
I have come to believe that the ultimate enemy to happiness is automatic thought.  
For some reason, by the time we reach maturity, the default mode of our mind is to 
produce a more or less constant barrage of thought.  For each of us, this manifests in 
slightly different ways depending on our experience, personalities and proclivities.  
For some there is a dominant theme or two—for example, someone who is always 
worried or anxious.  For others there is a sort of pendulum of highs and lows.  And for 
some there are less clear patterns, more randomness.  But for all of us the underlying 
problem is the same: our minds are flooded by a constant stream of uninvited thoughts.

It’s not clear to me at all why this is.  Thinking about it from the standpoint of evolution 
for example, what could possibly be the point of this?  Why should our minds be 
thinking without our consent and why do these thoughts have an overwhelming 
tendency to be negative or have negative psychological impacts?  Is this just all a 
feature of our pre self-conscious animal brains that, though we evolved beyond, is still 
there?  Is this how instinct works in animals?

The mystics from all the world’s religious traditions have had a lot to say about au-
tomatic thought.  Time and time again we come across this theme in their writings: 
the control of the mind is the key.  There’s a sense almost that without learning how 
to control the mind it doesn’t matter what else you do.  You simply have to figure this 
out in order to be happy. 
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Fortunately, the mystics experimented with various ways to 
do this and have left us with some very useful practices.  

1. The Mantra
The basic idea here is to preempt the potential for automatic 
thought by mentally repeating a word or phrase, usually some-
thing sacred, over and over again.  If you do this often enough 
and long enough it can actually even become automatic itself.

2. Mindfulness or Awareness
The idea here is to proactively give your mind something to 
think about.  It works in the same way really as the mantra 
practice.  By being mindful of your breath or the sensations 
in your body, by putting your attention there, you can sup-
plant and foreclose the potential for automatic thought.

3. Concentration
You can also turn off your mind simply by concentrating re-
ally hard on what you are doing.  This is what happens when 
kids play or when you get absorbed in your work.  You be-
come so fully engaged in what you are doing there is just no 
space for automatic thought.

4. No Mind, the Don’t-Know Mind,
the Actively Passive Mindset
The final and most difficult category has been described in 
different ways by the Buddhists, in particular of the Zen tra-
dition, but also by psychologists in the modern era.  The idea 
is to learn how to prevent the mind from thinking at all.

Ove the past 5 or 6 years as I’ve been experimenting with 
these methods I have found that there is value in each, and 
rather than pick just one, it’s more effective to use all four, 

rotating through each as the situations of the day evolve.

The mantra is really effective at bringing your mind back un-
der control whenever you catch it wandering.  It’s also very 
useful whenever you are doing household chores or waiting 
in line somewhere—anything that doesn’t demand or war-
rant a lot of attention or brain power.  I’ve also found it to be 
really helpful in keeping your mind from wandering during 
conversation.  There’s also a lot of value in the process of 
choosing your mantra itself.  It makes you really think care-
fully about what it is that you value.

Mindfulness is an amazing mental practice.  Much of Bud-
dhism is about how you can structure your entire life around 
mindfulness practices.  I’ve found it to be really useful when 
you are with your loved ones or taking a break from your work, 
enjoying nature or eating and drinking.  It helps slow things 
down and bring your attention to the fullness of the moment.

Concentration is incredibly effective but it tends to use up a 
lot of energy so you cannot do it for long periods of the day.

The actively passive or don’t-know mind is the most difficult 
of these practices.  While it’s pretty easy to turn the chattering 
mind off simply by sort of talking to yourself—that is, say-
ing “No more thinking, mind!”  Or something like that—I’ve 
found it to be very difficult to keep this state of mind for lon-
ger than a few seconds.

I’ve found that the automatic process of the mind makes for a 
most formidable opponent.  But the prize—the clear mind—
is worth the effort.  Even if just for seconds at a time, a small 
number of clear moments in a day can make all the difference.   
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