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A

INTRODUCTION

book can change your life. When I was nineteen, the woman I was
involved with—who wasn’t really my girlfriend, although she

performed some of the behaviors of a girlfriend; who wasn’t really my
friend, although she performed some of the behaviors of a friend; who
wasn’t really my mom, although she was almost old enough to be my mom
—gave me a book when she was moving out of her 15,000-square-foot
stone palace she had called home. Her TV series had been cancelled in LA,
she’d finished divorcing her fifth husband, and it was time to move. She
was throwing books into a big black garbage bag when she came across
Think on These Things by J. Krishnamurti. She tossed it to me and said,
“You should check this out.” Not exactly a passionate plea or an excited
endorsement, but I knew from the year and a half we’d been together that
she had a certain knowledge about the world which I definitely didn’t have.
If she believed something could potentially help me, I was all for it.

I had moved away from my broken family home a year and a half earlier
and was struggling with “the meaning of life”—or if that sounds too
grandiose, the meaning of my life. Not unusual for a young person, fresh
from the nest. Krishnamurti had one key insight that, to this day, is still a
cornerstone of my belief system:

You must have, not strength, but confidence—the tremendous
confidence which comes when you know how to think things out for
yourself. . . . It is the function of right education to help you to think
for yourself, so that out of your own thinking you feel immense
confidence. Then you are a creative human being and not a slavish
machine.



That book got me on the path to “confident knowing.” I wanted to
educate myself to know how I got here, what I’m supposed to be doing
here, and how I could create my life so that I would be healthy and happy.

I wrote this book for curious people who have the same questions I had.
Old, young, middle-aged and Midwestern, bicoastal, cysgender and
bisexual, unreconstructed Confederates and radical feminists, along with
Inuit, immigrants, old money and the newly poor—this book is for all of
you who want to think more deeply about your life, your happiness, your
relationships.

I like to think of it as equal opportunity sweating. Why will you sweat?
I’ve tried to pose questions that provoked me in my life, and then offer
some of what I’ve discovered to challenge you into a confrontation with
yourself. The idea is to help you see your beliefs about the world in a
dynamic context of information and associations. The questions are just a
game for you to play, an organized approach to difficult concepts that I
hope you find both challenging and enlightening, but if you play this game,
you’re going to have to wrestle with yourself, and in that struggle, you
should get a hell of a workout. In the end, you’re going to get yourself into
good moral, ethical, maybe even spiritual shape. The more effort, the more
you sweat discovering your personal truths, the better the result. There is no
grading system and no judgments. You can ponder one question for a year if
you want. We all develop at different rates, but the most important thing is
that we continue to develop.

I was born privileged. On the privileged meter, if one was “You have to
do lots of things you don’t wanna do,” and ten was “You can do whatever
you want,” I started out as a solid nine. My dad was a successful
psychoanalyst in Westchester County, New York, and he believed in giving
his children the best of everything. In the summers we had a beach house in
the Hamptons and in the winters a ski house in Vermont. We shopped at
Bloomingdales, belonged to the country club, and had a food service come
and pack our refrigerator and freezer once a month. We lived in a million-
dollar home on a private lake designed by my parents. My brother, sister,
and I played many sports from the time we were four years old. We took
music lessons, went to Broadway shows, went to concerts at famous jazz
clubs, and had lavish parties in our beautiful lake house.



At ten years old I settled on tennis as my life sport. I had started ice-
skating at four, skiing at five, ice hockey at six, baseball at seven, and by
twelve or thirteen, I had quit everything except tennis. I became obsessed. I
was good, and I wanted to go pro. I wanted to be number one in the world.

But . . .
When I was sixteen, my dad lost his license to practice, because he was

a lying, cheating sociopath. Within six months, the bank repossessed our
home, we moved into a rental house with no phone, heat every few days,
food now and again, and parents that fought all the time. My dad started
driving a cab.

Meanwhile Bill, the owner of my tennis club, informed me that my dad
hadn’t paid any of my tennis bills for two years, so I owed my club and my
coach lots of money. Bill felt bad for me, so when people called the club
asking for a private coach at their house, he would recommend me. I was
sixteen years old; I had never given a private lesson before. My first client
was the guy Michael Douglas portrayed in the movie Wall Street, Gordon
Gekko. Gordon Gekko was based on this guy I was teaching. That same
year I started teaching another famous billionaire whose name is plastered
on university buildings and cultural institutions around NewYork City.

Gekko and his wife warmed to me— I went to parties with their family,
they lent me money to buy a car, they bought me gifts for Christmas. Then
one day they just stopped calling. But by now the billionaire’s family had
warmed up to me; I stayed very warm and cozy with them until fifteen
years later when I was brusquely thrown out of their circle of trust accused
of blasphemy and betrayal.

By age eighteen my family life was completely chaotic. Even though I
was still living at home, financially I was completely on my own. After my
dad paid the rent, there was literally no money for anything. OK, that’s a bit
dramatic. He would go to the gas station and fill up a five-gallon jug of
diesel fuel about three to four days a week, depending on how many
passengers had been in his cab that week, and give us the choice of heat in
the morning or heat at night. The other days without fuel we’d sleep in our
parkas, hats, socks, and when it got really cold, our gloves.

I had started playing drums at age ten. I had never really entertained the
idea of being a professional musician, but when my dad ran out of money



and playing tennis became too expensive, I switched my focus to music. At
least practicing and playing music was free.

So I’m eighteen years old and still in high school, but ostensibly I’m
living like an adult. I paid all my own bills, I had a job, a car, a girlfriend,
and basically no reason to listen to my parents. I mean, why? My dad paid
the rent, but he also took most of my money while I was living there. He
knew where I kept my money, and of course I moved it, but it didn’t stop
him from trying. When he couldn’t find it, he would put on his brilliantly
misguided therapist hat and use total manipulation and guilt-tripping to get
my money.

I decided I needed to move out. So a few months before college, I asked
the mom of one of my other tennis clients if she knew of any places for rent
in the area. It just so happened that her very successful lawyer husband was
owed a favor from one of his very famous movie star clients, who happened
to own a guesthouse.

She was eighteen years my senior, and when I moved into her
guesthouse, she was in LA shooting a TV show that, months later, was
cancelled. In her mid-twenties, she starred in a film that mysteriously
became one of those blockbuster films—the kind that transformed her into
an international star seemingly overnight. After she flew back East, we had
a very active love affair for the next year and a half. The first time we had
sex, she looked at me with her insanely beautiful, confused, addicted
greenish-blue eyes and said—with as much passion as she could muster
after three hours in what could only be described as a love scene from some
crazy psychedelic B-movie about a waning Hollywood starlet and her
young stud tennis pro lover—“I love you.” But there wasn’t any real love
going on between us. As much as she loved professing the most powerful
four-letter word in the universe, I always knew she was just acting.

I like to believe I’ve learned some of the big lessons, such as don’t lie,
don’t cheat, don’t kill, tell the truth as much as possible, and treat all people
equally. And treat all people equally means that you treat the dishwasher
with the same respect and honor as you treat your mother.

Spending all that intimate quality time on the inside of that much power,
fame, and money while living so much on the outside of that power, fame,
and money has given me a rather unique perspective on what really matters.



My intention for this book is to ask a series of questions that have been
useful to me, questions I hope will encourage you to look deeper into
yourself and help you overcome your limitations, blind spots, childhood
traumas, and less-than-healthy perceptions of yourself. Thinking about life,
beliefs, and values has helped me heal my dysfunctional past and connect
more deeply with other people, friends, lovers, family, and even casual
acquaintances. I’m posing questions so you can play with the ideas in your
own mind and come to your own conclusions on your path to peace and
happiness.

I’ve read hundreds of books on the mind-body-soul connection; I’ve sat
for years in meditation; I’ve done yoga every day for decades; I’ve had an
experience with Christ; I’ve got my life coaching certification; I’ve argued
with the billionaires over tea; I’ve spent decades in therapy; played drums
with kids in Africa; and contemplated the universe in a Buddhist Temple in
the Himalayas. But I’m really just a guy with a broken heart that wants to
see people go through life with less pain.

This book is not meant to be a long argument, but rather short bursts of
inquiry. You can think about a particular question, perhaps writing down
your ideas while sitting at a bus stop, riding on a train, or waiting for a
youngster at soccer practice. As you sweat out the questions, small changes
may happen; by the end of the book, you may have a different set of tools
and ideas to assist you in thinking about yourself, your morality, your
community, and your goals.

I want to address the God question now because you will hear me use
the word periodically throughout the book. I am not a practitioner of an
established religion in any way, shape, or form, but I believe deeply in my
connection to an energy/spirit/consciousness that I call God. I like to call
my belief system “The New Good News”: It’s great if you believe in God
because it’s all about God. It’s also great if you don’t believe in God
because it doesn’t really matter if you believe in God or not to lead a happy,
healthy, balanced life. And it’s also great if you just believe in science
because real scientists are interested in the truth, and anyone that sincerely
believes in God is also after the truth. A symptom of truth is the absence of
fear, or more simply, the presence of love. So when you see the word God,
know that I’m signifying an energy of truth and love and you can make
your own interpretation. Most definitely I’m not referring to an old guy
with a long beard sitting in a giant chair judging us.



How we view the world’s events and how we let those events affect us
are up to us. Perception is a choice. We can choose to punish, or we can
choose to forgive.

Peace in,
GWS



S

1. DO YOU EXAMINE
YOUR LIFE?

ocrates claimed that “The unexamined life is not worth living.” Our
lives get value from our beliefs. Socrates was urging us to think about

core beliefs—religion, family, job, friends, relationships, political party—
and seriously consider changing something. When was the last time you
admitted that you were wrong?

Sphere of Fear or Circle of Love

In the Sphere of Fear, people are certain. They know the right way to do
things. They tell themselves they are moral islands in an ocean of
immorality. They “tough out” uncomfortable situations or relationships, and
the very notion of questioning authority is immoral.

The Circle of Love is filled with people who know that there’s much
they don’t know. They’re looking for truth, and the looking part is the fun
part. When life is taxing, absurd, or frustrating, they’re open to the idea that
they don’t have all the answers. They’re willing to take the time to be
curious about other possibilities.

I’d been on the phone with my sister for about half an hour when we started to
slide down a familiar rabbit hole.

“Lizzy, it’s all about the inner dialogue. The outer world is just a reflection of what
our mind is creating.”

“Why does everything have to be so deep with you? Jesus, you drive me crazy.
We can’t just have a simple conversation.”

“I’m sorry, Lizzy, you’re right. What am I thinking, wasting your time by questioning
your beliefs with facts? Who cares about stinkin’ reality when you’re so comfortable
with the way you’ve decided to see the world? Admit it, you chose that belief about
‘lazy people’ because it makes you better than ‘them.’ Shouldn’t a Catholic like you



see your neighbor—who is struggling to survive—as a person you should ‘love as
yourself’?”

“What does my religion have to do with it?”
“‘Love thy neighbor as thyself,’ some guy said—what’s his name? Oh right, Jesus.

And you know he was a socialist, right? The loaves and fishes? That’s all Catholic
stuff you say you believe in, right?”

“Puhleeeze, Gregg, it’s like you want me to be confused by knowing all this shit.
It’s not my job. And anyway, Real Housewives has already started, so I gotta go now .
. .”

This was a familiar conversation with Lizzie. Our belief systems are
pretty far apart, and as a result, we fight. It’s uncomfortable, and to some
degree, fear-based. Neither one of us is willing to actively examine
ourselves and our ideas, and then adjust our ideas to reach agreement, or at
least not fight; instead, we use these conversations to prove to ourselves
how right we are.

If, in Socrates’ terms, I’m going to examine my life, and in particular,
this habit of no-win fighting, I have to look at what’s really happening. The
pretense is a conversation that inevitably turns into a debate about the
meaning of the welfare state or government spending or greed versus
poverty in the richest nation on earth. Since we have this kind of argument
over and over, there’s some way that we’re both getting what we want, yet
we pretend that we want to change each other’s minds. If we keep
reenacting similar conversations yet our minds never change, we’re not
really examining our ideas, but we are getting what we want.

What do we want? Unconsciously, we want to fight. It could be sibling
rivalry, by which a brother and sister can misunderstand each other and both
of us need to be right because we can’t bear to admit our sibling has any
advantage over us. Sometimes these conversations leave both of us feeling
impatient and more than a little angry, symptoms that we’re slipping into
the Sphere of Fear.

Why would we want that? Our dad was psychologically dangerous to
himself and his family, and we learned to be hyperaware of his moods, and
then we had to deal with his shortcomings: anger, irrational demands,
substance abuse. Our mom loved us, but she was not strong enough to
protect us from Dad’s dysfunction. Lizzie and I shared this volatile climate
of fear, anger, and frustration; we shared it in a very intimate and formative
way. If I examine our childhood experiences, one thing is certain—we were
filled with fear. You’d think that would make us similar, wouldn’t you?



We love each other, and that’s why we continue to keep in touch with
each other. But when we dig a little deeper regarding our lived experiences,
our core beliefs don’t really offer any common ground to agree on.
Arguments are inevitable.

And here’s the kicker—when we argue, we feel the exciting intimacy of
behaving like the children we were. Intimacy that we can’t feel with any
other human beings. Intimacy that united us when our father was at his
worst. Except now we’re adults, and there’s no looming threat. This is a
case where, although we’ve become such different people, the
dysfunctional fighting comforts us because it’s something we can share.
And yet what we’re sharing is a variety of fear. Ironically, if we didn’t fight,
we might not have much to say to one another . . .

So this is a classic example of Socrates insisting that I should examine
what’s going on. I have to decide if I—Mr. Love—am going to be cool with
fighting as intimacy. I come away from those conversations with feelings of
frustration, anger, impatience with my sister’s shortsightedness—and I’m
pretty sure she’s feeling the same way about me. We both want intimacy,
but on some level, we don’t know how to have loving intimacy. Instead we
relive our shared fears. For Lizzy and me, our fearful intimacy recreates our
habits of “safe” emotion when we were children living in a dysfunctional
household. This ritual behavior is what our father, the psychoanalyst, would
call a classic case of “arrested development.”

Dammit. I hate it when he’s right.
Arrested development is when adults revert to childish behavior despite

having tools to better negotiate their relationships. It’s not a good thing.
Getting out of this cycle requires that we grow up in some way. We need to
have a new conversation—we need to examine together fresh ideas that will
lead to a clearer consciousness of what we’re doing. This is where
examination helps.

Even as I’m writing this, I’m wondering if we can even do this. As a
first step, we need to find the agreements. (The habits of disagreement are
very powerful.) I might have to start out by saying, “I want to find a way to
have conversations with you that lead to agreements on important issues, so
we avoid those crappy dysfunctional feelings we’re both still dragging
around from childhood.” I will have to give up proving that my beliefs are
right and instead enlist Lizzie to see if there is any overlap in our belief



systems. Can we agree to find ways of expressing gratitude, admiration, and
respect, which are all emotions that tell us we’re in the Circle of Love?

I know this isn’t going to be easy . . . but this is where I feel Socrates’
sandal hitting my butt: Bam! “Yo. The very act of examination means
struggle: if there are people or circumstances in your life that are
uncomfortable, frustrating, confusing, those are areas that beg for
examination. That’s what I’m talkin’ about.”

If you and I are willing to notice those frustrations, then the struggle is
already in process. You are already feeling the invisible, habitual confines
of an idea box that is in some way jailing you. If you want to get outside
that box and find a better way of doing things, you’ll have to go deeper into
the process of examination.

As I look toward reaching a more loving basis with Lizzie, I can predict
that this examination will demand three things from me that are always in
short supply: time, energy, and contemplation.

For all of us, taking the time, making the effort, and focusing in a
contemplative way is difficult. It’s almost as if we have to slow down the
habitual motors that every aspect of our life is based on and put our efforts
on the parts of life we can’t normally see. After all, “outside the box” is
outside the box we live in; it’s outside the realm of our habits. Most of us
get zero training in noticing habits or trying out unfamiliar ideas. Schools,
no matter what their funding or information basis, are all too often nothing
more than assembly lines making us into mild, agreeable, vaguely
knowledgeable participants in an idea system (a social construction) that
promotes a version of “the good life.” Schools teach us an acceptable
version of “human nature” that includes—along with reading, math, and
computer skills—more subtle beliefs about mating rituals, status signaling,
competition, the nuclear family, and concepts of success and failure.

What we don’t learn is other ways to think about these things. When do
we ever see that there are other beliefs possible? How often are students
really encouraged in school to challenge beliefs they don’t agree with?
Instead, “Will this be on the test?” is the cliché question that reflects what
the school assembly line teaches. We live our lives in terms of passing test
after test that someone else has devised, and we are often blind to the test of
our own lived experience.



Time, Energy, Contemplation

The easy way is to just keep suffering: to “do what we’ve always done” (or
what our family or tribe have always done). This means that on some level,
we accept the story that fear, frustration, and anger are part of life caused by
forces acting on us. Lizzie makes me angry, for example. But it’s not my
fault; I have the correct beliefs. On some level or other, I’m rationalizing
the frustrating nature of our relationship as “human nature.”

Whenever we choose to “ride it out” because it seems easier, or we don’t
want to rock the boat, or any other rationalizations that have at their core
the belief that “it’s just human nature,” we need to ask, “Which human
nature?” Inuit human nature? Chinese human nature? Australian Aborigine
human nature? German human nature circa 1938? Christ-consciousness
human nature?

Socrates wanted each of us individually to look hard at fairness and
decency, at hypocrisy and manipulation, and he was endlessly interested in
how people rationalized selfishness and ignorance based on tribal beliefs,
while fearing real education that taught debate. If you don’t stop and
examine—debate with yourself—why you’re not getting what you think
you want or why you are angry and frustrated, you’re missing out on the
real key to “human nature”: that is, humans can look at their beliefs and
change them. We don’t have to live in frustration, anger, or fear. We can
grow toward love.

This kind of examination has moved me to know myself and my sister
better. By seeing us for who we are, I can love and understand her better.

The key takeaway here is that if you are going to examine your life, you
will need to know and recognize your habits. You’ll need some kind of
practice to address those habits, and there are many varieties available—I
recommend meditation because it’s free and you don’t need a live teacher in
the beginning. Find a style that you like, and if you don’t know a style you
like, go to Google or Ecosia (a new search engine that plants trees every
time you click), plug in meditation styles, and you’ll have a choice of about
65,900,000. Or simply start with the easy technique I recommend in the
second chapter. It doesn’t really matter what style it is because at the end of
the day most meditation practice is trying to do the same thing: calm down
our thinking mind so we can be more present and allow us to connect to the



flow of positive energy in the universe. Are you taking the time and energy
to contemplate your habits and maybe recognize yourself outside who your
tribe wants you to be or who you feel you must be? Give yourself the
opportunity to examine your life and reorganize your fearful experiences
and emotions into a more open, honest, humble, and caring attitude.

Sweat This Out
In your notebook, jot down the one relationship in your life you know is

unsatisfying. What is the underlying fear you feel when it comes to this person?
Without making a big deal about it, engage that person with the intent to create an

agreement. It should be more than agreeing about the weather; see if you can find
something you care about and figure out a way to get to an agreement with this other
person. You will have to examine your life and your belief system and be willing to dig
deep enough to possibly feel some discomfort and maybe even admit you’re wrong
on some ideas.

Good luck. Don’t give up!
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