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We liveinthe a e of distraction. Yet one of life's sha paradoxesis that
your brigh test ure hinges on your ability to pay a entlan to the present.

BY JAY DIXIT | PHOTOGRAPHS BY MICHAEL GRECCO




FRIEND WAS
walkingin thedesertwhenhe found the telephone to God. The
setting was Burning Man, an electronic arts and music festival
for which 50,000 people descend on Black Rock City, Nevada,
for eightdaysof “radical self-ex pression”—dancing, socializing,
meditating, and debauchery.

Aphone boothin the middle of the desert withasign thatsaid
walk to God” was a surreal sight even at Burning Man, Theidea
was that you picked up the phone, and God—or someone claim-
ingto be God—would be at the other end to ease your pain.

Sowhen God came on the line asking how he could help, my
friend was ready, “How can 1 live more in the moments” heasked.
Toooften, he felt, the beautiful moments of hislife were drowned
outbyacacophonyofself-consciousness and anxiety. Whatcould
he do to hush the buzzing of his mind?

“Breathe” replied asoothing male voice.

My friend flinched at the tired new-age mantra, then remind-
ed himself to keep an open mind. When God talks, you listen.

“Whenever you feel anxious about your future or your past,
justbreathe,” continued God. “Tryit withme a few times right
now. Breathein... breathe out.” And despite himself, my friend
began to relax.

You Are Not Your Thoughts

LIFE UNFOLDS IN the present. But 5o often, we let the present
slip away, allowing time to rush past unohserved and unseized,
and squandering the precious seconds of our lives as we worry
about the future and ruminate about what's past. “We're living
inaworld that contributes in a major way to mental fragmenta-
tion, disintegration, distraction, decoherence,” says Buddhist
scholar B. Alan Wallace. We're always doing something, and
we allow little time to practice stillnessand calm.

When we're at work, we fantasize about being on vacation;
on vacation, we worry about the work pilingup on pur desks.
We dwell on intrusive memories of the pastor fretabout what
may or may not happen in the future. We don’t appreciate the
living present because our “monkey minds,” as Buddhists call
them, vault from thought to thought like monkeys swinging
from tree to tree.

Mostofus don'tundertake our thoughtsin awareness. Rather,
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ourthoughts control us, “Ordinary thoughts course throughour
mind like adeafeningwaterfall” writes JonKabat-Zinn, thebio-
medical scientist who introduced meditation into mainstream
medicine. In order to feel more in control of our minds and our
lives, to find the sense of balance that eludes us, we need to step
out of this current, to pause, and, as Kabat-Zinn puts it, to “rest
in stillness—tostop doing and focus on just being™

We need to live more in the moment. Livingin the moment—
also called mindfulness—is a state of active, open., intentional
attention on the present. When you become mindful, you real-
ize that you are not your thoughts; you become an observer of
your thoughts from moment to moment withoutjudging them.
Mindfulness involves being with your thoughts asthey are, nei-
ther grasping at them nor pushing them away. Instead oflet-
ting your life go by without living it. you awaken to experience.

Cultivating a nonjudgmental awareness of the present
bestows a host of benefits. Mindfulness reduces stress, boosts
immune functioning, reduces chronic pain, lowers blood pres-
sure, and helps patients cope
with cancer. By alleviating
stress, spending a few min-
utes a day actively focusing
on living in the moment
reducesthe risk of heart dis-
ease. Mindfulness may even
slow the progression of HIV.
AV nindful people are hap-
JUIL pier, more exuberant, more
empathetic, and more secure.
They have higher self-esteem
and are more accepting of
their own weaknesses.
Anchoring awareness in the
here and now reduces the
liinds of impulsivity and reac-
tivity that underlie depres-
sion, binge eating, and atten-
tion problems. Mindful people can hear negative feedback
without feeling threatened. They fight less with their romantic
partners and are more accommodating and less defensive. As a
result, mindful couples have more satisfying relationships.

Mindfulnessis at the root of Buddhism, Taoism, and many
Native-American traditions, notto mention yoga. It's why Tho-
reau went to Walden Pond; it's what Emerson and Whitman
wrote about in their essays and poems.

“Fyveryone agrees it's important to live in the moment, but
the problem is how,” says Ellen Langer, a psychologist at Har-
vard and author of Mindlessness. “When people are not in the
moment, they're not there to know that they re not there!” Over-
riding the distraction reflex and awakening to the present takes
intentionality and practice.

Livinginthe momentinvolvesa profou nd paradox: You can't
pursueit for itsbenefits. That'sbecause the expectation of reward
launches a future-oriented mindset, which subverts the entire
process, Instead, youjust have to trust that the rewardswill come.
There are many paths to mindfulness—and at the core of each
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