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            Being present

            This is a book about being present. Right here, right now. Living in the moment. Alive with what is.

             

            The purpose of the book is to make you better at that by giving you everything you need in order to simply be here, now. For that reason, it is a practical book. You will get something out of just reading it, of course, but if you really want to see some changes – if you want to become better at being present right here and now – you will also need to do something. That is why there are lots of exercises in the book. And I would strongly recommend that you try them. They work.

             

            The book covers a lot of ground, tackling scientific, psychological and philosophical theories along the way. And 'along the way' is exactly the right phrase, because there is a clear goal: to provide the foundations required for understanding the training programme at the end of the book.

             

            The training is what it is all about.

             

            So when you have read this book, there will be no more excuses. If, six months from now, you are still not present in the moment, if you are disconnected from the now in your life, if you are not able to simply be, it will not be because you do not have the tools to do something about it. Nor will it be because you are not capable of doing it. It will simply be because you do not want to do it. And that is, of course, perfectly all right. But it is important for me to state this clearly: in the end, it is up to you.

             

            There is one key idea which is the main point of my argument throughout the whole book: when we are not present, it is because we are too busy doing something else, and that something else has to do with preserving and defending our identity. In terms of structure, the book therefore starts by going through some fundamental facts about the human brain and its ability to work on autopilot, which is the reason we can be absent in the first place. Next, it considers our understanding of ourselves and how we expend incredible amounts of energy on the struggle to construct and preserve our identity. And finally it establishes a foundation for how we can become less involved in this struggle and better at just being peacefully present, living in the now.

            
                Presence

                Before we get that far, however, there is one fundamental question we have to ask: what does being present actually mean? As with so many of the most basic qualities in life, most of us know exactly what it is until we have to talk about it. Then it suddenly becomes like trying to collect water with a tennis racket. We can all feel what it is about, but every time we try to express it in words, it slips through our fingers.

                 

                This is because language is designed to communicate simple things – how to dig a hole and how to go about making a fire. The further we move away from the concrete and the physical, the deeper we move into a personal experience of the world and the less adequate words become.

                 

                One place to start, however, is to say that when we speak of ‘being present’ we are referring not so much to physical presence as to mental and emotional presence. We've all had the experience of being somewhere physically while our minds and hearts are somewhere else entirely. For example, we can be in the middle of a conversation while the only thing we are thinking about is how we can finish it as soon as possible and move on to something else. Or we can be reading a book while our thoughts are far away, and when our awareness suddenly returns to what we are reading we discover that we have no idea what the last three paragraphs said.

                 

                In that sense, ‘being present’ is an inner experience more than an outer one. It is a kind of awareness of the now, a sense of connecting with the present moment, to which we respond immediately and positively. But as we will see, being present is also much more than this. It is the foundation of a number of basic human qualities. Of our flexibility, spontaneity and creativity; of the way we form our relationships with other people; of our ability to experience a sense of meaning in our everyday lives; of everything that, from a philosophical point of view, is connected with the living, vital and creative rather than the dead, static and repetitive.

            

            
                Being mentally and emotionally present in the now

                One way that I sometimes expand on the concept to better explain it is to say that by ‘being present’ I mean more specifically being mentally and emotionally present in the now. This definition is clearer, but in order to really make sense of it we need to clarify what we mean by the now. Once again we are dealing with a word that we understand intuitively but that can easily slip through our fingers when we try to pin it down, so let’s see if we can get a better grip on it.

                 

                Most people tend to describe ‘now’ as a point in time, as the dividing line between the future and the past: the moment the future passes through in order to become the past. But when we define the now like this, we are actually not getting any closer to it. Using time to define now is going the wrong way about it, because time is in reality an illusion, as modern science (with Albert Einstein at the forefront) has shown us again and again (see Appendix I: The time illusion).

                 

                The truth is that time, per se, isn’t real. It does not exist. Time is just a concept human beings have made up because of certain special characteristics we have, which I will come back to later. In actuality, ‘now’ is all that exists.

            

            
                Now!

                Everything we do happens in the now. When we walk, we walk in the now. When we remember, we remember in the now. When we plan, we plan in the now.

                 

                The past does not exist. Where would it be if it did? It consists only of traces, memories and causes. It is not possible to be in it; it is not possible to take action in it; it is not possible to change it. We can only change our understanding of it, and that again is something we always do here, in the now. Equally, there is no such thing as the future. It is an abstraction, a projection, an extrapolation from the now that we use to try to imagine the consequences of a number of conditions as they are right now. The future is like a weather forecast: working on the basis of how things are now, we develop hypotheses or pictures of how we think things will be. But the future does not exist. We cannot be in it. We cannot act in it. It only lives in our minds and it is not until the 'now' we currently inhabit has been developed and turned into something else – which resembles (or maybe does not resemble) the future we imagined – that the future comes to exist. Before that, we cannot be in it. Through that process, it becomes the now.

                 

                So everything that really happens, happens in the now. When the things that happened yesterday happened, that was the now as it was at that time; and when the things that are going to happen tomorrow eventually happen, they will happen in the now as it will be then. The now is a bit like one of those Petri dishes with a bacteria culture that sat in the corner of the school biology lab. Its environment remains the same, but it still develops constantly. This is also how it is with the now. The now is eternal, constant and the only thing that exists – but everything in it is always undergoing a change from what it is now to what it is about to become. What we call time is just an idea that we have invented in an attempt to impose some kind of order on the developments that take place in this eternal now.

            

            
                A definition of being present

                If we describe the now as the point where the future becomes the past, we are starting out on the wrong foot. The future does not become the past. Future and past never become anything; they are phantoms in our minds.

                 

                Seen from this perspective, it is really very simple to define the now. The now is what is. There is nothing else. What we call the past and the future are just thoughts. And even though the thoughts are there (in the now), the past and the future are not. They cannot be because they do not exist.

                 

                For a goldfish (or some other creature with minimal memory), the now is always new. Such creatures do not see any cause and effect in their surroundings and always relate only to what is. When a goldfish gets fed, there is food and a moment later it has no memory of a time when there was no food. A goldfish will never see a relationship between a cause and its effect. It will just see the cause while it lasts – and afterwards the effect for as long as that continues.

                 

                It is different for humans. We are particularly conscious of chains of cause and effect, and this is indeed one of the things that has made us into the advanced, cultural, creative beings we are. All the elements of our culture and existence that define us as human are based on our ability to think in terms of time and consider alternatives to what is. This ability is humanity’s greatest gift and it is what separates us from all other living things. But it is also our curse.

                 

                For we are now in a position to define what it is to be present. By being present we mean being mentally and emotionally present in the now. And the now is what is. So being present is being mentally and emotionally present in what is. But we have the ability to imagine alternatives to what is. To focus on what is not, directing our mental and emotional energy there. And it is when we do this that we become ‘absent’ – it is when we do this that we disconnect from the now.

                
                    Exercise: Being present in the now

                    Being present is an inner state; it is something you feel. So if you are not sure what it means, you can try the following exercise.

                     

                    The easiest way to experience what it means to be present is to do something that goes beyond your normal limits. Therefore you need to find a challenge that lies at the very edge of what you feel you dare to do. Different people have very different limits to their courage, but typically this could be something like jumping off a five-metre diving board, walking around the house on a dark night or holding a spider. The important thing is to find something you feel is challenging, no matter whether other people think so or not. And when you are right in the middle of doing it, try to hold the feeling for a moment. Notice how you are not thinking about anything else. How you are utterly engaged with the experience of that exact moment. This is what I mean by being present.

                

            

        

    
        
            The human brain

             

            

            The human brain

            In order to understand how our ability to be present (or otherwise) works, we need to look at how we actually handle the now in our everyday lives. The now, understood as what is, is a complex thing. The now consists of an unbelievable amount of information, impressions, demands, relationships, needs, events, etc., so nature has developed a way of handling this complexity: the human brain.

            
                The brain – an active information system

                The brain is one of the true wonders of the world. It represents the pinnacle of nature’s (most beloved) design tradition, whereby a relatively simple system with only a few fundamental rules achieves unbelievable complexity. We have researched and tried to understand the brain as a biological phenomenon for hundreds of years, but it was not until the twentieth century that scientific methods and tools became advanced enough for this research to really start bearing fruit.

                 

                In the years leading up to the First World War the brain was recognised as a neural network, which means that its functional ability arises from the complex network of cells (neurons) from which it is formed. The big breakthrough came in 1943 with Warren S. McCulloch and Walter Pitt’s treatise A Logical Calculus of the Ideas Immanent in Nervous Activity, in which they set out the first mathematical models of how a neural network could work. Since then research has progressed in leaps and bounds. Of course, there are still many open questions and many facts that need further explanation, but the essential foundations are well established: the brain is a neural network and functions as an active, self-organising system. This means that although all human brains are, in all important respects, identical from a biological point of view, they develop in completely different ways because our experiences and knowledge are registered on the brain’s physical form through changes to the way the network is arranged and connected. This is precisely what makes the brain so effective, but it is also what creates the brain’s greatest limitations, and because these limitations are vital to our understanding of how to be here, I want to briefly outline what it means when we say that the brain is a self-organising system,I before going on to discuss the consequences of that.

            

            
                Self-organising systems

                The easiest way to describe a self-organising system is to start by describing what it is not.

                 

                Imagine, therefore, that two metal balls are dropped into a sandpit a few centimetres apart and with a ten-second delay between them. The balls will land and each will make a little indentation beside the other, directly below the place they were dropped. This is an example of a simple memory system, where an event that takes place leaves simple traces (see Figure 1).

                
                    [image: Billede]
                    Figure 1: Passive system
                        
Two balls are dropped into a sandpit a few centimetres apart. They land in the sand and remain where they have landed, creating a memory of the place they were dropped.

                

                This is a passive system. Let’s now change it and make it active. Instead of a sandpit, try to imagine that the balls land on a cushion made of soft rubber (like latex), which is filled with a thick oil. When the first ball lands it will not only make an indentation, it will alter the whole surface of the system. It will sink slightly into the cushion and make a larger indentation. The next ball will therefore not simply stay where it was dropped. It will roll towards the first ball, making the indentation even bigger and the change to the surface even more pronounced (see Figure 2).

                
                    [image: Billede]
                    Figure 2: Active/self-organising system
                        
Two balls are dropped a few centimetres apart onto a latex cushion full of thick oil. The first ball changes the surface of the system by making an indentation in the cushion, which the second ball rolls into. The system is active, in the sense that the way the balls are arranged on the surface changes because of the inherent qualities of the system itself.

                

                The system is now self-organising. This means that the organisation of bits of information (the balls) on the surface is altered not because of an external force but solely because of the inherent qualities of the system – by the system itself.

            

            
                Patterns

                We describe this way of organising information as the establishment of patterns in the system. This is what is at the heart of a self-organising system, and therefore of our own brains. The brain is, of course, much more complex than the simple surface in the example, and instead of falling metal balls it is experiences that are registered as patterns in the connections between brain cells. The essence of the two systems is, however, the same: the information that comes first creates the pattern, and this has crucial implications for the way in which later information is handled.

                 

                You can picture a more dynamic image of how these patterns work by imagining a virgin landscape: a landscape where rain has yet to fall. When the first drops fall, they are tossed to and fro on their way to the ground and they land on the surface at random. Here, tiny margins are the deciding factor for which route they follow down the hillside. The routes they follow are the first pattern to be registered on the surface. When the next drops fall, a little bit of the dirt has already been washed away, a tiny little channel has formed and this is enough to ensure that the water from the next drops will be more likely to follow the same path as the first. And so on. Every drop that follows a particular route makes it more and more likely that the drops coming afterwards will follow the same route. Eventually water courses form, and as more water flows through them they become even more pronounced, until finally the surface is covered by a full pattern of gullies and channels, streams and brooks, creeks and rivers: a pattern that the water ultimately cannot escape unless there is a flood, a landslide or some other significant external disturbance of the water flow.

            

            
                Patterns in the brain

                Our brains work the same way. From the moment the first cells come into existence, patterns begin to form as certain connections between the cells become stronger than others. When our brains receive an impression, it is tried out against the patterns that have already been created and we start to be able to recognise our mother’s voice and react automatically to simple stimuli.

                 

                The unique thing about a self-organising system like our brains is precisely this fantastic inherent ability to learn by constantly creating and improving patterns. Neural networks have been simulated in computer systems, and even though we are nowhere near achieving the unbelievable complexity of the human brain (a typical human brain consists of approximately 20 billion cells, which each has about 10,000 connections with other cells), the results are still striking. You may remember the great struggle at the end of the nineties when Kasparov, the Russian grandmaster, lost a game of chess to IBM’s supercomputer Deep Blue, which is a simulated neural network. Today simulated neural networks are routinely used to analyse data, while robots controlled by neural networks play an important role in many industrial and military contexts. If you want to experience a simulated neural network at work first hand, you can go to almost any large shopping website, like amazon.com for instance. Here simulated neural networks are used to find patterns in the level of interest that different visitors show for different products, in order to use this as the basis for suggesting products to other visitors with the same search patterns. This method has proved amazingly effective. The products recommended match the visitor’s tastes in the vast majority of cases. Once, a situation did occur that made the programmers think there was a fault in the system, as it kept recommending classical music by Beethoven to people who were interested in the rock band The Rolling Stones. It turned out, however, that there was no fault: it was absolutely true that people who like The Rolling Stones are often also very fond of Beethoven – this was simply a pattern that nobody else had discovered before.

            

            
                Centering

                There is one key factor that is particularly important to note if we are to understand how self-organising systems work. Again, let me use the image of the rain falling onto the landscape to explain.

                 

                When rain falls on the side of a mountain, the water runs off through small channels and rivulets, into brooks and streams and then to small rivers, which flow into tributaries that carry the water further until it finally ends up in the main river. This process is called centering, and it is what makes a self-organising system work. The main river (the stable, recognisable pattern) might be many hundreds of kilometres away from the place where the rain originally fell. Every river (every pattern) has something called a catchment area. This is a geographical area, sometimes covering hundreds of square kilometres, and any rain that falls in this area will end up in the same river (see Figure 3).

                
                    [image: Billede]
                    Figure 3: Centering
                        
All rain that falls in a river’s basin will sooner or later end up in the river.

                

                Our brains work in the same way. Centering will carry an unstable and questionable perception through the neural network until it finds a matching pattern – a stable and well-established action or interpretation. For example, we might see a friend in the street but never before have seen this friend in exactly those clothes and under those circumstances. Because of the brain’s ability to centre impressions from this immediate and unstable pattern to a solid and stable one (the aggregated pattern which repeated observation of the friend has created in our brains), we immediately recognise him anyway.

                
                    Exercise: Centering

                    The following exercise provides an excellent picture of how simply and effectively centering works.

                     

                    Draw 10-12 separate circles on a piece of paper. Connect them so that every circle has at least two connecting lines. Choose two lines from each circle and label them I and II.

                    
                        [image: Billede]
                    

                    Now try and move around in the network by following one simple rule: Always follow line I unless you have just used this line to get to the circle, in which case you should follow line II.

                     

                    You will discover that no matter where you start in the network, you will end up moving around in one or at most two fixed (stable) patterns every single time. This is how centering works.

                

                The brain’s neural network and its centering from unstable to stable patterns equip us with a tremendously effective ability to learn, and this is an important factor for our survival. But it also brings with it a number of disadvantages, and two of these are of particular importance in our context.

            

            
                We see what we expect to see

                Firstly, it is a natural function of the brain to develop and use patterns, but there is no corresponding natural function for disrupting or changing them. This means that it can be very difficult to get rid of a pattern once it has been created. New impressions are normally tackled by the patterns that already exist, and consequently two people can look at the same thing and draw very different conclusions – simply because the impressions they receive are filtered through their pre-existing understanding of the world. This in turn means that both people will feel that their view has been confirmed, reinforcing the patterns even more.

                 

                When we look at the world according to one particular way of interpreting it (for example, a particular religious belief system, a particular political point of view or a particular psychological understanding), we will almost always have this interpretation vindicated, simply because it has already been registered in our brains and therefore forms the very foundation of how we deal with impressions.

                 

                If I believe in UFOs, I might go up to the north of Norway because I am convinced that a UFO has crashed there. If, when I get there, it turns out that there is no wreckage, I will think it is obvious that there must have been a UFO, because why else would the government have removed the wreckage? And if it turns out that instead of finding a UFO, I find wreckage from a plane, then it is even more obvious that there was a UFO, because why would the government have gone to so much trouble to remove all traces and swap out the wreckage if there was nothing to hide?

                 

                This example may seem absurd, but it is actually how our brains work. 'A thief believes everybody steals,' as they say. Or to put it less harshly: 'The eye sees only what the mind is prepared to comprehend'. When somebody does a good deed it is clear to some observers that that person has only acted out of selfish reasons: to try and improve their image, make money, feel good about themselves or make a good impression on the people around them. Even if the person in question protests that they are just tired of all the suffering in the world and have seen a chance to make a difference, an observer who only understands selfish motives will still maintain that do-gooders are deep-down just being egoistical, even if they do not realise it themselves.

                 

                I believe that most people would agree that our interpretation of other people’s actions and motives is dependent on ourselves and the limits of our own understanding. But it is only now, with modern research into the brain, that we have begun to understand how deep this trait actually goes. It is not just about the way we consciously think about others’ actions. Rather, our whole understanding of the world around us and of ourselves – even the impressions we receive through our senses and the actions we are able to carry out – are completely dependent on the patterns that already exist in our brains.

                 

                These patterns, the very foundation of the way we understand the world, are a blind spot in our mind’s eye. It is just like that part of the physical eye where the nerve fibres are attached to the back of the retina. This spot has no light-sensitive cells, and is literally a blind spot. In the same way, the patterns in our brains are the basis of our view of the world but we cannot even register that they are there, because in order to see something you have to stand somewhere else – and there is no other place to stand. The patterns in our brains can therefore only be observed indirectly, and only if we consciously work on it. Otherwise they are entwined with our way of seeing to such an extent that we never notice them.

                 

                This is not just true of individuals. As we grow up, we go through a process of socialisation, which is largely about acquiring the patterns prevalent in the culture we are a part of. Patterns are therefore also noticeable on the collective level – in many ways they represent the glue that actually holds our groupings together – so we suffer collectively from the same limitations that affect us individually. The development of Einstein’s theory of relativity is an excellent example of this. When Einstein first put forward his revolutionary theory at the start of the 1900s, all of the results on which he built his work had been known for many years. Einstein’s contribution therefore did not add anything new in experimental terms. What he instead managed to do was to see what already existed in a completely new way. He succeeded in breaking out of the patterns within which established science had previously worked – the fundamental yet imperceptible way of looking at the world which forms completely automatically in everyone who goes through a particular kind of schooling and absorbs previously accumulated knowledge. And in one stroke he was able to formulate a theory that explained a number of otherwise inexplicable phenomena, and which altered a significant number of the fundamental ideas on which physics research rested.

            

            
                We jump to conclusions

                The second disadvantage of the brain as a self-organising system that is relevant in this context is related to – and especially problematic when combined with – our tendency to see what we expect to see. Two raindrops falling just a few metres apart but on different sides of the top of a mountain may, through the process of centering, end up in two different rivers (patterns) which are so far apart that it is almost impossible to imagine that they started out from nearly the same point (Figure 4).
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                    Figure 4: Sharp divisions
                        
Two raindrops could fall only a few metres apart but in the basins of two different rivers, in which case they would end up hundreds of kilometres away from each other even though they started out from almost the same spot.

                

                The same thing happens in the brain. It is extremely good at differentiating and categorising impressions at lightning speed, and subsequently reacting to them. This was vitally important for our survival, especially in earlier stages of our evolution when it was necessary to react extremely quickly to possible dangers in our environment. But the price we have paid is that the brain is extremely bad at working with grey areas. Impressions are sharply separated and two impressions that resemble each other quite closely – like the two raindrops falling on different sides of a mountain top, which could perhaps be appropriately categorised together – are instead carried far away from each other, into the patterns that were created first and are therefore most stable. Everyone has personal experience with this clear-cut categorisation into stable patterns, for instance seeing someone they know in the street and waving enthusiastically at them, only to get a bit closer and discover that it is actually somebody completely different.

                 

                We are very quick to judge, finding it hard to maintain and extend the period during which we have not yet formed an opinion about things. And, as I explained above, because we also tend to see what we expect to see, we can very easily end up imprisoning ourselves in a worldview which is more an expression of what we think we know than what is actually out there.

            

            
                The background state

                There is one last important element that needs to be covered in a description of how our brain’s neural network works. As mentioned above, centering carries impressions from smaller, unstable patterns to the larger, more stable main patterns, but the same impression is not always carried to the same pattern. This is determined by which patterns are most accessible at the moment we receive the impression and this depends on which background state the network is in.

                 

                The patterns in a neural network are all linked together, which means that overriding circumstances can lead to certain patterns being easier to activate in some situations than in others. The sensation of hunger, for example, creates a different background state to that created by the sensation of being full, so certain impressions, such as the smell of food, will be carried to different patterns depending on whether we are hungry or full. Similarly, if we are afraid or under stress there are other (often more aggressive) patterns which immediately become the ones that are most easily activated, and so on. Our background state at any given time means that some nerve connections in the brain are more sensitive than others, and that some patterns are therefore activated more quickly than others. I think most of us will be able to recognise the experience of how differently we behave in different background states. Certainly, everyone who has children will know how the limits of what we can tolerate in terms of noise and commotion vary greatly depending on what background state we are in (what we typically refer to as our 'mood'). On a more everyday level, most of us will also recognise how, when we are looking for a new pair of shoes, we suddenly notice other people’s shoes much more than before. If we need new glasses, we look at everyone’s glasses. If we have just found out that we are pregnant, we see pregnant people all over the place.

                 

                Our experience of the world is therefore not only dependent on the patterns we have established in our brains: the background state of the brain is also vital.

                
                    Exercise: Background state

                    One simple way of experiencing how our background state changes and how different patterns become more active is to try looking around you after deciding that you will notice everything red. Afterwards try the same thing with green, yellow, blue etc. and see how easily (and completely by itself) the brain sorts through impressions and emphasises the patterns you are looking for.

                

            

            
                Noter

                
                    I I have borrowed some of the following examples from Dr. Edward de Bono, whose books on lateral thinking I can warmly recommend if you want to know more about the brain as a self-organising system.
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