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PRAISE FOR THE URBAN MONK

“Written with page-turning verve, this book integrates ancient Taoist wisdom and modern brain science to offer hundreds of practical ways to feel better and do better right now. Funny, direct, and honest, Pedram Shojai feels like a trusted friend and teacher offering a full package of skillful means.”

—Rick Hanson, PhD, author of Hardwiring Happiness: The New Brain Science of Contentment, Calm, and Confidence

“We know that the healthcare crisis in the West can’t be fixed by pills. Lifestyle is the key. The Urban Monk elegantly lays out a balanced way of life that can not only bring us back to health, but help us relax and smile while we do it. I highly recommend this book to anyone trying to get healthy in our fast-paced world.”

—Mark Hyman, MD, director, Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional Medicine, and author of the #1 New York Times bestseller The Blood Sugar Solution

“Knowing that meditation is good for us isn’t enough. We need to practice it in our daily lives to actually benefit from it. The Urban Monk is a treasure, with many practical lifestyle hacks that can help you be happier and healthier.”

—Daniel G. Amen, MD, founder, Amen Clinics, and author of Change Your Brain, Change Your Life

“Combining modern Western medicine and ancient Eastern wisdom, Dr. Pedram Shojai’s cutting-edge, easy-to-implement program helps you burn fat, boost energy, and optimize your life to become an urban monk even in the most stressed-out environment. Can’t recommend this one enough!”

—JJ Virgin, New York Times bestselling author of The Virgin Diet and The Virgin Diet Cookbook

“Pedram offers a fresh and unique perspective on life in the modern world. He truly is an Urban Monk and his friendly style takes us all along for the ride. If you deal with stress, time constraints, and the challenges of a busy life, this book is a must-read.”

—Sara Gottfried, MD, author of New York Times bestseller The Hormone Cure and The Hormone Reset Diet

“Being an Urban Monk is about facing every day with a sense of peace, focus, and drive, no matter what is coming at you. Pedram Shojai will put you on the right path to experience a clear mind and a total rejuvenation of your life.”

—Mallika Chopra, author of Living with Intent: My Somewhat Messy Journey to Purpose, Peace, and Joy

“The Urban Monk gives you the physical and mental hacks to take your life to the next level and feel better than you ever have. Pedram Shojai will heal your soul and kick your ass all the way to enlightenment.”

—Dave Asprey, author of the New York Times bestseller The Bulletproof Diet

“A fantastic book and an incredible resource for anyone looking to access the benefits of vibrant health and who lives a modern life where the conditions for that are less than ideal. The Urban Monk will be your guide into a new frontier of awakened living.”

—Tiffany Cruikshank, LAc, MAOM, founder of Yoga Medicine
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To the vision of a peaceful, sustainable, abundant future for our children’s children. May we step in, step up, and make it happen for the future of all life.
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INTRODUCTION


HAVE YOU EVER FELT guilty about missing a workout at the gym?

Ever felt guilty for missing yoga class?

Did you learn meditation at one point and then stop doing it?

Do you regret not spending enough quality time with your kids, spouse, friends, or aging parents?

Do you have a stack of books by your nightstand that you look at each night wondering when you’ll get to them?

Have you ever come back from a vacation feeling drained and less ready to take on your life than when you started?

Are you stressed, tired, or just downright bored of the rut that you’re in?

Welcome to the modern world.

Things were not always like this. Our ancestors had more time in life. They had more space. They walked to places and took in fresh air. They spent time preparing meals and enjoying them with loved ones, and they got more exposure to nature and the elements. Life was less stressful, less full. We were surrounded by family and belonged to an extended tribe.

Today, we’ve got bills. We’ve got millions of bits of information bombarding us every minute. News about militants trying to kill us is often served with reports about rising cancer rates and crashing economies. Our kids are being tugged on by commercial interests, and our ice caps are melting. Everything costs more money than we’d like, and we find ourselves running around like crazy people trying to keep the whole shitshow going.

All for what?

The crisis of the modern urban or suburban person is that we’ve got bullets flying at us, and we’re ill equipped to deal with any of it. We are stressed out, tired, out of energy, and lost. Some of us unwittingly bought into a narrative that the ancient secrets of the East were the answer to our problems. As the Beatles brought back the Maharishi and gurus started to journey over from Asia, we thought that yoga, meditation, fasting, tai chi, and Zen practices were going to save us. Now, we stand in the middle of a storm forgetting to ever call on those practices in our time of need.

Others have hung on to religion and tried to stay active at church. For some, it’s helped, but for many, there is disillusionment and disappointment. Many of the old institutions have not adapted to the changing times fast enough, and people feel that they’re out of touch and don’t understand our problems.

We read that exercise is good, so we tried our hand at the gym. We forced ourselves to deal with stinky, stale air and crowds of people admiring themselves in the mirror—yuck. We know we’ve got to keep moving, but just going there is an uphill battle for most of us. Moving? What’s that? Most of us spend more than an hour a day commuting to work and then a good 8 hours sitting at a desk. By the time we get home, we’re cranky, hungry, and not having it.

If any of this speaks to you, you’re certainly in the right place. This book was written specifically with you in mind. Why? Because I traveled the world learning from spiritual masters, and I’ve learned healing techniques from some serious people. My training was to help me bring balance and peace to the world I had come from. When I came down from the Himalayas, it didn’t take me long to realize that my patients, who were regular working people in Los Angeles, were not going to go do what I did. They weren’t going to take the month-long meditation retreats, practice qigong for hours a day, or walk the earth anytime soon. They certainly were not going to move away and become monks. They couldn’t shave their heads and journey up into the sacred mountains to find God. They had kids, bills, dogs, and shit going on in their daily lives, and this is where they needed help. They needed solutions down here.

I’ve spent my entire career working to bring the ancient wisdom of the East down to earth for regular people here in our towns and cities, and this book comes from thousands of successful encounters with patients in my practices. What I realized over the years was that there’s been a terrible misunderstanding in the West, and countless millions are suffering because of it.

The problem is that the esoteric practices that have been brought over from China, Tibet, and India were mostly drawn from ascetic lineages but were being practiced by householders here in the West.

Ascetics have renounced the world. They’ve given up money, sex, family, and other worldly pursuits in search of a deeper connection with God the Divine, Tao, their Buddha Nature, or whatever lineage they draw from. They were given austerities and very specific practices, which keep them engaged for hours a day year after year. This is the path they chose, and, frankly, good for them.

What about the rest of us? Well, we feel guilty for missing our yoga class because our kid’s soccer game went into overtime. We tell ourselves that we’re going to meditate at night but keep nodding off because we’ve been crunching spreadsheets at a desk all day. We try to eat well, but airport food isn’t quite what the monks were chowing on. We attempt to make the best of the crazy lives that we have, but there’s a fundamental flaw in this interface. Ascetics have renounced the world. We have mortgages, leases, tuition, and cars to keep gassing up. We need a different set of guiding principles to help us navigate a world with money, with stress, with compressed time, and with lots of other people vying for our attention. The world we live in is not very quiet and is seldom peaceful. So how are we to find our serenity and keep our shit together down here where we live?

ENTER THE URBAN MONK

This book is filled with priceless practices that you can use in your daily life, right here and now, to find peace and have more energy. Instead of getting pissed at the lady in front of you at the grocery store for fumbling around with her clipped coupons, you could thank her because she’s just given you the valuable gift of time. You now have 5 minutes to practice your breathing and tap back into the infinite source of energy and peace that is your birthright.

I was pre-med at UCLA and then I found tai chi. From there, I found a Taoist abbot who taught me kung fu and qigong. I became a Taoist monk and traveled the world, sitting with many masters, and have been a student of esoteric practices ever since. But I was raised in Los Angeles. I had normal friends and went to normal schools. I’ve partied with rockstars and sat in Amazonian huts with the best of them. I became a Doctor of Oriental Medicine and saw thousands of patients. This helped me understand human suffering. Not in an abstract New Age way, but in actual reality. I’ve helped normal people get through real life crises for years. Divorces happen. People die. Kids get into trouble with drugs. Couples have trouble getting pregnant. This is life down here in the cities, and this is where we need help. Let’s forget the lofty spiritual stuff for a minute and get down to earth. Once we’ve gotten our shit together here at home, then yes, there’s an amazing realm of mysticism to explore, but let’s start where we stand . . . where we suffer.

I have a wife and kids. I’m a householder. I have dogs and a mortgage. I get where you’re at. I’m the founder of Well.org and make movies and TV and have a large business that tugs on me all the time. I understand payroll is always around the corner and tax bills keep coming. It comes with the territory. A householder creates jobs and has the burden of taking care of lots of people in his or her universe. A householder makes shit happen month after month and doesn’t cower when things get tough. A householder must be a survivor first and then learn to thrive.

Let’s roll up our sleeves and get into it. I consider myself an Urban Monk and, by the end of this book, invite you to do the same. Why? Because the world needs you to step up and live your life fully. Our kids need you to help protect our environment and make better choices at the store. Your family needs you to be more aware, present, and loving when you are with them. Your business needs you to step in and bring more abundance to your world. And most importantly, you need you back.

Let’s learn how to get out of our own way and be the people we’re destined to be right here from our homes, offices, and even during our long commutes.

The book is organized into 10 chapters that each discuss a major life issue we have in the modern world: stress, time poverty, lack of energy, sleep issues, stagnant lifestyles, poor diets, disconnection with nature, loneliness, money issues, and lack of meaning and purpose. We start each chapter with a little vignette from a patient encounter. These encounters come from the thousands of interactions I’ve had with regular people over the years as a physician and a priest. The names have been changed and the stories modified to protect identities; some have been slightly mixed and matched, but all of them are from real encounters and recommendations given to genuine people over the years. From there we get into the first section, titled “The Problem,” where I help pick apart the issue at hand and look at it in a fresh way with you. This opens us up to the next section, “Urban Monk Wisdom,” which draws from esoteric philosophy from the Eastern and shamanic cultures, giving us another way to look at our problems and see a way out. Then we drop into solutions. First up are the “Eastern Practices,” which come from ancient wisdom and older traditions—tried-and-true stuff that’s simple and elegant and has proven to work for people over the millennia. This is followed by “Modern Hacks,” which are practical exercises, apps, and other techniques that I’ve found to be effective for contemporary problems we face. Each chapter is closed out with another vignette that rounds out the opening story with some resolution. In the end, I’ll give you some recipes and an action plan that’ll radically transform your life for the better. The practice is called a Gong, and I’ve been teaching it to students for years. It is a dedicated practice that you choose (based on the principles and lessons learned in this book) that actually gives you a plan, a road map, and a framework for success. I’ve helped thousands of people just like you with this model, and I’m confident it will help you, too.

You can pick and choose where you jump in, but I recommend reading the whole book through, as you’ll likely think about many of the people in your life and be able to better identify with them once you can see how they, too, may be struggling. When you’re ready to jump into your first Gong, you’ll want to reference the practices in this book for years to come.

Enjoy the book and mark it up. Take notes in the margins and allow it to help you think about the aspects of your life where your energy is stuck. It will teach you to enjoy the ride and find your personal power along the way.

I’m excited you’re here.
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CHAPTER 1

Stress: How Do I Dodge the Bullets?

ROBERT IS FROM THE school of old. He was brought up in an era when there were three choices in life for young men: be a doctor, a lawyer, or an engineer. He studied law knowing it would be a stable job with good security. Long, hard hours of study, bar exam, 70-hour workweeks, lots of coffee, and dealing with difficult people were all bumps on his road to success. He fought and worked his way up the ladder and is now a junior partner in a pretty good firm. The days are still long and the stress is ridiculous. He’s definitely got less hair.

His wife stopped working after their second child was born, so he now shoulders the entire financial burden for his family.

He lives in a pretty nice house in a good neighborhood. They have a pool and a Jacuzzi he hasn’t been in since last year. They own a time-share condo that they stress about getting to. Health insurance prices go up each year, and his youngest kid has asthma and some crazy food allergies—all of which cost money and time and create more challenges around the house. Even with a part-time nanny, there seems to be no sleep to be had, and their last vacation to Maui was more trouble than it was worth. He came back exhausted and dejected.

Robert’s life is filled with stress. Although he has a roof over his head, cars, and plenty of food, deep down, he’s terrified. He knows he can’t keep up at this pace. He feels like he’s going to fall on his face one day, but he can’t. After all, they all depend on him. He drinks coffee, goes to the gym, takes some multivitamins, and gets an occasional massage, but all the while his mind is filled with the pressures of keeping it all going.

A good lawyer needs to drive a Lexus.

Good parents send their kids to private school.

Gymnastics and piano lessons are a must.

The other parents are shipping their kids off to some fancy summer camp. Of course, we’re in . . .

The joy is gone. The stress has tipped the scale, and he’s constantly trying to keep his chin up. His dad taught him that “real men” never give up; they fight the good fight for their family and never show any weakness. He watches the morning news while eating his cereal with the kids. He feels like an absentee dad who didn’t really see them grow up, and he mourns this fact. Robert feels the weakness is gaining momentum, and he is terrified that he’s going to lose the battle. After all, with all the stuff he’s constantly throwing money at, they barely have any savings, and if he stopped working, they’d be in real trouble within a few months. His life insurance would pay out a decent amount if he keeled over, and a couple of times already, he’s thought about it, and this scared the hell out of him.

Robert is stuck. His adrenals are running on empty, and there’s no end in sight. He can’t see the way out, and each day, a silent desperation builds in the shadows of his psyche—a plight for the very survival of his family. Robert keeps fighting, but his doctor has warned that his blood pressure is getting too high. The stakes are high, and so are his numbers. What’s a man to do?

THE PROBLEM

In a way, we all share Robert’s problem. Our bodies developed and evolved over millions of years in response to some predictable stressors in our environment. “Fight or flight” is a beautiful system that helped us stay alive in a dangerous world filled with predators and scarcity. It evolved to help us get out of life-threatening situations by optimizing our metabolism to ramp up into crisis mode. When we’re in danger, our cortisol and/or adrenaline levels surge to help divert bloodflow to the big muscles that will help us fight an opponent or flee from a predator. These are stress hormones that have top-down control over several systems in our bodies, and slight fluctuations in their levels move dials all over the place. They work in conjunction with an elegant switching mechanism in our nervous system. Our sympathetic nervous system drives the fight-or-flight reactions and quickly helps triage energy to where we need it in times of crisis. The opposite side of this switch is the parasympathetic nervous system, which can be considered the “rest and digest” mode where the body is free to heal, break down foods, and carry out detoxification and excretion. In times of danger, the body is designed to elegantly pull bloodflow from the internal organs, immune system, and parts of the brain that are associated with high cognition and drive that blood into the quadriceps so we can run like hell if we need to. It’s great stuff when the shit hits the fan, but let’s peel back Robert’s life and see why this is bad news for a modern lawyer.

Robert’s stress is not from an acute incident. Sure, occasionally the car in the next lane swerves over and gets his heart rate (and middle finger) up, but that’s not what’s killing him. It is the chronic stress. A wild impala in Africa doesn’t think about the “what if” scenarios of a lion charging. He eats, cruises around, has plenty of sex, and if a threat shows up, he runs for it. If he survives, he shakes it out and goes back to his business. Not us. We keep replaying the event in our minds, bind it to emotions, and visualize it running in different ways; we don’t drop it. The impala has moved on, but we’re in therapy still talking about it or, worse, still bottling it up. We don’t really get into “rest and digest” mode enough to balance these systems out, so we stay wound up.

Chronic stress is a killer.

Robert has mini “life or death” moments every time a client threatens to cancel or a judge throws out a case. His wife came home with a fancy purse the other day, and it turned his stomach. “How much did that cost?”

These modern stressors are basically death by a thousand cuts. Our abstract concept of money or currency is tied to our very survival and triggers the same circuitry. It messes with us and stresses us out. Money is tight, and deep down that means something that our bodies understand viscerally. Low levels of cortisol release over a sustained period of time have terrible consequences for the body. You can say that Robert lives in sympathetic overdrive and has forgotten how to switch back over and chill out. With the body constantly cutting bloodflow to vital systems, here’s some of the predictable fallout.

Restricting Energy to the Immune System

A body that’s under constant stress is like a country at war, and all the money, troops, and resources are being sent to the front lines (stressful fight-or-flight pathways). Who’s left to police the streets? How do you deal with local gangs and terror cells? You can’t. They sneak in, take hold, and then manifest as disease. By the time you call back troops from the front lines, the damage is done and you need to spend much more energy to fix it.

The problem is not one of poor design. The human immune system is amazing. It is an elaborate universe that helps us recognize objects that don’t belong in our bodies and get rid of them. When things are running smoothly, it is a marvel to witness the precision and efficiency of our immune system. But most people in the modern world are suffering from the consequences of compromised immunity. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) attributes stress as the cause of 90 percent of chronic disease. This is huge. Robert is doomed to get some nasty chronic disease once his system gets weak enough. It is just a matter of time.

The problem is Robert’s life.

Every day, Robert unwittingly does things that draw resources away from his immune system and make it more difficult for his body to maintain balance. After some time, things will break and he will get sick.

Cutting Energy to the Digestive System and Internal Organs

When the body gets a signal telling it that a lion is coming, it draws blood from the viscera (internal organs) and drives it to the muscles that can hopefully help us survive the “attack.” When this happens, the organs take a hit. Bloodflow is diminished to the organs as it is shunted to the big “get me the hell out of here” muscles. This cuts the energy and nutrients delivered to the vital organs. Think of it like a wartime economy. There’s no money left for school books, street repair, or food stamps.

When the digestive tract gets energy pulled from it regularly, we start to see issues with poor absorption, nutrient deficiencies, constipation or loose stools, indigestion, bloating, fatigue, and eventually leaky gut “syndrome.” (I’ll explain this later in the book.) “Rest and digest” is where we heal, but what happens when we don’t allow ourselves to go there? Look around you. There’s a trillion-dollar healthcare industry that makes money off of chronic diseases that stem from poor lifestyle and uncontrolled stress.

Causing a Blood Sugar Roller Coaster

When cortisol levels go up, all sorts of things happen. As mentioned earlier, bloodflow is directed to the “get me the hell out of here” muscles, but there’s also a huge impact on blood sugar.

Cortisol is like a credit card.

In a crisis situation, the body needs energy immediately, so cortisol is like swiping a card to get instant gratification. It helps the body to draw energy from our glycogen reserves in the liver for our immediate needs, but that has some serious consequences. As blood sugar initially surges, the pancreas senses this and releases insulin to grab this sugar and shuttle it into the cells. This is all good, except when things start to fall off the tracks. After years of being on this cortisol energy roller coaster, the insulin spike often overshoots the sugar (energy) release, which then triggers us to get hungry and crave more sugar or carbs in order to balance it out. This can manifest in moodiness, irritability, headaches, and general fatigue; it often leaves us reaching for some coffee to bail us out of an energy lull. Maybe that muffin will help . . . We’ll discuss the role of adrenaline in this craziness later in the sleep chapter.

Most people have so many ups and downs with this that they feel like they’re spent by midday Tuesday and are already dreaming of the weekend.

Wreaking Havoc on the Endocrine System

I’ve had dozens of elite athletes come to my clinic and secretly admit that they can’t get erections anymore. Cortisol is often the reason why. These athletes burn out their adrenals with chronic elevated stress, and it eventually draws on their testosterone, estrogen, DHEA, and several other hormonal pathways. Robbing Peter to pay Paul seems to be the way of our modern era, and it is surely reflected in our bodies. Today, guys like our friend Robert borrow energy from tomorrow to get through today, but they don’t look at the interest rate on that kind of deal. It sucks. Maybe you can bang through your thirties, but then you hit a wall and your body goes on strike. Once our hormones are off, we gain weight, drag around with fatigue, and take a hit in the bedroom . . . sorry, sorry, give me a minute . . .

Of course, there are drugs we can take for all of these issues, but the root is often bad energy economics stemming from our adrenal burn rate. The drugs often have side effects, and the underlying problem tends to persist.

Taking a Hit to the Brain

Possibly the worst on the list of things that happen when we’re chronically stressed is the cutting off of bloodflow to the prefrontal cortex. This is the part of our brains that separates us from the monkeys. It helps us carry out abstract thinking, problem solving, higher cognition, and higher moral reasoning. It’s the part of the brain that helps with the negation of impulses. This area is called the third eye in the ancient traditions and should be cultivated and cherished. The problem is that the body’s switching system knows that this part of the brain is not needed to scramble up a tree as a rhino is charging, so it diverts blood and energy to the hindbrain, which helps with instant reflexive behavior. Again, the body’s impulse is “get me out of here or tear through that guy who’s trying to take my stuff.”

On the off chance that you encounter a lion in Chicago, that’s pretty handy. It also helps you to dive to a curb when a taxi doesn’t see you crossing, but chronic misallocation of energy to the fight-or-flight brain keeps us reactive, distrustful, less empathic, and unable to make long-term, thoughtful decisions. Higher moral reasoning is what really made us what we are. Religion, ethics, honor, and self-awareness all come from this good gray matter, and our inability to use it is a tragedy. Most people live in “survival mode” and can relate. It is also a reason why so many people do things that harm them despite knowing better. We know that smoking isn’t good for us, but many still do it. We understand that the pie is fattening, yet we eat it anyway. We tell ourselves that our exes are trouble, yet we find ourselves calling them again. Without good access to the prefrontal cortex, we’re not using the part of our brains that empowers us to suppress impulses that harm our bodies. Living in chronic stress keeps us locked out of this area of our brains and drives us to be more impulsive and unaware.


Vitality Is What Offsets the Damage

In my first movie, I spoke of the concept of vitality, the energy of life that feeds the organs, powers the cells, and fuels the brain. It is the common currency of life, and it is also the force field that protects us against disease and the harmful effects of stress. When Robert’s stress outweighs his vitality, he’s in trouble. Once the body passes the tipping point of sustained “fight or flight,” trouble comes a-knocking, and it isn’t pretty. When we’ve spent our “savings” and our energy levels drop to a level where the body can’t make ends meet, we start having to sacrifice systems. That’s when it gets ugly and we end up sitting in some waiting room until a white coat throws pills at us. That’s when we panic and fear for our lives.

Mortality is always here, always reminding us that survival is not so far away. This is something we can use to our advantage.

URBAN MONK WISDOM

To merely survive is not enough. We want to thrive. The Urban Monk builds on a solid foundation and keeps moving up in conscious awareness. We learn to move out of “fight or flight” and up to the penthouse suite of the skyscraper that is the human body. What does this mean?

Work to develop the prefrontal cortex. Power up your third eye.

Several studies show that even novice meditators develop increased density in the cortical neurons of the prefrontal cortex. That’s good news. It means we can still actively develop this part of our brain. It helps us stay cool under pressure and makes it easier to navigate stressful situations. The arc of development from frenzied panic to calm and centered is the journey of the Urban Monk. Getting there is key, and we’ll dance around the subject throughout this book because a lot of the foundational components involve a clean diet, good sleep, full spectrum movement, quiet time, and having a healthy mind-set.

The Master Remains Calm

The world is nuts. Our lives drive us toward panicked frenzy. If we don’t hold the line, then we’re lost. It’s important to live in the eye of the hurricane, where things are calm and chaos isn’t the law of the land.

Much of the wisdom of the ancient monasteries has been held for millennia in centers of excellence—temples, schools, caves, and academies that are not subjected to the fickle meanderings of the outside world. Our job is to bring that peace back into our cities and set the tone for a balanced life here and now.

In the West, we’ve fallen for the false assumption that meditation is something we need to do once we’re already stressed out. That’s like saying you need to stretch after you’ve pulled a muscle. Yeah, it may help, but it’s a bit late.

Here’s a way to look at it that can help:

Most people use meditation as an icon on their desktop. When they feel stressed out, they go double click on it, take some breaths, feel a little better, and then go back to the 12 open windows they have up and fall right back into the chaos.

Try to use meditation as an operating system instead.

This means you constantly scan your consciousness and cue for calm. You can sense thoughts that make you reactive and uneasy, and you learn to let them pass. You don’t let them knock you off your perch.

The mind is reactive.

We experience something and then we connect that experience with a past memory of something related; if there’s an unreconciled emotional charge associated with that memory, we feel it all over again and start to get uneasy. That discomfort drives us to fidget, grab a smoke, abruptly change the subject, or whatever else we do to avert feeling crappy. All day long . . . this is what we do.

Learning to remain nonreactive is the name of the game. Does this mean living without passion? Absolutely not. Live, love, laugh, and learn—just don’t be a sucker for drama. Live your life with enthusiasm and purpose, and don’t be a pawn in someone else’s vision for you. You drive. Better yet, let your Higher Self drive, and you relax.

Desire Is the Root of Suffering

The Buddha had a lot to say about this, and he’s a guy who didn’t talk very much. He traced human suffering back to two things: aversions and cravings. Either we dislike something and how it makes us feel, driving us to move away from it, or we like and crave it, making us long for more.

I spent a good part of my life studying Buddhism and walking the Himalayas before I came back and had to captain my own ship in business. In learning Marketing 101 and in the subsequent years of diving down that rabbit hole, I was aghast at how my two worlds were in conflict. As a Taoist priest and student of Buddhism, I was charged with alleviating human suffering; as a business owner, I was being taught to see desire as my strongest weapon in driving sales. It is an industry that feeds on people’s weaknesses. You could become a parasite that lives off of hungry ghosts instead of saving them. Obviously, there are good people working within the system and doing their best, but the fundamental challenge remains how to coerce people and simultaneously help them. Fortunately, I found a healthy path and have used my drive for transformation to help awaken people to help themselves and the world, but the initial shock was hard to reconcile.

So what does this have to do with you? Everything.

All day, every day, we are bombarded with advertisements. It really has become a battle for the minds of humanity. From the sign at the bus stop to the text message spam you get, companies are vying for your attention and money all of the time. They are everywhere, and they won’t stop. If you let down your guard, you may pick up a nasty mental virus (called a meme).

Mental virus?

Yeah, like “I need that truck because real men drive badass trucks.”

Or how about “I need that purse because Suzy got a nice purse and she’s getting all the attention.”

Or “My kids need to wear this designer stuff so the other parents know we’re also classy people.”

The list goes on and on. We run and we hustle all day to make money, but then we often spend it on junk we don’t actually need in accordance with the scripts and “necessities” embedded in our minds. Soon we find ourselves short on money and worried about making ends meet each month. Remember Robert? He makes good money, but he’s still broke. That’s the system we live in. Money is tied to survival. If you’ve got it, you’re worried about losing it. And no matter what you have, there’s never enough.

An Urban Monk doesn’t worry about status; therefore, she is free.

Her sense of self is built on a strong inner foundation. She’s cultivated her breath and tapped into her connection with the entire Universe. What accolades other people may give her do not matter. She is reinforced by life and nature as her exuberance and enthusiasm radiate from within.

Curate Your Information

There’s a reason why the world’s monasteries are usually tucked away on mountaintops and away from the craziness of the world. You are what you eat also applies to the information you ingest. Watching the daily news will convince you that the world is a dangerous place and that you need to stay stressed. It’s a great way of thrashing your adrenals and working yourself into a doctor’s office.

Following the “he said, she said” nonsense of daily life is a drama generator that pollutes the mind and robs us of our clarity. The Urban Monk works to become picky about what information he digests, and he engages in content that enriches his experience. There are amazing teachers, books, courses, and people out there to learn from. If we take the axiom “you are what you eat” to heart, then we look at everything we allow into our lives with a new filter. Learn, grow, thrive, and stay calm—this is the way forward.

Does this mean we shouldn’t care about current events? No. I browse headlines in my news feed once a day and make sure I see the big stuff that I need to know. Every now and again I’ll drill down on something that’s interesting, but I curate the information that comes to me using tech as an ally. There are numerous readers out there; I use Google Alerts. I pick 5 to 10 subjects that I’m interested in staying up on and have only that content drip my way. That way I stay informed with relevant information. What the latest drunk celebrity did to embarrass himself has no bearing on my life and is a waste of brain space.

Recalibrate Your Stress Bucket

Mortal combat used to be a way of life. Boys became men by facing death—looking it straight in the eyes. Little girls knew how to avoid predators and poisonous snakes. Lions came into villages, and bandits were all over the place. Life used to be a lot more dangerous, and death wore a different face. When I was learning to track lions in Africa, I had already done tens of thousands of hours of kung fu training and was accustomed to battle and the cost of coming in second place. Even that wasn’t enough to prepare me for the feeling of coming up on a wild lion in its own habitat. There’s something so primal about the feeling of being close to such an enormous and powerful predator, something that shocks you back into your body. I remember tracking a male lion across a valley and coming so dangerously close to it that we would have been in real trouble had the wind changed direction and he caught our scent. When it occurred to me that we were as close as we were and that the lion could be anywhere within 50 feet of us, every hair on my body felt electrified and each cell woke up suddenly. Death is near. Wake up.

I remember feeling transformed that day because none of the small stuff mattered anymore. We were alive, and that was pretty cool. I think that’s why so many people do adventure sports and dangerous things—to remember what it’s like to be vibrantly alive. There’s a special feeling we’ve all become distant from, and it’s the tragedy of the modern world: We don’t feel alive. When we haven’t calibrated or recalibrated our stress bucket in a while, then what Jenny said at the office sets the bar for what is going to stress and overwhelm our system that day.

We’re playing small ball, and it is unbecoming.

Recalibrating your stress bucket can be as easy as doing something that scares you every day. It could be finally asking that coworker out, going to Peru alone, jumping out of that plane, or whatever pulls you out of the humdrum reality that’s dulling your senses. In the old days, the monks would have to fend for themselves against wild animals, bandits, imperial soldiers, and whatever else came their way. If you think about it, our ancestors were filled with pioneering spirit and danger. You and your family were on your own, and your survival was in your hands. The nearest doctor was 2 days away by horse, so you’d better pay attention when crossing that river.

Stepping into your life really helps with stress management. If the small stuff is getting you down, then do greater things. Later in this chapter, we’ll cover a variety of ways you can do this. The key is to elevate and look back so you can laugh at the stuff that used to bother you. There’s nothing like feeling alive to reset your stress levels. Henry Ford once said, “Obstacles are the scary things we see when we take our eyes off our goal.”

Learn to Listen

Millions of bits of information pass through your brain every second. From the position of your foot to the wind hitting your face, it’s all data that reflects in the mind as noise. There’s also a steady stream of past memories, trauma, emotions, and pain that your brain is constantly working to keep at arm’s distance. It is loud up there. Most people first notice this when they try to meditate and panic when they realize it . . . chaos is actually inside. This is the curse and also the blessing of the human condition. Once we realize that peace is an inside game, we must learn to calm the chatter in our heads. We learn to be less reactive to the noise and become less impulsive. As we get better at it, we learn one of life’s greatest miracles.

The world outside us begins to change as we shift our inner state.

We begin to see the reflection of our newfound peace in the world around us as a powerful feedback loop emerges. The chaos comes to order. The drama resolves. Nicer people come our way. Nasty people go away.

“As above, so below, as within, so without, as the universe, so the soul . . . ”

—HERMES TRISMEGISTUS

The ancient Hermetic axiom sums it up perfectly. Basically, our outer world is a reflection of our inner one, and as we begin to find peace and change ourselves, we’ll see that change reflected in the world around us. This is the original biofeedback. Let’s dig in and look at some of the methods of getting there.

EASTERN PRACTICES

The Urban Monk Operating System

Learning to sit in equanimity is the way of the Urban Monk. This means a nonreactive state where we don’t deny feelings of discomfort as they arise. We observe our thoughts as they come and go and learn not to cling. Attaching emotional qualities to thoughts as they pop up is the way of human suffering. Clinging to past memories keeps us out of the now. The Urban Monk learns to passively observe thoughts and emotions as they surface and lets them be. As we get better at this, we begin to perceive a deep sense of peace and well-being in life.

How do we do this? Enter the practice. The Urban Monk is constantly scanning his body for feelings and sensations. When discomfort arises, he breathes into it. He senses where this feeling is in his body and turns the light of his awareness on it—not away from it, as is the custom of our culture. This keeps our awareness on the present moment and brings us into the reality of our situation. Our minds are so amazing that they have an uncanny ability to float away into the abstract and out of this moment. This is great when we are trying to think, daydream, create, or wander, but when we’re engaged in life’s activities, it helps to show up. The Urban Monk is in the room. He’s alive, aware, and attentive to the task at hand and handles his work with intent and purpose. Then he plays like a child and relaxes deeply.

Throughout this book, you’ll receive several practices that will help you attain this state of mind. Practice them and find the value in each. In short order, you will get a sense of this state of consciousness. You’ll wake up to a potent version of yourself who’ll help you step through the cobwebs of bad habits and into a bright future.

Stress Relief Meditation

Learning to stop the insanity and calm your mind is the first step toward life mastery. If the turbulent waters of the choppy sea of insanity are left to their own devices, we start to feel more anxious, irritable, unfocused, and generally more run-down. Learning to calm our stress by using our breath is easy to do, but it requires practice.

To be an Urban Monk means you’re willing to do the work.

Getting good at meditation takes some practice and can be frustrating at first, but once you’ve turned that corner, the payout is immense and you reap the rewards for the rest of your life. It’s a great investment.

The first principle we need to cover here is the Eastern understanding of the breath. The breath carries our life force. It is our connection with the essential nature of the Universe and our anchor into the Great Mystery itself. The expansion and contraction of the very Universe is mirrored in our breath. The inflow and outflow are cycles of life’s circular nature, and the moments in between are particularly important. The top of the inhale and bottom of the exhale, just as we’re about to switch—that’s a great place to hang out and pay attention.

So what do we do with this? Let’s train you on an exercise that’ll get your foot in the door and build a framework for continued exploration into this amazing inner Universe. It’ll quickly balance the right and left hemispheres of your brain and balance the energies of yin and yang.

Here’s the exercise:

[image: ]Sit in a comfortable place where you can have your spine straight and limit the distractions around you (that means put your phone on airplane mode).

[image: ]Set a designated time to practice; 5 to 10 minutes is a good place to start.

[image: ]Now that your phone is off (for a change), set a timer for how long you’d like to practice and hit start. This way, you can relax into the meditation and not worry about losing track of time. It’s important to give yourself permission to go here and not feel like you’re late for anything. Open up the time and dedicate it to the practice.


Now for the practice.



[image: ]Breathing in and out of your nose, direct your breath down to your lower abdomen, about three fingers below the level of your navel. This will be the case for most of the exercises we do together.

[image: ]Place your left hand on your left knee with your palm facing up and your thumb and index finger touching.

[image: ]With your right hand, you are going to alternate the opening and closing of your nostrils. Put your thumb on your right nostril and have your ring finger ready to place over your left nostril.

[image: ]Breathe out gently and fully from your left nostril as you cover the right one with your thumb, and then gently breathe back in through the same (left) nostril.

[image: ]Now cover your left nostril with your ring finger (always using your right hand throughout the exercise) and exhale through your right nostril fully and then inhale again through the right.

[image: ]Keep alternating and repeating this sequence until your alarm goes off.

[image: ]When done, simply go through the exhale on whatever side you’re on and then take a couple of normal breaths (no hand, both nostrils). Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth just to clear the channels and come back into the room.

Shaking It Out

Clearing the body’s channels and discharging stuck energy is the name of this game. If you look at what an impala does after it successfully gets away from a predator, you’ll see it shake and tremble for a couple of seconds. This is the nervous system discharging all the stress energy (and hormones) from the event so it can reset and go back to “rest and digest” mode. But what do we do? We take arrows all day, watch some TV, and then go to bed all wired and jacked up and wonder why we can’t sleep. Emotional and mental stagnation keeps us down. This exercise will kick up some dust, and if you breathe through it, you’ll learn to just let things go without clinging to feelings as they arise; you’ll feel lighter and have more freedom.

This practice comes from a powerful qigong tradition that helps clear blocked energy, discharge stagnation, relieve stress, and invigorate the system. You could do it for as long as you’d like. I recommend starting slowly and working up to longer bouts. Working through discomfort will be very therapeutic emotionally. If a joint hurts, take it easy and check with your doctor first.

You may want to be somewhere more private for this exercise because it’ll look a bit weird when you’re getting going. Here’s the practice:

[image: ]Stand with your feet shoulder-width apart, with your hands in front of your torso.

[image: ]Turn your palms so they’re facing your chest, as if you’re holding a tree or beach ball in front of you.

[image: ]Bend your knees slightly and curl your tongue so it’s touching the roof of your mouth.

[image: ]Breathe gently in through your nose and out through your nose to your lower abdomen.

[image: ]Keep your shoulders, wrists—and your entire body—relaxed.

[image: ]This is called Tree Pose or Tai Chi Post.

[image: ]Let yourself relax into this stance and take a few breaths into your lower abdomen.

[image: ]Allow your body to start subtly moving around within the confines of the stance. This means keeping your hands loosely in position and the stance intact.

[image: ]Just start going with the movement. It may be side to side or front to back, or many people start with a gentle shaking or trembling motion.

[image: ]However you start, the key is to start letting go and let the energy that’s running through your body start to express itself. We spend so much time repressing the energy in our lives; this is your chance to let it go and move with the flow.

[image: ]Try to maintain the slow breathing, but after a while, it’s okay if your breathing also shifts with the shaking or moving, as long as you remember to come back to slower breathing if you feel uncomfortable or get overwhelmed.

[image: ]Don’t go for too long at first, maybe 3 to 5 minutes. You’ll run the risk of not feeling anything at first, but start conservatively and you can always take a deeper dive as you establish more comfort.

[image: ]Once you feel like you’re done, start to slow your breath and gradually slow the movement or shaking until you come back to a still “Post” position after a few deceleration breaths.

[image: ]Take five breaths, inhaling through your nose and exhaling through your mouth, before you let your arms relax down and get back into your day.

This exercise will kick your ass; be ready to feel old shit coming up and out. Your job is to keep breathing and let it flow through you. Stop trying to repress it and let it move; free yourself of all the restrictions you’ve imposed on yourself. Ease your way in so you don’t overstep, but use this practice to really start clearing the cobwebs of your past. Use it to step out in front of your perceived limitations and into your power.

Over time, you’ll find that this practice unlocks all kinds of blocked energy and helps with aches and pains in your body as well as mental blocks you may have. You’ll run into places where you’re uncomfortable emotionally at times. If you have a history here, work with your therapist to use this practice as a pressure release valve. Dig deep, but don’t bite off more than you can chew—live to fight another day. I’ve included a video of this at theurbanmonk.com/resources/ch1.

Relaxing Herbs and Teas

An ancient and sophisticated tradition of herbology comes from the East. Plants have life force. They have consciousness. Plant spirit medicine is the original form of medicine on the planet. The shamans and medicine men of the past and present have a connection with the plants they harvest and use them as allies to help us get back on our paths.

Below are some powerful herbal remedies in the form of teas you can use to alleviate stress. I recommend having these teas around the house and using them as needed. A well-stocked cupboard of medicinal teas can really change your life.

Holy basil (Tulsi).
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