to procrastinate efficiently? Since 

everybody does it, can we at least do it well and get the 

results that we want?”  

One answer to my question was to become (if you are 

not already) an active procrastinator. The active rather than 

the passive procrastinator, 

uses procrastination for its 

own benefit, instead of 

feeling controlled and 

powerless in the face of it. He 

deliberately choses 

procrastination as a way to do the work in the most efficient 

and least amount of time.  

I have to admit that it felt quite liberating to realize that 

this is what I have been doing myself: I have been using 

procrastination to get more things done. Not only when it 

was about school, but in my personal life as well, such as 

cleaning and cooking. I purposefully avoid completing what 

I start, and I engage in starting other things. To my 

husband’s great frustration, I would start working on 10-15 

tasks at the same time. The whole house becomes a wild 

mess (as I said earlier, “before getting better, it could feel 

worse”). My husband holds his breath, bites his lips, and 

says nothing, although, early on in our marriage, he did try 

An active procrastinator 

purposefully chooses to 

procrastinate, takes control 

of it and does it for a  useful 

reason. 
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to bring up research on why multitasking does not work. 

Well, it might not work for others, but it works for me. 

Because, by the end of the day, all the work is completed. 

Done! Somehow, magically, from all that mess, everything’s 

settled peacefully and tidily in the right place. So I complete 

things. I might feel completely exhausted myself, but this is 

my way of actually getting more things done.  

If I had to do one thing at a time, starting and 

completing the first job, then starting and completing the 

next, I would never have the energy to do so much. I have 

an initial high energy that helps me start things. I use that 

energy to propel myself into many tasks simultaneously. 

Then I keep going. As the day wears on and my energy 

reduces, I just have to keep going, doing what I’m doing 

already, until I reach the finish line. 

I use the momentum to keep doing what I’m already 

doing. I don’t have to use extra energy to start new things 

that, knowing my current limited resources, any new 

initiative would seem too big to have any chances of 

completion.  The greatest amount of energy is needed to 

start, to ignite the engine, to switch from the passive inertia 

to focused movement. 

I use much less energy than I would if I had to stop and 

start, stop and start the engine continuously. The principle is 

the same for cars, which use more gas in the city than on the 

highway, because stopping and starting the engine involves 

higher energy consumption.  

The key to active procrastination is to get things done in 

time; to meet the deadlines. If, for some reason, you are not 

able to meet the deadlines, you feel so overwhelmed with 

the time pressure and you actually get stuck and fail to do 

the work, then you have to switch from being a passive 

procrastinator to an active one. 

Passive procrastinators feels powerless in the face of 

procrastination. They avoid, hide and run away from what 
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they want to do, feeling that the elephant is too big, not 

trusting themselves that they can eat it, expecting 

themselves to eat the whole elephant all at once, and, of 

course, feeling that they cannot do it. They stop trying, 

confirming their belief about themselves, that they will 

never be able to eat an elephant. They start feeling worse 

and worse about themselves, looking around and seeing 

that others are actually able to eat one elephant after 

another. They withdraw from the work, from their studies, 

from others and eventually from their life. They start living 

that parallel existence that is anything but their life. They 

give away their crown.  

To become an active procrastinator you need to take 

back your crown. Take charge of your life once again, at this 

present moment, facing the exact thing that seems most 

frightening. You are in control of your life, your 

procrastination, your mind, your feelings, yourself. 

Procrastination becomes just another tool.  If you’ve been 

using it for a while and you are very attached to it, why not 

recycle it and make the most of it?  



 

P: Positive Self-Parenting 

If 

By Rudyard Kipling 
 

“If you can keep your head when all about you 
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you, 
If you can trust yourself when all men doubt you, 
But make allowance for their doubting too; 
If you can wait and not be tired by waiting, 
Or being lied about, don’t deal in lies, 
Or being hated, don’t give way to hating, 
And yet don’t look too good, nor talk too wise: 
If you can dream and not make dreams your master; 
If you can think and not make thoughts your aim; 
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster 
And treat those two impostors just the same; 
If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken 
Twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools, 
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken, 
And stoop and build them up with worn-out tools; 
If you can make one heap of all your winnings 
And risk it on one turn of pitch-and-toss, 
And lose, and start again at your beginnings 
And never breathe a word about your loss; 
If you can force your heart and nerve and sinew 
To serve your turn long after they are gone, 
And so hold on when there is nothing in you 
Except the Will which says to them: ‘Hold on!’ 
If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue, 
Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch, 
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you, 
If all men count with you, but none too much; 
If you can fill the unforgiving minute 
With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run, 
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it, 
And—which is more—you’ll be a Man, my son!” 
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How Old Do I Feel Now? 

Over the course of my years of psychotherapy practice 

with performance issues, I’ve noticed, over and over again 

that most of the inner dynamics of performance, whether is 

academic, athletic, artistic or work performance it comes 

down to the inner adult-child dynamics.  

Deciding who is in charge, the use of force, the pressure 

of  ”should; have to; my way”- trigger old unresolved 

aspects of ourselves that still have room for growth. We can 

notice the younger parts of ourselves especially when we 

become over-reactive, when we take things too personally, 

having difficulties accepting feedback, or detaching 

ourselves from our momentary emotions and making room 

for our reasoning part.  

”I don’t know what’s wrong with me; why can’t I just do 

what I’m supposed to do, when I’m supposed to do it and just get 

it done?! Why so much fuss? I’m not a child anymore. 

I am an adult and adults are supposed to be mature enough to 

get things done, when and how they need to be done. I have this 

project to finish, I know what I need to do and I’m trying, but the 

harder I seem to push myself the more stuck I get. And my left 

shoulder has been so painful lately, as if something has been 

pulling it back forcefully. ” 

These are the words of one of my students. With slight 

variations, they resemble the words of most of my clients 

when issues arise around doing the work that is “supposed 

to” be done.  

The question, “How Old Do I Feel Now?” is the one to 

instantaneously identify the place of our momentary 

reaction in a situation where overwhelming emotions are 

involved and we are unable to react from the position of the 

mature adult that we expect ourselves to be in the present. 

Instead, we are pulled back in time by an invisible, strong 

force that leaves us with no other choice but to feel small, 
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unable to access coping resources beyond the child’s 

repertoire. We feel, speak and react from the child position.  

We are complex beings. In each of us, different parts of 

ourselves play their different roles in different life 

circumstances. We feel and behave differently with our 

friends, with our teachers, with our parents, with our boss 

or colleagues. The interaction with each person in our life 

places us in front of a 

mirror that brings to 

the surface dynamics 

that we learned 

during the course of 

our personal history. 

At times, we act 

confidently, fully able 

to access our knowledge and wisdom and apply them in our 

life, activating the adult, grown-up part of us. At other 

times, when someone says something to us in a certain way, 

when we feel criticized, we feel that we are wrong or 

helpless, a child part of us is automatically activated. In 

psychology, the idea of each of us having different parts of 

ourselves is conceptualized through the terms of “ego 

states” and has been applied extensively becoming the 

whole field of “ego psychology. Canadian-born psychiatrist, 

Eric Berne, created the theory of personality, explaining how 

adults relate to one another, based on three internalized 

states: adult, parent or child. When a person is in a certain 

state, he/she responds automatically, as if played out by an 

invisible memory program. Through awareness of our 

feelings, we can choose the state to be in.  Without self-

awareness, we automatically occupy the state that we have 

learned from the traditional behaviour patterns in our 

family of origin. When we are in the Child ego-state, we are 

re-playing patterns of behaviours and feelings experienced 

in our childhood.  

“Ego- States” are defined as patterns 

of emotions, thoughts and behaviours 

that consistently occur together. “Ego 

state therapy” helps clients integrate 

and reconcile these distinct aspects of 

themselves.  
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Similar dynamics occur not only in our interactions with 

others, but within ourselves as well. We learned different 

patterns of feeling, thinking or behaving from others, 

particularly our parents during childhood, but also from our 

past experiences. These learnings are still present, part of us, 

even when the people or life events that caused them are not 

there anymore. They have been internalized, shaping us in 

the way we are today, becoming part of our personalities. 

They colour our attitudes toward events or activities that we 

undertake, including  what we generally label as “work”.   

Work can easily and often activate the child part within 

us, as well as the (bc not always critical: could be many 

different adjectives) parent that we had internalized. These 

two parts come into conflict, engaging in pull-push, that 

often result in lose-lose situations. The struggle relates to the 

essential difference between work and play; work is the 

external command, while play is the free, self-driven 

engagement. Within ourselves, it becomes activated in the 

power struggle dynamics between, “I have to do the work” 

and “ I want to be free and play”. 

The old legend of the Two Wolves illustrates the most 

important battle of our lives – the one between the different 

parts of ourselves. Here is how the story goes: 

“An old Cherokee is teaching his grandson about life.  

“A fight is going on inside me,” he said to the boy. 

“It is a terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil; 

he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, 

resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.”  

He continued, “The other is good – he is joy, peace, love, hope, 

serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, 

truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on inside you 

– and inside every other person, too.” 

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked 

his grandfather, “Which wolf will win?” 

The old Cherokee simply replied, “The one you feed.” 
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What Is Positive Self-Parenting? 

“If you think you’re enlightened  

go spend a week with your family.” Ram Dass  

Most of our emotional difficulties come from the 

unresolved or unhealed wounds from our childhood, 

especially from our relationship with the most significant 

people in our life during that time. We have “leftover” 

desires, wishes, unfulfilled needs that created voids in our 

emotional development. Throughout our lives we strive to 

fill those voids and become more matures. Usually 

unconsciously, we search for situations and people that will 

allow us to replay the incomplete patterns with the child’s 

hope to resolve our past experiences. 

For example, we sometimes search for partners that 

resemble the most the parent that we had the greatest 

difficulty with. We keep searching to find the closure, the 

balance, the approval, the love that we wanted to badly to 

receive as a child. We also “find” ourselves in undesirable 

situations at work, with others, in life – where we play out 

our unresolved “businesses”. 

At one point in time, we might have promised ourselves 

that, “I will never do to my children what my parents did to 

me”. Just to discover, even before we have our own children 

that, during the times of emotional crisis, we treat ourselves 

in ways similar to or even worse than the ways our parents 

treated us. (the ‘we’ here feels like ‘you’ so, again, I would 

change your wording here) We have become the worst 

parent that has become a strong part of ourselves and acts 

out at its worst when we need it the most to act its best.  

The power struggle between “I have to do the work” 

and “I want to be free and play,” can bring confusion: ”But I 

want to do this now for myself”, someone could say. ”No 

one is pushing me anymore; I don’t want to prove anything 

to anybody. I want to succeed for myself”.   
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This is the time when the internalized parent, the Inner 

Parent’s voice, containing all the words that we have 

learned from others and past experiences about our ability 

to succeed, plays in the background, like a broken record. 

There is no need for the critical parent to be here and tell us 

anything, anymore. We have become our harshest parent. 

No one is abusing us worse than we are doing it to 

ourselves.  

Just like an abusive parent who wouldn’t allow anyone 

else to abuse his child, but him, somehow believing that the 

impact of his own abuse is not that bad, sometimes people 

fight back any source of external abuse, but freely allow 

themselves to do their worst. And just as parental abuse is 

worse than abuse coming from outside the family, because it 

is more frequent and is caused by someone the child trusts, 

the verbal, emotional and even physical abuse (through 

neglect, risk-taking, and self-harming) people mete out to 

themselves is often the worst abuse they will ever receive.  

But even if a miracle would happen and our biological 

parents would become the perfect parents we always 

wished they were, meeting all our needs, this would do 

nothing for us in the present. As much as the child part of us 

is activated at times, we are not the same person we were in 

our childhood. Even physically, every single cell in our body 

is renewed every seven years. Having in the present the 

perfect parents we wished during childhood, could feel like 

being breastfed at this time.  

The only person in this world that could serve as your 

perfect parent, is the Present You, which I call The Wise One, 

assisting the Little One with catching up with his 

developmental delays or missed milestones.   

Positive Self-Parenting is not just repeating the patterns 

of how we learned to be parented from others; but 

approaching it as a conscious process, to access our 

awareness and positive intentions, bringing the Wise One in 
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unity with the Little One with the purpose of growth and 

flourishing. In a funny, serendipitous way, while I was 

writing this chapter, my keyboard started having difficulties 

typing the letter “p”. So much for “positive”, in self-

parenting; it is always easier to step back and parent the 

way we were parented. Purposefully inserting the letter “p” 

was a good training for me to consciously remind myself the 

“positive” part.  

I believe self-parenting should be a course as part of the 

college and university curriculum, as a pre-requisite for a 

parenting course, much needed later in life. In the same 

range, courses in relationships, marriage, happiness, 

emotional intelligence, self-care, mind training- all would be 

valuable parts of a young person’s education. 

The Little One and the Wise One 

 “Man’s main task in life is to give birth to himself, 

to become what he potentially is.” Erich Fromm  

 

I call the parts that need to work together in building 

one’s life, the Wise One and the Little One. I started this 

chapter with the poem “If”, since I view it as the greatest 

definition of the Wise One, offered by the England's first 

Nobel laureate writer, Rudyard Kipling, in his poem, ‘If”, 

dedicated to his son, John, who died during World War One 

(he also wrote the ”Jungle Book”, for his daughter, 

Josephine, who died at the age of six). 

The Little One represents the younger parts of ourselves 

that haven’t had the chance to fully grow emotionally and 

mentally at the same level with our physical maturity.  

While the physical growth has been happening, having met 

our biological needs for food, water, and shelter, our 

emotional, mental and spiritual maturity depended on the 

provision of emotional, mental and spiritual food, meeting 

the needs related to their own level. 
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The Little One’s voice is the one telling us, “I can’t do it. 

I can’t keep up with you. It’s too much. It’s too hard. I need 

help. You are pushing me too hard.” The Little One is also 

the one that needs to be cared for, supported, guided, 

encouraged, acknowledged, recognized, praised, celebrated.  

The Little One is present when we experience irrational 

fear of loneliness, abandonment, when we have difficulties 

seeing the qualities in ourselves that others tell us about in 

ourselves. Rather than being able to accept and love 

ourselves, we live with the inner broken record of our 

parents’ diminishing or worrisome messages,  living with a 

sense that most our problems are connected to our unhappy 

childhood. We react to the current stresses and life 

challenges the way a powerless, helpless, scared child 

would do.  

The Wise One  is the most mature, developed part of 

ourselves; the grown-up person calmly, appropriately 

responding in the present, in the here-and-now. Is the 

rational, logical side, impartial to the emotional fluctuations. 

The Wise One is able to see the situation as it is in the 

present, to view different aspects of it, connecting and 

organizing them, choose and act on the best course of action 

at the time.  

The Wise One is able to make decisions using rational 

judgements; remain calm and clear in face of stress and 

challenges; has perspective, keeping the big picture without 

missing the significant details. The Wise One has tolerance 

and can soothe uncomfortable or conflicting emotions; 

tolerate criticism without defensiveness; accept feedback 

from others without losing himself; and grow emotionally, 

mentally and spiritually. 

It is helpful to acknowledge that the Little One is not 

only the undeveloped parts of ourselves, but also the one 

that knows and loves to play, carries the excitement, the 

vitality, the joy, curiosity, openness of life. The Little One is 
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the one that can help us experience otherwise tedious work, 

as a flow, enjoyable experience. The Little On is  in awe to all 

that life is willing to bring. The Little One doesn’t hold 

grudges but is able to easily forgive and give a hug back. 

The Little One carries within our deepest gifts, talents, 

values, even our life purpose. The “return to innocence” is 

the way to find ourselves, our core, covered by the fog of 

complex, dark layers added while pursuing life. We kept 

adding these layers to our sense of self, of who we truly are, 

of what is valuable or meaningless in life. The Little One is 

the one able to take us back to the “simple way”. 

And the Wise One is not only the rational, impartial one, 

but is also the one holding a wisdom that transcends our 

mental maturity and learnings from the life curriculum, into 

the true knowing.  The Wise One acts on this inner knowing, 

connecting the past, the present and the future, aligned with 

something deeper and higher than itself. While the Little 

One reacts automatically, unaware of the impulsive driving 

forces, one of the greatest capacities of the Wise One is 

awareness and self-observation. The Wise One is able to 

think about his sensations, about his feelings, about his 

thoughts; and about his actions and reactions. The Wise One 

is able to be mindful.  

In his book, Mindsight: The New Science of Personal 

Transformation, child neuropsychiatrist Daniel Siegel, defines 

insight, as the ability to understand our own mind, while 

empathy is the ability to understand the mind of another 

person. Combing insight with empathy results in what the 

author defines as mindsight, our brain’s ability to map out 

the mind of oneself or of others.   

Through awareness and mindsight, the Wise One has 

the ability to exercise mindful awareness, being present with 

what it is in a calm, non-judgemental manner. This capacity 

that only the Wise One can possess will help the Little One 

heal, grow and flourish.  
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The distinction between the Little One and the Wise One 

is not to separate the different parts of ourselves, but quite 

the opposite: to integrate them. The ultimate idea is for the 

child and the adult to trust one another and work together, 

balancing out the forces between the adult and the child 

parts of ourselves. It is not that one or the other is better or 

worse, and only one or the other are insufficient. Both of 

them are needed to work in accord, in harmony, to complete 

the work.  

What is interesting is that, at the neurological, brain 

level, the Wise One is represented by the neocortex, which is 

the youngest, most undeveloped part of our brain. The 

neocortex is still a child in the process of growing and 

evolving. The Little One, on the other hand, is represented 

by our middle brain, or the emotional brain, which is million 

years older. So, who is the Little One and who is the Wise 

One, is a relative matter. When we stop being the all-

knowing one and truly listen to the Little One, we can 

discover wisdom beyond our learnings. 

“Mommy And I Are One.” 

A subliminal message is a brief suggestive statement 

received below the threshold of awareness (to be received 

without knowing it). Research have been showing 

controversial results regarding the effectiveness of the 

subliminal messages. Yet, there is one particular message 

that has a profound effect on behaviour and making change 

possible in unexpected ways.  

In 1984, Dr. Lloyd Silverman and his colleague, Dr. Rose   

Bryant- Tucker, conducted some intriguing experiments 

using subliminal messages on improving academic 

performance. At a high school in New York, they asked 64 

emotionally-troubled, mostly delinquent teens, to look 

through a light device, called tachistoscope, three times a 

week, for few weeks. Embedded in the light, a simple, five-
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word sentence was flashed so fast that the conscious mind 

was unable to perceive it. No one knew the sentence that 

was about to lead to perplexing results:     

“Mommy and I Are One.” 

Several weeks later, the students were tested and, to 

everyone’s surprise, they were reading better, their math 

grades got inexplicably higher, they would come to school 

with homework completed, and their behaviour improved.  

The experiment was an application on previous 

researches conducted by Dr. Silverman, starting in 1960s, 

showing that, the “subliminal psychodynamic activation” 

(SPA) method, as he called it, can lead to significant 

improvements in patients with severe mental illnesses, 

smoking addiction and obesity.  

Ever since Silverman conducted his initial controversial 

experiments, the “Mommy and I Are One” message has been 

researched extensively, proving to help out with weight 

loss, dart throwing, smoking cessation, mental health and 

academic and math scores.  

Dr. Kenneth Parker, an attorney and psychologist at 

Queens College in New York, conducted a study  on 60 law 

students, determined that the “Mommy and I Are One” 

message can significantly improve academic performance. 

The “Mommy” message was translated to Hebrew, in 1982, 

and flashed to high school and college students: their grades 

became substantially higher than those of the control group. 

The experiments showed that the mind is able to receive 

and process information which is not consciously perceived, as 

well as that there are powerful unconscious wishes for a 

state of oneness with "the good mother of early childhood" 

and that gratification of these wishes can enhance 

adaptation. 

As Silverman showed in his research, the statement 

produces positive effects only when applied subliminally. 

When brought into awareness, it triggers the internalized 
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critical parental voice and earlier unresolved conflicts 

associated with the mother concept, which can hinder 

performance.  

Over the last decade, fMRI studies (functional magnetic 

resonance imaging) have shown that while someone might 

not be able to tell you they’ve seen or heard something, the 

electrical activity of their brain says otherwise (Pessiglione 

et. Al., 2008).  

In the laboratory, subliminal messaging can change 

behaviours, thoughts, and emotions. In his scholarly work 

titled “Preconscious Processing,” Dr. Norman Dixon, a 

psychologist at University College in London, England, 

summarizes 748 scholarly research studies on subliminal 

perception. confirming, as legendary psychotherapist Milton 

Erickson put it, "Your conscious mind is very intelligent and 

your subconscious is a hell of a lot smarter." 

In related experiment (Bronstein &Robbins, 1983), 

researchers compared the ” Mommy and I Are One” 

stimulus with other similar messages: mommy and I are the 

same, mommy and I are alike, mommy is inside this is 

inside me. They found out that only the oneness stimulus 

was effective. 

The oneness gratification, the attainment of a state of 

oneness can lead to subjective pleasure and has positive 

effects on people. Starting early in life, the symbiotic wishes 

persist into adulthood and when these wishes are gratified, 

they can bring about positive behaviour change and 

psychological well-being. Falling in love resembles the same 

deep need for oneness; “the soul mates” that are meant to 

reunite and live in an harmonious symbiosis. Eastern and 

Western mystics declare that at the peak of spiritual heights 

is the experience of being oneness with God. 

When things that belong together, are not together, they 

are misplaced and, separate -  it creates disorder, discomfort. 

“Dis-order” is also happening also in our body; the opposite 
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of health is dis-eases. Disease or dis-order is the 

classification of body illness. The body is also longing for 

unity, togetherness, for its survival and thriving.  

The sense of complete immersion is also one of the 

symbiotic-like feeling that characterizes the flow experience 

presented earlier. The state of fusion and oneness with the 

activity (the merging of action and awareness), with oneself 

(loss of self-consciousness) and time (no sense of time).  

When we are out of flow and cannot bring, having 

difficulties bringing our attention into oneness, allowing us 

to be we are pulled away in multiple directions, we feel 

scattered, separated from ourselves., like a ball thrown into 

a playing court by invisible forces. This internal chaos and 

dissonance can leaves us helpless and  exhausted.  

A friend of mind taught me something very valuable 

about writing that applies to pretty much everything we do. 

He said that “attention” is like falling in love. It implies 

complete focus on the one – the object of your love. 

Everything else fades away, becomes the background. You 

are completely engaged with the one; the one book that I am 

writing now; the one thing that I am with at this moment. 

We are committed, dedicated, out of love with everything 

nothing and nobody else. Nothing else, but the one matters. 

In the flow experience, the state of complete focus, 

immersion, oneness with your object of your activity feels 

extremely rewarding in itself. But mostly, it is the best state 

for high performance. 

The oneness experience within ourselves involves 

bringing different parts of ourselves, including the Little 

One and the Wise One, together, into unity and integration. 

The dichotomy between the “bad” and the “good” parts of 

ourselves dissolves, being able, as Carl Jung said it, to accept 

and integrate our shadows, the parts that we have 

difficulties admitting that are part of us, moving from 

discord within ourselves to harmony. When we fail to bring 
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them together as different pieces that are part of one jigsaw 

puzzle, we feel fragmented, separated from ourselves, 

wrestling with unsolvable internal wars, feeling stuck and 

reacting form a never-ending past.  

The ultimate purpose of self-parenting is to nurture the 

growth of our undeveloped emotional and personal 

deficiencies, so we can become self-reliant and , self-

supporting, responsible for your own emotional well-being, 

while also able to love others. As we will see more in detail 

in a following chapter, emotional well-being is the gateway 

to high performance. Learning to meet our own emotions 

needs opens the doorway to performing at our highest 

potential and becoming what we’ve always knew we can 

become. 

Attachment: The Search for Oneness 

“The emotional quality of our earliest attachment experience is 

perhaps the single most important influence on human 

development.” Alan Sroufe and Dan Siegel 

According to Silverman, people have a need for 

symbiotic oneness with the mother figure. Silverman’s idea 

wasn’t new though, whether it was about human or non-

human beings.   

During the 1950s and 1960s, American psychologist 

Harry Harlow conducted a series of controversial 

experiments University of Wisconsin–Madison, on rhesus 

monkeys, demonstrating how maternal deprivation and 

early bonds emerge and have a powerful impact on 

behavior and functioning. Newborn monkeys were 

separated from their birth mothers and reared by surrogate 

mothers. The infant monkeys were placed in cages with two 

wire monkey mothers. One of the wire monkeys held a 

bottle from which the infant monkey could obtain 

nourishment, while the other wire monkey was covered 
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with a soft terry cloth. While the infant monkeys would go 

to the wire mother to obtain food, they spent most of their 

days with the soft cloth mother. When frightened, the baby 

monkeys would turn to their cloth-covered mother for 

comfort and security. 

Harlow's work inspired British psychiatrist, John 

Bowlby on his studies on early human interactions. Bowlby 

believed that the mother served as a kind of “psychic 

organizer” to the child, who needs her influence to grow up 

mentally healthy: “the infant and young child should 

experience a warm, intimate, and continuous relationship 

with this mother (or permanent mother substitute) in which 

both find satisfaction and enjoyment.”  

Bowlby and University of Toronto graduate, Mary 

Ainsworth  (Ainsworth & Bowlby, 1991), highlighted the 

impact of early relationships on development. Attachment, a 

major developmental milestone in the child’s life, is the 

emotional bond sculpted through the dynamics of early 

mother-infant interactions. Based on the nurture and care an 

infant receives, he will form a secure or insecure attachment 

style, which becomes the blueprint of his patterns of relating 

to oneself and to others, even as an adult. In adulthood, 

attachment representations shape the way we view and deal 

with the challenges in our intimate or parenting 

relationships, and even in our friendships or work 

relationships.  

German psychologist and philosopher Erich Fromm, 

also claims that the deepest, most pressing need of mankind 

is to overcome a sense of loneliness and separation. The 

prison of aloneness can only be transcended through a sense 

of union, in the connection with the Other. This form of love 

“breaks through the walls which separate man from his 

fellow man.” At the same time allows each partner to retain 

their individual sense of identity, creating both union and 
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separation at the same time. Thus a “paradox occurs that 

two beings become one and remain two.” 

A secure attachment, based on the attachment theory, 

considered the healthiest style of attachment, results from 

the caregiver's consistent, appropriate responsiveness to the 

child’s needs. In the mother’s presence, the child feels safe, 

comforted, cared for, loved and valued. From the ”secure 

base” of his  mother, the child is free to explore, to learn and 

to advance in all aspects of his growth.  The child learns the 

first, most valuable lessons about himself, about others and 

about the world. He learns that others can be trusted and 

loved, the world is an exciting place, worth exploring and 

knowing and, it is all right to ask and receive help to 

overcome challenges.  

On the other hand, insecure-avoidant attachments result 

from the inconsistent responses the child receives from the 

mother. The mothers of insecure-avoidant attachments can 

often be distressed, intolerant, angry, unable to understand 

the child and respond to consistently when the child needs 

them. The child learns to stop looking to their mothers for 

help; they shut down their needs and emotions in order to 

stay close to the parent without being reprimanded or 

rejected. They become preoccupied with how to get the 

mother’s care and acceptance, to the exclusion of everything 

else. They have no one to teach them how to soothe their 

own distress. Learning and exploring the world feels unsafe, 

secondary to the main preoccupation of having one’s 

biological and emotional needs met. 

Disorganized attachment, the unhealthiest of all, is the 

result of early abuse or maltreatment. While the child needs 

the mother to be a source of nurture, safety and comfort, he 

soon learns that she can be his greatest source of terror, 

leaving him with a confusing, irresolvable conflict: should 

he move toward or away from the only one that can protect 

him? His capacity for an organized response collapses.  
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When the parent is unable to provide this unconditional 

love to the child, the child tries to resolve the problem, 

searching for all sorts of strategies to communicate with the 

parent and receive what he truly needs. He makes 

numerous attempts, with increased complexity based on his 

growing mental and physical abilities. The child starts 

working very hard to become the child that is worth 

receiving the love and care that he needs so much. He 

changes himself based on what he learns that is expected or 

wanted of him. He embarks on the impossible mission of 

becoming perfect, believing in that perfection to get what he 

needs for his survival.   

The quality of care received from the mother (or 

primary caregiver) also programs the infant's emotional and 

cognitive development through the impact on the 

developing brain. In a later experiment, Harlow 

demonstrated that young monkeys would also turn to their 

cloth surrogate mother for comfort and security. Using the 

“strange situation” similar to the one created by Mary 

Ainsworth, Harlow allowed the young monkeys to explore 

a room, either in the presence of their surrogate mother or in 

her absence. Monkeys in the presence of their mother would 

use her as a secure base to explore the room. When the 

surrogate mothers were removed from the room, the effects 

were dramatic. The young monkeys no longer had their 

secure base for exploration and would often freeze up, 

crouch, rock, scream, and cry. 

Bowlby claimed that children’s attachment plays a 

strong influence on their ability and interest in investigating 

their environment. When feeling secure, the child is willing 

to explore the environment, becoming knowledgeable and 

competent.  Without the mother’s secure base, the child is 

main focus is on keeping the proximity to the mother, which 

prevents him from freely exploring, learning and achieving 

skills mastery. According to the research (Crandell & 
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Hobson, 1999; Hazen & Durrett, 1982; Jacobsen, Edelstein, & 

Hofman, 1994; Kirsh & Cassidy, 1997; O’Connor & 

McCartney, 2007; Van Ijzendoorn & Van Vliet-Visser, 1986; 

Vorria et al., 2006) securely attached children acquire more 

knowledge about their world and develop stronger 

cognitive skills than insecurely attached children. 

Many different studies exploring the relationship 

between attachment and intelligence show that securely 

attached children have higher IQ and cognitive abilities. 

(Spieker et al., 2003). Crandell and Hobson (1999) found  

that children of secure mothers had an overall higher IQ 

than children of insecure mothers.  They found that the 

child’s IQ was significantly related to maternal attachment 

security, independent of the influence of maternal IQ, 

education and socio-economic status.  

More recently, O’Connor and McCartney’s (2007) 

conducted a large scale study that included 1000 children, 

finding out that ambivalent and insecure/other children had 

significantly lower cognitive skills than their secure peers. 

Sadly, numerous studies on the long-term negative 

impact of early attachment deficiencies, were conducted on 

children from the Romanian communist orphanages 

(Johnson et al, 1992; Kaler & Freeman, 1994; Chisholm, et al., 

1995; Morison, Ames & Chisholm, 1995; Rutter & the 

English and Romanian Adoptees (ERA) study team, 1998; 

Morison & Ellwood, 2000; O’Connor et al., 2000; Sparling, 

Dragomir, Ramey & Florescu, 2005). 

Among these studies, Charles Nelson, PhD, from 

Harvard Medical School and Charles Zeanah, MD, from 

Tulane University, and their team, conducted a long-term 

study, following 136 deprived children, for 14 years. Their 

conclusions were presented in their book, Romania's 

abandoned children: Deprivation, brain development, and the 

struggle for recovery (2014).  
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The studies on attachment and academic achievement 

also indicates that secure attachment predicts higher 

scholastic achievement (Aviezer, Sagi, Resnick, & Gini, 2002; 

Bus and Van Ijzendoorn, 2001; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; 

Hortacsu’s, 2001; Jacobsen & Hofman, 1997; Pianta, Nimetz, 

& Bennett, 1997; Wong, Wiest, & Cusick,  2002). The 

predominant findings indicate that a healthy attachment 

style is directly connected to academic performance, 

including school readiness, overall adjustment to school, 

students’ motivation, and school retention.  

Bowlby observed that becoming a parent particularly 

activates a parent’s childhood attachment style, affecting 

their ability to parent their own child, and creating a cross-

generational transmission of attachment styles. Further 

studies though show that early childhood attachment is not 

necessarily a destiny; it can later be repaired through 

consistent healthy relationship. Research on adult 

attachment shows  that it is not the actual childhood 

experiences with attachment that matter the most, but rather 

how well the adult understands what happened to them, 

whether they’ve learned some new ways of relating, and 

how well they’ve integrated their experience into the 

present.  

Self-parenting has the potential not only to repair our 

own attachment patterns, but also to have a positive impact 

on the next generation. Through positive self -parenting, 

Little One gradually gains confidence that the Wise One is 

fully capable to handling difficult feelings, conflicts, and 

challenges. It becomes a self-feeding circle that promotes 

emotional intelligence. The Wise One learns new ways of 

coping, helping and coaching the Little One who matures in 

the process. 
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The Growth Chart 

The child laughs: 

“My wisdom and love is play!” 

The young man sings: 

“My play and wisdom is love!” 

The old man is silent: 

“My love and play is wisdom.” 

(Lucian Blaga, Three Faces, from Poems of Light) 

 

Starting with the moment we come into this life, we 

grow and mature in stages. Each stage has the purpose of 

acquiring and mastering life skills and abilities emotionally,  

cognitively, and physically. Through this process, we learn 

to adapt to our environment and meet our highest potential. 

To be able to connect with and help the Little One grow, 

we need to understand what it is reasonable to expect, based 

on the level of development at different stages. 

Understanding how the Little One develops, the importance 

of consistent, stable, nurturing, and protective connection 

that supports learning, is crucial in overcoming the 

developmental delays. Although the following stages are 

presented chronologically, based on the physical age, these 

are just some reference points in understanding what 

possible pieces might be missing from our own personal 

growth jigsaw puzzle.  

At the same time, when challenges arise, and the answer 

to the “How Old Do I Feel Now?” takes us back to a certain 

age, the Wise One can attend particularly to the needs 

specific to that stage. The window of growth for these 

milestones does not close at a certain physical age. With 

proper care and self-nurturing, later blooming is always an 

option. We can pretend that our Little One inside has just 

been born and once establishing the bond with our inner 

Wise One, the new growth can begin.  
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Several bright minds in the history of psychology have 

helped us better understand how our mind and emotions 

develop and grow over time. Swiss psychiatrist Jean Piaget 

was the first one to develop a theory of cognitive 

intelligence, showing how young children think differently 

compared to adults. He showed that the difference does not 

come from the simple acquisition of knowledge; a child at 

age 7 doesn't just have more information about the world 

than he did at age 2; there is a fundamental change in how 

he thinks about the world.  

Based on his observations, he concluded that children's 

minds were not merely smaller versions of adult minds. He 

also realized that they were not less intelligent than adults, 

but that they simply think differently. Albert Einstein called 

Piaget's discovery "so simple only a genius could have 

thought of it." 

Erik Erikson was another significant psychologist that 

greatly changed the field of child development. His focus 

was on studying the emotional and social development, not 

only during childhood, but across the whole life span. He 

viewed development as a series of eight challenges that 

people have to overcome. Each challenge has an outcome 

that’s either favorable or unfavorable. The outcome 

drastically affects a person’s personality and future, whether 

favorably or unfavourably.  Humanistic psychologist, 

Abraham Maslow, whose hierarchy of needs we discussed 

in the “Start with the Destination” chapter, is also on the 

podium of the great minds of understanding development.   

All of their works on cognitive and socio-emotional 

views on development during the two years of life 

compliment well the theory of attachment, developed by 

John Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth, which highlights the 

impact of our early relationships on development. 

Attachment, a major developmental milestone in the child’s 
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life, is the emotional bond sculpted through the dynamics of 

early mother-infant interactions.  

Based on the work of these great minds, the following is 

a brief summary of how our mental and emotional abilities 

grow over time, helping us understand what we can expect 

our Little One to have gained at different stages in life, and 

what might have been left as undeveloped or wild traits that 

are showing up in our current ways of dealing with life 

challenges and expectations. As Eric Erickson stated, while 

successful completion of each stage leads to a healthy 

personality, failure to successfully complete a stage can 

result in a reduced ability to complete further stages and an 

unintegrated personality and sense of self.  However, these 

stages can be resolved successfully at a later time, such as in 

the present, the work being continued by the Wise One and 

the Little One together.  

The Little Baby  

Learning Milestones: Basic Trust versus Basic Mistrust  

Virtue: Hope   

 

The primary thing that the Baby learns at the beginning 

of life is to trust, developing a sense of security, confidence, 

and optimism.  

When development at this stage goes off-course, 

through previous relationships and experiences, our inner 

Baby has not had the chance to learn to trust others, himself, 

and the world, developing instead a sense of general 

mistrust, feeling worthless and insecure, the need to be 

overly in control; unable tolerate disturbing emotions and 

regain calmness; or to build meaningful relationships with 

others. Prolonged stress can leave the brain flooded with 

stress hormones, “wired for survival” and high cortisol and 

adrenaline over time causes a sensitization in the part of the 

brain associated with the stress response. 
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The Wise One can help with this important milestone. 

The first step is bonding with the Little One, establishing the 

deep connection between “Mommy and I”, The Little One 

and the Wise One, becoming One. The Little One at this 

stage learns and connects especially through senses, 

particularly visual contact and touch.  

The Little One needs to feel that he exists, that 

somebody cares, to be reassured that someone will always 

be there for him; to feel heard when crying; to be seen (“I 

exist”); to be comforted and soothed when need it.  

The Wise One can soothe and ease the Little One 

through the body, by holding him (physically touching the 

area in our body where we feel the emotional distress); 

hugging oneself; taking a warm bath, listening to a 

comforting music, covering ourselves in a warm, soft 

blanket; taking a restful sleep.  

The Wise One can also teach the Little One self-calming 

through “belly-breath”; placing the hand on the belly and 

watching it move up and down.  

When I’m writing, I use a child-size sleeping bag, in my 

favourite colour. It helps me stay focused, so I don’t move 

easily with every distractions, as well as it keeps me warm, 

comfortable and contained (swaddled).  In time, I 

conditioned myself that, as soon as I get into my writing 

cocoon, I am not bothered by any distractions and I slip into 

my writing space.  

The Little One can feel terrified of being abandoned, 

knowing that he cannot survive on his own. Memories from 

this stage are pre-verbal or implicit (before words), but they 

can be “felt” in the body.  Also the baby might not have 

integrated the “object permanence” ability, being able to 

understand that things continue to exist even though they 

cannot be seen (object permanence). A break-up or a 

relationship conflict can feel devastating, leaving us with a 
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profound feeling of loneliness, with the fear that no one will 

love us again.  

One critical learning that the Wise One can provide the 

Little One with in the present is that,  

“You are not alone. I am here for you and I will always be 

from now on.” 

“It is all right to ask for help and receive when overwhelmed. 

It’s all right to be a child”.  

We are truly not alone, despite the fact that help might 

not always come from those that we think it should, or not 

in the ways that we might expect, or at the exact time when 

we expect it. But it can come from the self, the Wise One.   

Toddler Stage   

Learning Milestones:  Autonomy versus Shame & Doubt in self 

& one's abilities 

Virtue: Will; Assertion of will in the face of failures    

 

It is during this time when we start building self-esteem 

and autonomy, as the Little One learns new skills and right 

from wrong. If all goes well, the Little One grows to be sure 

of himself, carrying himself with pride rather than shame. 

Once the child takes the first step on his or her own and 

begins to grasp the first words, as a way to engage with the 

world around, the time of free, active exploration begins. 

I call the “terrible twos” time, “the first adolescence”.  It 

is the initial, natural way of learning independence; to 

function in the world as a distinct person, capable of making 

things happen on their own and starting to exercise control 

over the environment, getting what they want and need, 

though their own abilities and will power. Children tend to 

be vulnerable during this stage, sometimes feeling shame 

and low self-esteem, when facing difficulties learning new 

skills, such as potty training. Children discover the 

empowering effect of their ability to say “No!”, as a heathy 
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attempt to learn one’s own independence. They also learn 

that  ‘no’  means  being able to accept the boundaries of 

respecting ‘no’ from others.  

A major challenge now is developing what 

psychologists call emotional regulation.  “Meltdowns” are 

common during this period but parents can use the bond 

developed during infancy to help the child learn to 

modulate their emotional expression and begin to grasp the 

difficult concept of delayed gratification. 

They also learn that they are separate beings from the 

people and objects around them. They realize that their 

actions can cause things to happen in the world around 

them. By learning that objects are separate and distinct 

entities and that they have an existence of their own outside 

of individual perception, children are then able to begin to 

attach names and words to objects. 

The delayed gratification ability (see: Marshmallow 

experiment) starts developing around 18 months and 

continues across the lifespan. Emotional health is strongly 

determined by our ability to put a gap between event and 

response, between what happens to us and how we choose 

to respond. Remember, the key to delayed gratification is to 

remind the child that, it is not that you can’t have what you 

want, but if you wait, you can have so much more.  

Preschool Stage 

Learning Milestones: Initiative versus Guilt 

Virtue:  Purpose (“The “Why” Question) 

 

The joy for playing and learning  through free 

exploration, make believe and crossing the boundaries of 

imagination is also bridged into more formal learning, with 

the first exposure to more abstract concepts. The most 

significant relationship is still with the basic family.  
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It is also the time when we start using one of the key 

words that help us explore and makes sense of  the world: 

the “why” question. As we saw in the “Select Your 

Destination” chapter, knowing your “why” and answering 

the “capital Why” questions, in finding our purpose in all 

that we do, starts at this stage. Learning to welcome and to 

stay with our “why’s” and “why do I have to do this?” and 

giving ourselves a more reasonable answer than, “just 

because I’ve told you so”, is key to success. Just as Einstein 

disclosed his own secret to success, “It is not that I'm so 

smart. But I stay with the questions much longer.” 

At this stage, learning is still enjoyable, especially 

through stories and pretend play (this is one of the reasons 

this book is purposefully filled with metaphors and stories ). 

Taking initiatives, exploring, and trying new things can 

build a healthy sense of initiative.  

“I can do this.  

Let’s do it!  

That didn’t work… Let’s try it again!” is the natural 

approach of a healthy sense of initiative. On the other hand,  

inhibition can appear with the fear of failure, guilt or 

punishment.  

Piaget claimed that early childhood, before the age of 

seven,  is the time of pre-operational thought, when children 

are unable to process logical thought, their way of 

understand the world is in very concrete terms. This is 

helpful to know when addressing the Little One. “Do your 

homework so you can get a job one day,” might be too 

abstract for igniting his motivation. “Let’s finish this and 

then we will go to a movie,” might relate more to the Little 

One’s concrete way of viewing things.  

One of the child’s main obstacles to logic is centration, 

which is focusing only on one aspect of a situation to the 

exclusion of others. Based on the child’s ability to perceive 

his world, he is the center of his universe. Young children 



P: Positive Self - Parenting 

169 

 

are egocentric, capable of contemplating the world only 

from their personal perspective, struggling to see things 

from the perspective of others. Perspective is a particular 

difficult ability to grow and it is one of the characteristics of 

wisdom. Beautifully put throughout here Being able to step 

out, take some distance and the big picture, to have a sense 

of proportion, placing things in their right angle, and the 

ability to see other points of view connected to one another, 

contributes to wisdom development.   

A young child is not able to understand that the parents’ 

increasing conflicts are related to their relationship, or their 

own ability to deal with their differences, and have nothing 

to do with the fact that he didn’t listen to his mom telling 

him to finish eating his food. His way of trying to make 

sense of their divorce is to find causes in his actions only. ” 

He would feel worried or guilty for having caused the 

parental distress.  

Middle Childhood  

Learning Milestones: Industry versus Inferiority  

Virtue: Competence (“I can do it!”) 

 

This stage normally spans the beginning of the school 

years into early puberty. It’s associated with mastering the 

developmental task of industry. During this time, the sweet 

taste of recognition and praise for the things we do can 

become quite addictive. When efforts are recognized and 

acknowledged, and we are encouraged to succeed, we feel 

competent and develop a sense of industry and confidence. 

The attitudes and opinions of others become important in 

how we start to see our value. If we receive praise and 

encouragement to complete things, then enjoyment and 

industry may result. 

With the movement from play to work, there is a need 

for more self-discipline. We begin to give attention to the 
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quality of results. Now is the time when we start producing 

results. If we do well in our activities, a positive-sense of self 

emerges, with a sense of who we are based on our abilities. 

We learn that “'if I work hard and use my knowledge and 

skills, I can be productive.'  

On the other hand, when we do not experience success, 

don’t receive supportive feedback for efforts, and feel 

unable to deal with the frustrating process of trials and 

errors, feelings of inadequacy or inferiority start to develop: 

“I am not good enough”; “ I can’t get it right”; “Everybody 

else is better than me”; “I will never succeed.” A child who 

develops a sense of inferiority early on will have a difficult 

time overcoming that feeling later on in life.  

To encourage the healthy growth of industry and 

competence that will serve the child well in the future, the 

Little One needs to be given more independence and trust to 

try new activities and celebrate their accomplishments, their 

good choices and the efforts and successes for self-discipline 

and determination.  At the same time, gradually, the Little 

One can learn that his value is not defined by how others 

perceive him at different times (see: “Other’s opinion of you 

is not your concern”). Our value, our sense of worth, 

remains our core. 

After the age of seven, stars what Piaget called, the 

Concrete Operational Stage, thinking becomes more logical 

and organized, but still very concrete. Children begin using 

inductive logic, or reasoning from specific information to a 

general principle. While thinking becomes more logical, it 

can also be very rigid. The egocentrism of the previous stage 

begins to mature and we become more able to understand 

how other people might view a situation. 

Aligned with the understanding of the mental 

developments, to nurture the growth of competence and 

industry, the Wise One can support the Little One in 

practicing reflection on experiences (they say that we don’t 
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learn from experiences, but from our reflection on our 

experiences); trying new things despite the initial lack of 

confidence, and understanding that everything is a process 

that requires practice before reaching mastery; as well as 

encouraging self-competition (comparing what we do with 

what we were able to do before, with how much we are 

improving and with our own potential, rather than 

comparing ourselves with others).  

Adolescence  

Learning Milestones:  Identity versus Identity Confusion   

Virtue: Fidelity 

 

The period of life between childhood and adulthood is 

the time to change and rebel; to explore new ideas about 

ourselves and our place in the world. It is also a time of 

intense emotional turmoil, when we have to find answers to 

one of the most difficult questions, “Who Am I?”, 

experimenting with different parts of ourselves while 

wrestling with the tension between the internal forces of the 

self and the external forces coming from others and society’s 

expectations.  

On the cognitive side, the adolescent enters the Formal 

Operational Stage, with the ability to understand abstract 

ideas, to use deductive reasoning, from general to specific, 

becoming capable of seeing multiple potential solutions to 

problems and think more scientifically about the world 

around them. The ability to systematically plan for the 

future and reason about hypothetical situations are also 

critical abilities that emerge during this stage.   

If all goes well, we end up with a cohesive, full identity , 

able to be and to express ourselves for who we are. Mature 

time perspective is developed. We acquire self-certainty as 

opposed to self-consciousness and self-doubt. We can 

anticipate achievement, and continue to pursue goals and 
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achieve them, rather than being paralyzed by feelings of 

inferiority or inadequacy.  

The other side of the coin is role confusion, in which we 

are unable to become our own person, feeling clear about 

our values and direction in life. It is the stage of “accepting 

one’s crown”, the time of gathering the courage to spread 

our wings and fly solo. When we don’t fully complete the 

quests of this stage during adolescence,  the emotional voids 

left will return later in life, during what we call, “the mid-

life crisis”, giving us another chance to complete them.  

Another dimension on our growth chart is moving from 

the stage of dependence to independence, and from there to 

inter-dependence. While childhood is all about depending 

on others for survival, and our family of origin places the 

biggest impact on how we relate, adolescence is the 

springboard to our independence stage, when we cut the 

umbilical cord of emotional dependency, with our family of 

origin and let go of the life blueprint written by others and 

start designing our own life.  

Young Adulthood  

Learning Milestones: Intimacy vs. Isolation 

Virtue: Love  

“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not 

boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-

seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love 

does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always 

protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love 

never fails. . . And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. 

But the greatest of these is love.” 1 Corinthians 13:4-8 

 

Our greatest unfulfilled need is the need for 

unconditional love. It might be a reminiscence from what 

we received from our Creator before arriving in this life, or a 

reminisce from our evolutionary ancestors.  Early on, we 
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learn that we need to be worthy and lovable to survive. 

Even animal cubs are naturally born round and cute, so they 

are “lovable” and their parents care for them, so they can 

survive. From the moment we come into this life and 

throughout the rest of our journey, we keep longing for the 

perfect love, originating from the need of love from our 

parents. The void left from our imperfect childhood often 

turns into a life quest to re-write our past.  

The stage that chronologically occurs between 20 and 40 

years old, is the time for love, for intimate relationships. As 

the poet said it,  

“The young man sings: “My play and wisdom is love!” 

The baby’s longing for proximity, connection and 

oneness and the interactions with our primary love figure, 

the mother, as the attachment theory demonstrated, sets up 

the blueprint, containing our patterns of relating to others, 

especially the ones most intimate to us. John Bowlby 

described attachment as a "lasting psychological 

connectedness between human beings."  

As we saw earlier, one of the things that Little One is 

unable to understand, sometimes for his whole life, is that, 

the love and care that he receives from his parent has 

nothing to do with him. It has all to do with the one that is 

giving the love. How much others love us has nothing to do 

with us, with who we are. It only has to do with their own 

ability to love. We don’t need to become perfect to deserve 

perfect, unconditional love. We don’t have to keep searching 

and transforming ourselves into different shapes and forms 

to become more lovable, more worthy of that perfect, 

unconditional love. Nothing that the child can do or be will 

give him the love he needs, unless the parent is able 

(capable) of giving that love.  

Just like there is no clear definition of what “emotions” 

are, there is an even less clear definition of what love is. We 

created our personal definition of what love is, mostly from 
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fairy tales or movies that have remained imprinted on our 

insatiable need to feel unconditionally wanted, accepted, 

valued, loved.   

There have been many attempts to capture the essence 

of this concept, but my favourite remains the above biblical 

“Love Verse”, authored by Paul the Apostle, because it 

shows that love is an ability, a capacity that we need to grow 

and enhance throughout our life, along with our emotional, 

mental and spiritual growth. Intimacy is not limited to the 

physical, sexual aspect of it, but it brings together the 

emotional, mental and spiritual oneness. Like any capacity, 

it needs to be cultivated, grown, advanced through the 

engagement of our human consciousness. Overcoming a 

limited capacity for mature love may be a lifelong 

development that never achieves completion.  

In his masterwork, “The Art of Loving” (1956), Erik 

Fromm makes a case for love as a skill to be learned, 

demanding of its practitioner both knowledge and effort, to 

reach true mastery. As he claimed, “There is hardly any 

activity, any enterprise, which is started with such tremendous 

hopes and expectations, and yet, which fails so regularly, as love.” 

He adds, “Most people see the problem of love primarily as that of 

being loved, rather than that of loving, of one’s capacity to love. 

Hence the problem to them is how to be loved, how to be lovable.”  

It is no coincidence that the adolescence stage, whose 

primary mission is to define ourselves, to develop our sense 

of self-worth and security within ourselves and the world. 

Once we are able to accept our crown and start building our 

own life through ourselves, by ourselves, we are meeting 

the pre-requisite of loving others.  

Fromm differentiates between mature and immature 

love. In mature love, both partners come together to create a 

union, while they each remain their own individual people 

within that union. In immature love, both partners are 
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expected to give up aspects of personality to meld into a 

dual being, a shared personality. 

We cannot give what we are not able to provide for 

ourselves. Our capacity to love unconditionally is in fact 

quite an advanced ability. Some say that only saints or God 

are capable of such love. For us, regular humans, our 

capacity to love is very closely dependant on our own 

emotional growth. The higher our emotional intelligence 

quotient, the stronger our capacity to love and connect with 

others in healthy, meaningful ways, including with our 

biological children or the Little One inside. The more we are 

at peace with ourselves and our life, the greater our ability 

to give and love; and the opposite is true as well.  

Middle Adulthood  

learning Milestones: Generativity versus Self-Absorption 

Virtue: Care  

 

Once we have learned to grow out of only satisfying our 

need to be loved, and we learn to engage in the mutual give 

and take dance of couple intimacy, the life’s curriculum of 

love takes us to the next level: learning to love beyond 

ourselves; we learn to care for others, without putting 

ourselves and our needs first.  Here comes the time when 

we truly complete the self-centeredness mental stage, 

coming to terms  with the fact that, “it’s not all about me,” 

and become capable of considering the greater good of 

others. 

This stage nurtures generativity, whether in the area of 

both in the sense of parenthood, marriage or working 

productively and creatively. The most important event in 

this stage is parenting, by giving unconditional love and 

care for children, but generativity has a broader meaning 

then just having children.  
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We are ardently writing one of the most productive 

chapters of our lives, before settling down to reflect on the 

account of our life achievements. The virtue of purpose 

acquired during the preschool stage takes us now beyond 

our need to prove our value in the eyes of others.  

The most stringent need at this stage is to be productive 

and to offer something for the greater good by being active, 

creative and cooperative. As Erikson put it, "A person does 

best at this time to put aside thoughts of death and balance its 

certainty with the only happiness that is lasting: to increase, by 

whatever is yours to give, the goodwill and higher order in your 

sector of the world".  

Success in this phase usually depends upon one’s effort 

to give something for the betterment of many. 

We continue our growth, from the dependent state of 

our childhood, to the independence one during adolescence, 

entering the inter-dependence stage.  First, unable to care for 

ourselves, we are dependent on to others to meet our 

physical and emotional needs. Once we learn the skills to 

physically care for ourselves, we reach the independence 

necessary to take the crown of our life’s kingdom, or to take 

the driver’s seat.   

Our emotional dependency usually lasts longer than the 

physical one. While we can become physically independent 

quite early in life, the emotional independence requires 

greater awareness and personal growth work, before we are 

able to let go of the emotional umbilical cord that demanded 

feeding our sense of self-worth, security and love from 

others.  

Interdependence is when we learn to rely on each 

other’s mutual support and to accomplish something greater 

than what we could do if by ourselves alone. We realize that 

we might be just one cell in the greater body; even as one 

cell only, we have great significance in contributing to the 

whole body’s proper functioning (if one brain cell is off 
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balance, the whole body is affected.) At the same time, we 

are not alone and we have the support of the whole body in 

our greater purpose to grow and evolve. This is the time 

when we are relying mutually on each other’s support in 

reaching a common, higher goal such as family, childrearing 

or advances in the science or creativity world that later leads 

us with the fulfillment that we left something behind us, 

transcending our mortality.  

These stages of human development also called the 

three stages of wisdom. While dependent wisdom is about 

tradition, belonging, power and survival; independent 

wisdom is about the journey of the self, and the power of 

personal experience and rational thinking and 

interdependent wisdom is about the interconnection of 

everything and the mysteries of existence. 

Late Adulthood  

Learning Milestone: Integrity versus Despair 

Virtue: Wisdom  

 

This is the time when we look back at our life’s movie, 

hoping to experience the sense of peace and fulfillment that 

comes with the realization “This is my life. I lived it my way. 

And I made the most of it.”  

The most important part at this stage is reflecting, 

bringing together and coming to accept our life, with 

positive and negative experiences and learnings as a whole, 

with a sense of fulfilled meaning and purpose.  This chapter 

of our life allows us to bring peace with what has happened, 

knowing that we cannot undo the past.  

We also  take the chance to fill the gaps that are in our 

power to do so. We feel free of the limitations of the past 

and self-imposed constrictions. Our emotional, mental and 

spiritual growth peak. We are also able to  use everything 
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we have gained to leave something behind us, through the 

positive impact that we left on others.  

If all goes well, we reach a sense of fulfillment about our 

life and accept death as an unavoidable reality. According to 

Erikson, achieving a sense of integrity means fully accepting 

oneself and coming to terms with death. If we are not able to 

reach a feeling of peace and completeness with the way we 

lived our life, feelings of despair and fear of death will write 

the script for the past chapter in the book of our life.  

The growth chart now reaches its peak on a new 

dimension: having- doing- being. We follow the growth 

steps of moving from the stage of “having” (I need to have it 

all to be able to survive and live life”); into the “doing” stage 

(“I am what I do”), and ultimately into the stage of “being” 

(“My way of being, my presence, can make a difference to 

others and to the world.”) 

 We knew it before, but now it becomes a reality:  

we can’t take anything with us when crossing  death’s border.  

The most meaningful thing we can leave behind is not a 

thing. It is not how much we accumulate or even how much 

we accomplish.  

It is how we chose to experience life.  

It is also what our presence in this world has brought into the 

life of others.  

Growth is a life-long journey. It does not limit itself to 

our individual growth only. Recent researches show we 

carry in our DNA the learnings and the memories, not only 

of our parents, but of ancestors as well. We pass down our 

experiences in our genes.  

Growth is a process. One stage is not better or worse 

than the other. There is no need to rush, or to skip stages. 

Each of them has its own purpose, its challenges. Taking the 

next step of the growth ladder requires us to follow them 

one by one, as they are set in front of us.  
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For example, the interdependence stage cannot happen 

unless we have been independent. As Erickson pointed, if 

we skip or leave a stage incomplete, the following stages 

will be affected.  

Eventually, we all reach our common destination—

death. And if we start with the end in mind, being aware 

that this destination had already been selected for us, we 

might realize that the ultimate meaning in life is to fully 

experience the journey, all the way to the end of it. 

Falling Behind… 

“What you can’t get with kindness and gentleness, 

don’t try to get it in any other way” Pr. Teofil Paraianu 

“I am so behind on everything; I’m behind with my life.” 

“I should be so much further ahead by now.” 

“I look at my friends and my colleagues and everyone is ahead 

of me. I will never be able to catch up…”. 

“ I should have finished my book by now…” 

“I keep having this reoccurring dream. I am a child walking 

with my parents, holding their hands. They walk fast, their feet is 

so much bigger and it is so hard to keep up with them. I can’t keep 

up; I let go of their hands and I start falling behind. I have been 

falling behind for the past 30 years of my life”. 

 

There are times in life when we feel just like that. Trying 

to play the catch-up game pulls us into a swirling pool of 

internal wars, leaving us exhausted, with no energy left to 

take the next step to our destination.  

I was writing this chapter during a time, in the winter, 

when I slipped on the ice; I fell and broke my arm.  After 

having it on cast for weeks, the bone was almost healed, but 

my whole arm had atrophied.. Never before I experienced 

so strongly the validity of the “use it or lose it” principle. My 

fingers were stuck, unable to make the slightest actions; my 
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shoulder and whole arm was weak, hurting with every 

movement. I was amazed to suddenly notice the complexity 

and easiness of the right fingers, hand and arm movements, 

while the left side was atrophied, unfunctional. 

My left arm was back to the baby stage. Almost brand 

new in its skills and abilities; but it was there. I had my left 

arm, as unable or useless as it was at the moment. The 

doctor reassured me that the bone was almost healed, able 

to start the rehabilitation process, despite the pain. My arm/ 

baby had the potential to learn how to move and function 

fully, but unable yet to make the smallest steps. 

Since my mind was on positive self-parenting, I decided 

to approach my rehab process from this perspective. My left 

arm was my Little One until it was able to function on its 

own. I had to wisely parent it back to its full development. 

For once, I had to accept that this part of me, my arm--

my baby--was just (re)staring its development. I started 

right where I was, intuitively trusting that, in some weird, 

incomprehensible ways, I was exactly where I needed to be.  

In the process of gaining its function, it didn’t matter 

where it used to be a year ago, or it could have been or it 

should have been; or why is it where it is. My persuasive 

self-talk didn’t help either: “Come on, this is so easy; just move 

the fingers a bit! It’s not a big deal. If the doctor said that you can 

do it, why can’t you? What’s wrong with you? Look, the other 

hand can do it; even a little baby can do it!” 

It didn’t matter how much stronger the other arm was, 

or what everybody else around me was able to do with their 

hands. Sibling comparison was irrelevant for my baby’s 

growth. It also didn’t matter that I had better, more 

important things to do, such as writing this chapter.  My 

Little One was where it was right now and noticing its 

limitation served only as the baseline for the growth and 

learning..  
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One thing I needed to learn was to deal with the pain; 

the baby was hurting, crying in discomfort and pain, day 

and night. I had to learn to go through the process of healing 

and learning the skills of what I knew my arm had the 

potential to do, while dealing with the pain. It wasn’t only 

the physical pain, but also the emotional comfort that I 

needed to provide to my Little One.  

Dealing with pain was not an easy thing, accompanied 

by the process of learning to regain function. I had to keep 

exercising the fingers, the wrist, the elbow, the shoulder, 

while accompanied by the pain. I had to work with the pain 

(the emotional part) to make physical progress, finding the 

right balance between pain and movement that would help 

my Little One take the next small step. If I’d forcefully push 

against the pain, dismissing its voice and exercising 

regardless its whining and resistances, inflammation would 

escalate and it would take days to bring it back to the level 

where I would have any chance of working with it. 

On the other hand, if I would be too lenient, just listen to 

the pain and stop exercising all together, my fingers, wrist, 

arm wouldn’t regain their strength. I couldn’t let My Little 

One regress.  I would have so much more work bringing it 

back to the level where it was in the present. They say that 

you cannot really stagnate; you either progress or regress; 

you can’t keep the same state for a long time. I couldn’t just 

let go all together; giving up on it. I had to fully support 

Little One and let it into what I knew it was capable of, 

despite its current level of development.  

I made the distinction between “good pain” and “bad 

pain”. Good pain was the growth pain, naturally 

accompanying the process of moving form where it was 

now to the next level; it didn’t cause any physical damage.  

The “bad pain” was damaging; if I forced it too hard, I could 

further misalign the bone or, worse, break it. I kept asking 

the doctor, who can I make the difference between “good 
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pain” and “bad pain” while exercising. The only answer that 

I could get was “only your body can tell you; listen to it”.  

Comparison with the other hand was helpful only to 

have a model, a reference point of how a healthy hand is 

able to move. It would serve just as a mirror for exercising. I 

would exercise both hands at the same time, so the Little 

One would have the chance to slowly copy what the able 

one was able to perform. 

I had to be aware of staying away from suffering. Yes, 

pain was an inevitable part of the process now; I had to 

work with it. But suffering was so much more; confusing 

stories, frustration, helplessness, feeling defeated. I was 

getting frustrated with the slow, what appeared to be 

stubborn Little Baby. All the exercises and effort made in 

one day, the next morning seemed to simply vanish. I was 

back to square one, starting all over again. 

You can’t force healing and you can’t force growth. They 

have their own pace and no matter how hard you work, you 

have to respect and follow that pace.  

At one point I was getting really impatient with the 

invisible progress. I was trying everything, giving my body 

all that I thought was asking; why wasn’t I healing already? 

My doctor reflected back to me.  

“Are you micromanaging your body?” he simply asked. 

Yes, I was; I was the demanding, pushing parent that 

expected to see results on a deadline.  

But the day when I was able to hold a piece of paper 

with my fingers, was a day worth of a great celebration!  

I kissed my hand and I thanked it for growing so 

beautifully, for putting up with the pain, the efforts, with me 

and for coming back to life! Full blooming hope was filling 

my heart. All I needed to do was to keep going. I didn’t 

know when I would get there, how I would do it, but as 

long as I kept going, it would be all right. 
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Focus Training for the Little One 

“It is the mark of an educated man to be able to 

entertain a thought without accepting it.” Aristotle 

 

One of the highest rising challenges in children 

nowadays, affecting their performance is attention and 

focusing. In a world immersed in media and electronic 

stimulation, Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) or ADHD 

(Attention Hyperactivity Deficit Disorder) is the most 

commonly diagnosed mental disorder in children that 

continues into adulthood.  

Even as adult, when it comes to “I must do this!” every 

single thing becomes a big, tempting marshmallow, 

patrolling through your field of attention, telling you to just 

grab it, easily leaving everything that was on the “must” list 

for someone else to enjoy.  

Attention and focus are trainable skills. Generally the 

problem is not attention per se; we are able to focus on 

anything tempting that gets our attention (such as playing 

video games) for hours, even at a young age. The key in 

attention training is to focus at will, to stay in charge of how we 

decide to use our focusing abilities; to make attention work for us. 

Without consistent practice, our focusing abilities will be 

used by anything or anyone else in their own benefit, 

making us the slaves of an untamed mind.  

The Little One needs gentle, loving, consistent support 

in taking the steps to strengthen his focusing powers. He 

will excitedly be willing to join any focus training, as soon as 

is able to understand, in concrete ways (remember is best 

way of comprehending is through concrete thinking), why 

focusing training is helpful. 
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The Bread Loafs Experiment 
 
I will invite you now, before lamenting any further of 

your difficulties with focusing and concentration, to do a 

fun experiment with the Little One.  

What you need:  

o 2 loafs of bread 

o 1 knife 

o 1 timer 

o 1 cutting board 

o 2 bread containers 

Make sure you have all the tools ready when you start 

the experiment. Have the timer, bread loafs, the knife and 

the cutting board in front of you.  

 

Steps: 

Part 1: 

1. Start the timer 

2. Take the first bread loaf and start cutting the bread, 

using the knife randomly, with no particular pressure 

and direction. Just allow your hand to freely use the 

knife on the bread, playing with it.  Do not cut the bread 

in slices or any clear shapes. Use the knife to cut 

randomly, just as is the hand feels at the moment.  

3. When you finished cutting the first bread loaf, put 

all the pieces of bread in a bread container.  

4.  Stop the timer and record the time that it took to 

perform this step. 

Part 2: 
1. Start the timer 

2. Take the second loaf of bread and applying the 

knife with regular, consistent pressure, start cutting 

one slice of bread. Keep pressing the knife until the 
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first slice of bread is cut. Do not cut the second slice 

until the first one is completed. 

3. When you finished cutting the first bread loaf, put 

all the pieces of bread in the second bread 

container.  

4. Stop the timer and record the time that it took to 

perform the second step.  

Compare the time it took for each stage.  

Decide which of the two bread container you would use 

for dinner tonight. 

The Rainbow Shower for Focusing Power  

The foundation of any focus or attention training, 

including mindfulness and meditation training, applied to 

our internal distractions, is based on three simple steps 

(NLC): 

 

Notice 

Let it go 

Come back 

 
You can now start an ease, relaxing daily practice with 

your Little One, to strengthen your focusing abilities.  

 

<< Imagine You, The Wise and The Little One, together, 

connected as one, laying down on a comfortable, cozy chair on a 

beach, watching the blue, clear sky after a summer rain.  

The air is fresh, and you breathe in slowly and breathe out 

slowly.  

Here and there, clouds come and go, letting them follow their 

own pace.  

You suddenly notice a beautiful rainbow appearing on the 

sky. The Little One loves the rainbow’s bright colours, watching 
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each colour: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet 

("Roy G. Biv."). 

You allow the rainbow to shower you with the light of each of 

its colours, using your breathing to absorb each of them.  

When you breathe in, you inhale the light of that colour, 

taking in as much as your deep breathing allows you to. When you 

breathe out, you allow the light to spread through your whole 

body, inside-out, from the top of your head to your toes. 

Breathe in red light deeply; 

breathe out, allowing the red light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in orange light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the orange light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in yellow light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the yellow light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in green light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the green light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in blue light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the blue light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in indigo light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the indigo light to fill your whole body. 

Breathe in violet light deeply;  

breathe out, allowing the violet light to fill your whole body. 

If you notice any internal or external distractions while 

breathing in the rainbow light: 

Notice it. 

Place it on a cloud and watch it go; 

Come back to continue your rainbow shower. >>  

Game It Up  

To meet the Little One’s excitement for new challenges, 

you can play the Rainbow Shower Focusing Game daily.  

What it is important for Little One to remember while 

playing the game is that, distractions are not a problem; they 

are free to come and go as they please.  
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When a distraction comes, such as any thought that has 

nothing to do with the rainbow shower, all you need to do is 

to send right away on a cloud; if you don’t send it away fast, it 

will splash a white dot on you. 

 

You gain points as such: 

1 point for each cloud used; 

7 points for each rainbow shower taken (one point for 

each colour showering). 

You lose one point with each white dot. You don’t lose 

points for distractions coming. But you do lose one point for 

each white dot, coming from distraction that you didn’t 

immediately send it away on a cloud.   

 

What gives you points is the number of showers taken 

and what you choose to do with them: follow them or not 

engage with them, just notice, place them on a cloud and let 

them pass, coming back to enjoy your rainbow shower 

The daily score comes from the total number of points 

gained during that day, by summing up the total points 

gained and subtracting the white dots. Make sure to record 

the daily  points.  

A scoring table might look like this:  

 
Day Date Rainbow  

Showers (+) 

Clouds 

Used (+) 

White 

Dots (-) 

Daily Score  

(gained -lost 

points)  

1. 28/10/2018 1 x 7 points 4 3 (7+4)-3= 8 

2. 29/10/2018 2 x 7 points 5 2 (2 x 7 +5) – 2= 

17 

3. 30/10/2018 2 x 7 points 0 0 2 x 7= 14  
 

Level one is completed when you reach 100 points.  

Level two graduation comes at 200 points and so on.  

At more advanced levels, you can start taking a rainbow 

bath, bathing in more than one rainbow light; once all the 

colours of a rainbow have been used, another rainbow, with 

all its colours can be added.  Later on, the complexity of the 
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game can be enhanced, by adding more variables, such as 

time. But I will stay with the simple version, and let you 

play with designing more complex versions.   

The rainbow bath has a cleansing effect (like any bath) 

and it also helps us regain our energy, getting our mind into 

the right state of learning and performance. The optimal 

state of performance, is a state of relaxed alertness. You can 

take a rainbow shower before each study session or during 

the breaks.  

The more frequent and consistent your rainbow 

showers, the stronger your mind power will become. You 

will notice its usefulness in everything you choose to do at 

will. Not only will the mind power grow, but also the brain 

power. From the ever-expanding field of brain science, we 

know that  the brain has the ability to physically change 

with consistent practice, making it easier to access focusing 

powers on demand.  The key to this neuroplasticity is 

consistency: doing regular, daily hygiene for the brain. 

Self-Parenting for Performance   

“Simple kindness to one's self and all that lives is the most 

powerful transformational force of all.” David R. Hawkins 

 

I once had a client who was struggling for months with 

intense shoulder pain. She had attended all medical 

treatments to release the pain, yet her shoulder kept being 

stuck for months. During our therapy work, when exploring 

the bigger context of her shoulder pain, she become aware 

of the work related stresses and the pressure to perform new 

tasks in a very fast-paced working environment.  

The Little One felt rushed, pushed, forced to know what 

she hasn’t had the chance to learn yet, with no guidance or 

teaching provided. The Adult One kept pulling her 

forcefully, feeling the pressure of the external expectations 

to perform. The push-pull dynamic between the Adult One 
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and the Little One resulted in the shoulder pain that 

naturally dissipated once the internal conflict was resolved.  

As we mentioned earlier, psychologists talk about three 

human needs essential for growth and performance: a) the 

need for autonomy (the freedom to make our own choices); 

b) the need for relatedness (to feel connected and involved 

with others) and c) the need for competence (to feel capable 

and competent) (Deci & Ryan, 2003). 

If we look back at the Growth Chart, we can see that 

these needs arise with the onset of life itself. The baby is 

born with the need to seek closeness and connection, and 

the attachment formed with parents becomes the foundation 

of how he will later relate to himself and to others.  

Once the baby feels safe in his environment, he starts 

exploring freely and learning becomes a natural 

consequence to the need for knowing, exploring, adapting 

and growing. The baby becomes a toddler, with a stronger 

need to explore, to define his abilities and to gain more skills 

and mastery. The freedom of the toddler needs the structure 

and the boundaries of the playground, to safely expand the 

comfort zone of his previous limits. And, above all, across 

the whole life span, we have the intrinsic need for freedom 

and choice.  

The adult is the one to use his executive functions and 

decide, between the child’s needs and wishes, the reality of 

the outer world, to hold the big picture of one’s life and 

make the decisions that are most aligned with one’s 

direction in life. It is also the adult’s job to create the 

playground, with the toys that are appropriate for the level 

of growth that the Little One inside has reached; to define 

the right challenges; not too big, not to small.  

It is the adults’ job to make decisions. Making decision is 

too much for the Little One. It does require the maturity of 

executive functions that the Little One does not have yet. It 

is also the Wise One’s job to decided what he wants and not 
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change his mind at every single moment. Making decisions 

requires maturity; ability to stop and reflect; and wisdom 

see the big picture of one’s life.  

It is the Wise One’s job to be responsible, accepting the 

ability to respond (“response-ability”). It does not mean to 

Judge or blame oneself. It is also the adult’s job to be loving, 

but firm and consistent in keeping those boundaries, 

applying what we called earlier, “ethical parenting”. As 

long as it doesn’t do it in a forceful way, the adult is much 

needed for the child to have the freedom to play. 

Considering these stages, abilities and needs, the Wise 

One and the Little One can work together and balance their 

gifts and strengths in reacting performance.  

The following “A B C” steps can be a reference point 

while pursuing the journey.  

 

A – Attunement 

Mommy and I Are One.  

“Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind.  

“Pooh!” he whispered. 

”Yes, Piglet?” 

”Nothing,” said Piglet, taking Pooh’s paw.  

“I just wanted to be sure of you.” A. A. Milne 
To “attune” means to bring into accord or harmony. In 

attachment theory, “attunement” refers to the sensitive, 

warm, supportive connection and emotional responsiveness, 

to the needs of the Little One, at the time when those needs 

are expressed. To foster a secure attachment that support 

brain development, cognitive and emotional growth, the 

Wise One needs to provide the Little One with a sense of 

safety and security (“I’m here for you”; “You are 

important”; ‘I care about you”); to soothe and calm the Little 

One’s distress and difficulties; and to offer a secure base 

from which to explore and learn.  
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This first step is about creating the unity, the oneness 

gratification that we spoke about earlier. It is not me versus 

you, work versus I, but us, together. Hearing, listening, 

joining the Little One where he is. Attunement is not so 

much a matter of doing the right things, but rather a state of 

mind, of being in synch with the Little One, as if two voices 

are coming together to sing the melody.   

A secure attachment facilitates flow and performance. In 

their studies, Crandell and Hobson (1999) found that that 

the degree of parent-child synchrony was positively 

correlated with the child’s IQ, with the more synchronous 

relationship equaling higher intelligence.   

The Little One cannot survive and reach mastery on his 

own, unless the adult is there to provide the safety, the 

direction and the nourishment for the child to grow. The 

child inside feels safe to explore, to learn, to make mistakes 

and try again; the child inside doesn’t feel threatened if she 

makes mistakes or breaks something; it feels acknowledged, 

valued, appreciated. 

My Little One and I Are One. 

My work and I Are One. 

My difficulties and I Are One. 

My Writing and I Are One. 

 

B – Boundaries 

The state of flow belongs to the child; it is the child’s 

play. The child does its best work when it is allowed to play. 

the main difference between work and play comes from 

being directed from the outside or the inside. If it is self-

directed (you want to do it because you chose so), it 

resembles play. If somebody else expects it, demands it, or 

directs the process, the same activity becomes work. 

As much as we love the play, just random, undirected 

play at all times doesn’t make us feel good either. On 

occasion, the flow of play becomes an escape merely; we are 
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running away from our lives. We can spend a lifetime 

playing video games, but at the end of it we would feel that 

we missed the whole point of life all together. We missed on 

our life. And on what we could have become.  

The child needs the structure of a playground, and it is 

the adults job to establish the boundaries of that 

playground. The child’s strength is being in the flow, 

following the magnets of curiosity, novelty, adventure into 

the unknown. Yet, without the structures set by the adult, 

the child may never be able to advance to move forward. 

The child might never be able to discover the quantum 

physics theory, without the progressive help, to gradually 

growth, the help provided by the adult. 

It is the Wise One’s job to define the course of the flow. 

The adult makes decision about our goals in life; the adult 

also decides the direction of the flow. To the child it doesn’t 

really matter where it will play, where the playground is, as 

long as he is allowed to play. It’s not the particular toys that 

matter to the child, is the experience of play itself that the 

child is in love with.  

The Wise One establishes the parameters of the work, or 

the playground: “This is the topic, these are the expectations 

and you have this time to freely play with it”. The Little One 

also loves the lullaby of routine: same time, same space for 

playing, makes it feel safe and ease to step into the flow 

zone. While the Little One is freely playing, the Wise One 

steps back and allows his to be immersed into the flow, 

where work and play are also united.  

C – Choice  

“There are three ways to get something done: 

do it yourself; hire someone, or forbid your child to do it.” 

 
Just as joke says is, force is futile; the stronger you will 

push in one direction, the more certain your Little One will 

move into the opposite one. 
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I learned to use this rule in the reversed way and, 

surprisingly, it always works. When I notice that focusing 

only on the goal that I set to accomplish no matter what, is 

not working anymore, but I constantly feel pulled into any 

other direction, I switch gears. I change the goal to 

something more important. The original goal becomes 

secondary or not very important for now; I take it our of my 

attention and, surprisingly, it tries to get my attention back. 

Instead of working on the new goal, I find myself being 

drawn into what I originally intended to do.  

The key question in assisting the child to act in his best 

interest is: 

” What do you want the most: to play now and feel bad 

after; or to do the work now and play joyfully after?  Play 

includes everything that we feel like doing at the moment, 

while work is what we purposefully decide to act on.  

Children are capable of learning to delay gratification as 

early as 18 months old. This capacity though, is learned only 

with training; without guidance in the process, we can 

remain at the discretion of our impulse reactions for life. 

Without boundaries and guidance, while aligning the 

Wise One with the Little One and the work at hand, the 

child will rather grow wild, missing on the opportunity to 

learn how he can make things happen at will and using his 

power of self-control and choice.  

There is a time for the Wise One to be in charge and 

there is a time for the Little One to be in charge. Their life is 

lived together, under the same roof, and there is no greater 

happiness for the adult and the child to life joyfully 

together. They want to be together,  to make each other 

happy and to live in harmony. Differences and tensions 

come from the struggle to balance the inner and outer forces 

that mold each of our lives.  



 

L: Let Go of the Brakes 

“Once there lived a village of creatures along the bottom of a 

great crystal river. The current of the river swept silently over 

them all -- young and old, rich and poor, good and evil -- the 

current going its own way, knowing only its own crystal self.  

Each creature in its own manner clung tightly to the twigs 

and rocks of the river bottom, for clinging was their way of life, 

and resisting the current was what each had learned from birth.  

But one creature said at last, "I am tired of clinging. Though I 

cannot see it with my eyes, I trust that the current knows where it 

is going. I shall let go, and let it take me where it will. Clinging, I 

shall die of boredom."  

The other creatures laughed and said, "Fool! Let go, and that 

current you worship will throw you tumbled and smashed against 

the rocks, and you will die quicker than boredom!"  

But the one heeded them not, and taking a breath did let go, 

and at once was tumbled and smashed by the current across the 

rocks. Yet in time, as the creature refused to cling again, the 

current lifted him free from the bottom, and he was bruised and 

hurt no more.  

And the creatures downstream, to whom he was a stranger, 

cried, "See, a miracle! A creature like ourselves, yet he flies! See 

the messiah, come to save us all!"  

And the one carried in the current said, "I am no more 

messiah than you. The river delights to lift us free, if only we dare 

let go. Our true work is this voyage, this adventure."  

But they cried the more, "Savior!" all the while clinging to 

the rocks, and when they looked again he was gone, and they were 

left alone making legends of a savior. “ 

Parable from “Illusions” by Richard Bach 
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If you Want to Travel Far, Travel Light 

“To attain knowledge, add things every day; 

To attain wisdom, remove things every day”. Lao Tzu 

 Despite the fact that my high school majors were Math 

and Physics, my curiosity and interest in the abstract 

concepts and laws of science could never go farther than 

finding out how can I practically use them in my daily life. 

My Physics professor would be pleased to know that, years 

later, I still use some of the simplified definitions he taught 

us, this time applied to our human  nature.  

One of them was the concept of inertia, derived from the 

Latin “iners”, meaning idle or lazy. Galileo Galilei, one of 

the greatest scientists of the seventeenth century, coined the 

concept of inertia, which measures how hard it is to change 

the speed, acceleration, or direction of an object. Inertia 

refers to an object’s natural resistance to change, when already 

in motion. Objects tend to "keep on doing what they're 

doing already." As professor Florescu taught us, it is 

difficult to make an object change what it’s already doing.   

According to Newton's first law of motion, "An object at 

rest stays at rest and an object in motion stays in motion, 

with the same speed and in the same direction, unless acted 

upon by an unbalanced force." Prior to Newton it was believed 

that objects have a natural tendency to come to a rest 

position. Moving objects would eventually stop moving; 

and a force was necessary to keep an object moving. 

Most people still believe nowadays that if there are no 

external forces, we would stop moving, we would stop 

doing what we want to do. What Physics shows us though, 

is that the internal or external resistances are the ones that 

stop us from moving. If we would have no friction we would 

keep moving; we would keep flowing. 

At the same time, objects with higher masses have 

higher inertia. That’s why they are hard to move. When it’s 

about us and reaching performance, we have to examine 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2622245.Lao_Tzu
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what adds to our weight. What is it that makes us feel so heavy 

that slows us down or keeps us stuck, unable to take action 

and move in our direction?  

Remember our hiking story in the Peruvian mountains, 

when I got my first humbling lesson: If you want to travel far, 

travel light. The more we carry, the slower we move. We 

might think you need to carry a lot to reach your 

destination, but most of the time we have everything we 

need within us, to face any challenges lying ahead of us.  

The optimal state of learning is one of relaxed alertness.   

It’s hard to move forward efficiently when you are 

carrying a heavy backpack that you can’t put down. 

Weights from your day to day life and from your past 

collect in there, occupying the space of your mind and using 

your energy. When we are weighed down physically or 

mentally, negative feelings about those burdens also 

accumulate. Letting go of the backpack could make a big 

difference. In my therapy work, at the end of our meetings,  

I invite clients to leave their whole backpack of worries, 

troubles, and problems in my office. We can reopen the 

backpack and sort it out together during our future sessions. 

Check your backpack every evening to make sure you 

don’t carry any stones that are not useful to you today. Let 

go of everything that doesn’t help you right now. 

Just as we only have 24 hours of time every day, we also 

have a limited amount of energy.  How we choose to use our 

allotted daily energy makes a big difference in how we are 

able to move forward with our lives, how we feel about 

ourselves and how much we can accomplish. If most of the 

energy is used to just carry this heavy backpack, it won’t be 

much left to actually do the things that we want to do in our 

daily life. It weights us down to the point where we have no 

energy to get out of bed in the morning. 

Sometimes we keep carrying this heaviness out of habit, 

telling ourselves, “But I’ve always carried this around with 



L: Let Go of the Brakes  

197 

 

me.” Sometimes we get very attached to it, as if our whole 

history is in there, making us believe that to let go of the of 

the backpack is to let go of ourselves. “I can’t change” can 

equate with “I’m afraid I will lose myself if I do,” “I need to 

hold on to it so I won’t feel lost.” 

Sometimes we keep carrying the heavy backpack of past 

resentments, traumas, things that we haven’t been able to 

forgive, as a justification for feeling that we are already 

working hard, so we can’t do much more than just carry the 

backpack. We can’t take care of our current life, because 

there is no more time, energy or ability to do that. The 

heavier the backpack, the more justified we feel for not 

being able to move forward with our lives.  

The heavier the backpack, the more justified we feel for 

not being able to move forward with our lives.  

Fear of Failing 

“Imagine you are in a fish tank and 

there are huge sharks all around you that 

are trying to eat you. 

What do you do? 

The right answer: Stop imagining. “ 

(My Daughter’s favourite joke) 

 
One of the strongest emotional forces that control and 

block our life is fear. Fear keeps us locked in our self-made 

prison. Although our ultimate goal is to free ourselves, we 

keep adding stronger locks, to the door that could lead us 

out into freedom.  

Paradoxically, we feel safe in the prison of our comfort 

zone. We are afraid that, if we go out, we would lose others’ 

love and acceptance, what we know, what we can control; 

what we are. We are terrified of letting go of who we are at a 

given moment, so we can become who we can be.  
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We keep our hands filled with the heavy load of all that 

we think we have, unable to pick up what we need in the 

present, and what life has to offer us that fits us now. 

Our worries and fears, especially the fear of failing (‘I 

have to do well;” “I cannot afford it to fail;” “I have to do 

this, I have no other way”) add more weight to our 

backpack, making us unable to change or move forward. 

The heaviness keeps us stuck.  

Up to a certain point, worries or anxiety could be 

helpful, motivating us, pushing us forward toward action. 

Beyond the balance point though, anxiety, especially the fear 

of failing (and sometimes even the fear of success, which is 

fear of failing in disguise), can truly block us. 

This happens even physically, in our brain. As we will 

see in the next chapter, neuroscience shows us that when we 

are overwhelmed with negative emotions, the access of the 

information to our rational thinking is physically blocked. 

This means that when we are afraid, scared, angry, or 

intensely sad, we cannot think properly. It is as if we have 

great healthy legs, but they are tied up with a strong rope 

that prevents us from moving. elves to be able to move.  

When afraid that we will fail an exam or a presentation, 

we experience what is called “exam anxiety”. Despite the 

fact that we study hard before, our mind goes blank during 

the exam. Sometimes anxiety can become a serious 

condition and we need professional help to address it. 

In any case, when experiencing fear or worry that 

impairs, instead of helping us to move forward, it might be 

helpful to remind ourselves that we can only do what is in our 

power to do at the time. The truth is that we have limited 

control over many different situations and outcomes. Life 

has its own ways of unfolding and when we try too hard to 

control the natural flow of life, we add extra weight to it.  

When overwhelmed by worries and fear, we can simply 

answer the question, 
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 “What is it in my power to do about this right now?” And 

take  action on the best that we can do at the moment  

I realized how true this stands for me few years ago 

when we went on a hiking trip on the beautiful mountain of 

Ceahlau, in Romania. I was with my children, six and nine 

years old at the time.  Somehow, we took the wrong path 

into the mountains. I slowly realized that we were lost. My 

phone no longer had a signal. It started to rain; t was cold, 

getting harder to give an honest answer to my children’s 

question, “When are we getting there?”. 

I became alarmed once we got to the forest and the night 

had fallen. It was so dark that we were unable to see our 

feet; we couldn’t tell if our next step would touch the 

ground. As fear was merciless taking over, I realized that I 

had to stop and do something to regain my inner and outer 

balance, not only for myself, but especially for my children. 

I had a clear sense that, unless we all kept calm, fear could 

literally kill us. How were we going to survive the dark, rainy 

night? Would we still be alive in the morning?  

We stopped. I laid down on the ground and asked my 

children to lay on top of me so they wouldn’t catch a cold 

from the wet ground. I asked them to close their eyes. I 

started to sing out loud the lullabies that used to soothe 

them to sleep since they were babies. I was singing for them 

and I was also singing for myself. 

My children fell asleep. I was able to stay calm and 

grounded, there, on the ground. I don’t know how long it 

passed when the phone without a signal suddenly rang; our 

friends were able to connect with us and alert the mountain 

guards. Help was on its way. We just had to stay calm, keep 

singing, and trust that we would be safe again soon.   

When my children told the story of our “real life 

survival show”, as they called it, they concluded it with the 

simple, yet powerful formula for taming fears: 

“Keep calm, keep going and keep the faith.” 
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Fear of Success  

“A man must be able to cut a knot, for everything cannot be 

untied; he must know how to disengage what is essential from the 

detail in which it is enwrapped, for everything cannot be equally 

considered; in a word, he must be able to simplify his duties, his 

business and his life.” Henri Frederic Amiel 

Student’s words: “Since I was a child I would erase my 

answers on the test so I won’t get it perfect. I knew the answers, 

but I would purposefully get them wrong. Sometimes, the answer 

would be on the blackboard and I would still choose the wrong one, 

so I won’t get it right on my Math test.  

I never understood why I was doing that”. 

We might also ask ourselves, “why would somebody act 

this way?” Why we would possibly want to fail? Our mind 

is more complex than it seems to be, and without a manual 

of how to make the best use of it, we can easily get trapped 

into its complexity. Fear of success and fear of failing are 

two sides of the same coin. It is easier to identify though the 

fear of failing, than the fear of success. And what we cannot 

see, we cannot repair.  

In her book, “Wake Up and Live”(1936), Dorothea Brande, 

talks about “the will to fail”; it involves all our excuses, self-

justifications and the little, daily choices we make that either 

take us down or away from our purpose that eventually 

leads us to stop moving in that direction all together.  

As another student put it,  

“ I am able to complete my assignments, but when it is the 

time to submit my work, I cannot do it. I stare in front of the send 

button and I can’t send my work to the professor. And then I fail 

the course. I can’t understand why in the world I do that; it 

doesn’t make any sense, yet I keep doing it and failing.” 

All the possible reasons that we can think of to justify 

our inability to accomplish what we want, are just in our 

thoughts. There are not here, concrete, in the present. They 
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are in our imagination. Our self-made believes and 

superstitions in what we are able to do or not, are the ones 

preventing us from getting where we truly want to be. 

Success means change of the status quo of everything 

that relates to one’s life. We all claim that we want success, 

but we don’t necessarily want the whole combo package 

attached to it. Letting go can be experienced as a sense of 

loss of who we are or of where we belong. Letting go of 

what we don’t need declutters the path to our future. 

When she was in grade three, Claire was identified as a 

gifted student. At first, school seemed easy; no hard work 

was required, just enough, consistent stimulation so she 

won’t get bored. She 

somehow learned that, if you 

are gifted, school is easy.  

High school though was a 

difficult transition. More 

work, requiring self-

discipline, time management 

and study skills. Nobody 

prepared her for this. When 

school started feeling like hard work, she also started 

questioning and doubting herself. “If school feels hard, 

maybe I’m not truly gifted. Maybe they were wrong about 

my giftedness assessment”; “Maybe I’m just a fraud”. 

Failing school became a great risk; “I can’t afford to fail 

in school. If I fail, it means I’m not truly gifted. If I’m not 

gifted, I’m nobody”. 

Claire managed to finish high school, but she got stuck 

in the first year of University. “I must succeed, but I can’t.” 

“If I don’t try, I can’t fail.” “I can’t succeed, and I can’t afford 

to fail.” The safest route is to freeze; to get stuck.” 

She dropped out of University and applied to the easiest 

college program she thought of, a Landscaping program, 

where she believed high IQ is not required, but rather 

Impostor syndrome is a 

psychological pattern in 

which, despite external 

evidence of their competence, 

people doubt their 

accomplishments, remaining 

convinced that they are frauds 

and do not deserve the 

success they have achieved. 
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hands-on experiences would bring more balance in 

rebuilding her confidence in her abilities. 

Yet, she still needed to attend her course, to pass her 

exams. School itself became terrifying. She developed 

“school phobia”. The moment she would come physically 

close than 500 meters to school, she would have an anxiety 

attack. She stopped coming to school all together, physically 

unable to bring herself to the proximity of it.  

In one of the most extensive research studies carried on 

gifted children, started by professor Joan Freeman in 1974, 

found that out of 210 gifted children followed into later life, 

only three per cent were found to fulfil their early promise: 

'maybe only half a dozen might have been what we might 

consider conventionally successful.  

As she put it, “At the age of six or seven, the gifted child 

has potential for amazing 

things, but many of them 

are caught in situations 

where their potential is 

handicapped.”  

Worse than that is that 

the external pressure 

coming from others is 

internalized, it becomes our own voice. As much as we try 

to run away from it, to rebel against the expectations of 

others, we carry the voice and the pressure within ourselves. 

There is no escape. We fight ourselves and in the battle with 

our ow mind, we often seem to lose.  

Intense pressure often turns into high distress. When we 

feel that we can’t do something, we are ensuring that we 

won’t be able to do it. We start to fail, which confirms our 

initial fear that we’re not capable, not able to achieve. We 

start to label ourselves: “I am a failure”. 

We get caught up in a dark maze where we have less 

and less access to the light. We can no longer see things as 

Self-handicapping refers to the 

cognitive strategy of avoiding 

effort in the hopes of keeping 

potential failure from hurting 

self-esteem. Self-handicaps are 

obstacles created by the 

individual in anticipation of 

failing performance.  
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they truly are. Our vision becomes impaired even though 

we believe we can see.  

Sometimes we fail because success is too frightening. If 

we succeed, we raise the bar for ourselves. We are also 

raising other people’s expectations of us.   “If you can do 

this, then you can do better… and better.” We fear that 

“better” could easily become a never-ending story that leads 

us to become overwhelmed, unable to fulfill the 

expectations of others and our own expectations. If we can 

convince others to expect little of us, then we might be able 

to surprise them in a positive way. Our real wish is actually 

to prove ourselves and others that you are good enough, 

that we are capable and competent and we can achieve what 

we put our minds to. It is just that we don’t believe much in 

ourselves to be able to do it. 

Other times, success could threaten to lose our sense of 

belonging. First generation students, referring to students 

coming from families that never attended post-secondary 

education, are stepping into a new territory that could feel 

very lonely at first. “Who do you think you are to do what 

others weren’t able to do?” says the voice of our self-doubts, 

along with other messages, such as: “I am different,” “I am 

weird,” “I am a nerd.”  

If we are in an environment where others settle for less 

in their life, we could feel guilty for choosing a different 

path. The fear of losing our sense of belonging to the group 

that is currently part of our life, could be block us from 

pursuing our wishes and dreams.  

We might also want to achieve success to get others to 

approve of us, to value us, to love us. Early in life we might 

have learned that no matter how much we try, we can’t get 

others to recognize, appreciate or see us for what we are: “It 

will never be good enough and I can’t keep up with this 

race. There is no point in trying anymore. I will stop now.” 
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Using success as a coin to get what we need from others, can 

place us on the wrong treadmill. 

Dorothea Brande  offers a simple, yet powerful formula 

for overcoming fear, on both sides of the spectrum: fear of 

failing or fear of success:  

Act as if it were impossible to fail! 

Let Go of the Need for Approval   

 “People are often unreasonable, irrational, and self-centered. 

Forgive them anyway. 

If you are kind, people may accuse you of selfish, ulterior motives. 

Be kind anyway. 

If you are successful, 

you will win some unfaithful friends and some genuine enemies. 

Succeed anyway. 

If you are honest and sincere people may deceive you. 

Be honest and sincere anyway. 

What you spend years creating, others could destroy overnight. 

Create anyway. 

If you find serenity and happiness, some may be jealous. 

Be happy anyway. 

The good you do today, will often be forgotten. 

Do good anyway. 

Give the best you have, and it will never be enough. 

Give your best anyway. 

In the final analysis, it is between you and God. 

It was never between you and them anyway.” 

Verses written on the wall of Mother Teresa's  

Home for Children in Calcutta, India  

 
“I keep having this reoccurring dream. I am a child walking 

with my parents, holding their hands. They walk fast, their feet are 

so much bigger, and it is so hard to keep up with them. I can’t keep 

up; I let go of their hands and I start falling behind. I have been 

falling behind for the past 30 years of my life”. 
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 We often get caught up in our inner fight of becoming 

who we are not; trying to meet everybody else’s expectations 

or wishes for us, especially of those that are the closest to us 

that matter to us the most. 

Somehow, we have the belief that in order to be loved 

we need to be someone else; that just being us is never 

enough in getting the approval, the acceptance, the love that 

we need so much. We work very hard doing everything that 

we believe others want and expect from us, we want them to 

be pleased with us and in return to give us the ticket to be 

free and pursue our path. We would do anything to hear the 

words, “You made me happy, so, now you have my 

permission to follow your own path to happiness.” 

If you were born to be a peach tree, why working so 

hard to become a plum tree?  Sometimes, we are working 

very hard to become a plum tree, when we were born to be a 

peach tree, in exchange for receiving acceptance, approval, 

recognition, validation, or appreciation from those around 

us, especially from those that have the greatest difficulty in 

giving it to us.  

If you’ve ever had the chance to see a newborn baby, 

you know that, if there is such a thing as perfection, a 

newborn baby is proof of it.  The baby doesn’t need to be 

more beautiful, knowledgeable, smarter, richer, or to be able 

to walk to talk fluently, resolve Math problems or be an A+ 

student to deserve love.   He already does, the moment he 

comes to life. Nothing is inherently attractive or ugly, argues 

evolutionary biologist Simone Fellowes. "It is our response 

which interprets it so. If babies began being born with long 

noses and narrow heads, or even horns, we would start to 

find those features appealing.” 

All the baby needs to do is to follow his own path of 

growing, engaging and experiencing life with everything 

that is part of it. The baby already has all that he needs to be 

able to follow his life from the moment he was born. All he 
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has to do, is make the most of his already-given gifts and 

potential. It is not that we are imperfect, we are just not fully 

grown to the level of our potential. But as long as we have 

all that we need, and we have the potential, written in our 

DNA to become what we can become, what is in between is 

just a journey; sometimes an evolutionary journey, taking 

more than one life or one generation. 

These needs and expectations are preventing us from 

receiving what we need the most. We engage in a 

continuous battle with ourselves and with others in our 

pursuit to receive that love. We haven’t learned yet that love 

is not something that we need to earn, or to prove that we 

are worth of receiving it. We don’t need to be someone or 

something else, or to be perfect, to deserve or receive love.  

What we have difficulties understanding, sometimes for 

our whole life, is that the love and care that we receive from 

others has nothing to do with us. It has all to do with the one 

that is giving the love. Nothing that the child can do or be 

will give him the love he needs, unless the parent is able 

(capable) of giving that love. 

And no one can give what they don’t have themselves. 

Our capacity to love unconditionally is in fact quite an 

advanced ability. Some say that only saints or God are 

capable of such love. For us, regular humans, our capacity to 

love is very closely dependent on our own emotional 

growth. The higher our emotional intelligence quotient, the 

stronger our capacity to love and connect with others in 

healthy, meaningful ways, including with our biological 

children or the Little One inside. The more we are at peace 

with ourselves and our life, the greater our ability to give 

and love; and the opposite is true as well.  

Nobody can come and give us the approval, the 

permission or the push to follow our own way. They might 

not know what the best way is truly for us or they might not 

agree with it for their own reasons. Even when they do give 
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us the explicit approval or permission, it doesn’t do 

anything for us. It won’t be the “kick” that would propel us 

forward. I often work with students whose full support 

from their parents could become handicapping. It traps 

them in a “Luke-warm” place, where they don’t want to 

disappoint their parents and at the same time they can’t 

move on with their life. Instead they become apathetic, 

depressed, hopeless, and lose interest in life all together. 

Know that other’s permission to follow your way can’t 

save you. Simply because it is not your way, at your own 

right time, based on your choices and free will. The moment 

it comes from someone else but us, it stops being our choice, 

our will, our time, our way and our making. As much as we 

hope it will do it for us, it can’t, just as nobody can walk 

instead of us and reach our destination.  

Fear of Disappointing Others  

“The way to become that exciting person whom people want to 

know is very easy. We simply picture the kind of person we want 

to be and surrender all the negative feelings and blocks that 

prevent us from being that.” David R. Hawkins 

Taking your crown is often easier when you experience 

lots of strong oppositional forces around you. You build up 

so much emotional tension that you would eventually use to 

break free, being willing to leave behind everyone that you 

feel mistreated you, or the unfortunate circumstances that 

did not come out of your choices.  

It’s not that hard to let go of something that felt bad.  

What is harder, is to let go of something that felt good; 

something that we have had and are afraid to lose. We want 

to change for better, but the price we think we need to pay, 

feels higher when we have something to lose.  

For example, if we used to be perceived as a perfect 

child, meeting everyone’s expectations, in return for 
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receiving others’ love, approval, or acknowledgement, it 

could be hard to willingly let go of what your perfect image 

has brought you. You learned to do this so well as in your 

childhood that even as an adult, you work hard to make 

others hold the perfect image of you.  

The fear of disappointing others is terrifying. 

How can you willingly let go of the formula of 

happiness that seemed to work so well for you?  

The formula seemed simple: “if I am who others want 

me to be, I will make others happy, and they will make me 

happy in return.”   

The trouble comes when this formula stops working for 

you. Despite the greatest efforts, the increasingly high 

expectations that more and more people place on you, and 

on top, your own expectations of meeting everyone else’s 

expectation, becomes more than anyone can handle.  

This hard work of being what you think everyone 

around you wants you to be, becomes exhausting, drying 

away your reservoir of daily energy. You can’t keep up with 

doing the work of being so many people on only one 

person’s skin.  

There comes the painful feeling of letting everyone 

down. The pain of disappointing everyone that you love 

feels excruciating. And worse, the pain of letting ourselves 

down, not being able to meet anyone’s exceptions and 

especially ours, can easily throw us into a deep desperation.  

What it is helpful to know is that, the formulas that have 

worked in the past, even the ones with best results, are 

under no obligation to work in the present, or to be 

applicable to all stages of life.  

Just like the clothes that we used to wear as a child, will 

not fit us for our whole life. 

When we are afraid of the fear of disappointing others, 

we force ourselves to stop growing. As if we want to forever 

remain the adorable 5 years-old that everyone thought was 
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cute, adorable, perfect. The purpose is not to stay adorable 

in a certain form or shape. We can keep the physical pictures 

of childhood for that.  

The purpose is to allow ourselves to become our own 

person, following our own path in life.  

The only person that we can ultimately disappoint is 

ourselves.  

We can work very hard to be a chameleon and try to put 

an image that everyone else will like. But the more masks 

we will add, the greater the walls within will grow within 

ourselves.  

We will slowly become a stranger living in our own 

body. 

We can make everyone else like us, but you we won’t 

like ourselves, for the simple reason that we can’t find and 

know ourselves for who we truly are.  

There will no one as yourself. Instead there will be lots 

of strangers that you can’t recognize yourself in.  

This happens when we don’t give ourselves permission 

to follow our way, to make our own mistakes and learn 

from them, to succeed on the path that we choose rather 

than succeeding on the path that was chosen for us. 

Letting Go of Our Wants  

“How many things are there which I do not want.” Socrates 

Student’s Words: “All my life I have been feeling that I’m 

climbing this steep hill and I keep rolling back and falling to the 

bottom. I can never reach the top.  

I have this image of all of these bright, successful people that 

made it to the top in life. I love reading their stories and feel 

inspired.  Yet, I know that I will never get there.  

To me, learning has always been hard. I could never do it…” 
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 “ I Want To, But I Can’t” is one of the most frequent 

statements we make when we feel blocked by our 

limitations.  

As much as we keep our eyes on our goals, it is not our 

destination that we should really care about. Our projects, 

grades, graduation, success in life, all are just natural 

consequences of what we do before that. If we keep moving in 

that direction, staying on the path, pursuing the steps, each 

of those actions will naturally take us there.  

I “want to graduate”, for example, is just a “want”. 

Focusing only on what we want, could create a gap between 

the wish and the actions. Focusing just on “wanting” to be 

there, might take me away from being there. “I want it, but I 

can’t have it”. It comes with frustration, hopelessness, inner 

battle. The more I want it and chase it, the further it seems to 

run away, becoming just an illusion.  

Questioning and doubting our abilities, if we will ever 

get where we want to get, can overwhelm us to the point 

where the burden feels so heavy that we can’t move 

anymore. This is repetition from earlier; you’ve already 

made many statements about precisely this material. 

“I can’t do it, so what’s the point of even trying?” we 

could keep asking ourselves.  

There seems to be a very subtle dynamic engaged the 

moment when we want something.  Our intention, our wish, 

potentially triggering a multitude of emotions steaming 

from our whole personal history, and especially our 

childhood. 

“I want this”, says the little one and with wanting it 

comes the possibility of not being able to have it.  This could 

lead to certain learnings about oneself, such as, “I can’t have 

what I want”; “Every time I want something, I can’t have it.” 

These thoughts, through repletion, become believes, 

attaching themselves to feelings, such as fear. “If I want it, I 

can’t / won’t have it”.  
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Fear in itself is also a powerful engine that activates a 

whole other multitude of forces and behaviors, especially 

avoidance. When you are afraid of something, you don’t 

naturally move toward it, but instinctively away from it. “I 

want to, but I’m afraid I won’t get it. If I won’t get it, I will 

be disappointed, I will feel pain.”  

When I make my mind that I want something, I start 

moving toward it and at the same time away from it. Fear 

grows stronger than the wish, so the opposite forces of 

wanting and being afraid of start competing. Between these 

two forces, fear has much higher chances of winning. Fear is 

much stronger rooted in our survival, protection instincts, so 

it has more power.  

When I decide that something is very important to me, 

the fear of not getting what I want joins the dynamic; the 

higher the value I attribute, the greater the risk of being 

disappointed. Paradoxically, I’m moving in two opposite 

directions at the same time: toward and against my wish. 

We create inside our mind 

and emotions what is called a 

“double bind”: “damned if you 

do, damned if you don’t” kind of 

dilemmas. The term was created 

by Gregory Bateson, a British 

linguist, to describe the stress 

symptoms of patients with schizophrenia, when perceiving 

two conflicting messages. 

 It creates struggle, a battle of forces that exhaust the 

emotional and mental resources that otherwise would have 

been used to pursue our path. 

If you ask a 4-years old, “can you build a castle like the 

one in this picture, using this big box of Lego pieces?” The 

answer could easily be “No, it is too hard. I can’t do it like in 

that picture.”  

The term “double bind” 

describes the high 

distress when 

simultaneously faced  

with two conflicting 

messages or decisions.  
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Instead, if you just give the box of Lego pieces to the 

child and let him be, few hours later he would excitedly 

show you, “Look, look! I did it! Look what I made!!!” 

showing you his greatest masterpiece that he created all by 

himself. He wouldn’t call it work, but he would tell you, 

“This was so much fun! Can I do it again?” If you would 

show your appreciation and ask him, “This is wonderful! 

How did you do it?” his most simple reply would be, “I 

don’t know. I just did it.” And the 4-years old just offered 

you the simplest way of achieving his own masterpiece.  

Instead of wanting, I can intend to accomplish 

something.  Once I set up my intention, I also let it be (or let it 

go). My focus is not on getting what I decided I want. That is 

not completely in my power or in my control. It might, or it 

might not happen.  

Instead I choose to focus on what is in my power to do 

about it and this becomes my only concern. The only thing 

that is in my power is what I will do about that.  

The focus and concern is not why am I not already 

where I wanted to be. The focus will be shifted, to follow 

each step that I can take right now that will lead me there.  

When choosing a career, starting a degree, a new 

project, your own business, the destination is already there. 

Worrying about it, if we will make it or not, if we have what 

it takes to get there, takes away the energy and resources 

that we need to actually take the steps that will get us there. 

If we follow that path (for example, complete all the 

assignments and courses, one by one), whether we want it 

or not, we will end up with that degree. If we keep applying 

ourselves, engaging in the work that we are passionate 

about, of course, success is a natural consequence. We don’t 

have to be concerned about it, if we can achieve it or not, the 

most simple way is to just take each step that we are able to 

see in front of us; walking it, as small as it might be.  
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Let Go Of What You Know About Yourself   

“The learning of something new requires a  

giving up of the old self and a death of outworn knowledge.”  

M. Scott Peck 

What we know about ourselves is what we learned and 

remember from our memories. Yet, the way our memory is 

working can create serious biases in what we have learned 

and know about ourselves. 

For example, we have clearer memories of events or 

people that are associated with strong feelings. The stronger 

the emotions, the stronger the memory. To move things 

from the short-term memory to the long – term memory, we 

need the production of the chemicals in our brain called 

epinephrine and norepinephrine. These chemicals are 

produced during the time of stress and effort.  

Our brain also has a bias in remembering more the 

things that felt bad (worry, fear, stress related), at the time 

when it happened. This bias is related to our learned 

mechanisms toward survival. If something feels really bad, 

we have to remember it, so we can avoid it next time. 

The mechanisms of our brain facilitate the easier storage 

of negative (“bad”) memories about ourselves. Some of 

these memories are becoming the information we use in our 

learning about ourselves. We know what we know about 

ourselves based on this stored information in our memory. 

There is also a bias in bringing these memories to the 

surface, in making them accessible. What neuroscience is 

showing us is that, the negative memories often cloud the 

positive ones. So not only that we are subjectively favouring 

the negative memories and hold on to them, but they also 

make us blind to access the positive memories.  

These biased memory mechanisms could affect our 

sense and knowledge of who we are. We believe we can or 

we cannot do something, based on our past experiences that 
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showed that we are able or not to do a certain thing. But 

those past experiences and their memory belong to the past.  

We cannot evaluate our present and our future based on 

our past only. 

It’s all right to open up the door for the new to come in. 

It is not that we didn’t have both positive and negative 

memories, or that we didn’t have times when we tried and 

didn’t succeed, as much as times when we took our trials to 

the completion, success stage. It is that we have limited, 

biased information in evaluating and judging how we are, 

what we can do or not do, how “good” or “bad” we are as 

human beings. 

We take this learning seriously and we use it as a 

foundation for our decisions of what our next steps in life 

could be. We limit our actions, wishes, decisions, day by 

day, to what we think we know about ourselves, based on 

what we can remember at the time. 

We limit ourselves, our life to a never-ending past.  

As if someone that met us last time when we were 5 

years old, would come into our life now, and make the 

decision that the only things were are capable of doing, are 

the ones that we were able to do before the age of five. We 

constrict ourselves in wearing the clothes that fitted us when 

we were 5-years old.  Repetition. If they feel constricting, it 

means that they don’t fit us anymore. We don’t have to 

struggle to make them fit us. And we don’t have to make 

ourselves smaller to fit into them.  

In this way, the answer to the question, ”Who Am I?” 

comes from the past; what we were able or not to do before, 

what we experienced, what others told us about ourselves 

before. In this way though, we define ourselves based on 

our limitations, rather than what we could be.  

We can give ourselves permission to grown; physically, 

emotionally, mentally, spiritually. 
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No matter how attached we are to the old clothes, we 

can let them go.  

The answer to the, ” Who Am I?” question is not found 

in the prison of our past limitations, but in our potential, in 

who I can be.  

I am my potential. 

I can let go of what I think I know about myself, to make room 

of what I can become. 

Drop the Stick 

Make sure your worse enemy isn’t between your ears.  

Unknown 

We all know that the carrot leads to better results in the 

long run than the stick, who, out of fear can only have a 

temporary impact.  Just remembering the sticks that were 

used in our life by others, makes us want to run away from 

anything that reminds us of them. 

In the present though, most often others’ sticks are not 

the hardest ones. The sticks that we use to beat ourselves up, 

with every chance we get, are much harder to avoid. 

Sometimes we get so used to our internal stick,  we don’t 

even realize how much we do it.  

We beat ourselves up for not doing what we supposed 

to do, when we supposed to do it, the way that we supposed 

to do it. We beat ourselves up for not using a planner, or for 

using a planner but not following each word at that time; for 

doing it this way, versus for doing it like everybody else. 

Just like the commercial for the Scottie tissue, “the tissue for 

any issue”. Statements such as: “Son moving away” and 

“Son moving back home”; “Baby likes carrots” and “Baby 

hates carrots”; “Team lost” and “Team won”, were making 

the bold attempt to help with our nature of being constantly 

dissatisfied with what is.  
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If we are right-handed, we hold the stick in the right 

hand, and expect ourselves to work fluently with the left 

hand.  From using it so much, the stick got to be so sharp 

that it feels like a knife.  

 “You don’t do it right! You will never make it! Who do 

you think you are to believe you can achieve this? 

Everything is wrong with you! You shouldn’t do this! You 

should have done that already!”, and so on, and so forth 

continues the inexhaustible self-critical voice that somehow 

got glued to our mind. 

Dropping the self-beating stick and reducing the 

volume of the self-critical voice can be easier than we think. 

Using the positive self-parenting approach that we spoke 

about earlier, can help us find the kindness, patience, 

compassion for who we are at the moment; for not knowing 

or being able to do what we want to do yet; for making 

mistakes and getting it wrong at times; for not being perfect 

at all times. 

“It is all right!” we can remind ourselves.  

“You are enough!” you can tell the Little One, who 

might have never heard this said it out loud.  

“Mistakes are there to teach us to do things differently,” 

“It’s all right to get it wrong!” the Little One can be 

reminded, giving yourself permission to be where and who 

you are in the present.  

The Mechanism of Letting Go 

“People wonder, <<How does one reach this state of awareness?>>, 

but few follow the steps because they are so simple.”  

David R. Hawkins  

“How can I let go? I’m not even sure if I want to let go! Why 

should I? These fears have served a purpose to me. If I wouldn’t be 

afraid of failing, I wouldn’t put in the effort to succeed”. “They 

wronged me! Why should I be the one to let go?” 
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A healthy degree of worry, fear, even anger contain the 

energy that we need to activate our engines and take action. 

Just as we saw in the “Mathematics of Flow”, all is useful, as 

long as it is in balance. Once we pass the optimal level 

though, they are blocking the Sesame Gate to reasoning and 

to our ability to act in our best interest. As they say, 

whatever it is that we can’t let go, becomes the poison that 

we are drinking, hoping for somebody else to die.  

One of the greatest experts I know in the mechanisms of 

the letting go process, was psychiatrist Dr. David R. 

Hawkins, a pioneer in the research of consciousness. In his 

book, "Letting Go: The Pathway of Surrender", he describes the 

simple mechanism of letting go (you can also watch dr. 

Hawkins explain the letting go technique at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckU29OUDZ8c ) 

 

“Let t ing  go  involves  be ing aware  of  a  fe e l ing ,  

l e t t ing  i t  come up,  s taying with  i t ,  and l e tt ing  i t  

run i t s  course  wi thout  wanting to  make  i t  d i f f e rent  

or  do  anything about  i t .  I t  means  s imply  to  le t  the  

f ee l ing be  there  and to  focus  on le tt ing  out  the  

energy behind i t .  The f ir s t  s tep  i s  to  al low yoursel f  

to  have the  f ee l ing  wi thout  res i st ing i t ,  vent ing i t ,  

f earing i t ,  condemning i t  or  mora l izing about  i t .  I t  

means  to  drop  judgment  and see  that  i t  i s  just  a  

f e e l ing .  The t echnique  is  to  be  wi th the  fee l ing  and 

surrender  a l l  e f for ts  to  modi fy i t  in  anyway.  Let  go 

o f  wanting to  res is t  the  f ee l ing .  I t  i s  r es i stance  that 

keeps the  f ee l ing going.  When you g ive  up resi st ing 

or  t rying to  modi fy  the  f ee l ing ,  i t  wi l l  sh i f t  to  the  

next  f ee l ing  and be  accompanied  by  a  l ighter  

sensat ion.  A f ee l ing  that  i s  not  res is t ed wil l  

d i sappear  as  the  energy behind i t  di ss ipates …” ( from 

Letting Go: The Pathway of Surrender by David R. Hawkins 

MD, Ph.D.; pages 19-21) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ckU29OUDZ8c
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The process of letting go requires three essential 

ingredients:  

 

Awareness 

To be aware means to be centered. Most of the time, 

although physically awake, we are not alert. Without 

conscious activation, we are operating into the sleeping 

mode that allows us to be pulled by internal and external 

forces and dynamics, giving away our power of choice and 

control. Being aware means being present; right here, right 

now. It means taking the observer’s position and knowing, 

in the present that we are much more than our thoughts, 

emotions, external circumstances.  

 

Acceptance  

I remember a cold, stormy morning, when my son was 

in grade 1. He was about leave for school and I warned him 

the weather was really bad. His reply has stayed with me 

over the years, “Mom, there is no such a thing as bad weather; 

just inappropriate clothing.” The weather is the way it is. It 

would be silly to get upset or try changing it; we can only 

adjust our ways of coping with the way it is already.  

Acceptance is seeing and allowing things that are not in 

our power to change, to be what they are, rather than what 

we believe or want them to be. Resisting or fighting our 

thoughts or feelings adds new problems to the original 

concern. The simple way is to center ourselves, access our 

internal x-ray vision that allows us to see beyond the mental 

and emotional clutter and, using our radical self-honesty, to 

see things for what they are. Acceptance does not mean 

giving up but choosing to make peace with what is not in 

our power to change. 
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Willingness  

Dr. Hawkins talks about the secret pleasure that we 

derive from our negativity. There is a certain satisfaction 

“from being the martyr or the victim, from feeling 

misunderstood, unappreciated, etc.”; “This is the “payoff of 

self-pity, anger, rage, hate, pride, guilt, fear, etc. This inner 

pleasure, as morbid as it may sound, energizes and 

propagates all these emotions.”  

To be able to let go, we 

need to be willing to use what I 

call, our X-Ray vision, and see 

the truth, just the way it is- 

beyond all appearances, 

justifications, defenses, 

excuses, hidden benefits or 

masks. To see the truth we need to cease judgement of 

ourselves and others; to take the neutral position, where we 

simply want to see things for what they are. When we are 

ready, the truth does set us free of what is not useful or 

needed anymore, so we can consciously step out and move 

forward in the direction of acting in our best interest.  

 

The CALM model is my letting go formula that 

integrates Dr. Hawkins’ approach as well as my experience 

as an EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and 

Reprocessing) therapist. 

 

C: CENTER  

A: ASSESS 

L: LET IT BE 

M: MOVE FORWARD  

 

C: CENTER yourself. Bring yourself into the present, 

right here, right now, feeling your feet on the ground. Using 

your radical self-honesty and the x-ray vision that allows 

Radical self-honesty is 

the willingness to see 

things for what they are, 

rather than what they 

appear to be, or what we 

might want them to be. 
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you to see beyond all the clutter, layers and complications of 

the upsetting situation, ask yourself “What does this situation 

mean to me about myself?” The answer to this question 

contains the core thread that causes your distress. It is not 

the situation per se that upset us, it is the personal meaning 

that we attach to it. 

A: ASSSESS the emotions in your body. Pause and 

become aware of how you feel right now; noticing where 

you feel the distress in your body. Name the strongest 

feeling and assess it how intense it feels. On a scale from 0 to 

10, where zero is not at all and ten is the highest distress, how 

strong does this feel in your body now? 

L: LET IT BE – Breathe in and out and let your feelings 

follow their course. Take the observer’s position and notice the 

emotions in your body. Remember, you are not your feelings 

or your thoughts. Accept them for what they are, rather than 

what you want them to be. It’s all right to feel them, just the 

way they feel now. With kindness and compassion, you 

don’t need to engage with them, trying to resist or change 

them. Walking, running or swimming are simple ways to 

facilitate emotional processing. They are shown to activate 

the right-left brain stimulation and emotional processing.  

M: MOVE FORWARD into action. Moving forward 

requires the willingness to let go. While you allow your 

emotions to follow their natural course without interfering, 

you also don’t need to hold on to them longer than need it. 

When ready, you can move into the action.  Action energizes 

and physically moves us into a different place, associated 

with new emotions and thoughts, getting us unstuck.  

Ask yourself, “What is in my power to do about this now?”. 

Once you have the answer, move into action, taking the first 

step that is in your power at the time. Taking the right action 

rather than seeking temporary relief, simplifies and saves us 

from further complications and emotional and mental 

clutter.  



 

E: Emotional Learning 

Emotions: Energy in Motion  

“Everything is energy”  Serge Benhayon 

 

“When I feel horrible, I feel this energy coming over me and 

I don’t know what to do about it. 

I want to be able to free myself of this something or someone 

that feels on top of me. 

I overthink everything; 

 I want to know what to do to deal with it”. 

 

These are the words of a 12-year old, expressing her 

difficulties with overwhelming emotions and thoughts. As 

she rightly sensed it, our emotions are a form of energy. The 

word “emotion” originates from the Latin “emotere”, 

meaning energy in motion. Just like the radio waves or the 

wireless internet, we cannot perceive them directly, but we 

can feel their presence.  

Even though there is no scientific consensus on a 

definition, emotions are our brains’ electrical and chemical 

reactions to internal or external events. Psychologists have 

identified 421 different emotions. Sometimes we feel 

overpowered by their intensity, unable to control our 

thinking, decisions, actions. Sometimes, at the mercy of 

emotions, our entire lives feel out of control. Even seemingly 

positive emotions can make us feel caught up in an exalted 

whirlpool, while the more difficult emotions can leave us 

feeling helpless in coping with their intensity, in a frantic 

search for a “survivor manual” for how to manage them.  

Through the nervous system, which connects the brain 

with every single cell in our body, emotions are connected 

to our body. Peter Levine, the author of “Waking The Tiger: 

Healing Trauma”, claims that, when we are emotionally 

overwhelmed, “the energy just doesn’t go away, it gets 
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locked very deeply in the body. That’s the key. It gets locked 

in the muscles.” He refers to trauma as “activation energy” 

locked in the body. Dr. Stephen Porges, Director of the 

Brain-Body Center at the University of Illinois at Chicago, 

holds the same perspective, “As our minds desperately try 

to leave trauma behind, our bodies keep us trapped in the 

past with wordless emotions and feelings.” 

Emotions in themselves are not positive or negative, 

good or bad. Only our interpretation (our thoughts about 

them, giving them meaning) and the physical reactions 

connected to them, make them feel positive or negative. In 

fact, emotions serve an adaptive purpose, they are there to 

help us be safe, survive, adapt, progress and evolve.  

Yet emotions have the ability to block our thinking. The 

battle between emotions and reasoning is clearly futile, since 

emotions always have veto-power. Neuroscience has taught 

us that both emotions and thinking reside in the brain. 

Recently it also taught us that intense negative emotions 

have the power to physically block the access of the 

information to the thinking part of the brain. 

Physiologically, when we are upset or stressed out, our 

rational thinking becomes stuck. Our mind “gets clouded”, 

just as Laurence Peter noticed, “when we are angry we 

make the best speck that we will ever regret.” 

While cognitive 

intelligence (IQ) 

refers to our ability 

to use our reasoning, 

emotional 

intelligence (EQ: 

Emotional Quotient) is the ability to be aware, to understand 

and to use our emotions in the benefit of ourselves and 

others. Daniel Goleman (1995) considers five key factors that 

foster emotional intelligence: self-awareness, managing 

emotions, self-motivation, empathy, and social arts. 

Emotional intelligence refers to our 

capacity to be aware, to understand, 

and to manage our own emotions and 

respond to others’ emotions in a 

healthy manner. 
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Competencies, such as impulse control, persistence, 

hopefulness, delaying gratification, and ability to handle 

relationships, are also contributing to an increased EQ.  

While we are born with our emotions, with our capacity 

to feel or express them, we don’t necessarily come into the 

world with the user’s manual of our emotional abilities. Yet, 

just like cognitive intelligence, emotional intelligence can be 

improved with training. Neuroplasticity is the brain’s ability 

to physically redesign itself through new learning and 

repetition. As Daniel Goleman asserts, the elements of 

emotional intelligence, being aware of our feelings and 

handling disruptive emotions, empathizing with how others 

feel, and being skillful in handling our relationships are 

crucial abilities for effective living. They should be part of 

educational curricula from grade school on.   

The Neurobiology of Emotions 

If we imagine our brain like a three-storey office 

building, each floor is the residence of different 

headquarters, each of them responsible for some critical 

functions for our effective living. The building was designed 

and constructed gradually, from the ground floor to the top, 

over the course of our evolution.  

The first floor, called the “brain stem”, is the oldest and 

deepest part of our brain. It is the “security floor”, primarily 

concerned with our basic survival. Its job is to regulate key 

body functions, such as breathing and heart rate, as well as 

to activate the fight–flight–freeze response, under a perceived 

threat. The brainstem is also in charge of our alertness, and 

the asleep-awake system.  

On the second floor, in the limbic system, reside the 

headquarters responsible for our life-drive forces. This is the 

“ignition floor”. Our emotions are located on this level. 

Through the nervous system, emotions are connected with 

our thoughts and with every single cell in our body. They 
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are generated in close connection and team work with the 

rest of our body and the brainstem. How we interpret what is 

happening to us, through our thoughts, determine our 

emotions, which cause various hormones to be sent to the 

body cells and lock into receptors on the cells themselves. 

These are like drugs that the cells become addicted to, 

creating a vicious circle of reoccurring emotional situations 

and states. Through repetition, we become accustomed to 

experience the state that we are practicing the most: whether 

positive or negative emotional states. In time, we become 

what we think and feel most frequently.  

Neuroscientists show us that positive and negative 

emotions are located in different offices. What  we perceive 

as negative emotions, such as sadness, anger, frustration, 

fear, are located in the cabinet called the amygdala.. The 

positive emotions, such as love, joy, contentment, gratitude, 

pride, hope, interest, amusement, or awe, are located in an 

area deep inside the brain, interconnected to the limbic 

system, and closer to the higher floor.  

A team of researchers from University of Wisconsin-

Madison Center for Investigating Healthy Minds studied 

more than a hundred college students to see which parts of 

the brain could be associated with positive feelings. The 

results, published in in the Journal of Neuroscience (Heller 

et al., 2015), showed that, people with more sustained levels 

of activity in a particular area of the brain, called “ventral 

striatum”, report higher levels of sustained positive 

emotions, psychological well-being and happiness.  

On the same floor, in close connection to the emotions’ 

quarters, is also the “attachment office” that we spoke about 

earlier, where our brain learns relationship patterns from the 

earliest experiences. Our reward system is also located on this 

floor, driving us to satisfy our basic motivational needs, 

such as hunger, thirst, reproduction, as well as our pleasure-

pain system. Another cabinet on this floor is responsible for 
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assessing the importance and meaningfulness of what comes to 

our attention, always giving priority to what is relevant for 

survival. Another important group of offices are the memory 

quarters; the limbic area of the brain helps to differentiate 

different kinds of memory.  

The third floor, the newest and most advanced of all, is 

the cortex, with the frontal and prefrontal zones that are 

known as our “higher order executive functions”: reasoning, 

logic, planning, making decisions, focusing (the “CEO’s 

floor”). It has all the abilities to run our life very well.  

The prefrontal region is also responsible for our ability 

to be aware and have insights. It enables us to think about 

the future, about the consequences of our actions, to make 

the right choices and think of the greater existential 

questions such as the meaning of life.  

On Maslow’s pyramid, the first two levels, the 

brainstem and the limbic system, are responsible for 

meeting our primary needs: physiological needs (breathing; 

water; food; sleep; clothing; shelter; sex); safety needs and 

emotional and social well-being, while the third floor is 

responsible for our thinking and reasoning. 

The cerebral hemispheres are the two halves of the 

brain, divided by a line called the longitudinal cerebral 

fissure.  While the right side of the brain is known to be the 

emotional, experiencing side, where all our emotions and 

physical sensations are registered, the left side is the linear, 

logical one, using language to make sense of the world. 

When we are overwhelmed by emotional pain, experienced 

through the right side, we feel out of control, because our 

emotions are in control. But, upstairs, the prefrontal cortex 

provides emotional regulation and is able to consciously 

calm and soothe the emotional pain, or to put a break on the 

impulsivity of the amygdala, keeping us from (use more 

formal, not colloquial, language here).  Brain imaging 

studies have shown increased activity in the prefrontal 
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cortex when we use our rational thinking to regulate our 

emotions. Scientists think that this part of the brain is 

involved in bringing feelings into line with what the 

situation demands, such as doing what you think is right, 

even though you don’t particularly feel like it. For example, 

responding in a calm manner despite angry feelings, or 

continuing the work, despite frustration or boredom. 

Depending on the content of our thoughts, our negative 

emotions increase or decrease. 

Connecting both our right and left hemispheres 

simultaneously, using the rational thought and language to 

make sense of what is happening, are the tools to integrate 

both feelings and reasoning and make use of both in 

pursuing our goals. What we refer to as emotional 

intelligence is the ability to connect and integrate our 

emotions with our thinking, and this is physically 

happening in the brain as well, opening the portal to what 

now scientists are inquiring as “spiritual intelligence (SQ). 

Some neuroscientist (Zohar & Marshall, 2001; Seil, 2008; 

Dehaene, 2002;  Newberg, 2014; Siegel, 2013) consider the 

cortex the one that connects us to our spiritual brain as well.  

They identified three distinct processing modes of the brain:  

serial, parallel and synchronous. While serial processing is 

associated with IQ functions in the left brain, parallel 

processing is associated with EQ functions in the right brain 

and synchronous processing is associated with SQ functions 

in the whole brain. The term "spiritual intelligence"  was 

coined by Danah Zohar in her book, ReWiring the Corporate 

Brain (1997).  Steven Covey, in “The 8th habit: From 

effectiveness to greatness” (2004), considers spiritual 

intelligence (SQ) as, “the central and most fundamental of 

all the intelligences because it becomes the source of 

guidance of the other [domains]. Spiritual intelligence 

represents our drive for meaning and connection with the 

infinite.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_Brain
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Corporate_Brain
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The Sesame Gate to Performance 

“All learning has an emotional base.” Plato 

 The simple way is following the straight line between 

point A to point B. Most often though, we follow any other 

line, but the simplest one. We travel in circles, zig zag, 

reversing, detouring; basically anything that complicates the 

journey to our destination.  

The Greek philosophers, starting with Plato, were 

intrigued precisely by this possibility. If one knows that 

action A is the simplest, best course of action taking you to 

B, why would one do anything other than A? 

“Akrasia” is the answer. It’s a term, from the Greek 

”ἀκρασία”, meaning, "lacking command". It describes the 

state of lack of self-control or acting against one's better 

judgment. Socrates believed that akrasia did not exist, since 

it is impossible for a person to do one thing if he genuinely 

knows that something else is the best course of action. A 

person, according to Socrates, never chooses to act poorly or 

against his better judgment; actions that go against what is 

best are only a product of being ignorant of facts or 

knowledge of what is best or good. 

Looking truthfully at most of our actions, we now know 

that knowledge does not equal wisdom and knowing does 

not automatically connect to acting on our knowing. From 

knowing, to acting, to becoming is a long, sometimes 

strenuous journey of growth.  

Marian came to the counselling center to access help for 

her academic difficulties. During her previous school term, 

she had failed most of her courses and was at risk of 

probation. She said that she used to do well in school, but 

lately her concentration had gone. Marian also disclosed 

personal and emotional difficulties interfering with her 

ability to concentrate and focus on school and learning. Her 

grandfather was ill, struggling with cancer. But Marian was 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%BC%80%CE%BA%CF%81%CE%B1%CF%83%CE%AF%CE%B1
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mostly upset with herself for not being able to feel any 

empathy for him. Later on, she revealed that she had been 

disturbed by memories of him and experiencing nightmares 

from childhood memories; her grandfather had molested 

her when she was a child.   “I am a total failure as a person,” 

“ I’m completely lost,” ”My life seems to lead nowhere, I’m 

afraid I will never reach my goals or my dreams,” she said.  

“I don’t know why I can’t do what’s right for me now, after 

all of this happening. I should just focus on my school and 

leave everything else behind,” she concluded.  

Why is it so hard to act on what our reasoning tells us is 

the best course of action? One answer lies in the power of 

our emotions to dominate our thinking. Emotions can 

enhance or impede learning; they can influence our ability 

to process information and to accurately understand what 

we encounter. Emotions can be so intense that they are able 

to physically block the access of the information to the 

thinking part. So, when we are upset, angry, scared, we 

can’t think. We need to calm the thermometer of the 

emotions first, to be able to access the rational thinking.  

This is what I call the 

“Sesame Gate”: the gate 

between our “emotional 

brain” and our “thinking 

brain”. In the story of "Ali 

Baba and the Forty Thieves", 

from “One Thousand and One 

Nights”, Ali Baba discovers a 

secret cave in which forty thieves have hidden a treasure. 

"Open Sesame" is the magical phrase that grants the access 

to the cave, a phrase still used centuries later to allude to the 

act of unlocking treasures. In our case, the sesame Gate is 

the neurological connection between the reasoning and the 

emotional areas of our brain. When it gets locked by our 

“The Sesame Gate” is the 

neurological connection in 

our brain between emotions 

and reasoning areas. Under 

intense distress, the access of 

the information to the 

reasoning areas becomes 

physically blocked.  
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powerful emotions, we need to know how to open the gate 

to our highest reasoning abilities.  

What Plato used to believe 2000 years ago, that “All 

learning has an emotional base”, is confirmed now as a fact 

by the neuroscience research. Emotions override thinking. 

Researches show that, under stress, the brain’s frontal lobes 

shut down, leaving mostly the brainstem, sensory circuits 

and limbic areas dominating operations (Van der Kolk, 2002; 

Siegel, 1999 P.259). The Sesame Gate, as we call it, physically 

shuts down. As educator Priscila Vail put it, in her book, 

“The Role of Emotions in Learning” (Vail, 2010):  

“Emotion is an on/off switch for learning…the 

emotional brain, the limbic system, has the power to open or 

close access to learning, memory, and the ability to make 

connections.”  

When stress levels are down and interest is high, the 

most valuable information tends to pass into the thinking 

brain. When anxious, sad, frustrated, or bored, brain filters 

conduct sensory information from the world around into the 

reactive brain. The emotional brain assesses the information 

and ignores it,  or fights against it as a negative experience 

(sending signals that may cause us to act inappropriately); 

or avoids it (causing us to daydream). If information gets 

routed to the emotional brain, it’s unlikely that the brain will 

process the information or remember it. 

This means that when we try to focus on our work, 

despite how important and how much we want to attend 

just to our work, when we are in distress, scared, anxious, 

worried, sad, angry, we are not able to think. This doesn’t 

just happen “in your mind”, it happens physically in your 

brain and the message is sent to our body, directing its 

actions. When we are stressed, up to 80% of the blood in 

your brain goes out into your muscles, making it hard to 

think but easier to act impulsively. When intense negative 

emotions are kicking in, they block the access to the thinking 
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part. Emotions are much more important for survival than 

thinking. Thinking is too slow, not really fully developed, so 

in case of crisis, our system cannot really trust our thinking.  

It is as if we have great legs and we are trying to run, 

but they are tied up with a strong rope that blocks them. 

Unless we untie this rope, no matter how frustrated we are 

with ourselves, how much we beat ourselves up, we might 

be physically impaired to do a simple, (2+2) calculation.  

Mental Programming 

“I will not let anyone walk through my mind 

with their dirty feet.”   Mahatma Gandhi 

How have we learned what we know about ourselves, 

about others and the world? 

As we saw earlier, Bowlby's attachment theory suggests 

that the relationship patterns of established during the first 

years of our life also sets the foundation of what we know 

about ourselves, others and our worldview. 

“Am I worthy?” “Do I deserve to be loved?” “Can I trust 

others?” “Is the world a safe place?” “Who is it to blame 

when something bad happens?”  

The overall early relationship dynamics shape a child’s 

beliefs about self, others, and life in general, leading to the 

development of an “internal working model” (Bowlby, 1969). 

A secure attachment fosters the development of a healthy 

internal working model, while an insecure one facilitates 

unhealthy patterns of viewing oneself and others.  

Even before Bowlby, other bright minds reflected on the 

question of how we learn what we know about ourselves. 

American psychologist, William James (1896-1958) theorized 

that we develop our sense of self primarily through the 

process of imitation. As children, we create our sense of who 

we are by copying and internalizing the mental and 

behavioral habits of the most influential people in our life, 
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especially our parents. Neuroscientists tell us now that even 

our brain is rightly equipped to perform this mission, 

through the use of the “mirror neurons” that help us 

“mirror” the behaviour of others.   

In 1902, Charles Horton Cooley, introduced the 

metaphor of the “looking-glass self, explaining” that our 

image of who we are, comes mostly from what we think 

others think of us. It seems like an advanced “thinking of 

thinking” process: we read what others think of us and 

translate it into our own language that defines who we are 

as a person. Both James and Cooley claimed that the growth 

of a child’s sense of self is deeply influenced, nearly 

determined by the beliefs and actions of others. Parents, 

siblings, teachers and others contribute to the development 

of our language of who we are. 

A few years later, Soviet psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, 

added that language helps us make sense of our inner 

processes and coming to define our sense of who we are. We 

develop “self-beliefs”, or “core beliefs”,  in the form of clear, 

rigid statements about ourselves: “I am a good/bad person.”   

The mental program can act in our benefit or sabotage 

us.  

“I can do this!”  or “ I can never get anything right” 

“I can trust myself” or “It’s always my fault”. 

 “With the right effort, I can succeed” or “I am a failure”. 

 

The “virus program” as I call it, is the negative mindset, 

the thoughts and the inner voice in the background of our 

mind that sabotages how we feel about ourselves, our 

actions, decisions and ultimately, in the long run, the way 

we experience and design our life. When we encounter 

challenges, this hidden program tells us that we are going to 

fail; when we choose close relationships, that we deserve to 

be treated badly,; that we are worthless, no matter what we 

do. In the virus program, we have encoded radical 
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statements that have the veto power, such as: “I am a total 

failure as a person;” “I am a disappointment;” “I am 

unwanted;” “It is my fault for everything bad that 

happened;” “I am worthless.”  

Most of the time we are unaware of its existence; it is in 

the background, acting like a powerful force. Since it resides 

in the emotional center of our brain, the limbic system, it 

cannot be defeated with logic or reasoning. 

At the brain level, every time we repeat a thought or 

emotion, this creates physical links between our brain cells 

(neurons), called synapses. Synapses create a complex web 

of electrical pathways, called neuronets that later determine 

our reactions towards certain stimuli. These learned brain 

pathways can become programming that limits our 

emotions, reactions and 

behavior. This is the virus 

program, a vicious circle in 

which we tend to recreate the 

same emotions and situations. 

This mental program is activated by intense emotions. 

When we are stressed, afraid, furious, our brain 

automatically accesses and responds from what we already 

know about ourselves that was previously stored in our 

memory. Our perception is especially affected by emotional 

charges from the past. To a great degree, what we see is a 

function of our previous experiences. We tend to see what 

we believe and ignore what we do not. The brain also reacts 

in the same way when we "see" something and when we 

remember it. This is the reason why we often do not see 

what we are not trained to see.  

As we explained it earlier, the connection between 

reasoning and emotions, shuts down under intense negative 

emotions. This is the reason why, the statements written in 

the virus program cannot be defeated through rational 

The “virus program” is the set 

of negative believes about 

ourselves that we learned from 

our past negative experiences. 
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reasoning. “I know it, but I can’t help feeling this way!” The 

emotional part uses its power to veto the thinking part. 

But there is hope! This mental program can and needs to 

be systematically updated: the mind spam requires clearing. 

The brain is an adaptive tool; while certain areas can get 

‘stuck’ in old patterns of reaction, other areas of the brain 

can help us change. When we use our awareness and 

purposefully change the ways we perceive, feel or react to a 

situation, this new way reverses the chemical dependency 

and electrical wiring previously established, freeing us to 

choose how we want to perceive, feel and react rather than 

the usual ways that have become our chemical and electrical 

programming.  

Bowlby also viewed development in terms of pathways, 

wherein change is always possible. The attachment style can 

be changed through consistent healthy relationships, and 

the view about ourselves, others and the world can be 

reassessed and adjusted.  

If we use the positive self-parenting approach, The Wise 

One can assist Little One in upgrading his mental program. 

With loving guidance, the Wise One can consistently remind 

the Little One about his current value, worth, abilities, 

carrying him from the past into the present. Maybe the 

child, had his own reasons to feel that, “I am not good 

enough.” The Wise One can lovingly remind him: “You are 

all the you need to be now. You have been growing beautifully.” 

The Little One might feel, “I can never do this. It’s too hard.” 

The Wise One can remind him: “There are so many things that 

you thought you weren’t able to do before  but you learned to do 

them. You didn’t think you would ever read a book; you are 

reading now. When you were five years old, you might not 

have believed you could finish grade one, and now you are 

in college. I know you can do it.” 

When it’s about the battle with oneself, some of the new 

learnings that the Wise One can teach the Little One, in the 
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present, could be: “I am enough;” “I am exactly what I need to 

be now;” “I give myself permission to be who I am;” “ I allow 

myself to change and grow;” “I am honest with myself;” “I trust 

myself;” “I value myself as a person.”  

The Wise One and the Little One can also forgive each 

other for not being able to be or to do more at certain points 

in their growth. A baby can be allowed to have baby’s 

abilities; a young part of ourselves can be allowed to learn 

through many trials and errors, and even the adult or parent 

part of us is continuously learning and growing.   

When it’s about the relationship with others, The Wise 

One can step in the position of being the driver of his own 

life, or the Queen or King of their own life’s country, and 

remind oneself: “I am in the driver’s seat;” ‘Others are only 

passengers;” “I follow my own path;” “I am responsible, 

able to choose my responses; “ “I can accept the 

consequences of my own choices;” “I can understand myself 

and others;” “I can see others’ points of view and make my 

own choices;” “There is no need to judge myself or others;” 

“I respect myself and others;” “ I can be at peace with 

myself, with others, with what it is.”  

When it’s about performance issues, the messages given 

to oneself when encountering challenges and emotional 

blockages, could be, “I can do it!” “ I’ll give it all that I 

have;” “One step at a time;” “I will try 21 times before 

knowing if it’s hard;” “”With the right effort, I can do 

anything I set my mind to do;” “With practice, I can get it 

right;” “This is only first version; I can always improve;” “I 

stay calm in stressful situations;” “The only way to fail is to 

give up;” “Failure only means trial and error;” “I will try 

another way;” “I finish what I start.”  

We might not be used to speak kindly to ourselves. 

While just thinking about these statements might seem to 

abstract, more weight can be added by saying them out 

loud, writing them down, taking the time to notice how each 
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statement feels in our body and giving them time, through 

consistent repetition, to be absorbed and integrated in our 

new way of viewing ourselves.  

Through self-encouragement, acceptance and tolerance 

for errors and mistakes, through self-honesty, fairness, 

approval and recognition, and by trusting and having faith 

in oneself, the Wise One can help the Little One upgrade his 

mental program and learn confidence, patience, gratitude, 

generosity, collaboration, or inner security. 

The Waste Management System 

 “Nothing is lost, nothing is gained, everything is transformed.” 

Antonie Lavoisier 

As I mentioned before, one of the things that mostly 

impressed us during our trip to Japan was the absolute 

cleanness. Even in the crowed metropole of Tokyo, 

anywhere you would look, you didn’t find the smallest 

remains of waste. But a more intriguing thing for us was 

that neither could we easily find public trash cans. How was 

the city so clean, we wondered, when there were no garbage 

bins available to throw away garbage? 

We soon learned about the incredibly strict Japanese 

waste management system, a system primarily based on 

personal responsibility for one’s “Gomi ごみ”, which is the 

Japanese word for garbage, or waste.  

We know that debris is an inevitable part of life. As long as 

we are alive and in motion, there is also discarded matter. 

Garbage management becomes a real problem if we avoid it. 

Looking through the historical lenses, we see that few 

hundred years ago, when individuals and society didn’t 

have sound waste management systems, it negatively 

affected life overall, leading to increased disease and death. 

Even today, the waste management system is a firm 

barometer of its health.  
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So what about waste management at the individual level?  

The easiest to spot is the outside litter. We look around 

and we can visibly notice it around us or in others. But what 

about inside ourselves? What about the inner debris, our 

emotional and mental clutter that is harder to see, to be 

aware of and to clean? All preventive medicine strongly 

educates us on the importance of personal hygiene as one of 

the simplest ways of keeping disease at bay. 

The laws that apply outside also apply within. On a 

biological level, we are able to process the food that we 

ingest, take it through all the steps of the digestive system, 

so, when it is completed, the good things are kept for further 

use by the body, while the residual remains are released on 

a regular basis, since there is no need to hold on to 

something that is not needed or useful anymore.  

Neuroscience has been reveling the fact that we are also 

equipped with an “adaptive information processing system” 

that helps us digest our feelings, thoughts and their related 

physical reactions. This system works somehow similarly to 

the digestive process, where the food that we ingest goes 

through each step of the digestion, so in few hours the 

process will be completed, and the good things (vitamins, 

minerals) are kept in, being further used by the body, while 

bad things (the body waste) is let go, freeing the system 

from what is not needed or useful anymore.  

This is a daily, natural, automatic process; all we need to 

do is to keep the system in balance, ensuring its proper 

functioning. When process goes out of balance, the residues 

get stuck in the body (constipation) and they can lead to 

increasingly severe health complications. 

Similarly, the emotional and mental processing system 

stems in the brain and is connected with every single cell in 

the body, ensuring the adequate “digestion” and processing 

of the emotions, thoughts and body reactions. Our regular 

experiences, some of them perceived negatively, are going 
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through the steps of the “digestive” process, to metabolize 

our perception of the experience. When the process is 

completed, the “vitamins/ minerals” (what we need to 

understand or to learn from that experience) are kept in and 

used as valuable life learnings, while the emotional and 

mental “residues” (worries, fear, anger, shame, sadness) that 

are not useful anymore, are freed, let go from our system. 

Similarly to the digestive process, this emotional and 

mental “digestion” is a natural, biologic occurrence; there is 

nothing wrong, shameful about it. The “emotional 

regulation” is similar to the management of our body waste. 

We can’t pretend it’s not there, we can’t release them 

anytime or any place, and we cannot make others 

responsible or blame them for what belongs to us. Just like a 

toddler’s potty training, learning how to handle our 

emotional debris in a mature, healthy manner, could take 

time, effort and persistence.   

We can learn to manage our emotions, including the 

residual ones, giving ourselves the chance and the time to 

experience them, to accept them for what they are, without 

ignoring, judging or avoiding them. We can allow them to 

follow their natural course, until the process is complete, 

finding the healthiest way for ourselves and others to digest 

and to release them. There might be younger parts of 

ourselves not fully emotionally or mentally potty trained; 

but the Wise One can always assist in the process, and there 

is no shame attached to it.  

One way to know if the emotional and mental digestive 

process is complete, is when something that happened in the 

past no longer affects us the present. When we think or talk 

about an upsetting event form the past, we are able to feel at 

peace, “what happened was bad, but it doesn’t bother me 

anymore. It’s over. I’m all right now.”  

When the processing has been blocked though, even 

after years and years, when painful memories are triggered, 
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the old wounds are reopened, and overwhelming feelings 

and thoughts reoccur. It’s as though the painful events are 

happening all over again in the present. We are not able to 

leave the past where it belongs, in the past.  

As with physical hygiene, we need a daily mental and 

emotional hygiene to manage and release the residues of the 

past. Like a glass of milk, the sooner we wash it, the better; if 

we leave the residue, it dries out and becomes much harder 

to remove. We’ve learned so much about external waste 

management and body hygiene, but with emotional and 

mental hygiene, we have a long way to go.  

When Feeling Bad, Remember…  

It’s All Right to Feel, Just the Way I Feel  

As cliché as it sounds, feelings are normal. As 

uncomfortable, annoying, disturbing or overwhelming as 

we might experience them at times, the fact that we feel 

them, is a sign of health. Not being able to connect with 

them or feeling numb is more of a concern than 

experiencing them.  

They are part of our brain and overall system. They 

have a reason to be here, and mostly the reason is adaptive. 

They warn us of  danger or tell us that something is out of 

balance. Animals also need emotions to survive.  

They are not “good” or “bad”, “positive” or “negative” 

or “positive”. We are the ones making these judgements, 

placing moral labels on their value. The fact that we 

experience them in painful ways doesn’t make them bad. 

They are not there to hurt us or cause us pain.  

They are right to be just the way they are.  

And when they make us uncomfortable, we can manage 

their intensity.  Blocking them or confronting them when 

they are at their peak, gives them more power, so much that 

they can “knock us down”.  
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When we perceive our pain or overwhelming feelings as 

an attack, we tend to fight them off. Battling them, though, 

leads to their persistence. As the depth psychologist Carl 

Jung stated, “what you resist not only persists, but will grow 

in size.” That’s what causes our chronic emotional 

difficulties, such as anxiety, depression, anger, unresolved 

guilt or grief. Because of the pain attached to our intense 

feelings, we feel overwhelmed and helpless and we want to 

make them stop.  

It’s all right to bypass judgement on how you feel.  

"Feelings are neither right nor wrong, they just are, and 

everyone is entitled to their feelings," says Harvey 

Deutschendorf, author of “The Other Kind of Smart, Simple 

Ways to Boost Your Emotional Intelligence for Greater 

Personal Effectiveness and Success. " 

Allow yourself to feel just the way you feel right now. 

It’s all right. It is already hard the way it is: you don’t need 

to feel even worse by fighting the way you feel. When we 

allow the process to happen, just the way it needs to 

happen, despite the discomfort or the pain, it slowly moves 

forward, on its own. We slowly digest our difficult emotions 

even as we digest food that hasn’t agreed with us. It might 

be a slower process, but as long as we don’t interfere, it will 

follow its natural course and ultimately reach its 

completion.  

I Am Not My Feelings 

Feelings are a small part of us. As we said it before, they 

are literally only a small component of our brain. They are 

not even our whole brain, our whole body; they are not us.  

If our whole system is a car, feelings could be the fuel of 

the car. They do help the engine run and at times, strong 

feelings might feel like they are the engine itself.  As 

powerful as they might feel, they are not the whole car; 

certainly not the driver.  

http://www.theotherkindofsmart.com/about-us
http://www.theotherkindofsmart.com/about-us
http://www.theotherkindofsmart.com/about-us
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I am the driver of my car. I am more than the car, or the 

engine; or the fuel; more than the direction the car goes, or 

the destination. It’s up to each of us to regain clarity and get 

back in the driver’s seat.  

Also, what you feel is not what you are. Feeling bad 

doesn’t make you a bad person, just as feeling ecstatic 

doesn’t make you a good person. Because feelings are 

transient, if you feel angry right now, it doesn’t mean you 

are an angry person. You just feel the way you feel now, as a 

response to an inner or outer trigger. To become an angry 

person is the choice to consistently respond automatically in 

an angry manner regardless of the magnitude of the 

situation.  

Feelings are not made of bricks. Feelings alone don’t 

build houses and they don’t damage bridges. Action does. 

Although what you feel right now is real, it is still just a 

feeling or a series of feelings. Our feelings colour our view 

of reality, but they don’t make reality. Reality is the way it 

is, regardless of how we feel about it now.  

If you feel like having a house, the feeling alone doesn’t 

build the house. Actions build it. If you feel angry with 

someone, it doesn’t kill the other person. Acting on your 

anger, through words or violence, is what causes damage. 

This Shall Pass, Too… 

One of my most precious memories of my daughter is 

when she was almost two years old.  She fell and got hurt; I 

was holding her and watching in amazement her own way 

of dealing with pain. As tears flowed down her little cheeks, 

she repeated aloud:  

“This will pass! This will pass! This will pass!”  

She kept repeating the statement until her tears ceased.  

Then she suddenly took a deep breath, and announced, 

“This has passed!”  

She left my arms and went back to playing. 
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Emotions are fleeting; they never last forever.  We have 

a natural tendency to overestimate how long we will feel the 

way we feel at the moment. This is called the durability bias. 

We think painful emotions will last forever, whether we feel 

heartbroken after a recent break-up, or angry at our best 

friend for betraying us, or excited about getting an A+.  

Our ”affective forecast” is not quite accurate, whether 

it’s about predicting for how long we are going to keep 

feeling excited, happy, or overwhelmed, lonely or sad.  

This is why a feeling of an accomplishment following a 

great success (graduation) won’t last as long as we hoped 

and worked for. Similarly, even when we experience 

emotional catastrophes, they are similar to the experience of 

a really bad flu. If we allow it to run its course, while 

focusing on strengthening our psychological and physical 

immune system, it will be over in about a week.  

Feelings come and go…  

They are like the waves of the ocean. They arouse, 

increase in strength and intensity, reaching a peak, then they 

wash out. If you allow them to follow their natural course, at 

their own pace, they will eventually wash out. You can’t 

force or speed up their course, you have to let them be.  

When upset or distressed, we don’t need to deal with 

the problem that we think caused the distress. All we need 

to deal with is the pain, the upset itself, soothing it, allowing 

it to feel better. Since pain clouds our ability to see the real 

problem, we will work extra hard to find the perfect 

solution to the wrong problem. Instead, we can first soothe 

the pain, so we are able to see beyond it. 

Pain Is Inevitable; Suffering Is Optional  

These are the words of the Japanese writer, Haruki 

Murakami, in his book, What I Talk About When I Talk 

About Running, claiming that while pain is sometimes 

inevitable, as a result of getting hurt, suffering is by choice. 
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Suffering is the story that we keep telling ourselves and 

others about our pain. Suffering might never end, even 

when what caused the initial pain has been resolved.  A bad 

story makes everything worse and harder, despite the 

apparent gains that we can get out of our suffering. 

It reminds me of the joke with the child that fell and 

hurt his knee and was bleeding. His mom shows up, 

worried about the severity of the wound. “Does it hurt 

badly?’, she asks. “Yes, it hurts a lot.” “You are so strong. 

How come you weren’t crying?” “There was no one 

around”, the boy replies.  

We experience our overwhelming feelings as pain. They 

hurt. We feel their pain physically in our chest, throat, in our 

stomach. And the first natural reaction to pain is to make it 

stop as soon as possible. We are naturally wired to move 

away from pain and toward pleasure.  

Yet, pain, emotional or physical, is not the enemy; pain 

is just a messenger.  It signals us what hurts, needs healing 

or is growing out of our comfort zone, as we talked about 

the growth pain that is helping us meet the new growth 

challenges, like the pain when you go to the gym every day 

to strengthen your muscles.  

I Can See Peace Instead of This 

This is one of my little mantras that I have been 

repeating to myself for years now, every time I notice I’m 

losing perspective by getting trapped in my emotions.  

We know now that our intense emotions can block our 

vision, our hearing, our ability to understand and perceive 

things the way they are. Intense emotion can block our 

ability to see how things truly are, rather than how we feel 

about them. So what if, during our emotional turmoil we 

actually see things upside-down? What if our anger tells us 

to see an enemy in the person who wants to help us? What if 

our guilt shows us blame and criticism where in fact there 
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was kindness?  We certainly cannot see the other way when 

our vision is darkened by pain.  

On the other hand, we can still act on our knowing, 

rather than what we can perceive at the moment. It is not the 

eyes that help us see; it is our brain. We have the ability to 

see with our mind what we are not able to see with our eyes. 
 

I can see peace instead of this. 

I can see calmness instead of this (rage); 

I can see hope instead of this (despair). 

I can see forgiveness instead of this (remorse). 

I can see right instead if this (wrong). 

I can see strength instead of this (weakness) 

I can see patience instead of this (frustration). 

I can see determination instead of this (giving up). 

I can see a way out of this (feeling stuck). 

 

“The opposite of depression is not happiness, but vitality, ” 

says Andrew Solomon, PhD, in a TEdTalk.  He says shutting out 

depression strengthens it.When it comes to anxiety (worry, 

apprehension, fear) studies show that, the opposite of anxiety is 

not just calmness, but excitement. When we approach a challenge 

willingly, excitement follows.   

Therefore: 

I can see life instead of this (depression). 

I can see excitement instead of this (worry). 

Feeling Good Requires Practice  

Just as our thoughts define our destiny, our persistent 

feelings define our life. The more we experience certain 

feelings, the more they become a habit. We create the 

pathways in our brain that make those feelings more 

accessible; they become automatic. If we are used to feeling 

grumpy, unsatisfied, critical, angry, then these emotions 

become our primary response mode. They become our first 

nature; natural, familiar. They become our way of being.  

Feeling differently takes effort, awareness and choice. If we 

indulge the habit of responding with negative feelings, to 
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respond differently is like betraying our true nature. The 

more pleasant feelings that we are all praying for (more 

serenity, joy, love, willingness) slowly become aliens to us. 

We want them, yet, when they show up, we push them 

away, like some foreign visitors. We feel awkward in their 

presence, like wearing some tight, new shoes.  We easily slip 

back into our old shoes.  

An effective, simple practice to enhance our abilities to 

experience positive feelings is an exercise proposed by 

former president of the American Psychological Association, 

Martin Seligman. The “What-Went-Well Exercise,” also 

known as “Three Blessings” exercise seems to be a simple, 

powerful antidote to our chronic habit of seeing all of “what 

goes wrong and not enough about what goes right in our 

lives”, as Seligman puts it. Every might, at bedtime, “Write 

down three things that went well today and why they went 

well.”  I have been implementing the exercise with my 

family for the past three years, each of us writing in our “Joy 

Journals” and all I can say is that I wouldn’t keep doing it if 

it didn’t work.  

“I Don’t Feel Like It” Is Not the Best Performance 

Compass  

How often have we heard ourselves thinking, “I want to 

get this done really badly, but I just don’t feel like doing it”, 

finding out that following our momentary feelings get us 

exactly in the opposite direction that we initially intended.  

“What can you do when this comes to you?”, the song 

would play. But the real question that we hope to get an 

answer to, is, “How can I make myself do what I need to, do 

despite the fact that I don’t feel like doing it?”  

A first step could be to identify what do you feel instead 

and what do you need at the moment. I feel tired, 

overwhelmed (too much); frustrated (I can never get this 
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done), bored (I had enough of it).  Acknowledging  that this 

is the way you feel now, not right or wrong, releases the 

tension and frees us the impulse of battling our feelings. It is 

the way it is; It’s all right.   

The next step is to remember that this just a feeling; it is 

not all of me; I am still the driver. I can choose to follow my 

feelings at the moment, take a break, recharge and come 

back. 

What do my feelings need right now? I might need 

energy, or excitement, or calmness. I can take a break, or a 

nap, I can do some exercises, drink a big glass of water or do 

a breathing exercises to rebalance my system. 

Or I can choose to invite my feelings to settle into a nice, 

safe, comfortable container, while I take care of what needs 

to be done. It is not my feelings that have to do the work at 

the moment. It is me, using everything else that I have 

available.  

If I don’t have the feelings to support me, it’s all right. 

Feelings are just one component of my system. What else is 

available now? I might have my commitment to my promise 

to keep going, no matter what. I might have a picture in 

front of me that reminds me of the ones I would love to 

make them proud of me. Or I might have a memory of a 

time when, despite all challenges, I was able to succeed, 

inspiring me to do it again. Or I connect with the image of 

the Future Me, telling me how great I am going to feel on 

my graduation stage.  

As we described it before, to enter the “flow genie 

bottle”, we need to remove the cork first. The cork tells us 

that, “I don’t feel like doing this”. Once the cork is removed 

though, you are getting immersed into the activity and new 

feelings are replacing the ones that belong to the cork.   
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HUG:  

Self-Parenting for Emotional Intelligence 

 “It’s not enough just to respond to your child,  

it’s how you respond.”  Daniel Siegel  

A long time ago, people used to think that children were 

just miniature versions of adults. When it’s about emotions, 

to some extent, adults can be magnified versions of children, 

in certain aspects feeling and reacting in the same way. An 

adult who yells in frustration every time he can’t have it his 

way, can be similar to a toddler throwing a tantrum, as the 

only strategy he learned to get what he wants.  

One of the greatest lessons I’ve ever received on 

emotional regulation came from my son, when he was about 

5 years old. He was trying to build a complex Lego 

structure, when the laws of physics were stubbornly 

refusing to obey him. He became increasingly frustrated 

with the process. Noticing his distress, I decided that it was 

the best time to apply all my knowledge on emotional 

intelligence and performance.  

I interfered, trying to explain him that his brain couldn’t 

do the work if he was not calm. He wasn’t ready to 

acknowledge and make use of my wisdom yet. Just as he 

kept trying to defy the laws of physics, I was pushing the 

basic laws of psychology and wise parenting, forcefully 

insisting that he needed to calm down first. I became more 

frustrated with his frustration than he was with his Lego 

project. My voice had anything else but a calming effect.  

After few minutes of apparent listening, my son 

announced victoriously: 

”Mommy, I was able to calm down!”  

I stopped, wondering what went right.  

”That’s wonderful! What did you do?!” I asked. 

”Nothing; I just stopped listening to you.”  

And he picked up the pieces and started building again. 
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Managing our emotions is a parenting challenge; this 

time, a self-parenting one.  

Emotional intelligence grows through nurturing, care, 

and love. Studies show that how parents react to a child’s 

negative emotions can play an important role in a child's 

emotional development. Through parental modeling, the 

child part needs help to tolerate and learn healthy ways to 

self-soothe uncomfortable feelings.  

During the first part of our life, our parents are the 

primary coaches in our emotional intelligence development, 

through their presence, the way they interact with us, their 

modeling and guidance. When our caregivers have not 

acquired the emotional maturity congruent with their 

physical age, their lacks have a direct impact on the way we 

develop in these areas.  

To be able to bring these voids and deficiencies to their 

full maturity, we need to meet the needs that are meant to 

nurture them. Growth and needs are symbiotic processes. A 

tree needs soil, water, sun to be able to grow. Emotional 

intelligence grows by meeting the needs for closeness, 

bonding, love, care; the needs that might have not been met 

during the first part of our life. As John Bowlby stated, “the 

young child should experience a warm, intimate, and continuous 

relationship with his mother (or permanent mother substitute) in 

which both find satisfaction and enjoyment” (Bowlby, 1951). 

From now on, the “permanent mother substitute” for 

the Little One, will be the Wise One. 

While the world has been focused on academic 

achievement and high 

performance, emotions has 

been largely ignored. This is 

unfortunate, given that 

research suggests that 

emotional intelligence counts 

for up to 80% of life success.  

Emotional self-regulation 

is the ability to experience 

intense emotions, while 

keeping our inner and outer 

balance. 
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Emotional, or affect regulation means to be able to 

tolerate disturbing or conflictual emotions, while using 

strategies to regain our balance. It includes the ability to: 

o Step back and refrain from our first, impulsive 

reactions; pressing the “pause button” when 

noticing escalating disturbance.  

o Ignore or disengage from inner or outer negative 

invitations; if someone or something throws a ball 

at you, you don’t need to throw it back, unless it is 

a game that you want to play.  

o  Regain calmness at will (breathing in an out, 

reminding yourself: It’s all right; I am here now; I 

am all right). 

o Persist with an activity, despite interferences (I am 

in charge; I am in the driver’s seat and I keep going 

despite the weather outside). We will be 

approaching emotions in more details in a 

following chapter, but for now, we will stay with 

self-parenting, seeing how can we help our Little 

One become emotionally gifted/bright.  

One of the most powerful skills you can teach Little One 

is to press the pause button. When the temperature of 

emotional distress is on the rise, before anything else, take a 

break. It is the Wise One’s ability to be aware, to notice the 

thermometer of emotional disturbance indicating that the 

internal fever is escalating rapidly. All the Wise One needs 

to do, is to remind the Little One to press the pause button. 

Little One loves buttons, and this is an easy one to push.   

Emotional intelligence and emotional self-regulation 

strengthen with practice.  

A simple model that the Wise One and the Little One 

can practice together is the “HUG” model. 

H- Hold the Little One 

U- Understand the need 

G- Give  
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H: Hold the child  
“Where do you feel this in your body?”  
Hug the Little One by being present, right here and 

physically holding, embracing, touching the part of the body 

where the distress is felt. This has been shown to reduce 

stress, lower blood pressure, relieve pain and improve 

immune function. Touch, emotions and growth are strongly 

connected. It is well known that babies who are not held 

regularly will fail to thrive and develop, while skin-to-skin 

contact has a calming, soothing effect.  Hugs, cuddles, 

including self-hugs, trigger the brain to release the 

neurotransmitters, oxytocin and dopamine.  

Oxytocin, often referred to as the cuddle hormone, is a 

chemical in our brain that helps process both information 

and feelings. When oxytocin is released in the body, a 

person feels secure, safe and connected. The release of 

dopamine in our body motivates us to take action toward 

goals.  Procrastination, self-doubt, and lack of enthusiasm 

are often connected  with low levels of dopamine. The 

completion of goals, in return, further increase the 

dopamine levels in the brain.  

I cannot emphasize enough the power that listening to 

our body and the self-touch has on our ability to sooth and 

regulate our distressing emotions, especially in a culture 

where hugging has became taboo.   

 

U: Understand 
“What do you need, Little One?” 

It is imperative that the Wise One is able to 

understand, respect, support and encourage the Little 

One when experiencing emotional pain.  Being able to 

truly hear the part of us that is hurting, without 

immediately focusing on solutions, is crucial. 
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Remember, the Little One comes from the place of 

emotions and trying to reason with logic at the 

emotional level is like trying to speak Korean to a 

person who only speaks Arabic. It does not connect. 

You need to pause to really understand what it is 

exactly that you are experiencing at the moment.  

One of the key concepts in the attachment theory is 

“attunement”. Attunement - is putting yourself in your 

child’s shoes and then meeting their needs with the 

wisdom of a parent. The Little One’s shoes might feel 

uncomfortable, but they are worth trying.  

“Name it to tame it”, says renowned neuropsychiatrist, 

Daniel Siegel, in his book, Brainstorm: The Power and Purpose 

of the Teenage Brain (2013). Recognizing and labeling 

frustration, fear, worry, sadness, anger, helplessness, 

disappointment, seem to defeat the emotion, by bridging the 

gap between thinking and feeling, or bringing thoughts and 

feeling into greater unity.  At the brain level, paying 

attention, becoming aware of what we are experiencing, 

makes the connection between emotions, located in the right 

side of the brain and language, located in the left side of the 

brain. So the left brain has the chance to modulate right 

brain emotions.  Bringing thinking and feeling together, 

rather than being pulled into the confusion of emotions 

only, can have an instantaneous positive effect in dissolving 

the distress. 

 

G: Give 
Meeting the needs of the Little One in the present  
Abraham Maslow, that we mentioned earlier regarding 

the human needs pyramid, claims that children need love, 

safety, belonging, and connection : “All of the scientific data 

now available indicate that it is psychiatrically desirable for 
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children to be protected, accepted, loved and respected. But this is 

precisely what children(‘instinctively’) desire.”  

 Along the same line, Daniel Siegel states that children 

need to be: a) seen, not just with the eyes, but perceiving 

them deeply and empathically; b) safe, where the Little One 

does not need to feel bad or inadequate for feeling the way 

he feels;  c) soothed , being able to find comfort and 

reassurance when dealing with difficult emotions and 

situations; and d) secure- with the help of the Wise One, the 

child is helped and supported in the process of developing 

an internalized sense of well-being. When we are in distress, 

we need attention, support, acknowledgement and care to 

feel safe. If we just ignore, deny, or forcefully push the part 

of us that is in distress away, it will keep building up like a 

volcano that is ready to explode at any time. 

A nurturing parent is concerned with caring, loving, 

helping; a controlling parent is criticizing, censoring, 

punishing. The Little One might need comfort, support, 

stimulation, or guidance from the Wise One. Being 

responsive means not only giving what the Little One needs, 

but being consistent and giving when the child needs it.  

Have You Found Joy? 

“It is the same life whether we spend it crying or laughing.” 

Japanese Proverb 

I am all about joy and celebrations! 

If I would have the option to build life the way I wanted 

it, I would make Life a continuous celebration! I can easily 

make use of, invent or adopt any celebration worth 

considering. 

When we came to Canada, one of the first things that I 

eagerly adopted from the new culture was the celebration of 

Thanksgiving. What a great idea: to give thanks, to have a 
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celebration of gratitude; taking the time to give thanks for all 

the wonderful things that we were blessed with!  

One of the most brilliant initiatives I think the Canadian 

government had, was the initiation of the Family Day 

celebration. Of course family needed to be celebrated! Our 

family also gained the Father’s Day celebration, which we 

didn’t have back home, but we were at risk of losing 

Children’s Day that we used to celebrate since I can 

remember. Since my children are going to the Romanian 

school, the Children’s day was also reinstated in our family. 

Sometimes we get so caught up in our busy-ness and 

little problems that we forget to acknowledge even the great 

times of our life.  

I will always remember the visit of our children’s 

godparents right after my first child born and we’d just 

moved into our new family home. During our discussion, I 

was lamenting about how hard it is to settle into our new 

home, while taking care of our new baby, not feeling very 

productive. The godfather was compassionately listening,  

in the end to simply reply: “I see… You’ve just had your 

first baby, healthy and wonderful, and you’ve just moved 

into your dream home. Life must be very hard for you.”  

I realized that I had forgotten to celebrate two of the 

greatest mile stones of our life. If these were the events 

worth lamenting about, then what could life give us that 

would be worth celebrating? His natural, matter-of-fact 

reply was one of the greatest gratitude lessons that I’ve got, 

at the right time.  

With the start of our new family, we also started 

creating and adding our own little traditions and 

celebrations. For example, noticing that just celebrating the 

birthday one day a year is disproportionately unfair, we 

balanced it with the “Month Day” celebration. Every month, 

we get our month day on the day of our birthday: 9, 16, 22 

and 28. We have now the little tradition of going to the 
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bakery store around the corner, buy a dessert and sing 

“Happy Month Day to You”.  In our family we also celebrate 

Friday as the Fun Day, rewarding ourselves for the work of 

a week well-spent. We celebrate our report cards and our 

salary increase.  

Life is all about celebrating! Life itself is worth celebrating.  

If we don’t do it, we leave the space available to be filled 

by worries, problems, concerns, negativity, all the things 

that we actually don’t want in our life. Why would we make 

so much room for what we don’t want, and not first fill the 

space of our life with what we want?  

If there is any room left, fine, problems could come as 

well, so we can turn them into challenges and we won’t feel 

bored. But most of the time, we work so hard to earn our 

happiness. Why not welcoming it when it comes?  

Sometimes though, we are so caught up in our hard 

work that we forget all about celebrating. We strive hard to 

reach our destination that once we get there, the next 

question is, “Now what? One more thing on my 

<<achievement list>>, yet it doesn’t seem to make me happy, 

so let me look around for the next one that might do the 

job.” 

We keep working hard to find, reach and get the next 

thing and the next thing, but once we get it, we easily take it 

for granted and it doesn’t seem to matter anymore, just 

because we are able to hold it in our hands. Only the 

unreachable shines the light of our interest.  

It is not the particular activity that takes us into the flow, 

but the way we chose to experience ii. When it’s about 

happiness and our accomplishments, it is not the 

accomplishment itself that makes us happy. It is the way we 

are choosing to receive it; as a gift to ourselves.  

Celebrating our journey of receiving the gift of 

accomplishment. Any celebration, even if the whole world 



E: Emotional Learning  

254 

 

stops to find the joy in it, unless you join it, it doesn’t mean 

anything to you. 

It also doesn’t have to be only the big celebrations of our 

life that are worth considering. If we do that, we are left only 

with the traditional thee times of celebrating: birth, wedding 

and death. Since during the first and the last one we are not 

particularly aware, it only lives us with one occasion to 

celebrate. And the rest of our life, we freely give permission 

to be filled with living days coloured by pain, suffering, 

hardship and struggle.  

It is not only the great accomplishments that deserve big 

celebrations. The small improvements, the daily progress 

that we can notice in the scores of our made-up games of 

challenges, the little steps that we make on our way, as well 

as the obstacles that we are able to overcome, or the courage 

to a different route than the one that was not working very 

well before, are all good reasons to celebrate.  

It is also worth celebrating the strength to let go of 

something that was getting us stuck on our path for a while. 

I once heard about someone throwing a party after the loss 

of her job; she celebrated the freedom  to follow her dream.  

Joining the celebration of the small and big gifts that we 

worked hard to bring to ourselves, is the way to make 

performance worth pursuing.  

I would also happily join the conversation between Jack 

Nicholson and Morgan Freeman, in the movie, “The Bucket 

List” (2007):  

“You know, the ancient Egyptians had a beautiful belief 

about death. When their souls got to the entrance to heaven, 

the guards asked two questions.  Their answers determined 

whether they were able to enter or not. 

“Have you found joy in your life?” 

“Has your life brought joy to others?” 
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Stories of a Less-Than-Perfect Student 

 

Introduction 

Dear Reader, 

 

I have always believed in books and in the power of 

education. If you don’t know something, I thought, there is a 

way to learn about it.  

When I started writing this book, I decided to become a 

student once again. This time, to learn how to write a book.  

The following pages are my personal, diary writings, 

over the course of being a student in the “Creative Non-

Fiction Writing” post-graduate program at Humber College. 

I decided to follow my own advice, and “write my own 

manual”, this time on how to write a book. 

Journaling on a regular basis about my writing process 

has helped me tremendously. My diary has been my 

unconditionally faithful, accepting, non-judgemental, 

patient companion. 

Among many other benefits, it has helped me be more 

connected and present with my writing; to process the 

emotional and mental overload associated with pursuing 

each step of a new, challenging process, between starting 

and completing this book. It has created the reflective, 

protective space, where I could find my pace and my own 

ways to move forward, one step at a time.  

I am sharing these pages with you, as they have been 

written not as a therapist, parent or educator, but as a 

student, in her own journey to bring this book to life.  
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Where You Look Is Where You Get  

I read somewhere that the first thing to do when you 

start writing a book is to design the cover and post it in front 

of you as a constant reminder of your project. 

The marshmallow test that I mention about earlier in the 

book, advises to keep the marshmallow out of sight, in order 

to resist the temptation to eat the marshmallow.  

In this case, I will use the “reversed marshmallow 

strategy”. Completing the book has become my 

marshmallow. I want so badly to see the book completed, to 

see it in front of me- that I am willing to trade any other 

marshmallow just to get it. I want to reach it, to get it as 

soon as I can. So I will keep it in my sight at all times.  

I started with the end in mind and I spent few days 

designing the book cover and wrote the table of contents. I 

shared it with my writing professor, my family and my 

friends. I posted it in the most common spaces that I use on 

a regular basis (my office, kitchen, on my desktop). The 

book feels now more reachable and achievable.  

It turned from just and abstract idea or wish into a 

concrete cover picture that I can see all the time.  

All I want now is to just grab it.  

Free Style Experimenting  

Lately I’ve had less and less time to write. It feels as if I 

didn’t make the most of the time that I had before, and now 

it’s taken away from me, so I would learn to make better use 

of it.   

I’m starting to create a system for free writing and 

editing that could work better for me. Today I had one 20-

minute writing session, using a timer. 

 This time, I didn’t rush through it, trying to write as 

much and as fast as I could. I just slowed down, giving 

myself the time to find my thoughts and to put them in 
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writing on a “reasonable” form. I only wrote about 500 

words, but I believe the quality was better.  

Maybe it’s better to produce less, so I will have less 

editing work later. I will try it out more to see if it’s 

working.  

In the meantime, I still haven’t submitted anything to 

my professor… I have to find a way to submit something 

tomorrow. I have to free myself before going away with my 

family, so I can actually be present with them, rather than 

being in “two boats” at the same time.  

How can I pull this through? Maybe I can reap some of 

the benefits of procrastination now. Now is “the last minute”, 

the most productive time of the procrastination process. I 

have been procrastinating so far, so now it is the time to get 

the work done.  

The Book Is Already There 

Soon after I started writing this book, I suddenly got an 

idea that initially didn’t make sense at all: “The book is already 

there; all I need to do is put it on paper”. I don’t clearly know 

where “there” is, but I have to find out. 

 I felt this idea very strongly and I decided to just accept 

it with no judgment. Although I could find no logical 

explanation for this curious sense of conviction, it felt 

freeing, accompanied, as it was, by the notion that I did not 

actually have to “work hard” to write this new book. 

Somehow, it was already there, or here, inside me.  

In her book, “Writing Down the Bones”, Natalie Goldberg 

says that there is an underground stream of information. All 

you need to do is to dig to that point, find it and then it is 

endless. You can drink from it every day. 

I couldn’t agree more with this. Inspiration has always 

been there for me. 

How to find it? You “sense it”. If you are aware, you 

will find its way; then you have to dig it – just to go through 
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the layers in the ground (that’s why it’s helpful to write 

randomly for the first 5-10 min).  

Then you get to the stream – and you might get to the 

point where you find yourself like in Aladdin’s cave – there 

is so much richness in there – you don’t know what to pick 

up and how much you can carry. You look all around you 

and you see the beautiful treasures. You want to pick them 

all up, but you are limited by your writing speed that feels 

way too slow during those times. 

I just have to be a pencil. I had to be willing to give my 

time, my energy, my persistence to getting the words down. 

Everything else would be provided for me.  

I accepted “the deal”. I was willingly, enthusiastically 

accepting to be the writing implement. I could do that. There 

was no need to doubt myself or to question the value of my 

work. I just had to put it on paper, whatever was there 

already. I felt confident that I could do that.  

Everything seems to flow easily. I feel that I have so 

much to say and I can freely say it. I feel that there is a 

never-ending spring of information. It’s exciting! 

I don't have to worry about giving it all. More will come. 

In fact, I feel that the more I put on the paper the more is 

guaranteed to come. 

Slow and Steady Wins the Race  

Not a productive day, today…  

I tried to transfer some free writing from a notebook, but 

it is a very slow process. Free writing and typing directly on 

the computer is much faster. 

I tried some editing as well but that was also very slow. 

I miss the free writing, but it seems that it got scared 

away. I was so upset at the end of last week to just write 

freely, with no content to submit, that now my inspiration 

seemed to shy away. 
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I went swimming today and that is always a great way 

to recharge my batteries. I felt energized and productive 

after and I finished some administrative work, though 

nothing related to writing. 

Demystify the Process 

When trying something new, we often feel 

apprehensive. We sometimes create this impossible image of 

an impossible process. We start convincing ourselves that it 

cannot be done, because we’ve never done it before, 

bringing a variety of reasons to justify our theory. 

When I thought about writing a book, I went through a 

long stage of feeling intimidated by the process. It seemed 

so big, so important, so impossible.  

I went to the library with my children one day and 

searching through the book shelves, it felt releasing in two 

ways. For once, since there were so many books, it meant 

that so many people actually wrote books. So it might not be 

an impossible or even a rare thing to do.  

If it had been done before, I reasoned, there must be a 

way for me to do it. I just have to find out how. 

The 30/5 Timer Technique 

The 9 Steps to a 30-minutes free writing session:   

1. Chose the topic and write it down 

2. Set the timer for 30 minutes writing 

3. The timer within the timer: Set the timer for 5 

minutes  

4. “Damp the Truck”- for 5 minutes write down all the 

thoughts, feelings, worries, distractions, things that 

need to be done; put them all on the paper to free 

the mind and get into the flow of writing. Once 5 

minutes are over, stop.  

5. Back to the topic. Brainstorm all the ideas – bullet 

points; questions about the topic; key words. 
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6. Start writing freely, constantly going back to the 

main topic, for the next 25 minutes.  

7. Stay on route and keep the focus on the topic  

8. No editing; just free writing, but come back to your 

focus  

9. When you hear the timer, just STOP. Record your 

session entry into the daily writing log.  

From theory to practice 

Applications of the 30/5 timer technique 
“Theories are patterns without value.  

What counts is action.” Constantin Brancusi 

Reflections on the process: 

Ok, I tried the 30/5 timer technique. It felt good to 

be engaged in the free writing.  

I was able to stay on topic. New ideas have 

surfaced.  I kept writing about it. I actually wrote 1213 

words in 30 minutes!!! It feels good! 

I’m not sure about the value of the content, how 

much I can sort out from the material. I got more ideas, 

but in terms of actual content – it was a lot of my 

personal applications too.  

But it’s good; I’m all right with it. I can make it part 

of the process. The most important is that I actually 

stayed with the topic. I still don’t have any concrete 

material for submission, but it’s all right. 

 

Some next steps that I can take: 

I’m wondering now what the next useful steps 

would be? To do another “free writing session on the 

same topic, integrating what I know so far OR to 

actually start editing? 
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I will actually start with a break ☺ 

I could add another free topic writing, to indulge 

or I could just simplify a step and go directly to 

organizing – look back at what I wrote (it’s ok, I know it 

takes courage; but dare to look back at what I wrote); 

organize and clarify.   

I could also try some “real writing”; getting serious 

about it; it’s not about the speed, but about the content 

and how do I actually communicate my ideas.  

I only have 30 minutes left so I will start by 

organizing my materials on the topic.   

Be Open to Learn the Un-learnable 

Getting technically savvy 
Technology has never been my strength. I used to 

joke that I am “technologically disabled”. The writing 

process also pushes me out of my comfort zone, into 

the learning and growing zone of technology.  

For a long time I had great resistance to using the 

computer as a writing tool. I was so used to the pen 

and paper; I was afraid that without handwriting, I 

would lose my flow. Typing was too mechanical. 

Now I can see that it's actually so much faster and 

easier for the hands to type instead of manually 

writing. It's working! 

The lesson I took away from this was to  just be 

open to learn the un-learnable. We can learn what we 

think we can’t. And sometimes the only, best option is 

just one of many possibilities.  

  



Stories of A Less-Than-Perfect Student 

264 

 

Catching Up With The Flow  

I noticed that Tuesday morning is usually one of 

my best mornings. 

I feel that everything is all right; I am getting back 

on track. I realize how important is for me to feel that 

things are working, moving forward.  I could never 

come to peace with the “treadmill” concept – why 

running and running and at the same time not moving 

one bit? I need to feel that I’m moving forward.  

Probably the reason  that I’m not at peace with the 

“treadmill” concept is that, most of the time, I feel that I 

am on a treadmill with my work. It takes so much 

“running’ to have the sense of moving forward.  

But on Tuesday is the day when I feel the sense of 

productivity.  

So, just for today - be filled with gratitude! Allowing 

myself to go through the learning curve could benefit me 

so much more. I have to remember that learning is an 

attitude, more than an activity or an action.  

As they say it: “the mind is like a parachute; it works 

best when open".  

Keep The Momentum  

I have to use the momentum to make the most of my 

free writing.  

If I leave it there and come back to it later, it will harden, 

like drying pottery. It will become harder and harder to 

mold it. The easiest way is to use it when it’s fresh.  

Just like washing the dishes; if I rinse the bottle of milk 

right away, it only takes a few seconds. If I leave it for later, I 

have to work so much harder to clean up the spots.  

It is all right: pause, breathe and recollect your thoughts!  
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The main goal for now is not to write as many words as 

possible in that amount of time, but to write as many ideas as 

I can, that could be used later. 

We Don’t Learn From Experience… 

We learn From Our Reflection On Experiences  

(John Dewey)  

I need to reflect on what I’ve been doing so far: what 

works and what doesn’t? I want to find a working formula that 

gives me some predictability and certainty. It’s easy to get 

lost in the intricate maze of creation.  

Looking back, here is a summary of my progress: 

I learned the process of free writing and I enjoy it; I used 

to write in my journals since I was a child, free writing 

seemed to come naturally, enjoyable, freeing to me. 

I feel more comfortable typing rather than handwriting. 

So I’ve moved a step forward: the material is typed already. 

I can use it more easily, and over-step the transcription from 

paper to the computer.  

What are my current growing points (GP’s):  

Although I keep surprising myself with the number of 

words that I can write, I felt extremely disappointed for not 

submitting anything this week. I realized that I reached my 

main blocking point. I go too fast and don’t stop to review and 

complete the process. In this way I’m working a lot on the 

project, up to the point where it feels completed. But when 

the writing is ‘finished’ , and I assess it with a cooler eye, I 

realize that I’ve barely written anything useful.  

It reminds me about a discussion that I had with a 

friend about a previous book I attempted to write. I was 

telling her all the details about my book; it felt like the book 

was almost complete. But when she asked me to show her 

my writing, so she can give me feedback on it, I didn’t even 

have the table of contents ready.  In the end, I didn’t write 
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that book; the energy disappeared. I took another direction, 

and nothing came out of all my earlier enthusiasm.  

So this is a big point that I have to find a way to 

overcome. But how? 

What gifts and resources I already have that I could use 

now?  

I feel comfortable with free writing; that gets me into the 

flow.  

I know that enthusiasm and momentum are my greatest 

sources of creative fuel. But I can also harness that big 

energy to complete a smaller piece of the work rather than 

do a lot (more is less).  

I will start fresh next week; ok, I missed another week of 

submission, but I will start fresh, taking what I can learn 

from this week.  

When I write freely, I still have to ask the question: how I 

am going to use what I write?  

Keep the end in sight even while writing freely. Keep 

the topic in mind.  

Make completion part of the process. At the end of the 

day, or even while writing –as little as you can (500-600 

words) get it completed; don’t leave it for the end of the 

week. You can give yourself the freedom of free writing, yet 

– remember the success criteria – number of words submitted 

(not just written).  

I’ve decided that every week, I will start fresh. 

I will gradually recover the loss of the past week. I 

won’t carry it with me,  otherwise the sense of failure, of 

unfulfillment will keep escalating. When I feel overwhelmed 

by work—especially work I haven’t done—it gets harder to 

catch up. I don’t start my new week with a debt.  

It’s ok to go with the flow if it’s there. When the flow is 

over, go back to review, and finalize the content.  

Do it regularly; don’t leave anything from today for 

tomorrow.  
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Let It Go… 

“Courage is going from failure to failure  

without losing enthusiasm.” Winston Churchill 

I finally confessed to my writing professor and 

admitted to myself that…I was stuck. I wrote her a 

message: 

“I’m stuck (I’ve been avoiding admitting this for 

couple of weeks now), but maybe admitting it might move me 

further. I am stuck and I am lost… yes, now I’ve said it 

(even written it).  

It’s not even that I haven’t been writing; by now, I 

probably have over 30 000 words of free writing… yet, 

ZERO words on any real content.  

I’ve been experimenting a lot with “free writing”; I 

even enjoy it. Yet… I couldn’t go back to come up with even 

one page of actual content.  

While “free writing” feels free, because I’m in the 

flow, fully accessing the right brain, I think it means that my 

left brain has been mostly sleeping… and wants to sleep even 

more. I would have expected it to get enough rest by now and 

come back full of energy and drive, but it seems to be quite 

content in its hibernation (I know it’s still winter, but 

still…).  

It’s boring even to go back and at least read some of 

the things that I wrote (I am more inclined to constantly 

move forward rather than looking backwards).  I tried at least 

to organize the material - - to look for some themes, but… 

there is the “big but” in between.  

Not only do I have “zero content”, but I feel that I 

created even more work for myself,  by  putting all of these 

words on paper that I now have to review. It feels that I 

gathered a mountain of words that are now piled up in the 
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middle of my living room, blocking any movement. I don’t 

have “free pages” anymore, but now I have pages filled with 

words that I need to make sense of. I wish they would just 

take the initiative and make sense of themselves on their 

own! 

I thought of starting fresh, from the beginning, but it 

seems to be taking me to the same place. I even tried to stop 

free writing, and replace it with “free focus writing” – 

choosing a topic and trying to stay with it and just write 

about it. I might have ADHD or something, but rumbling 

seems to be my home base. It got me even to the point where I 

didn’t write anymore, and that wasn’t a good option either. I 

opted to still do the “free rumbling” rather than not putting 

any words on the paper.  

So… what do you think? 

Any “magical ways” to un-stuck myself from 

myself?  

Thank you and please shine some light on me,  

Sophia”  

 

She replied to my message and suggested that I 

would drop everything that I wrote so far, take it out of 

the way, start reading the book “Writing Down the 

Bones” and start writing. 

She added that what I’m dealing with is 

“resistance” ... and starting anew, differently, would be 

the approach to move past this resistance. 

Her suggestions left me completely puzzled… If 

I wouldn’t have though of defining what I was feeling 

before as “resistance”, now I was definitely 

experiencing it.  
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What do you mean to let go and not process what I 

have written so far?!?  How can I just let go?  

I know my ideas might not have too much 

value, but it is one month of writing…. How can I just 

disregard it all and start over?!?  

Maybe I misunderstood… 

Now I had a new “homework” – to read another 

book and to follow another recipe. 

Ok… breathe… I am here now… just to learn… to 

explore different ways so I can have a bigger repertoire 

of tools…. 

Of course, she won’t tell me what I already 

know. I have to be willing to accept what I don’t want 

to hear; a new perspective. I have to get out of my 

comfort zone.  

This is a good opportunity to practice the 

“letting go” way. I’ve been getting attached to “my” 

writing”, to “my” words…. I have to take some 

distance; let them free and eventually they might come 

back, in the right way. No wonder they say, “ideas are 

like children; you like yours best”. 

I know I will get in the same point where I am right 

now- where I still have to organize; to process, to work 

with what I’m writing….  

But for now, just let it go… and start fresh.  

Life Doesn’t Seem to Wait  

For Me to Write My Book 

It’s hard! 
It’s hard to deal with the emotional turmoil of life and at 

the same time to focus on my writing.  
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It feels like such a privilege to just be in “my space” – 

my writing space – away from everything, anything, 

everybody – all the problems of life. They feel annoying, 

disturbing, taking my energy down to such a low level and 

then I have to work so hard to recover; sometimes it’s taking 

longer than other times… 

I’m frustrated and I don’t always know how to do it; 

how to stop life from interfering so much with what want to do. 

There is a big ‘to do list” waiting to be accomplished. 

Problems don’t necessarily go away (some actually do, if I 

give them enough time). Some others tend to stay in there 

stubbornly or some others take more initiative and they 

grow.  

And they take so much of my energy. I don’ want them. 

But they are there. 

Life is there.  

What can I do about them?  How can I navigate among 

all of these errands, and issues, and problems? 

Plus: other people’s feelings and upsets; especially from 

the closest ones – they are so contagious, I am part of them. I 

have to do something to solve them and yet… I am 

frustrated and sometimes angry from taking me away from 

“my play”/ my writing/ my space.  

For some reason I have this expectation now that, when 

something disturbs me, it better be something important, 

something meaningful. If the interruption is not meaningful 

enough, I feel like saying, “ You are taking away my time, 

my energy – that I could be very well use it for a better 

purpose, that is, writing.”   

And yet – this is LIFE – others are there, and they are 

part of it and I want them to be part of it. I cannot always 

play, I have to keep the big picture as well. It would be so 

much easier if everybody (especially myself),  could 

SIMPLIFY things – to get to the essence most of the time; to 
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let go of all these layers, and complications that make up 

80% of our problems. 

Complications after complications, layer after layers, 

and we even love the whole game. 

I have to find a SIMPLE WAY to deal with my feelings– 

with my frustration, annoyance, irritability, sadness; all the 

great  spectrum of emotions. I’ve got them all. 

Most importantly: What can I do about all of these 

emotional situations?  

How do I accept them for what they are and feel all right 

with just the way they are. 

I can think of few things that are in my power to do 

when being emotions take the front row: 

The first step is just this: accept them for what they are.  

Then, I can remove the next layer of complications, as 

soon as I stop battling why they are the way they are. They 

just ARE. 

I can go then to the next step– and decide what is in my 

power to do about them?  

Once I know it, I just do what’s in my power and 

leave everything else aside.  

Just Accept Life for What It Is  

The Flow Of Writing 

“Don't look for obscure formulas or mystery in my work.  

It is pure joy that I offer you. 

Look at my sculptures until you see them. 

Those closest to God have seen them”.  
Constantin Brancusi 

I love this free writing; it is my flow experience in 

action. I feel free – it is liberating, energizing; at the end 

of each session I feel uplifted. It fills me, rather than 

taking away my energy. I just love it. 
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When I write I feel connected; in a divine unity – it 

is the “Inspiration” experience – directly flowing from 

the Source. I feel grateful to experience it. I accept it.  

And I want more of it. 

I find myself in this experience, being present, free, 

connected. It feels like a prayer.  

I always wished I knew how to paint, but I never 

did. Writing feels now like an artist's work.  It has the 

colors (the words) that would allow you to paint the 

most beautiful piece. I have the words and I can create 

the book. 

I accept the inspiration and I just type. 

More Seems Less 

“Simplicity is the key to brilliance.” Bruce Lee 

I keep writing, yet my big challenge remains: what do I 

do with all this information? How am I going to use it?  

It’s like buying lots of stuff that you might never use; it 

can easily turn into hording. I keep gathering, and it feels 

great to just freely add more words and sentences. But how 

am I going to be using them? I feel like Ali Baba in the 

treasure-filled cave, unable to take away much of it.   

It’s overwhelming. I guess I should start editing. I read 

somewhere that writing is actually easy and it doesn't take a 

lot of time (you can actually write a book in few days); the 

real challenge is editing. I can see how editing could be 

challenging for me as well.  

I am out of the flow. To be in the flow, you first need to 

travel the rough roads of the unknown; to learn, to practice 

it until it feels natural.  

How can I get into the flow while editing?  Editing 

requires that I use my rational, critical mind. I have to stop, 
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think, re-think; this feels like hard work. It doesn't feel like a 

child's play anymore. 

And yet- this is my next challenge; I have to find a 

solution to it.  

Maybe I can set up some parameters for the re-writing, 

so I can actually save time and make editing easier.  

Parameters: 

During the free writing process - add key words, in 

capital letters, specifying the category that I am writing 

about. In this way it is easy to classify the information in the 

right section. For example, this piece is on the writing 

process. I can then transfer these notes to the writing process 

section and leave it there for when I need it. 

I also have to take a break from the free writing - to have 

time for reflection on my writing; otherwise I feel that I'm 

getting used to just write non-sense.  

Attached to the free writing - I have to add the editing 

piece - if I leave it for later, I will forget, it will pile up - and 

it would go on the “to do list”. If I do it immediately, it is fresh 

- I won't put it on the to do list, where there is the risk that it 

will never get it done (the risk of procrastination).  

OR - I can use the free writing only when I feel inspired. 

Wondering: Does free writing help with inspiration? 

How can I stay inspired longer?  How can I prevent the 

fatigue? Ideas: Take breaks for reading; I can name the 

break, “The Reading & Writing Cocktail” - recharging the 

inspiration batteries- bring a new flow of information to 

process. 

Asking The Inner Expert  

“Know thyself.”  Temple of Apollo at Delphi 

Editing my free writing continues to be my great 

challenge. How to integrate it in the most efficient way? 
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Based on the assumption that we have all the answers 

that we need within ourselves, I decided to “ask the expert” 

(my inner expert) whenever I have a concern or need 

solutions to a problem.  

The  current big question for my inner expert is: How in 

the world do I edit all of this free writing?!? 

This morning I worked on organizing for over an hour – 

organizing a bit my desk, so it doesn’t get too cluttered; 

organizing my notes. I felt like a waste of time; necessary, 

but it doesn’t feel like I’m writing. 

I need to organize and make use of my free writing 

sessions, yet I’m not productive or in the flow. I know I need 

to reach the next level and put everything where it belongs. 

Organization is key, as it is in housecleaning.  

Back to my critical question: What do I do about editing 

and using my free writing material?  

I guess I have to set up “organizing/editing sessions”, 

beside the free writing sessions. I will set up sessions of 25 

minutes for editing and organizing the material. I can also 

have this editing phase in mind while I am in a free writing 

session – so I can organize some of the material during the 

free writing – like writing different section titles in capital, 

bold letters – in this way I can have an easier time moving 

the material in different sections. 

What is the simplest route to reach the end? 

Keep the end in mind.  

When I’m free writing – constantly come back to that 

purpose/topic. 

Use a mindful way – when distractions, non-topic things 

are coming up – let them go with the waves. I can write 

them down and let them go; or I can just let them go in the 

first place and bring my focus back to my topic.  

Notice 

Let them go 

Come back to my focus. 
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This could be the advanced form of free writing: mindful 

free writing. I have to keep practicing it  and see how it’s 

working.  

Editing – I gather all the free writing material – then 

what do I do? (asking my inner advise) – I put it together 

and I will come back to it with a fresh, clear mind. 

What if I write freely today, organize the material and 

put it in the right section? My inner advise seems to know it 

all, but what about the doing part? 

Mindful Focused Writing  

“You must do the thing you think you cannot do.” 

 Eleanor Roosevelt 

I did it!!! 

Last night I spent almost three hours on “mindful 

focused writing”. I only wrote about 300 words, but I was 

able to stay on topic. I was able to “come back to the shore” 

from distractions and to stay on track.  

It is much easier to write 900 words in half an hour, but 

if they are not relevant to the topic, if they are not part of the 

book, what’s the point?  If inspiration comes, I will follow it; 

yet, I can dedicate some regular time to focused writing as 

well.  

Using them all together, alternating them is probably 

what would work best. 

This is how I could do it:  

Follow the Muse of inspiration when it comes; don’t 

offend it by sending her away. Whatever it has to offer you 

at that time, take it, accept it and thank it.  

If distractions are coming while the Muse is there – 

make a note of them and those could become anchors later 

to further engage with the topic. Do not follow them at that 

time; don’t let go of the Muse for the small, temporary 

rewards. When you are with the Muse – be with the Muse.  
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When the Muse is getting ready to leave, make sure to 

specifically ask her: “Is that all?” Is that all that it had to tell 

you regarding that topic, at that time? If it feels like a “yes”, 

thank her and let her go, inviting her to come back wherever 

she wants to.  

After the Muse leaves go back to complete what the 

Muse gave you (do your part). There is Romanian saying, 

“God gives you, but He doesn’t put it into your bag”. 

You received the inspiration, but it is your job to take it 

further, process it, and take it to completion.  

Ignite The Engine 

“It is not hard to do something;  

hard is to get into the right state to do it”. 

Constantin Brâncuși 

Starting to write and getting into the flow of writing is the 

most challenging part. 

The key part though is starting. There seems to be a 

great amount of energy invested in resisting the process. I 

guess even in physics, there is the big transition from non-

movement to movement that requires a great deal of energy. 

Once in motion though, the energy of the momentum keeps 

the ball rolling.  

Where can I take the energy to ignite the engine?  Do I 

have any natural resources of energy? 

What aspects of the writing process feel naturally easy 

to me that I don’t feel the need to resist them?  

I can easily put my personal, inner thoughts on paper 

(journaling). The fact that I have to come up with new, 

outstanding ideas, never thought of before feels 

intimidating. They could be easily judged, criticized, 

disputed, rejected. There was much less risk in reproducing 

my inner experiences. Nobody could argue with my inner 

perception of things. They are the way they are.  
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So I could use the random, personal free writing to 

ignite the engine; to get the engine into motion, and then 

stay on the road and keep my destination in mind.  

Small trips, but completed, are better than a long 

random trip; sightseeing is great, but might not get me 

where I want to get.  I have to bring the FOCUS in.  

Remember, it’s a matter of self-training. It might feel 

difficult, but once you get to know it, practice it and feel 

comfortable with it, it will be so easy; and it will make a big 

difference in the long run.  

Remember your resistance when you had to switch from 

handwriting to typing; you almost didn’t think it was worth 

doing it. But not only it took you so little to learn how to do 

it, but it feels so easy and comfortable now that it’s hard to 

do the hand writing anymore.  

Every step and challenge is just a learning step.  

It’s ok, you can do it and make sure that, since you are 

going through the learning curve anyway, you choose the way 

that is the most worth it; the way that will benefit you the most in 

the long run. It might feel like it is the hardest way but 

remember how much it will pay off.  

Stay on Route – listen to the FPS; it’s ok to stop or de-

route here and there for breaks or sightseeing; but then 

come back to the main route.  

Remember the wisdom of Lao Tzu: “If you do not change 

direction, you may end up where you are heading.”  

We Have All That We Need  

 “ Look for the bare necessities 

The simple bare necessities 

Forget about your worries and your strife 

I mean the bare necessities 

Old Mother Nature's recipes 

That brings the bare necessities of life. “  The Jungle Book  
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My mind had to get smarter and do a better job at 

convincing me that I still didn’t have everything I needed, to 

just do what I supposed to be doing: write.  

I decided that I needed a space for writing. I started 

researching about how to decorate my office, so it would 

invite writing; what color to paint the walls, what kinds of 

decorations or plants I would need.  

Energized by great ideas, I moved right away from 

researching into action; not the “writing” kind of action, but 

everything else instead.  

It didn’t take me long to notice though that, no matter 

how perfect my writing space could be, it wasn’t able to do 

one critical thing by itself: to write.  

Not only my home writing space was just right and all 

that was missing was my actual writing, but I also soon 

realized that the best place and time for writing was during 

my daily bus ride to work and back. In the very crowded, 

noisy bus ride, as long as I got a seat I could just open my 

laptop, zone out and write. Most of my free writing was 

done not on an expensive computer or in a perfect writing 

place, but on the bus. Regularly, routinely, on my way to 

work and back.  

I remembered one of the lessons that my son got in his 

first grade: the difference between needs and wants. Yes, I 

wanted a new computer, more time, more space, or 

anything else that I would somehow expect to magically do 

the work for me by itself. Yet, all I needed was a pen, a 

notebook and my genuine commitment to be 

unconditionally present and engaged with what I choose to 

do: writing itself. 
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Time For Play 

“A time for work, a time for play -balance in all things.” J 

onathan Lockwood Huie 

For a long time now I have been working on the “play 

principle”, going with the flow, following my impulses of 

doing what I felt like doing or writing in the moment.  

Then I would come back and still complete “what I have 

to do”.  It has been working well for me. I got to do actually 

more things than I would have otherwise carefully planned 

to do.  I have been operating based on “complex” dynamics 

that somehow they balanced each other and they got me 

into the right place. I didn’t need to control them, to plan 

them, they kind of built themselves on the way and worked 

in sync with each other.  

Yesterday it was so easy to let go of the previously 

planned “writing boot day” and do something that seemed 

very appealing at the time – to create some reading chairs 

for my kids.  

And I did complete the reading chair! It was great to 

work on them and to get them done. Yet, last night I was 

upset with myself  for not doing “the right thing” (again).  

Freeing Fridays  

It is Friday!  

I should put everything together from the weekly free 

writing and make the submission to my professor.  

But… I don’t feel like it; I’ve been procrastinating the 

whole morning; my energy is low; my engine is not 

working.  I am tense and full of resistance. I have to do it and 

I don’t want to.  

Just because I must do the work, I resist it.  

I wish I could just do it and free myself of it, so I can 

enjoy the weekend. If I can submit what I wrote this week, I 

create the space that comes with the feeling of freedom.  
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It is like the weekend cleaning – you free yourself of all 

the mess that has been piling up; you free your hands of 

what you have been holding. Once I would submit it, my 

hands would be free again to pick up what they want. As 

long as I hold on to everything that is incomplete, 

unfinished, I become increasingly overwhelmed, holding in 

my hands more than I can carry, feeling heavy and 

burdened.  

Procrastination is the big thing now. It drains my 

energy, I feel negative, yet… what do I do about this now?  

What is in my power to do about this now? 

I will experiment with some things to see what is 

working for this kind of issue.  

I did some brain exercises and it helped a bit with the 

physical energy. I tried some emotional freedom techniques 

to release my anxiety and tension.  

Ok, I feel better now. Fifteen minutes ago I didn’t 

believe it could be so simple to restore my energy. And I 

don’t think it’s a particular strategy that does the trick, but 

rather honestly deciding that you want to change positions 

from “low” to active”, and taking some physical action to 

switch the energy.  It seems that physical movement 

changes the internal energy as well. 

 Back to work now, before the internal wind is changing 

directions! 

Don’t Lie To Yourself  

I feel extremely frustrated and upset with myself.  

I planned on making a submission to my writing 

professor, once a week, every Thursday. By Thursday, I 

have to have to gather all my weekly writings, complete and 

submit them.  

On Wednesday I tricked myself into thinking that 

maybe I should make the submission on Friday, instead of 

Thursday, so I have an extra day of free writing.  
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Wrong assumptions, big lie to myself (don’t lie like that 

again!).  

Not only I didn’t make my submission on Thursday, but 

I didn’t do it on Friday either. 

I did the stats for this week and… to my greatest 

surprise – I wrote 12 000 words!!! Wow! 12 000 words in free 

writing! This is unbelievable! I would have never thought it 

is possible! YET – I submitted “ZERO” words!  

Baaaahhh ……. I can’t say how upset I feel with myself. 

Now I have these 12 000 words to manage! Not only I 

submitted zero words, but I’m not even free. I can’t even 

start a fresh, new week, a clean slate 

. I’ve been  procrastinating, which brings my energy 

down. I don’t want to deal with them, I want to  play (free 

writing). I let myself carried away by the current, moving 

further away from where I want to get. 

And at the same time I can’t let go of my original 

destination; I want to get to my destination, yet I let myself 

get carried further away, to where the tide takes me. 

I think I’m not truly honest with myself; I insist on going 

with the current; I don’t want to paddle; yet, I don’t let go of 

where I initially wanted to go. 

So I have to make a choice; am I ready to let go of my 

destination?  If I do, it means that I won’t graduate from this 

program; I will not write the book that I intended to write. 

Instead, I will continue to struggle, to battle myself, to be in 

two boats at the same time: staying on the boat that just goes 

with the current, taking me wherever is going to take me, 

yet wishing every minute that I would be on the boat that 

would take me in the direction that I initially chose.  

But the truth is that …. I don’t really actually know what 

the truth is…. I seem to be in the waters close to my path, 

going in circles, but still not being on the boat that takes me 

on my path. I seem to choose to enjoy the view, more than 

actually moving forward. I stay in the same area for a long 
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time, exploring different areas, moving away and somehow 

coming back… 

I do have the map in front of me, yet I choose not to 

really follow it. I come up with lots of new ideas of new 

maps… I do create much more work for myself and I know 

it. Why do I struggle?  

The 80/20 Rule 

“Not everything that counts can be counted,  

and not everything that can be counted counts.” 
 Albert Einstein  

The 80/20 rule, or the “rule of trivial many and 

significant few” says that we use 80% of our time to get only 

20% of things done. This principle seems to prove true 

regarding my writing as well.  

So far I have been definitely using less than 20% of the 

number of words that I have written toward the content of 

the book.  I always look for more, to write more, yet I 

haven’t been using a great part of what I wrote already. 

Writing more is in a way reassuring, serving as a “safety 

net”. I feel that if I run out of inspiration, I can always go 

back to my previous writings and find something in there.  

What can I do to use more of my free writing?  

I can use the Romanian principle: “A little bit, but good”.  

Complete what you started, so you can add it to your 

book content. If I just start ideas without giving them a form 

and a shape and taking them to the finish line, all my 

thoughts of written words will eventually be useless. 

To make them useful, I have to start using them.  

Finish the sentence. Finish the paragraph. Finish the 

idea and put it in the right place.  

Clean up the space to make room for more to come. 
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“Put everything in the right place or it will go into the 

garbage”, I can hear myself saying to my kids. It might be 

time to start listening to myself.  

Question to ask myself at the end of the day: How much 

did I use from what I wrote today? 

Keep Paddling  

One minute at a time;  

then one hour at a time;  

then one day at a time… 
All I need to do is to keep writing; constantly keeping 

the end in mind; constantly coming back to the focus- mindful 

writing.  

If distractions are coming while I’m writing, all I have to 

do it:  

Notice them… 

Breathe… 

 let them go like a wave and come back to the shore.  

Keep writing …. keep writing … keep writing and you 

will get there.  

I learned a technique from Natalie Goldberg’s book 

(Writing Down the Bones): recalling. It should also work well. 

There is so much that I want to write, my own reflections 

and insights, the personal learnings that I get from different 

life situations, from my work; I should make time to use it.  

Do I Have To?...   

No, Just Take a Different Route 

I realized that for me, the best time to do something is 

when I don’t have to. As long as I don’t have to do it, I stay in 

the play zone; I do it because I want to do it, in my own way 

and my own time; with no external pressure. 

As soon as it gets into the “have to” zone, the “hard 

work” starts. I start fighting it back, resisting, making it a 
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problem and spending time in trying to find solution to the 

problem that I just made. Just to realize in the end that, if I 

would have simply started doing what I needed to do, I 

would have found all the solutions needed to the problem 

that did not exist in the first place.  

So I learned not to allow what I have to do to get into 

the “I have to” zone; it is a dangerous war zone. I learned 

that if I do something when it comes my way, without 

letting it get closer and closer to the “war zone”, it actually 

feels easy, even enjoyable.  

During my graduate studies, I used to take great 

satisfaction in “beating the deadlines”. I would complete all 

my assignments and projects at least one or two weeks 

before the final deadline, being rewarded with a well-

deserved vacation of one or two extra weeks.  

During that time I also noticed how rewarding the 

feeling of completing something could be. There is great 

pleasure in the action of adding the last dot, submitting that 

assignment, placing that checkmark on the “to do list”, or 

just finishing cleaning the dishes.  

Another strategy that I remember using during that time 

was the “Reversed To Do List”. The plain, usual “to do list” 

implies writing down all the things that you plan on doing. 

All the things that are waiting for your time and energy to 

be completed go hand in hand with “have to”, and “must”, 

which in my case are extremely efficient in turning off any 

excitement or desire to move forward.  

The “reversed to do list” on the other hand, goes hand 

in hand with the flow. I would get into the flow of action, 

taking on any activity that comes my way and taking it to 

completion. Once I add the last dot, completing it, I would 

add it on the “Reversed To Do List”, then slowly, mindfully, 

adding a check mark beside, as if I would add my royal 

stamp to it.  
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At the end of the day, I would check the items added on 

the “Reversed To Do List” and savor the freedom coming 

from all the things that are already done. This used to be a 

great source of energy, feeding my motivation to do even 

more. I felt in charge; I wanted to do more, one thing at a 

time.  

Every Single Piece Makes the Puzzle 

A Time for Everything 

There is a time for everything, 

    and a season for every activity under the heavens: 

a time to be born and a time to die,  

a time to plant and a time to uproot, 

a time to kill and a time to heal,  

a time to tear down and a time to build, 

a time to weep and a time to laugh,  

a time to mourn and a time to dance, 

a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them, 

   a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing, 

 a time to search and a time to give up,  

a time to keep and a time to throw away, 

 a time to tear and a time to mend,  

a time to be silent and a time to speak, 

a time to love and a time to hate,  

a time for war and a time for peace. (Ecclesiastes) 

 
I have been struggling for a while now with the “hard 

work” of organizing, editing, making sense of my free 

writing.  I viewed this parts as a “waste of time”, not real 

writing. This hasn’t helped me much, because I still have to 

do it, so resisting it did not help the process.  

It seems that I didn’t set myself up on the right track, 

with a good routine and now I keep falling behind. It’s so 
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important to set up the right system from the beginning. I 

set it up quite well in terms of free writing, but not with the 

submission. 

I think I have to stop right where I am; step back and re-

set things.  

Maybe for this week, the goal is to get back on track; 

maybe I can just stop writing this week and focus only on 

organizing; so by the end of this week I have things in order. 

It is not hard, I just have to do it. Back to simplifying. 

Don’t add more before you use what you have already.  

I haven’t been organizing my writing for a long time 

now, feeling that just “writing” is “writing” – everything 

else feels like a waste of time. Yet, I have to integrate every 

small step as part of the process. Something more about 

unity and integration here?  

There is a time for writing, for creating, as much as there 

is a time for reflecting, researching, organizing; editing, 

reviewing, or adding the last dot.  

Finding The Balance  

 “Do first things first, and second things not at all."   

 Peter Drucker 

One of the fears that allows me to get distracted, is that I 

might miss on important things to do or to resolve if I don’t 

follow them, right at that time. 

In reality, I cannot miss them because I don’t know what 

would have been instead of writing, instead of what I am 

doing at the moment. If I chose to let them go, I focus on my 

topic and this is what I have in mind. Everything else will 

disappear, won’t exist anymore.  

So I cannot regret what I don’t know.  

It is not the content per se, but the idea of being and 

staying in charge in my choices; being able to follow my 

choices. What I know now for sure, is that I always have 
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regrets when I don’t follow what I chose. Even when I did 

something valuable, I still woke up this morning regretting 

that I didn’t use the time for writing. 

At the same time I have to make sure that I keep the 

balance and I don’t miss the blind points. If I focus only on 

writing, I can easily get so pulled into it and miss everything 

else, especially the family. 

I have to create a system that would work automatically, 

to make sure that I keep the whole puzzle together.  

I need flexibility, yet not too much flexibility. 

Cross The Finish Line 

I was looking back at old files and I was surprised to see 

how many ideas, papers, writings I’ve had over the years on 

the subject of this book. Surprisingly, some of them seemed 

quite good.   

It feels like I started writing this book twenty years 

ago… but never finished it. They got lost in time, because I 

didn’t persist until reaching the finish line. 

I guess the most important step in writing this book is to 

complete it.  

Keep going until you cross the end line.  

One Day This Will Be Easy 

My daughter’s birthday is coming up soon. While I was 

sending out invitations, I realized that, being caught up with 

my writing, my work and many other tasks, I hadn’t put 

much thought into planning her party  this year.  

Year after year, I would start preparing these events one 

or two months ahead, adding much stress and worries to the 

actual work. For the past couple of years though, I would 

just go back to my “planning notebooks” from the previous 

parties, update them to what needed to be done for the 

event, and schedule a few days to just do the work.  
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I felt excited about the idea that I’d done this before so 

many times that it would be easy now.  With each event in 

the past, I had  written out various “to do” lists and  menus. 

Writing everything down with each event made my work 

easier and easier every year. I now had the “templates,” the 

manual. I could just follow the instructions and do the work, 

rather than worrying so much about it. 

If I were to apply the same approach now to my new 

learning endeavor, this time, writing, I guess I have to write 

my first 21 books first, and attach the “how to” manual for 

each of them, to be able to really write effortlessly and 

naturally after that. 

Don’t Do Your Best. Just Do it 

Last weekend we went family bowling. My daughter 

came with the idea and the rest of us joined happily. 

The first half and hour, we played individually. I was 

having fun, playing randomly and… to my surprise and 

everybody’s surprise, I kept winning.  

I really didn’t care about winning (what kind of mom 

would I be, taking joy in making her kids lose?). I was 

having fun, fooling around, but… still winning, game after 

game. 

Since my winning “wasn’t fair”, as my children labeled 

it, we decided to play in pairs. I was teamed up with my 

daughter.  I decided that I wouldn’t let her down. I would 

play “seriously” to ensure our triumph.  

To my dismay, I started playing poorly. The harder I 

tried, the less I would score.  

At one point, my daughter patiently approached me, 

“Mommy, you are letting me down….” My heart dropped; I 

really didn’t want to disappoint her.  

“Ok, I will do my best,” I promised. 

She simply replied, “Don’t do your best; just do it!” 

I was left speechless.  
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Doing my best used to be my attitude. I would not 

compare myself to others, but rather the reference point 

was, “I can only do my best at this time”. If things would not 

go the way I expected them to, the next question for me 

would be “Did I do my best?” If I didn’t, then it made sense to 

try again, this time getting a bit closer to doing my best. This 

approach felt reassuring and comforting to me.  

Lately, doing my best in writing seems to be feeding my 

critical voice. Since this is a new territory, I don’t really 

know what the right path is and I keep exploring with 

different ways. I never seem to be reaching “my best” 

though, no matter how much I strive for that.  This in return 

feeds my avoidance, which makes it harder to keep going. 

At such a moment of resistance, my daughter’s 

command, ‘Don’t do your best; just do it!” is exactly what I 

need. 

Use It Or Lose It 

“Energy and persistence conquer all things.”  

Benjamin Franklin 

I have this belief that I only have a certain amount of energy 

for this book. If I don’t use it wisely, efficiently, I will waste it 

and not have enough to complete the project. Unless I find 

some sources of energy renewal, I won’t be able to see this 

book in my hands.  

I feel though that I am wasting a lot of my energy, 

bouncing up and down, right and left, in all directions. I 

haven’t been very focused in my endeavors. 

How many hours do I give myself to complete this 

book? Let’s say… 2000 hours.  

Time is one factor, and energy is another. It is harder to 

quantify the energy, but let’s say, I will be able to sustain it 

until the summer. I have to use my best energy every day,  

mindfully, without wastage.   
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One thing that I have to start doing is to choose a more 

direct path toward my destination; rather than going in 

zigzag, in circles, back and forth – to actually stop and look 

on the map and decide first what is the most simple, direct 

route.  

Yes, just walking might not be enough. I should stop to 

check and follow the map. 

Resisting Resistance 

“I have just three things to teach: 

simplicity, patience, compassion. 
These three are your greatest treasures.” Lao Tzu 

I got on the bus this morning and it was very crowded. I 

was getting impatient that I couldn’t find a seat and just take 

out my laptop and start writing: that was my plan. I decided 

to take a deep breath and...  

Accept the situation just the way it was.  

I might not have been able to write, but I could read 

instead. I pulled out Natalie’s Goldberg Book, “Writing 

Down the Bones”. I opened it at “Fighting Tofu”. She writes 

about “tofu” – as our resistances, and the fact that it is 

pointless to start fighting it. Instead, you acknowledge it and 

you give it some space when you start your work. 

Interestingly enough, this morning, during our regular 

coffee time, I was talking to my husband about my 

resistance to resistance; my resistance to the hard work.  

I was telling him the different ways that I have learned 

over the years to deal with my resistances. There is a quite 

extensive repertoire; just to realize that I have been working 

so hard to find ways (as creative as they might be) to “beat” 

resistance. It is as if I created this extra job for myself, 

adding extra layers of work, to go around resistance.  

Going around, but not going through it.  
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Yet I often tell my clients that “the only way out of pain 

is going through pain”. I realize now that the only way out 

of resistance might be to go through resistance. This might 

be actually the simplest way (as much as I resist this idea). I 

wish I could use the “just do it” principle more often. 

I thought about this before – using the timer, you set up 

another 5 minutes timer within the 20-30 minutes timer and 

you just write whatever goes on through your mind; you 

give a voice to your writing. I have actually been using the 

section of “Personal journaling” at the beginning of my free 

writing sessions and it’s working. 

Emotional Intelligence In Writing 

“Things are only impossible until they're not.” 

Jean-Luc Picard, character in Star Trek:  

The Next Generation 

I recently took this emotional intelligence course, and I 

learned about problem solving. Let’s see how I can apply it 

now. 

What seems to be the problem? 

 Falling behind with submitting my assignments. 

What is the root of the problem?  

 Avoidance; time management issues; focusing; 

avoidance (once again). 

What are my emotions about it?  

 Frustration; helplessness; hopelessness; self-doubts; 

anxiety. 

What are some possible solutions/brainstorming? 

For avoidance: 

1. Set up regular time for work. 

2. Go straight to doing the most important thing first. 

3. Saying “no” to distractions. 

4. Don’t resist the current, but rather going with it; 

letting go and actually doing what matters the most 
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first; then I can go back and do what I want to do- if 

I want to make a submission/day – first thing in the 

morning – create the submission and send it – you 

can spend the rest of the day doing other things. 

5. Don’t engage in the decision process when you 

start working – make the decision before that, no 

matter what, the first thing of the day would be to 

prepare one article for submission; focus only on 

that, and nothing else;  then you are free. 

6. Decide the night before what the next day writing 

piece is going to be about; have clarity and write it 

down;  prepare the materials and have them ready; 

when you start working in the morning you have a 

clear goal and you can start working on it right 

away; you only stop when it’s done. 

The theory doesn’t seem so hard; now let’s see how I 

can actually do this in practice.  

Adding Some Spices 

My daughter helped me out and edited some of my 

work last night. I loved it! She misspelled her feedback 

comment (“Graet”) at the end, but she is a great editor.  

I got exactly the feedback that I needed it to keep going. 

The Japanese Art of Decluttering  

I couldn’t sleep well last night, waking up and thinking 

about resolving my “overwhelm” problem.  

I woke up late this morning, but I think I found some 

light into the dilemma. 

The main reason for feeling overwhelmed for weeks 

now was trying to approach the problem the wrong way. 

Just like in cleaning the house, I was trying to take each little 

thing and find a place for it. But there are so many little 

things that the work seems endless. 
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Instead, I could just take everything out. My writing 

professor suggested that I let go of everything I had written 

so far: I resisted her solution passionately. Maybe it’s time to 

reconsider it. I empty the space and then I add only what I 

need,  keeping it simple, organized, in the right place.  

I remember now about a book on organizing the space – 

written by a Japanese designer (Marie Kondo). I have to 

read that book and apply it to my writing.  

Yes, I have to learn the Japanese, Zen way – ultimately it 

is the closest way to the “simple path”. I guess it is no 

coincidence that we will be traveling to Japan this summer.  

I need to constantly keep the end in mind. Always 

getting back to the table of contents and stick to those topics. 

The wish is to complete one entry a day and this is what I 

have to start my day with. 

I also have to remember that when I take “the freedom” 

to divagate, to freely go beside the point, I actually enslave 

myself more, creating more work for myself, adding piles of 

writing that I would have difficulties letting go and would 

have to process. 

Rather than writing randomly and then trying to find a 

place to fit what I wrote, it might be better to start with the 

topic in mind and fill in the blanks. This way I would save 

time with organizing the material. 

Whatever I start,  I must complete. No matter how small 

that piece of writing is, I have to get to the last dot and 

submit it. The goal is to add pages into the “first draft” 

folder, not into the “free writing” folder.  

One bite at a time; just one. And remember: relevance!  

Strive to keep it the SIMPLE way.  “Simplicity is 

complexity resolved,” as Constantin Brancusi said it. 

Start the day with a clear purpose; to give my mind 

clear directions of what I want it to accomplish: just for 

today. 
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Where Is My Marshmallow? 

I’m back to the marshmallow test. In the marshmallow 

test, the simple premise is that you can eat one 

marshmallow now or, if you wait, you get to eat two 

marshmallows later.  

The way I see it, the marshmallow test doesn’t restrict 

you so you can’t have what you want. It’s actually the exact 

opposite; it wants to give more, double than what you initially 

ask for, if you can only wait.  

So what is the marshmallow that keeps interfering with 

my writing? 

I can easily forget all about writing when I’m tempted 

by: reading; research or, in fact, any regular distractions. But 

especially the temptation to get lost in research or reading, 

this is a real treat for me; it is one of my marshmallows. 

So I can actually use it to motivate myself; if I do what I 

intend to do (the actual writing) I can “indulge” myself in 

reading or a research period. I can still have it: just not right 

now. I can make a note of what I want to read about or 

research and give myself that time when I actually have less 

energy. I don’t need to be so focused, but choose the best 

time when I can still do what I want, such as at the end of 

the day, when my energy reservoir is not so full anymore.  

It’s best to use my best energy for the things that I 

would normally resist the most. 

When I feel like researching (using it, in fact, as a 

distraction from focusing on my work at hand): 

1.  I can make a note of what I need to research (just 

like I put things on the “to do list”); then  

2. I can free write my own thoughts about that topic 

and then  

3. Complete it with what is missing.  

Remember, the work itself is not hard or easy per se; it is 

the way it is. What makes it easy or hard is just my attitude, 

my thoughts, my approach to it. 
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Quantum Writing 

 The Double-Slit Experiments 

“We don't see things as they are, 

we see things as we are.” Anais Nin 

  I’ve been wondering... do the double split 

experiments have anything to do with our resistances or 

decision making or changing our course of action?  

In a paper from Science, titled "Observing the Average 

Trajectories of Single Photons in a Two-Slit Interferometer", 

presented a simple experiment of quantum mechanics (yet, 

not so simple to understand it). The so-called "double-slit" 

experiment, in which the experimenter shines a light on a 

barrier with two narrow openings in it, and studies the 

interference pattern it produces on a screen. The experiment 

shows that light sometimes behaves like a wave and sometimes 

like a particle. They say that if an observer ( a camera or a 

person) is watching the experiment then it collapses the 

wave function and two marks appear instead of an 

interference pattern. 

The greatest challenge that quantum physics is to 

interpret what it observes. “What does it mean what I see?” 

Despite the numerous interpretations of this experiment, 

scientists have not reached a commonly-agreed conclusion 

yet. Even when it’s about science, it’s hard to say who is 

right and who is wrong, whose way we have to follow.  

One of the interpretations of the double-slit experiment 

is that the reasons photons sometimes seem like particles 

and sometimes like waves is that our experiments dictate 

what we see. We, as observers, can in fact alter the outcome of 

the physical experiment.  

I’ve been experimenting with different ways of writing. 

At times something seems to be working, and at other times 

the same thing seems to lead to completely different 

outcomes. 
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Like the above experiment, can I, as my own observer, 

change my own course of action (in a positive/negative 

way)? If I decide to do something, to stick to a certain task 

versus random, “in the flow” actions, can this be affected by 

my observation of my actions?  

For example – I’ve just decided now to focus on writing 

on the topic. The thought appears – wondering about the 

double split experiments. I let go of the topic writing and I 

join the wondering. Why? There is an attraction force in 

there that pulls me vs. the decision to stay focused, and to 

write on topic is felt as an aversive force – like going against 

the stream. I easily join the attraction force (magnets) and I 

let go of the perceived opposition force. It’s so easy to do it.  

Who decides what is the right way to behave? Who decides 

when is the time to behave like a particle and when is it to 

behave like a wave? 

All over again I come to the same conclusion: the easy 

way is our own way. Whatever works for you, in the strangest 

ways, despite all the theories and trends; trusting the unique 

science of your own system; that works in such complex 

ways that just trying to figure it out in its all complexity 

might be a life time endeavor. Especially since we keep 

growing, we keep changing, and by the time we think we 

figured out what is happening, things are already different. 

So if our purpose is to find the “science” behind our 

thoughts, actions, and emotions, we can possibly achieve 

that, at that moment, for ourselves only. “Science” though 

requires “statistical relevancy” – to be able to replicate, 

repeat, obtaining the same results.  

It so true that we can observe certain patterns, habits in 

our actions, thoughts or feelings; yet, there are so many 

complex factors involved at different points in time, that 

achieving the predictability of a mathematical formula that 

could be applied to all of us has been a great challenge to 

philosophers, scientists, psychologists, etc.  
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Trying to limit our thoughts, actions, feelings to a 

certain way only, has been leading to very narrow results. 

Just like in the story with the blind men, trying to explain 

what an elephant looks like. Each of them could only 

perceive, in his limited vision, only a limited part of the 

elephant, yet being firmly convinced that his perception is 

the whole elephant. And then disputing with strong 

conviction that “my way is the right way”.  

I read once the addition to this well-known story with 

the blind men. One school teacher told the famous story of 

the elephant and the five blind men to his children – but he 

didn’t mention the word blind. He wanted to give them an 

opportunity to find that out for themselves. So he told the 

whole story that five men went to see an elephant and then 

they reported back. One said ‘The elephant is like a pillar’ – 

because he had touched only the legs. Another said ‘He is 

like a very big fan’ – because he had touched the ear – and 

so on and so forth.  

Then the teacher said, ‘What type of men were these?’ 

One small boy said, ‘Experts!’ 

Learning from the history of science, we can see trends 

and fashions, each of them at their own time claiming to the 

“the only right way”; just after for few years, the opposite 

theory takes the highlight of the show (e.g., before it was 

believed that the sun moves around the earth; then it was 

proven the opposite). Who and what to trust from science?  

Yet, we do feel the need for a reference point. As 

Archimedes put it, “Give me but a firm spot on which to 

stand, and I shall move the earth.”  When it’s about 

achievement and performance, I believe the main reference 

point needs to be our own person.  Especially trying to 

figure out this “formula” with our current way of thinking. 

Like many other things in our world, learning, achievement, 

success, are not linear processes. They are non-linear processes. In 

the world of physics, there was a great movement from the 
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Newtonian, mechanical, direct cause and effect approach, to 

the quantum, non-linear physics.  

We are slowly starting to make this “paradigm shift” in 

opening our view in other areas of life, including “the 

science of self”.  So what works for another person, might not 

work for another, unless you are sure to apply identical 

circumstances, factors , timing, which, considering our 

uniqueness and constant changing and growing nature, 

could be as if we are trying to “make” the weather be in a 

certain way, at a certain time.   

On the other hand, we can trust the “science” of our own 

being and eventually observing it without judgement, just writing 

our own manual with a sense of fascination of how things already 

are, independent of our need to control them and make them in a 

certain way. Just holding on to the “knowing” that things, in 

some mysterious ways, are all right just the way they are; 

they are exactly what they need to be at this moment, and 

following that flow, or “the incomprehensible science of our 

own being” would lead us exactly where we need to go.  

To follow that flow and minimize the resistance is key.    

In the inertia principles of physics, Galileo Galilei 

postulated that an object does not need an external force to 

move. It does not need to be pulled or pushed in order to 

move. Once it is in motion (and getting it into motion is 

another subject worth exploring, especially when it’s about 

the science of “must”, or “have to”), it will move by itself. If 

“left alone”, if no other forces, including the force of friction 

(resistance) or its own weight is applied. The friction (our 

resistance) is actually what stops the object from moving 

endlessly. The mass, or its weight, the higher it is, the harder 

it is to keep moving. 

As human beings, we are also equipped with the power 

of free will/choice. We can choose to do it to minimize our 

own frictions and battles with ourselves and travel light. We 

can let go of all the weight from our mind (negative 
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thoughts and beliefs), feelings (struggle, frustration, 

resentments, guilt, fears, anger, self- blame), and from our 

body (weight coming from past unresolved experiences that 

we haven’t let go of yet).  

If we could free ourselves from all of these internal and 

external forces: the pressure from others, the expectations, 

the fear of disappointing others, which are actually also 

internal forces. It is not what others expect from us or do to 

us, but rather what we make out of that; our own thoughts, 

beliefs, feelings, decisions and actions related to that.  

So, going a bit to the extreme – in the human world, we 

could say that all external forces are reduced to internal 

forces. We have the power of transcending our experiences. 

Just take the time to read “Man’s Search for Meaning”, by 

Viktor Frankl, or watch the movie “Life is Beautiful”. And it 

doesn’t have to be Viktor Frankl or the characters of a movie 

to be able to achieve this transcendence of our life 

circumstances. In my work I have been very humbled and 

astonished to witness other people’s capacity for 

transcending the most difficult life experiences. 

Creating and revealing your own science of success can be a 

worth-pursuing life mission.  

Some Days Are Easy 

 “Sometimes, when I feel like working,  

I just sit in a corner and,  

I wait until the feeling is gone.  

It won’t last forever” (The Monkey Joke)  

To feel is to be human. We were taught to separate and 

classify emotions as “good” or “bad.”  “Bad” emotions are 

not  “positive.”. This separation is one of those many things 

that we, as a society, “made up”. 

In nature, nothing is really “good” or “bad” per se. It is 

the way it is, just the way it needs to be. “Good” or “bad”, 
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“positive” or “negative” are attributes that we constructed 

to have some sort of reference point. These are words that 

we use mostly used to judge others and ourselves.  In the 

plant or animal world, though, everything is a matter of 

balance or imbalance. “Negative” feelings, just like the 

“positive” ones have their own clear purpose and function. 

What makes them positive or negative is how we chose to 

view them and in our view most often create problems and 

struggles  that we feel compelled to resolve, that otherwise 

would not be there in the first place. 

Some days are just naturally easy; no effort required, no 

struggle, things seems to be just right, for no apparent 

reason. Those days are a real blessing. You don’t have to do 

anything about making them that way, they just are. 

Some days are really hard, lots of tension, and the more 

you struggle, the harder they seem to become. We just have 

to let them be, just the way they are. 

Both of them won’t last forever. They will pass.  

Just like with the tide – you make the most of the ones 

that go your way and you will eventually get there. 

We Came For Buttons  

I went shopping to the mall with my daughter. The only 

thing that we needed to buy this time was … buttons. We 

don’t see buttons very often nowadays, but this time I 

needed some buttons. 

Once we got to the mall, I instantaneously got into 

shopping mode. Everything around was trying to catch my 

attention so I would want to buy it.  

My daughter, on the other hand, was in a focused mode 

that day.  

She kept telling me, “We came for buttons”. At first the 

statement was just neutral, gentle reminder of why we came 

to the mall. But she kept repeating it, with every single 

shopping fad that caught my attention. 
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“But we need this; I’ve wanted to buy it for a while and 

we don’t have to make another trip to the store to get it. We 

can get it now and get it over with,” I argued. 

She was firm on our agenda though. I didn’t ask her 

why. I don’t know what got into her that day, because 

normally we are on the same page when it’s about 

shopping. 

“Yes, I know you need this too, but we came for 

buttons”, her reply would be consistent, unchangeable. She 

kept repeating again and again, “We came for buttons”.  

It became frustrating, annoying; but I couldn’t find a 

way to convince her to stop, despite the fact that she really 

started sounding like a broken record to me, up to the point 

that it became unbearable.  

The only way that was successful in making her stop 

(and I tried everything!) was to search only for buttons, 

nothing else. Everything else had to be placed on the 

“waiting list” and dealt with another time.  

They say that repetition is the mother of learning. I think 

she repeated “We came for buttons” so many times that it 

got stuck in my mind. I started internalizing her words. 

Every time I would decide to do something and I would get 

distracted, her words would come without mercy:  

“We came for buttons.” 

The good thing is that I started applying it to my writing 

as well.  

Now, when I feel that I want to do everything else that I 

always wanted to do, instead of doing what I intended to do 

at the present time, her words are still coming back to me. 

I’ve  learned to make peace with them though. She was 

right. We did come for buttons. And I got the buttons and 

an amazing lesson on focusing as well.   
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Permission To Dance 

“I love those who can smile in trouble, 

who can gather strength from distress, 

and grow brave by reflection.” 

Leonardo da Vinci 

When I follow my own stream, I actually get things 

done, accomplished. When I go against my stream, I get 

stuck in non-action.  

Maybe I might not get where I think I want to get at this 

moment.  I might not complete this book, but write another 

one instead. It’s all right. I can make this choice now. I can 

choose to allow myself to join the process and not to fully 

control every single step of it or the destination. Flexibility 

and adaptability are the keys to survival. It’s ok to allow 

myself to be transformed; to be a pencil instead of a 

writer…. To follow the music instead of being so focused on 

each single step of the dance. 

Yes, that’s what I have been doing when dancing and I 

do have a difficult time in the process of learning a dance. 

My resistance would be to pedagogically learn each step, 

“but why can’t I just dance, instead of following these steps? 

The music is so beautiful and I just want to follow it.” 

I love folk music and dances, so I took this Romanian 

folk dance classes. I learned to dance from my grandmother 

and I have been keeping this great gift from her and 

experience its joy with every occasion.  

When I would go to the classes though, the most 

challenging part would be to learn the steps, one by one, 

without music. Where is the music? I need the music to be 

able to dance. Why do we have to just repeat these dry 

steps?  What is a dance without music? Why take away the 

music out of the actual dance?  

Even for a brief period of time of dancing the steps 

without the music, it was still challenging for me. I needed 
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the music. I would eventually learn the steps (just doing it), 

but couldn’t wait to have the music to follow.  I need that 

driving, pulling force that makes me want to get up and just 

dance. And this could be very well what puts things into 

motion, just as we spoke before about the inertia principles; 

the force that drives us to follow. 

Just like in the story with the sun, the wind and the rain, 

when it wasn’t the force of the wind or the rain that made 

the boy take off his jacket, but the warmth of the sun that 

naturally invited him to feel more comfortable under its 

rays. Follow the sun and you will be all right.  

I heard this great quote from Wayne Dyer, “Don’t die 

with the music inside of you”. It makes complete sense to 

me. Follow your own music, the one that makes your feet 

and your heart impossible to stay still. You might need to 

learn some basic steps in the process, but once you have 

them, be the choreographer of your own dance. Follow your 

own steps and feel the music in your whole being.  

Flow Will Burn Your Fries  

One day I had a very productive morning of free 

writing, getting into the flow soon enough after I started my 

day. It felt rejuvenating, especially after struggling with the 

marathon of writing for a while.  

I got so immersed into the free flow of writing, I forgot 

all about the sunny day outside and my wish to get some 

fresh air; I forgot about Facebook, about checking my e-

mails, or feeling thirsty; I forgot about pretty much 

everything but what I was engaged with at the moment.  

It was past 1:00 pm and I started noticing that I’m really 

hungry. Since I was so productive this morning, I decided to 

reward myself and make French fries for lunch. (Yes, I will 

confess now, French fries are of my favorite junk food: with 

lots of cheese, all types of cheese, and ketchup or gravy, if I 

want to turn my meal into a fancy dinner. No, no vegetables 
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whatsoever. But I could respectfully accept a slice of pizza 

for desert, if there wouldn’t be those very strongly 

opinioned voices arguing that pizza is not part of the junk 

food complex.) I felt I deserve to indulge myself with a big 

portion of homemade fries.  

I pulled myself away from my writing and I went to the 

kitchen to make my well-deserved meal. While I was 

peeling the potatoes, new ideas kept flowing, competing 

fiercely for my attention. I couldn’t wait to finish making the 

lunch and writing all of them down, before I would forget 

them. But I decided, for once, to try and focus on one thing 

at a time and get my fries ready first. I was finally done 

pealing and cutting the potatoes and put them in the pan. 

I immediately came back and started writing my new 

ideas, before they would feel unwelcomed and run away. I 

kept writing and writing until I noticed the smoke and a 

strong burning smell.  

What happened? My fries got burned. 

Moral of the story: You will have to keep your mind focused 

solely on what you are doing, even when doing what you like.  

The Power Of Deadline 

Five more days until the Writing program will ended. 

So close, yet so far in being able to complete it. Now I really 

wish I would have more time. 

For some reason though, I feel this huge wave of drive 

and motivation to keep going; to just fully immerse myself 

into writing and taking the challenge to see how much I can 

get done in these last five days?  

Can I do what I haven’t been able to do in six months? 

With the most limited resources in this case, time, can I 

pull it all together and reach the finish line? 

It seems like an impossible mission, yet it is its 

impossibility that seems to make it so tempting. 
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I don’t have the time to second-guess, to find the best 

solution or formula, to research how to do it; I only have 

time to do it! 

Everyone Is Part Of It 

My husband’s reminder – “If you think you’ve got where 

you are all by yourself, think again!” 

I don’t know how many families would fully support 

each other in fulfilling their dreams, but mine did. Up to the 

point of leaving me all by myself, far away from home, with 

the words, “We will come back to pick you up when you 

finished your book”. 

I didn’t take my husband’s words literally, so I felt safe. 

It felt unreal to have all of this time just for writing, with no 

distractions, the perfect place where I could fully focus on 

what I was doing. I felt truly grateful.  

We would talk every day. Things were not easy at home 

at all. Everybody was making tremendous efforts to adapt 

and take on more than they could handle at times. 

After a couple of weeks, things got really hard, at least 

that’s how I saw it. “That’s it. I’m coming home. This is not 

working.” To my dismay, I learned that my husband really 

meant his words before they left.  

“Did you finish your book? If not, we can’t come to pick 

you up.” I couldn’t believe he was serious. I only had a 

bicycle, so I couldn’t leave by myself. I would never finish 

this book. I just wanted to be with my family. They needed 

me. I needed to save them. 

I started preparing for my departure. There were few 

errands that I needed to run before leaving.  

In my rush to solve all the problems at once, I didn’t 

realize that it was Saturday and the offices were closed.  

I felt frustrated. I had the strong urge to resolve all the 

problems at once. But my solutions weren’t working.  
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On my way back, I realized that just jumping to resolve 

what I thought was the problem, was not working very well. 

My family did not need to be saved. In fact, despite the 

fact that it was so hard, they were doing much better than 

expected. They needed me to finish this book. 

The book wasn’t just my writing anymore. Everyone 

was part of it. Failing to do it would be everyone’s failure. I 

had to come back and continue with my writing.  

If Only…. 

Now… or never … 

If Only…. 

 

If only I would feel better… 

If only I would be in the mood… 

Only if I wouldn’t feel so tired… 

If only I would have a coffee.. 

If only she wouldn’t have said that… 

If only I would have more time…. 

Then I would really do my work… 

The truth is that the “If Only” list is a bottomless 

ocean… it will never end. 

The more we add to it, the deeper it gets. 

The best time to do what you want to do is now.  

If only I could do it now… 

 

Suppose nothing holds me back; 

Suppose my mind is very clear … 

Suppose everything feels right… 

Suppose there is nothing to worry about… 

Suppose I have nothing to fear… 

Suppose the way is unrestricted…  

Then I’m already here. Done! 
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Work With What’s Working 

So far I’ve tried different ways of experimenting with 

writing. As much as I feel stuck, some things must be 

working. In writing my own manual (writing about my 

writing process), I have to stop and reflect, so I can stop 

doing what’s not working and I can do more of what’s 

actually working.  

What have I tried so far that I know it’s working with 

my writing? 

Advises to My Writing Self: 

5. Stick to a regular writing routine  

6. Show up! When in doubt, just write; write first, evaluate 

later; just show up and it will take you from there.  

7. If you feel like avoiding, avoid avoidance at all costs. 

8. Write with a topic in mind – don’t get lost – go straight 

to the end. 

9. Reach the end line – take it to completion, even the small 

steps (finish what you started). 

10. Keep it simple: when it’s about doing, just thinking 

won’t take you where you want to get.  

11. Stay on route. Don’t be the Red Riding Hood: As 

tempting as the scenery might seem, don’t get lost. 

Come back to the shore (keep the end in mind).  

12. Remember: You already have everything to be able to 

write. No need for the perfect place, time or tools. 

Writing is a very inexpensive endeavor.  

13. Use the Timer – always – start it right away – it will keep 

you on track.  

14. Fresh Start every morning. Start a new entry of the “Free 

Writing Template”.  

15. Keep the challenge. Be your own accountant; keep the 

balance sheet; count the timed writing periods; keep 

track of the writing entries; compare with previous 

number of entries; add the next challenge. Keep count of 

the number of writing entries, to keep myself motivated.  
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16. All the steps of baking a pie and of the book writing are 

important. Organizing, revising, editing, just like 

washing the dishes is part of baking (not just picking up 

the apples).  

17. One bite at a time. Break it down. One minute at a time; 

then one hour at a time; then one day at a time.  

18. Don’t judge yourself (too harshly). Give the inner critic a 

vacation (after it will come back rested, it might be more 

indulgent, less grumpy). 

19. Stick with what matters. Use the 80/20 rule to my 

benefit. Now 80% of my time is spent on trivial, non-

relevant writing. Reverse it: spend only 20% of your time 

on “rumbling” and 80% focusing on the topic-writing. 

Write freely and don’t get caught up in research or 

reading. 

Nothing Is Useless… 

As Long As You Use It 

This seems to be it… The last day of my Writing 

program. 

It is also the last day before our great vacation – in 

couple of hours we will be leaving to the airport, going to 

the Rockies for two weeks and from there we will be flying 

to Japan for another two weeks. 

Between packing our luggage and preparing the 

materials for my workshop in Tokyo, I managed to pull all 

my energy and make the final submission to my professor. 

The easiest part of my writing has been the “Writing 

Journal” that I used at the beginning of each of my writing 

session. I would start my writing period setting up the timer 

for 30 minutes, then “the timer within the timer” for 5 

minutes, and during these 5 minutes I would just put down 

on paper all my thoughts, feelings, reactions and reflections 

that would block my entrance to the “flow”. Once they were 

on paper, I would feel free to go on with my topic writing. 
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I’ve never thought before that I would actually get to 

use these journal writings. I always saw them as 

“rumbling”, “wasted writing”. Now, looking back at them 

and actually using them seem quite fascinating.  

I have been gathering some of them, compiling them 

together.  They were to become the second part of my book, 

“The Stories of a Less-Than-Perfect Student”, as my own 

manual on learning how to write.  

My initial overly-ambitious plan to complete the first 

draft of the book by the end of this program seems like a 

childish idea now. As much as I haven’t gotten exactly 

where I wish to (yet!), this writing program has been an 

extremely rich experience.  I’ve learned a lot from all my 

aches, struggles and pains, mixed with moments (and 

sometimes days) of excitement, exhilaration and … of 

course, experiencing the flow of writing. 

Graduation Day  

Graduation!!!! Celebration Time!!!!!! 

Today I had my graduation from the Creative Writing 

program!!! 

It felt wonderful! Above all, nothing tastes better like the 

feeling of completion! Done!!! 

I wish I could taste this feeling from the completion of 

the book now…. But not yet… 

I realize that the greatest rewards are the inner 

rewards…. The feeling of progress is so exhilarating… 

knowing and being able to see how you move forward, step 

by step… and when you do it faster, it feels like you are 

flying… 

Taking each step till the end of the journey… And, the 

cherry on top of the cake: the feeling of completing 

something. Done! Adding the last dot that opens the 

Celebration Statement! 
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Truly I now feel that this is the “half way celebration”. 

Others have awarded me, officially “certifying” that I am 

able to write. Now, I can’t just use the excuse that “I don’t 

know how to write”. I learned how to write and now I have 

to just do it. 

It doesn’t mean that the learning is over, in fact it really 

feels that it’s just the beginning. 

If I look back at what I learned during this program, I 

think the main thing is that I learned to let myself write…. 

To get into the flow of writing…. To be able to put my 

fingers on the keyboard and let them follow my thoughts… 

I got an “ease” with words. I don’t have to experience the 

resistance, the fear, the uncertainty before I start writing. I 

know that once I start, everything will follow.  

So the program helped me, above all, to start writing, 

which I think is the greatest thing it could have given me. 

It’s like I graduated from grade 1. I’ve got the letters of the 

alphabet and now I can really learn how to read. It will be a 

while until I will know how to read with fluency and 

comprehend advanced compendiums or theories, but I’ve 

got all I need to be able to get there.  

And I’m excited about it! The more I write, the more I 

love it, feeling more and more at home in the writing 

process. Writing is a very close, most intimate friend of 

mine. It is my therapist, my confidant, my spiritual guide, 

my “trash can”, my philosophy comrade, my memory box, 

my personal history book, my growth chart and so much 

more. And every day I discover more about what writing 

becomes to me in our most intimate relationship.  

My real graduation day will be when I will hold the 

book in my hands. The diploma that I received today tells 

me that I am capable of writing.  

But that’s not all.  

The “real life” work/writing is just starting. 



 

Conclusions 

There was the Sufi story of a Boatman and a Scholar. 

 “A scholar asked a boatman to row him across the river. The 

journey was long and slow. The scholar was bored.  

"Boatman," he called out, "Let's have a conversation." 

Suggesting a topic of special interest to himself, he asked, "Have 

you ever studied phonetics or grammar?"  

"No," said the boatman, "I've no use for those tools."  

"Too bad," said the scholar, "You've wasted half your life. It's 

useful to know the rules."  

Later, as the rickety boat crashed into a rock in the middle of 

the river, the boatman turned to the scholar and said, "Pardon my 

humble mind that to you must seem dim, but, wise man, tell me, 

have you ever learned to swim?"  

"No," said the scholar, "I've never learned. I've immersed 

myself in thinking."  

"In that case," said the boatman, "you've wasted all your life. 

Alas, the boat is sinking." 

 

The content of the book comes from all my years of 

professional and personal experience in the area of 

becoming our best selves and following our own path in life. 

It was not intended to be a comprehensive compendium 

about learning, performance or academic success only. The 

personal stories presented in the book were meant to send 

the message that learning goes way beyond  academics.  

As I mentioned it before, I see life as the greatest 

university of all, with its spontaneous courses and programs 

of building skills that are open and free, only for us to be 

willing to receive them. The creation of our life, with all its 

shapes and colors, is based on learning. What we learn from 

the moment we are born through the course of our whole 

life becomes the book of our life. What we learn about 
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ourselves, about others, about relationships, about success, 

about school, about work, about love or happiness, is the 

educational process that creates and defines our life. 

 We have the freedom to choose what we learn; but we are 

learning anyway.  

 

*          *          * 

 

I certainly had my share of learnings through the 

process of writing this book. One of them was a true 

appreciation of the “oppositional forces”, as I call them: 

inner and outer constraint, discipline, hard work.  

Without being fully aware of it, I started this book 

trying to prove that achieving success can be an easy, 

effortless endeavor. Contrary to the common wisdom, I 

wanted to prove that hard work, discipline, effort are not the 

essential ingredients of soaring high. Looking back I can see 

that I put a lot of “hard work” and  “effort” in trying to 

prove that point.  

Maybe I would have succeeded in my pursuit, if I 

wouldn’t have chosen to be a student while writing the 

book. I could have made up my theories and just write 

about them, without the lived experience behind my 

writing.  

But as a student there was only so far that I was able to 

get without putting in the consistent effort. I had to fight in 

the front line trenches to be able to sign peace treaties with 

my resistances, inconsistencies, my procrastination, with my 

own personal ghosts that were well hidden and suddenly all 

decided to appear just when I wanted them the least.  

It has been an intense battle, coming with all sorts of 

painful feelings, tremendous amounts of frustration, 

discouragements, fear, helplessness, doubts, guilt. It also 

come with the blissful feelings of immersion into what I was 

doing; with the flickering of hope, satisfaction, joy, flow. 
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The simple way is the straight-forward, direct way of getting 

to the destination. It might be the most abrupt way, the least 

likable, or the one that is the most resistance-provoking; the 

one that we might be willing to go to a great deal of effort, 

time or resources to avoid. The simple way of getting 

something done is… simply doing it. There is no easier, 

more straight-forward formula than this. Yet, we always 

reply, if it were so simple, everyone would do it. 

One thing that still stands the ground for me is that 

work itself is not hard or easy. Work is work.  

Work is what we choose to make out of it. No label attached 

to it as good or bad, hard or easy, simple or complex. The 

path to our destination is what it is. 

What makes our journey hard or easy is how we approach 

it. Our positioning toward it, determine how we will feel 

about our work, experiencing it as hard or easy, painful or 

pleasurable.  

We can choose to resist it, adding the layers of 

complications that require more resources, time and effort, 

so in the end we can label our work as “complex”. Or, we 

can accept the process for what it is, with no need to name it 

in any way (such as “work”, or “flow”, or “play” or simply 

“doing”), with every step of it and choose to pursue it, one 

step at a time. 

One simple thing that we can change about work is the 

way we address it. If we address it as work, the word itself 

might already be connected to negative biases and 

positionings, based on our past experiences.  Or we can 

address it as “play” and experience it in the way that play 

can be felt.  

Our expectations that the process of getting from point A 

to point B, should be any different than what it actually is, 

engages our inner and outer fights, with various forces 

coming from the difficulty to accept and own our 

limitations. In the end, we might realize that these forces are 
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actually meant to shape us and help us move through and 

out of our limitations zone. Going through the process helps 

us expand our comfort zone, our abilities and our horizon.  

I couldn’t have written this book without experiencing 

the oppositional forces. What actually got the book written 

was the simple process of daily writing, one word at a time. 

If I would have just done that, I would had simply 

completed the book, much sooner, with less effort and  pain.  

“Why do we choose the hard, painful way?” we can easily 

wonder. 

We seem to have an intrinsic magnet for complications, 

drama, conflict, hardship, pain. Just as, if we watch a movie 

and there is no conflict or challenges at its core, we call it 

boring, simplistic, uninteresting, or weak. Maybe we need 

these extra challenges, hardships, pains, so we feel that we 

are growing; not realizing that we grow anyway. Or we 

might create them, so we can grow stronger; as if we don’t 

trust life to give us a sufficient amount of challenges needed 

for our growth. 

Paradoxically, the spices of the book came mostly from 

the process itself. My pains and struggles, although not 

necessary, were bringing the life into the book. 

I somehow believe that without my own inner turmoil 

that was part of the process, my book could have been just a 

mechanical, lifeless reproduction of what was already 

written before, just dry words filling with pages.  

We give value to what we gain, based on how difficult it 

is to get it. If something is too simple, too easy to get, the 

value decreases it. So we need to make them hard; to get 

them the hard way – so our accomplishments have more 

value and, with them, we feel that we are more valuable. 

We work hard in our mission to prove ourselves, our 

value, our worth; it comes down to the original ‘why’ 

question; why do we do what we do? What is it truly what 

we are trying to accomplish?   
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As humans, we don’t simply do things for practical, 

survival reasons; we also give meanings to our actions; we 

make our actions part of the dynamics with ourselves and 

others.  

We personify our work – what we have to do often 

becomes a he or a she, identifying it with the one person in 

our early life with whom we had the greatest conflicts 

around the ‘have to’. Work can become  that person with 

whom we  felt that we had no say, no choice; who turned 

play into work. Work itself can become an experience based on a 

lack of choices at the time. 

Work becomes a character in the movie of our creation; 

and with the movie stars the conflict and the related 

dynamics. Since it is our movie, we are always the good 

characters, while the work becomes the villain; the one to be 

resisted, battled, proven wring, or conquered; we are the 

good ones and the wok is the bad one.  

I accept now the pain for what it is. I embrace it now, 

knowing that it’s going to be there for however long I need 

it. Pain has been a natural part of the polishing process, of 

going through each step of the journey that can be 

transcended.   

In the process of writing this book I also came to value 

strongly the external forces, mostly the ones that we would 

not purposefully choose, despite their value into our 

shaping process. We are naturally not built to choose pain, 

but rather pleasure. We wouldn’t choose to hammer 

ourselves with a “chisel”; it would go completely against 

our survival, self-reserving instincts. 

 

*          *          * 

 

When I started writing this book, my secret, inner drive 

was to find peace, in the war between the hard and the easy 
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way.  Somehow, I was equating the simple way with the 

easy way. 

Aside from all that I’ve learned in my professional and 

personal life, just the process of writing this book has taken 

me through a roller-coaster from easy to hard, simple to 

complex, enjoyable to painful, flowing to resisting. I wish I 

can tell you now, as genuinely as I would have done it when 

I started writing, that the simple way equates with the easy 

one.  

Sometimes it does… and most of the time it doesn’t; 

unless we chose to make it that way.  
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