FIFTH ANNIVERSARY EDITION

NEW PREFACE - NEW GUIDED MEDITATIONS

#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

10% HAPPIER

HOW I TAMED
THE VOICE IN MY HEAD,
REDUCED STRESS
WITHOUT LOSING MY EDGE,
AND FOUND SELF-HELP
THAT ACTUALLY WORKS—

A TRUE STORY

DAN HARRIS

“Startling, provocative, and often very funny.”
—GRETCHEN RUBIN, author of The Happiness Project



10%
Happier

How | Tamed the Voice in My Head,
Reduced Stress Without Losing My Edge,
and Found Self-Help That Actually Works

A TRUE STORY

Dan Harris

n



DEY ST.

An Imprint of WILLIAM MORROW



Dedication

For Bianca



Epigraph

We are in the midst of a momentous event in the
evolution of human consciousness, but they won’t
be talking about it in the news tonight.
—Eckhart Tolle, self-help guru

Open up your mind, in pours the trash.
—NMeat Puppets, “desert punk” band



Contents

Cover
Title Page
Dedication
Epigraph
Author’s Note
Preface to the Fifth Anniversary Edition

Preface

1. Air Hunger
2. Unchurched
3. Genius or Lunatic?
4. Happiness, Inc.
5. The Jew-Bu
6. The Power of Negative Thinking

7. Retreat


file:///C:/Users/YIHANN/AppData/Local/Temp/calibre_axmwsi/ivlav0_pdf_out/OEBPS/text/9780062977311_Cover.xhtml#cover

8. 10% Happier
9. “The New Caffeine”
10. The Self-Interested Case for Not Being a Dick
11. Hide the Zen

Epilogue

Acknowledgments
Appendix: Instructions
About the Author
Praise for 10% Happier
Copyright
About the Publisher



Author’s Note

Conveniently for me, most of the events described in this book were

recorded, either by television cameras or the Voice Memos app on
my iPhone. When conversations were not recorded, | reproduced the
quotes from memory and, in most cases, ran them by the
participants. In some places, | cleaned up the dialogue (excising ums
and ahs, etc.) to make it more readable, or to make myself look
smarter.



Preface to the Fifth Anniversary Edition

| honestly thought this book would be a gigantic, fiery failure.

The story | told myself ran something along these lines:

Dude, you’re a B-level network newsman writing a “tell-all” about
the not-so-electrifying subject of meditation. Literally no one cares.

While, admittedly, | have a tendency toward what the shrinks call
“‘negative self-talk,” in this case my pessimism was not baseless.
When my literary agent and | shopped around the initial book
proposal to publishers, everyone said no. With one exception:
Denise Oswald, an intrepid editor from HarperCollins, who decided
to take a risk on me. (I suspected things might go well with Denise
when, prior to meeting her, my agent called me up and told me,
“You'll like her; she’s punk rock.”)

Even after Denise agreed to publish the book, however, | got the
sense that some on her team were still nervous. One person tried to
bargain me up to 20% Happier, which—my meditation training
notwithstanding—gave me hives.

Another development that nearly put me over the edge: just
weeks before the book came out, my mother—with whom | am very
close—sent an e-mail begging me not to publish. She was worried
that speaking openly about my drug abuse and panic attacks would
torpedo my career. Her note sent me into an extended, days-long
spasm of anxiety, during which time | actually considered pulling the
book. For better or worse, however, | didn't really have a choice; the
books were already printed and sitting in a warehouse somewhere.

Ultimately, when the book came out, it had the title | wanted, and
—to my great surprise—it not only didn’t damage my career, it



actually became a bestseller. | vividly remember the morning after
the publication date. | awoke at five AM. and promptly checked
Amazon, where | saw that the book was topping the charts. | got
back in bed and woke up my wife, who had held my hand through
four years of anguished writing. When | told her the news, we lay
there giggling for a long, long time.

Aside from the initial onrush of giddiness, the experience has
actually been humbling. That's a tricky word—humbling. Often,
people will get up on stage after winning an Oscar and talk about
how humbled they feel. Really? That kind of honor would put my ego
on steroids. But the unexpected success of 10% Happier genuinely
has been humbling. What quickly became apparent is that the
success of the book wasn’'t so much about me as it was about the
practical takeaway. | realized that people were only mildly titillated by
the embarrassing stories | share in these pages. What they really
wanted to know was: What do you have of use for me?

On that score, | have real confidence. Meditation works. While it
is not a panacea, science suggests it can help make you calmer,
more focused, and less emotionally reactive. Since this book has
come out, the research into the physiological and psychological
benefits of the practice—while still in its relatively early stages—has
only gotten stronger. Recent studies suggest meditation may
decrease the risk of heart disease, boost the brain’s resilience in the
face of suffering, and promote healthier aging.

| hear nearly every day from people who say this book led them
to meditation, and that the practice has changed their life: a father on
the verge of suicide; a police officer dealing with burnout; a firefighter
whose young son has leukemia; a congressman who suffered a
humiliating primary defeat; and celebrities who, despite their
outwardly glimmering lives, privately struggle with anxiety. Dramatic
anecdotes such as these get attention, but in some ways it is
actually the accumulation of less flashy stories that drives home the
impact of the book—stories of the people who hit me up in airports or
on Twitter to tell me that meditation has made them marginally but
meaningfully saner.

10% happier has now grown from a little idea in my head into
something much more. My initial impulse for writing the book was to



make meditation accessible to skeptics, but five years later, as the
science has made the practice more socially acceptable, | am now
primarily preoccupied by a new dilemma: the millions of people who
want to meditate but can’t get over the hump to establish an abiding
habit. To that end, I've started a podcast, where, every week, |
interview all sorts of meditators, from the Dalai Lama to RuPaul. |
also cofounded a meditation app, which brings together some of the
best teachers in the world, who provide simple instructions—without
incense or didgeridoo music.

In the back of this book, I've included some guided meditation
instructions, from me and also from some of my favorite teachers,
including Joseph Goldstein, whom you will meet in the course of this
narrative. You can also go to 10percenthappier.com/unlock to
download the app and unlock audio versions of the meditations for
free. See the new, expanded appendix for more details.

To be clear, meditation isn’t a silver bullet. As | type these words,
| have been meditating for nine years, and | am still capable of being
neurotic, ambitious, and cranky. Which is why | like my whole 10%
shtick; it sets the bar pretty low. That said, | am significantly happier
and nicer than | used to be. (Just ask my wife. Actually, don’t ask
her, because she might tell you about all the embarrassing shit | still
do.) | have come to believe that the 10%, like any good investment,
compounds annually.

| designed this book to be an argument dressed up as a memoir.
The argument is this: you should meditate. Yes, you can consume
the book as a yarn about a TV reporter on a deeply unlikely
“spiritual” quest, but if you are so moved, | urge you to try out the
meditation thing. As | like to say, if it can work for a restless,
skeptical newsman, it can work for you.



Preface

| initially wanted to call this book The Voice in My Head Is an

Asshole. However, that title was deemed inappropriate for a man
whose day job requires him to abide by FCC decency standards.

It's true, though. The voice in my head can be a total pill. I'd
venture to guess yours can, too. Most of us are so entranced by the
nonstop conversation we’re having with ourselves that we aren’t
even aware we have a voice in our head. | certainly wasn’'t—at least
not before | embarked on the weird little odyssey described in this
book.

To be clear, I'm not talking about “hearing voices,” I'm talking
about the internal narrator, the most intimate part of our lives. The
voice comes braying in as soon as we open our eyes in the morning,
and then heckles us all day long with an air horn. It's a fever swamp
of urges, desires, and judgments. It's fixated on the past and the
future, to the detriment of the here and now. It's what has us
reaching into the fridge when we’re not hungry, losing our temper
when we know it's not really in our best interest, and pruning our
inboxes when we're ostensibly engaged in conversation with other
human beings. Our inner chatter isn’t all bad, of course. Sometimes
it's creative, generous, or funny. But if we don’t pay close attention—
which very few of us are taught how to do—it can be a malevolent
puppeteer.

If you'd told me when | first arrived in New York City, to start
working in network news, that I'd be using meditation to defang the
voice in my head—or that I'd ever write a whole book about it—I
would have laughed at you. Until recently, | thought of meditation as



the exclusive province of bearded swamis, unwashed hippies, and
fans of John Tesh music. Moreover, since | have the attention span
of a six-month-old yellow Lab, | figured it was something | could
never do anyway. | assumed, given the constant looping, buzzing,
and fizzing of my thoughts, that “clearing my mind” wasn’t an option.

But then came a strange and unplanned series of events,
involving war zones, megachurches, self-help gurus, Paris Hilton,
the Dalai Lama, and ten days of silence that, in a flash, went from
the most annoying to the most profound experience of my life. As a
result of all of this, | came to realize that my preconceptions about
meditation were, in fact, misconceptions.

Meditation suffers from a towering PR problem, largely because
its most prominent proponents talk as if they have a perpetual pan
flute accompaniment. If you can get past the cultural baggage,
though, what you’ll find is that meditation is simply exercise for your
brain. It's a proven technique for preventing the voice in your head
from leading you around by the nose. To be clear, it's not a miracle
cure. It won’t make you taller or better-looking, nor will it magically
solve all of your problems. You should disregard the fancy books and
the famous gurus promising immediate enlightenment. In my
experience, meditation makes you 10% happier. That’'s an absurdly
unscientific estimate, of course. But still, not a bad return on
investment.

Once you get the hang of it, the practice can create just enough
space in your head so that when you get angry or annoyed, you are
less likely to take the bait and act on it. There’'s even science to back
this up—an explosion of new research, complete with colorful MRI
scans, demonstrating that meditation can essentially rewire your
brain.

This science challenges the common assumption that our levels
of happiness, resilience, and kindness are set from birth. Many of us
labor under the delusion that we’re permanently stuck with all of the
difficult parts of our personalities—that we are “hot-tempered,” or
“shy,” or “sad”—and that these are fixed, immutable traits. We now
know that many of the attributes we value most are, in fact, skills,
which can be trained the same way you build your body in the gym.



This is radical, hopeful stuff. In fact, as | discovered, this new
neuroscience has led to the flowering of an elite subculture of
executives, athletes, and marines who are using meditation to
improve their focus, curb their addiction to technology, and stop
being yanked around by their emotions. Meditation has even been
called the “new caffeine.” | suspect that if the practice could be
denuded of all the spiritual preening and straight-out-of-a-fortune-
cookie lingo such as “sacred spaces,” “divine mother,” and “holding
your emotions with love and tenderness,” it would be attractive to
many more millions of smart, skeptical, and ambitious people who
would never otherwise go near it.

One of the questions | hear most often from skeptics is: If | quiet
the voice in my head, will | lose my edge? Some think they need
depression to be creative or compulsive worry to be successful.

For the past four years, I've been road testing meditation in the
crucible of one of the most competitive environments imaginable,
television news. I’'m here to tell you, it's totally doable. More than
that, it can give you a real advantage—and, not for nothing, it might
even make you nicer in the process. Yes, as you will see, | did
stumble into a few embarrassing pitfalls along the way. However,
with the benefit of my experience, you should be able to avoid them.

What I'm attempting to do in this book is demystify meditation,
and show that if it can work for me, it can probably work for you, too.
The best way to illustrate this is to give you, as we say in the
business, “exclusive access” to the voice in my head. All of us
struggle to strike a balance between the image we present to the
world and the reality of our inner landscape. This is particularly tricky
for a news anchor, whose job is to project calm, confidence, and
(when appropriate) good cheer. Most of the time, my external
presentation is authentic; at baseline, I'm a happy guy who is keenly
aware of his good fortune. But there are, of course, moments when
my interior reality is a bit more complicated. And for the purposes of
this book, | am going to put a magnifying lens directly on the knotty
stuff.

The story begins during a period of time when | let the voice in
my head run amok. It was during the early part of my career; | was
an eager, curious, and ambitious cub reporter who got swept up, and



swept away—and it all culminated in the single most humiliating
moment of my life.



Chapter 1
Air Hunger

According to the Nielsen ratings data, 5.019 million people saw me
lose my mind.

It happened on June 7, 2004, on the set of Good Morning
America. | was wearing my favorite new tie and a thick coating of
makeup. My hair was overly coiffed and puffy. The bosses had asked
me to fill in for my colleague Robin Roberts as the News Reader.
The job basically entailed coming on and anchoring brief news
updates at the top of each hour.

| was sitting in Robin’s spot, at a small, satellite anchor desk
inside the second story of ABC’s glass-encased studio in New York’s
Times Square. On the other side of the room was the main anchor
desk, home to the show’s cohosts, the avuncular Charles Gibson
and the elegant Diane Sawyer.

Charlie tossed it over to me: “We’re gonna go now to Dan Harris,
who'’s at the news desk. Dan?” At this point, | was supposed to read
a series of six “voice-overs”—short news items, about twenty
seconds apiece, over which the control room would roll video clips.

It started out fine. “Good morning, Charlie and Diane. Thank
you,” | said in my best morning-anchor voice, chipper, yet
authoritative.

But then, right in the middle of the second voice-over, it hit. Out of
nowhere, | felt like | was being stabbed in the brain with raw animal
fear. A paralytic wave of panic rolled up through my shoulders, over
the top of my head, then melted down the front of my face. The
universe was collapsing in on me. My heart started to gallop. My
mouth dried up. My palms oozed sweat.



| knew | had four more stories to read, an eternity, with no break
and no place to hide—no sound bites or pretaped stories or field
correspondents to toss to, which would have allowed me to regroup
and catch my breath.

As | began the third story, about cholesterol drugs, | was starting
to lose my ability to speak, gasping as | waged an internal battle
against the wave of howling terror, all of it compounded by the
knowledge that the whole debacle was being beamed out live.

You’re on national television.

This is happening now. Right now.

Everyone is seeing this, dude.

Do something. DO something.

| tried to fight through it, with mixed results. The official transcript
of the broadcast reflects my descent into incoherence:

“Researchers report people who take cholesterol-lowering drugs
called statins for at least five years may also lower their risk for
cancer, but it's too early to . . . to prescribe statins slowly for cancer
production.”

It was at this point, shortly after my reference to “cancer
production,” with my face drained of blood and contorted with tics,
that | knew | had to come up with something drastic to get myself out
of the situation.

My on-air meltdown was the direct result of an extended run of
mindlessness, a period of time during which | was focused on
advancement and adventure, to the detriment of pretty much
everything else in my life. It began on March 13, 2000: my first day at
ABC News.

| was twenty-eight years old, terrified, and wearing an unfortunate
double-breasted suit as | walked through the high-ceilinged entryway
lined with pictures of such luminaries as Peter Jennings, Diane
Sawyer, and Barbara Walters (all now my colleagues, apparently),
then took the steep, stately escalator up into the mouth of the
building on Manhattan’s Upper West Side.

They made me go to the basement that day, to some fluorescent-
lit security office to have my picture taken for my new identification



card. In the photo, | looked so young that a colleague would later
joke that a wider shot might reveal me to be holding a balloon.

That | had made it to ABC at all seemed like a big
misunderstanding, or maybe a cruel joke. During the preceding
seven years, as | toiled in local news, my dream had always been to
“‘get to the network”™—which was how people in the farm leagues
referred to it—but | had assumed it wouldn’t happen until | was
maybe forty and looked old enough to operate a motor vehicle.

| had started in TV news straight out of college, with the vague
goal of pursuing a career that had a modicum of glitz and also did
not require me to do any math. My parents were doctors, but | didn’t
have the aptitude or the attention span for med school. So, despite
some initial misgivings on the part of my folks, | took a job at an NBC
station in Bangor, Maine (one of the smallest television markets in
the country—number 154 out of 210). The gig was part-time, paid
$5.50 an hour, and involved writing scripts for the anchorwoman,
then operating the studio camera during a broadcast called Alive at
5:30. On my first day, the producer who was assigned to train me
wheeled around from his electric typewriter and matter-of-factly
announced, “This is not a glamorous job.” He was right. Covering tire
fires and snowstorms in rural Maine—not to mention living in a tiny
apartment on the first floor of an elderly woman’s house and eating
mac and cheese nearly every night—was profoundly unsexy.
Nevertheless, | loved it immediately.

After a few months of badgering my bosses to put me on camera,
they relented, and | became a reporter and an anchor, even though |
was barely twenty-two and only had one blue blazer, a hand-me-
down from my dad. It didn’t take long for me to know that this job
was what | would be doing for the rest of my life. | found the craft
itself fascinating—especially the challenge of writing stories that
were meant to be spoken aloud and matched to pictures. | delighted
in the opportunity to get intrigued by an obscure but important
subject, and then devise ways to teach viewers something that might
be useful or illuminating. Most of all, | took enormous pleasure in the
fact that my new position gave me license to march up to important
people and ask impertinent questions.



Broadcast news is a tricky beast, though. Aside from the high-
minded stuff about holding powerful interests accountable and using
the power of the medium for good, there is also something deeply
and irrationally affirming about getting your mug on TV. Watch how
excited people get at baseball games when their faces flash on the
JumboTron. Now imagine doing that for a living.

My colleague in Bangor was correct that much of the actual work
of being a TV reporter—sitting through interminable news
conferences, spending hours in a news van with an irascible
cameraman, chasing down cops for sound bites—was not
glamorous, but as | moved to larger markets, first to Portland, Maine,
and then to Boston, the pay got better and the stories bigger, and the
visceral thrill of being recognized in bars and on line at the bank
never got old.

| remember my mother, a repository of wisdom, once telling me
offhandedly at some point during my youth that she thought anyone
who would run for president must have a hole on their inside that
was so big it could never be filled. To the extent that | ever allowed
myself to reflect on my drive to be on TV, | always found her
comment haunting.

Seven years after that first job in Bangor, | was working at a
twenty-four-hour cable news channel in the Boston area when | got a
call, seemingly out of nowhere, indicating that | might be on the cusp
of landing the big fish. My agent told me that executives at ABC
News had seen my tapes and wanted to talk.

They hired me as the co-anchor of ABC’s loose and scrappy
overnight newscast, World News Now, which airs from two to four in
the morning, to an audience consisting primarily of insomniacs,
nursing mothers, and college students hopped up on ADD drugs. By
the time | reported for duty, though, on that day in March of 2000, the
guy | was supposed to replace, Anderson Cooper, had decided he
didn’t want to leave just yet. Not knowing what else to do with me,
the bosses gave me a chance to file some stories for the weekend
edition of our evening newscast, World News Tonight. As far as |
was concerned, this was the coolest thing that had ever happened to
me. Just a few weeks prior, I'd been reporting for an audience of
tens of thousands of New Englanders; now | was broadcasting to



millions of people all over the country. Then it got even better: | was
asked to file my first story for the weekday edition of the evening
news, anchored by Peter Jennings himself.

| idolized Jennings. My whole on-air style was a straight-to-video
version of his. | had studied his intricate anchor desk ballet—the
masterful mix of slow leans, head nods, and arched eyebrows. |
admired his ability to be smooth, and yet emote without being
mawkish. He was the epitome of the voice-of-God anchorman, with a
personal mystique to boot: the 007 looks, the four wives, the
rumored celebrity trysts.

He was the colossus who sat astride ABC News. Internally, his
broadcast was referred to simply as “The Show,” almost as if we
didn’t have other major broadcasts like 20/20, GMA, and Nightline.
He was also the object of bottomless fear. | hadn’t met him yet, but
I'd already heard the stories about his volcanic temper. Because of
his reputation for eating his young, the executives deliberately
scheduled my first appearance on his show for July 4, a day they
knew he would be on vacation.

| did a feature story about baby boomers going back to work as
lifeguards because all the young people were taking jobs with
dotcom companies. When it aired, the show’s producers seemed
satisfied with the piece, but | never heard from Jennings himself. |
didn’t know if he’d been watching, or if he even knew who | was.

A few weeks later, | was at the apartment | shared with my
younger brother, Matt, riding the exercise bike we’'d set up in the
living room, when my landline, cell phone, and pager went off in
rapid succession. | got off the bike and checked the pager. It read,
“4040.” This was the extension for the World News Tonight “rim,” the
area where Peter and his senior producers spent the day putting
together the show. | called in, and the young assistant who answered
the phone put me on hold. Then a man picked up and said, “I think
we need to start covering Ralph Nader. His campaign is picking up
speed. Can you do it?” | looked over at Matt and mouthed, “I think
this is Peter Jennings.”

The next day, | was on a plane to Madison, Wisconsin, to
interview Nader and file a piece for that night’'s broadcast. It was a
hectic, harrowing process, exacerbated by the fact that, late in the



day, Peter requested a series of significant changes to the script |
had written. We managed to “make air,” but just barely. When | got
back to my hotel room and dialed into the Internet, | saw that | had a
two-word email from Peter: “Call me.” So | did. Immediately. | was
expecting him to ream me out for writing a subpar script, but the first
thing he said was, “Wear lighter-colored shirts.” He then proceeded
to inform me that he’d been named to People’s Best Dressed list
based entirely on clothes he ordered from catalogues.

That sealed it. For the next five years, Peter was my mentor and,
sometimes, tormentor. Anchoring the overnight show was now off
the table. | had, improbably, become a network news correspondent.
They gave me a set of business cards and my very first office, on the
fourth floor of the building, alongside five other correspondents, all
men several decades older than | was. Our offices were arrayed
along a catwalk that overlooked the set from which Peter anchored
his show. One morning, shortly after | moved in, | got off the elevator
and the other reporters were huddled together, chatting. None of
them would speak to me. It was awkward and a little bit intimidating,
but if this was the price | had to pay for scoring this job a full decade
before | thought it could happen, it was totally worth it.

Working for Peter was like sticking your head in a lion’s mouth:
thrilling, but not particularly safe. He was frightening for a lot of
reasons: he was about a foot taller than me, he was subject to
sudden and unpredictable mood swings, and—even though he was
originally from Canada—he was a bona fide American icon, which
made it surreally mortifying when he yelled at you. He seemed to
take pleasure in embarrassing me, preferably in front of as many
people as possible. Once, his assistant called me down to the rim,
saying Peter needed to discuss something. When | arrived, Peter
looked up, did a double take, and eyeing my plaid jacket, said,
“You’re not going to wear that on television, are you?” Everyone
laughed uncomfortably. | turned fuchsia, and muttered something
about how of course | wasn'’t. | may have subsequently burned it.

But the real flash point—as with every correspondent—was the
script-writing process. Peter was an exacting and irascible editor,
and he often made changes at the last minute, sending producers
and correspondents into frenzied scrambles minutes before airtime.



Even when he affected a more-in-sadness-than-in-anger tone to his
revisions, | strongly suspected that he actually enjoyed the power
play. He had a set of semi-rational writing rules that every
correspondent learned to obey over the course of a particularly
rigorous hazing period: don’t start a sentence with “but”; don’t say
‘like” when you can say “such as”; never, ever use the word
“meanwhile.”

By no means were all of Peter’s standards arbitrary, though. After
observing and interacting with him for a while, it became clear that
he cared deeply about this work. He saw his job as a privilege—a
sacred trust with the audience, and a vital part of a functioning
democracy. He was a congenital contrarian who expected his staff to
aggressively question authority (including our own bosses—except,
of course, him). Early in my tenure, | pitched him a story about the
treatment of mentally ill inmates in prison, which Peter personally
helped me produce and gave prominent play on his broadcast. Then
he had me launch more investigations, one on the issue of rape in
prison, and another into the silencing of conservative voices on
American college campuses. It was a journalistic apprenticeship par
excellence.

Very often, though, Peter’s inspirational qualities were obscured
by his mercurial behavior—and the primary venue for this was at the
rim in those frenetic late afternoon hours before airtime, as reporters
and producers were desperately vying for him to approve their
scripts—which he insisted on doing personally. Some of his
signature moves included reordering all of the ideas in a story for no
discernible reason, and poaching the best lines from our pieces and
using them himself. We correspondents (the older guys on my hall
eventually deigned to communicate with me) often commiserated
about getting “Petered,” inevitably concluding that the level of
criticism we received was directly correlated to Peter’'s mood or his
personal feelings about you at that moment. He was, we all agreed,
a man fueled by a combustible mix of preternatural talent and
crushing insecurity. The first—and only—time | was handed back a
script with no marks from his red pen, | saved it.



While | may have been initially stunned by my ascent at ABC News, |
was not about to let the opportunity go to waste. | quickly got over
my I-can’t-believe-they're-letting-me-through-security phase and
started focusing on how to navigate what could be a Hobbesian
environment where the various broadcasts, anchors, and executives
competed fiercely against one another, and where aligning yourself
too closely with any particular clique carried risks.

My modus operandi was inherited from my father, whose motto
was: “The price of security is insecurity.” Dr. Jay Harris, a gifted
wringer of hands and gnasher of teeth, used his security/insecurity
maxim to advance through the world of cutthroat nebbishes in
academic medicine. My mom, a reserved Massachusetts Yankee,
was slightly mellower about her equally demanding medical career.
The joke around the house was that this was because my dad is
Jewish and my mom is not. The other running joke was that | had
inherited all of my dad’s worrier genes, and my brother had been
spared. As Matt once quipped, “Dan makes Woody Allen look like a
Buddhist monk.”

Kidding—and ethnic stereotypes—aside, | took my dad’s maxim
very much to heart. Straight from childhood, | was a frequent mental
inventory taker, scanning my consciousness for objects of concern,
kind of like pressing a bruise to see if it still hurts. In my view, the
balance between stress and contentment was life’s biggest riddle.
On the one hand, | was utterly convinced that the continuation of any
success | had achieved was contingent upon persistent
hypervigilance. | figured this kind of behavior must be adaptive from
an evolutionary standpoint—cavemen who worried about possible
threats, real or imagined, probably survived longer. On the other
hand, | was keenly aware that while this kind of insecurity might
prolong life, it also made it less enjoyable.

Once at ABC, though, any attempts at balance went directly out
the window. | was young and out of my league; | had to work triply
hard to prove myself in the face of widespread institutional
skepticism. (One night, as | was standing in front of the camera
waiting to go live on Peter’s show, his executive producer got into my
earpiece and said, “You look like you're getting ready to pose for Bar
Mitzvah pictures.”) To compensate, | was pitching stories constantly;



| was ruthlessly self-critical; | was willing to work nights, mornings,
and weekends—even if it meant skipping important events (such as
friends’ weddings and family gatherings) in order to get on the air.

The news division was a fertile environment for this kind of
intensity. In fact, people here were fond of repeating a famous quote
from the legendary White House reporter Helen Thomas, one |
embraced with gusto: “You're only as good as your last story.”
Getting on the air was not easy. On any given night, World News ran
six or seven taped pieces from correspondents, and most of those
slots went to the people covering specific beats such as the White
House. Meanwhile, there were about fifty other correspondents vying
for what remained. | set up an endless mental tape loop: How many
stories have | had on this week? What is the state of my relationship
with Peter right now? What else do | have coming up?

For the first year or so on the job, my strategy was to focus
mainly on producing what we called “back of the book” pieces,
stories that aired after the first commercial break. These ranged from
investigations to in-depth pieces to fluffy features. | figured that given
all the competition to cover the big, breaking news, this was the
smart play. Aside from the aforementioned investigations, | reported
on the dotcom boom and bust, and did colorful features on the
periphery of the Bush-Gore recount battle in Florida.

About a year into my tenure, Peter summoned me to his book-
lined office to discuss a new assignment. He was settled behind an
imposing dark wood desk as | sank uncomfortably into his
overstuffed couch, which was clearly designed by the same person
who invented such medieval torture devices as the iron maiden and
the pear of anguish. He made an announcement that was both
unforeseen and unwelcome. He wanted me to take over ABC'’s
coverage of religion. This beat was a top priority for Peter. He had
recently hosted a pair of highly rated, well-reviewed prime-time
specials about the lives of Jesus and Saint Paul. He had also
personally overseen the hiring of the first full-time religion
correspondent in the history of network news, Peggy Wehmeyer. But
Peggy, a comely, blond evangelical from Texas, was leaving now,
and Peter had decided | was going to take over her responsibilities. |
tried to issue some sort of a protest about being a devout atheist (|



didn’t have the guts to tell him | couldn’t care less about the subject),
but he was having none of it. This was happening. End of
discussion.

Several months later, | was sitting in a puddle jumper on the
tarmac in Fort Wayne, Indiana, having just finished shooting a story
about church youth groups. A guy in the front of the passenger cabin
hung up his cell phone, turned around, and told everyone that the
Twin Towers were on fire. It was September 11, 2001, and suddenly
every civilian airplane in the country was grounded. | was no longer
heading back to New York anyway. My own cell phone rang, and my
new marching orders were to get myself to Shanksuville,
Pennsylvania, where United Flight 93 had been brought down by
passengers who stormed the cockpit.

| disembarked, rented a car, and with my producer alongside me,
began the four-hundred-mile trek eastward. | spent those seven
hours in the car experiencing what was, for me, a new and confusing
breed of misery. Like all Americans, | was furious and scared. But
there was also an overlay of self-interest. This was, in all likelihood,
the biggest story of our lifetimes, and here | was stuck driving a
“‘midsize vehicle” across the breadth of Ohio, helplessly listening to
the news unfold on the radio. | knew Peter would be in his element,
in full-on clarify-and-comfort mode, and it made me feel physically ill
not to be part of the team reporting on—and explaining—this news to
the country. | knew now that “back of the book” would no longer cut it
for me.

| reported from Pennsylvania that night, and then drove the rest
of the way back to New York, where | essentially moved into the
Tribeca Grand Hotel, just blocks from Ground Zero. The police had
closed off much of Lower Manhattan, and since | lived and worked
uptown, the only way to cover the story was to stay nearby. This
boutique hotel, with its tiny rooms, exposed wrought iron elevator
shafts, and huge lobby lounge (normally filled with boulevardiers
sipping overpriced cocktails—now eerily empty), was an
incongruously chic spot from which to cover the deadliest terror
attack ever on American soil.

| was right about Peter. His round-the-clock anchoring during
those terrible days was nearly universally lauded, and under his



guidance, | produced stories about the anguished crowds visiting the
rubble at Ground Zero, and also the troubling number of attacks on
innocent Muslims around the nation.

A few weeks later, as the maelstrom of Ground Zero coverage
began to abate, | was back uptown in my office one afternoon when
my phone rang. The caller ID read FOREIGN DESK. The voice on the
other end of the line said, “We need you to go to Pakistan.” A pint of
dopamine was released into my brain. After | hung up the phone, |
actually paced around the room, pumping my fist.

This, fittingly, was how | began the most dangerous and formative
years of my life: with a series of douchey gesticulations. | lurched
headlong into what would become a multiyear adventure—during
which | would see places and things that | never would have had the
audacity to imagine as a shaggy twenty-two-year-old reporter in
Bangor. | was floating on a wash of adrenaline, besotted with airtime,
and blinded to the potential psychological consequences.

Prior to this first trip to Pakistan in October of 2001, | had never been
to the Third World, unless you count a visit to Tijuana in the 1980s
when | was on a Teen Tour. So when | boarded the flight for
Islamabad the day after that call from the Foreign Desk, | had no
idea what to expect. | arrived to what my British friends would call a
“‘proper Star Wars scene.” Baggage claim was teeming with bleary-
eyed passengers, bored-looking cops, and greasy, brown jumpsuit—
wearing baggage-handling hustlers. | was the only Westerner in the
hall. A local driver met me on the other side of customs, holding a
sign with my name on it. Outside, the morning air was hazy, warm,
and smelled vaguely of burnt tires. The highway was clogged with
huge, brightly decorated cargo trucks whose drivers were constantly
beeping their tinny, melodic horns. | later figured out that people in
places like this didn’t honk to get other drivers out of the way so
much as to simply alert people of their presence, like a pulse of
sonar. | had never felt so far away from home before.

But then we got to the hotel. To my surprise, it was a Marriott,
and a nice one at that—much larger and more elegant than the
average American version. | dropped off my bags then went straight
up to the presidential suite, where the ABC team was working. This



was my first time meeting many of these people. They were mostly
from our London bureau—swashbuckling types, veterans of places
like Bosnia and Rwanda. They seemed completely comfortable with
the cognitive dissonance of being in a dangerous, impoverished
country where we had uniformed hotel staff bringing us cellophane-
wrapped platters of cookies and mixed nuts twice a day. My fellow
correspondent Bob Woodruff strolled in and nonchalantly ordered
scrambled eggs from room service.

Things got edgier pretty quickly. Within just a few days, | got word
that we’'d received an invitation from the Taliban, who were still ruling
Afghanistan, to come visit their home base in Kandahar. It would be
a sort of embed. At first blush, it sounded like a supremely dumb
idea—to go behind enemy lines, a guest of the actual enemy—and it
provoked a spirited debate among our staff. We had a big meeting
and argued it out. | went through the motions of listening to both
sides, but it was really a foregone conclusion: there was no way |
was going to miss this.

| tried to call my mother to let her know where | was going before
she saw it on TV, but | couldn’t reach her at the hospital where she
worked. So, against my better judgment, | called my father, the far
more emotional parent. When | told him the plan, he started to cry.
As the line went silent, except for the sounds of my dad catching his
breath, the myopia of exhilaration gave way to remorse. Up until this
point, | had been thinking only about what was in this trip for me; |
hadn’t considered the special kind of hell it would create for my
family. My dad recovered pretty quickly, engaging in characteristically
self-deprecating humor: “You have a Jewish mother—it’s just not
your mother.”

That night, | felt so guilty—and, frankly, scared—that | couldn’t
sleep. The next day, | was part of a small group of reporters who
boarded a bus to the unknown. After a long, spine-rattling ride on the
unpaved main road that bisects southern Afghanistan, we arrived in
the middle of the night at a complex of squat government buildings
on the outskirts of Kandahar. The American air campaign had
knocked out power and the whole city was pitch-black. We quickly
went to the roof of one of the buildings, established a satellite signal,
and taped a report in which Peter Jennings, at the news desk in New



York, asked me questions about our journey. After talking to me,
Peter—who still had a national newscast to prepare for—took the
time to call my parents and let them know | was okay.

The next three days were a surreal, heady blur. We were ferried
around town by hirsute, heavily armed men. For the most part, they
showed us things they wanted us to see for PR purposes, including
bombed-out buildings in which they claimed innocent civilians had
been killed by U.S. warplanes. But it was the offscreen demeanor of
these Taliban fighters that made the strongest impression on me.
Aside from the top commanders, who engaged in the requisite
propagandist puffery, the rank-and-file soldiers were actually
easygoing and sociable. They were kids, really. They taught us local
curse words. (Apparently “donkey” is a serious insult in Pashto.) At
one point, one of them whispered to me, “Take me to America.”

| included a lot of this kind of color in my reports and received
laudatory emails from the home office that were head-swimmingly
intoxicating for a young reporter on the make. Peter was referring to
me on the air as “our man in Afghanistan.” My crew, a pair of Brits,
spent many hours ribbing me, predicting that | was going to be “an
insufferable twat” when | got home. They would act out imagined
scenes of me in New York City bars with friends, interrupting every
conversation with, “Yeah, yeah, yeah—did | tell you about the time |
was in Afghanistan?”

This trip was my first taste of what | would describe as journalistic
heroin: the pure, sick rush of being somewhere you are not
supposed to be and not only getting away with it but also getting on
TV. | was hooked.

When | got back to New York, though, | didn’t have much time to
play peacock. | was greeted with a public repudiation in the New
York Times. Arts critic Caryn James compared my coverage
unfavorably to the BBC'’s, calling mine “warm and fuzzy.” It was a
hammer blow to my psyche. | bitterly disagreed with her, but many of
my colleagues did not. Her article cemented the impression that |
was too green to do this job. Around the office, | immediately went
from hero to donkey.

A few weeks later, the Foreign Desk decided to give me a second
chance, sending me this time to Tora Bora, where Osama bin Laden



was holed up and under assault by local Afghan warlords on the
American payroll. In the taxi on the way to the airport, | got a call
from Peter. He told me the consensus was that | had blown it the first
time around, and that now | really needed to prove myself. | spent
much of the flight in the fetal position.

There was no Marriott in Tora Bora. Upon arrival, we paid an
opium farmer to let us sleep in his ramshackle compound of mud
huts in the middle of an iced-over poppy field. There was a large,
smelly ox tied up right outside the door, and every day when we
came home for dinner, there would be one less chicken running
through the yard.

On this assignment, | redeemed myself. Part of what turned
things around for me was a scene, captured on video, where | was
shooting a “stand-up,” the part of a news story where the reporter
speaks directly to the camera. | was perched on the side of a
mountain, and right in the middle of my spiel, there was a whistling
noise overhead. | had never heard gunfire up close before, so it took
me a second to realize what was happening and dive to the ground.
There was nothing warm or fuzzy about this. My bosses ate it up.

There were, however, two embarrassing things about this
moment. First, a close inspection of the videotape revealed that
none of the Afghans in the frame behind me ducked, or even looked
particularly concerned. Second, my immediate thought as that bullet
whizzed over was: | hope we’re rolling on this.

This was new. If gunshots had gone off in a situation where | was
not on the job, | would have wet my pants. | had no record of
courage in my personal life. No military service, not even any
experience in contact sports. My only prior brush with danger was
when | got hit by a cab after wandering into an intersection in
Manhattan without looking. When you’re covering a news story,
however, there’s a tendency to feel bulletproof. It's as if there’s a
buffer between you and the world, an exponentially more dangerous
variant of the unreality you feel when taking a stroll while listening to
your iPod. In the context of combat, my reflex to worry had been
completely overridden by my desire to be part of the big story.

Tora Bora was a military failure—with Bin Laden most likely
scurrying along a goat trail into Pakistan—but for me it was a



resurrection of sorts. Having regained the trust of my bosses, | spent
the next three years shuttling back and forth between New York and
places such as Israel, the West Bank, Gaza, and Iraq. | was like a
slightly less dorky Zelig, somehow materializing in the backdrop of
the world’s most important historical events.

These were assignments that entailed repeated exposure to
grotesquerie. In Israel, outside a seaside hotel after a suicide
bombing, | watched as a gust of ocean breeze sent a bedsheet
billowing off the ground, revealing a row of legs. In Iraq, a group of
marines and | stared down at a bloated corpse on the side of the
road as we collectively realized that what we thought were gunshot
wounds in the man’s face were, in fact, drill holes. In the West Bank,
| stood next to a father, watching bodies being dumped from a forkilift
into an impromptu mass grave in a hospital parking lot. The man let
out a sustained, high-pitched wail as he spotted his own son
tumbling into the pit.

While | was unable to hold it together in the face of the crying
father, walking out of camera range with a lump in my throat, | was
surprised by my overall reaction to the horrors of war—or, more
accurately, my lack of reaction. As far as | could tell, | was not that
shaken. | convinced myself this kind of psychological distance was a
job requirement, like the doctors from M*A*S*H who cracked jokes
over the patients on their operating table. | reckoned reportorial
remove served a higher purpose, allowing me to more effectively
convey urgent information. If | broke down every time | saw
something disturbing, how could | function?

Back home, people would ask me whether my experiences
overseas had “changed” me. My reflexive answer was: no. The old
line “Wherever you go, there you are” seemed to apply. | was still the
same; | just had the proverbial front-row seat at history. My parents
openly worried about whether | was traumatized by what I'd seen,
but | didn’t feel traumatized at all. Quite the opposite; | liked being a
war correspondent. Loved it, in fact. The bodyguards, the armored
cars, being driven around like | was a head of state. | also liked the
way flak jackets made my diminutive frame look larger on TV. In a
war zone, the rules are suspended. You ignore traffic lights, speed
limits, and social niceties. It has an illicit, energizing feel not unlike



being in a major city during a blackout or a blizzard. And then, of
course, there’s the added romance of risk. We used to repeat to one
another bastardized versions of an apt old quote from Winston
Churchill: “Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without
result.”

It wasn’t just the rush | enjoyed. | also genuinely believed in the
importance of what we were doing, bearing witness to the tip of the
American spear. | felt a sense of purpose—that this was a cause that
merited the risk. For both of these reasons—the thrill and the
principle—I freely engaged in ABC’s notorious intramural battles in
order to stay in the game. An outsider might assume that we
journalists spend most of our time competing with people from other
networks. In actuality, we expend most of our energy competing with
our own colleagues. In order to retain my spot on the front lines, |
found myself vying against fellow correspondents like David Wright,
another young reporter who'd recently arrived from local news. He
was aggressive and smart, and | kind of resented him for it.

While I'd once been content to let the senior folks fight it out for
the big stories, | was now much more assertive. This competition
mostly took the form of overt lobbying—phone calls and emails to
the anchors and executives who make the assignments. While the
internal wrangling was, in many ways, a sign of a healthy, vibrant
organization, it was also stressful and provoked me to dedicate way
too many hours to measuring myself against people | worked with.
For example, during a period in which David was kicking ass over in
Afghanistan and | was stuck in New York, | could barely bring myself
to watch the news.

Fighting over airtime in the middle of a war was perverse, but
such was the nature of the gig, it seemed to me. The great blessing
of being a journalist is that you get to withess world events—to
interface with the players, to experience the smells and tastes of it
all. The great curse, though, is that, as I'd learned on 9/11, you come
to see these events, at least in part, through the lens of self-interest.
Did | get to go? Did | perform well? This psychology was not
discussed much in all the autobiographies of legendary journalists
that I'd read, but it was nonetheless real. Peter had epic rivalries with
fellow anchors like Ted Koppel. The news division had been



structured by its preceding president, Roone Arledge, as a star
system with competing fiefdoms battling over scarce resources like
big interviews and the best correspondents. When Wright and | were
both angling to be the first into Iraq after the fall of Baghdad, Peter
even called me and made approving jokes about my sharp elbows.

In an environment that was permissive of pique, | sometimes let
my temper get the better of me, a tendency that dated back to my
early twenties. When | was a young anchorman in Boston, | once
threw my papers in the air during a commercial break to express my
frustration over a technical glitch. Shortly thereafter, my boss called
me into his office to warn me, “People don'’t like you.” That meeting
sent my heart into my throat and forced me to correct my behavior.
But there continued to be room for improvement; as a network
correspondent, | was still occasionally snippy with colleagues, and
even, on a few occasions overseas, downright stupid. Like the time |
was in the middle of a crowded, angry street demonstration in
Pakistan and engaged in a supremely unwise shouting match with a
protestor who'd just told me the Israelis were behind 9/11. The one
situation in which my peevishness remained firmly bottled up was, of
course, when dealing with Peter Jennings himself.

On a muggy July day in 2003, | got out of a taxi in front of my
apartment building on the Upper West Side, having just wrapped up
a five-month stay in Iraq, a posting that stretched from the months
before the U.S. invasion all the way up to the beginning of the
insurgency. It was strange to be back from the desert, in a world of
deciduous trees, a place where | no longer required an entourage.
The doormen looked at me with surprise, and | sensed that they
were struggling to remember my name. | rolled my bag down the
hallway of the fourteenth floor and opened the door to the “home” I'd
scarcely visited in two years. The place was pathetic, decorated like
a college dorm room, and with stacks of unopened mail all over the
place. I'd been away so long that I'd missed the transition to DVDs—
| still had one of those big, boxy televisions with a VHS player in it. |
hadn’t come to the end of my overseas assignments, but the powers
that be had decided that now was the time for me to focus more on



domestic priorities, like covering the 2004 presidential campaign and
trying my hand at the anchor desk.

Meanwhile, my personal life was a blightscape. While | had been
abroad, the already limited social network I’'d maintained outside of
work had largely evaporated. | was in my early thirties, and my
friends had all coupled up and hunkered down. People my age were
maturing, nesting, and reproducing. |, by contrast, had just endured
an epic breakup after a short, fiery relationship with a Spanish
journalist I'd met in Irag. But | was so focused on work that romantic
stability wasn’t even on my list of priorities.

Not long after | got home, | developed a mysterious illness with
flulike symptoms. | felt tired and achy all the time, | was perpetually
cold, and | had trouble getting out of bed. I'd always been a little bit
of a hypochondriac, but this was different. It dragged on for months. |
convened lengthy, medical symposia over the phone with my
parents. | got tested for tropical diseases, Lyme disease, and HIV.
There was even talk of chronic fatigue syndrome.

When all the tests came back negative, | latched on to the theory
that my apartment had a gas leak, and | paid an exorbitant fee to get
the place tested. For a few nights, | slept on the floor at the
apartment of my close friend Regina, whom I'd known since college.
She was a law school grad who had started a legal headhunting
company. Throughout the night, her miniature pinscher would bring
his kibble next to my head and chew it in my ear. Ultimately, the test
results showed there was no leak. At which point | jokingly said to
Regina that if | didn’t find a diagnosis soon, | might have to admit
that | was crazy.

When | finally broke down and went to see a psychiatrist, he took
about five minutes to deliver his verdict: depression. As | sat on the
couch in this cozy Upper East Side office, | insisted to the kindly,
sweater-wearing shrink that | didn’t feel blue at all. He explained that
it is entirely possible to be depressed without being conscious of it.
When you’re cut off from your emotions, he said, they often manifest
in your body.

This was humbling. | had always fancied myself to be reasonably
self-aware. My mind, a perpetual motion machine of plotting,
planning, and evaluating, had apparently missed something



essential. The doctor had a couple of theories. It was possible, he
said, that the horror of what | had witnessed overseas was too much
for my conscious mind to handle. It was also possible that | was
subconsciously pining for the adrenaline of war zones—that | was
essentially in withdrawal from journalistic heroin. Or perhaps it was a
combination of both. He recommended antidepressants.
Unfortunately, | had already started self-medicating.

Although many of my friends partook, | had made it through high
school, college, and my twenties without experimenting with hard
drugs. Alcohol and a little weed, yes, but nothing more. | was never
even tempted—or to be more honest, | was scared. On a few
occasions, pot had made me so intensely paranoid that | felt like |
was incarcerated in an inner Mordor. | figured harder drugs had the
potential to be even worse.

However, my psychosomatic iliness had left me feeling weak and
adrift. One night, | agreed to go to a party with a guy from the office.
We were at his apartment, having a quick drink before going to meet
his friends, and he shot me an impish look and said, “Want some
cocaine?” He had offered before and | had always demurred, but this
time, on an impulse, | caved. Here | was crossing what had always
been a distinct, bright line, in an utterly haphazard fashion. | was
thirty-two years old.

The drug took about fifteen seconds to kick in. At first, it was just
a pleasant electric sizzle coursing through my limbs. Then | noticed a
disgusting ammonia-flavored postnasal drip. It didn’t bother me,
though, because it was accompanied by a triumphant horn flourish of
euphoric energy. After months of feeling run-down and ragged, | felt
normal again. Better than normal. Rejuvenated. Restored. Logorrhea
ensued. | said many, many things over the course of the evening,
one of which was: “Where has this drug been all my life?”

Thus began what my friend Regina sardonically called my Bright
Lights, Big City phase. That night, at the party | went to with the guy
from work, | made a bunch of new friends. And those people also did
cocaine.

With coke, you never reach satiety. It hits, it peaks, it fades—and
before you know it, every cell in your body is screaming for more. It's



like that line from the poet Rilke, who referred to the “quick gain of an
approaching loss.” | chased this dragon with the zeal of the convert.
Late one night, | was partying with another new friend, Simon—a
man who had, to put it mildly, a great deal of experience with drugs
—and when he was ready to go to bed, | insisted we stay up and
keep going. He looked over at me wearily and said, “You have the
soul of a junkie.”

Then | discovered ecstasy. | was with some friends in New
Orleans when someone started handing out little blue pills. They said
it would take a half hour or more before | felt anything, and as |
waited, | strolled through the city’s French Quarter. | knew | was high
when we passed a piano bar where they were playing Bon Jovi's
“Livin’ on a Prayer,” and it sounded transcendent.

| couldn’t believe one pill could make me so happy. | felt as if my
torso was swaddled in heated cotton balls. The very act of talking,
the mere vibration of my vocal cords, was blissful. Walking was a
symphony of sensual pleasure, with waves of euphoria melting all
the calcified barriers of self-consciousness. | could even get out of
my own way to dance.

Sadly, the pain of the comedown was proportional to the power of
the high. Reality reentered the scene with a pickax. The lesson for
the neophyte drug taker was that there is no free lunch,
neurologically speaking. On the day after ecstasy, my serotonin
stores would be utterly depleted. | often found myself overwhelmed
by a soul-sucking sense of emptiness, a hollowed-out husk of a man.

It was partly because of the severity of the hangover—cocaine,
too, left me cracked-out and colicky for at least twenty-four hours—
that | was meticulous about never doing drugs when | had to work
the next day. Not only did | largely quarantine my substance abuse
to weekends, but there were also long stretches of time when | was
traveling for work and completely abstinent—covering the 2004
Democratic presidential primaries, for example. The pull of drugs
was powerful, but the tug of airtime was even more so. In fact, during
one of the years when | was using drugs, | was ranked as the most
prolific network television news correspondent. This only served to
compound my master of the universe complex, convincing me |
could fool everyone and pull it all off.



On some level, of course, | knew | was taking a massive
professional risk. If my partying leaked out | could have been fired.
And yet | carried on, impelled forward blindly, my common sense
hijacked by the pleasure centers of my brain. | kept using drugs well
past the point where | had been diagnosed with depression. | failed
—or refused—to connect the dots.

| had always had an addictive personality. It's a lucky thing that
the first time | tried cigarettes, at age fourteen, | puked. Otherwise, |
might have picked up a lifelong habit. One of my most vivid
childhood memories was playing ball one afternoon with my mom
and brother on top of a hill near our house. | kept telling them |
needed to use the bathroom, and would then sneak back to the
kitchen to take slices of cake from the fridge. On the fourth or fifth
trip, after realizing | had eaten nearly the whole thing, | came back
and tearfully confessed. Not long afterward, | found out where my
parents—who were very strict about candy—had hidden a bag of
lollipops on a very high shelf in the kitchen. Over the course of
several days, | repeatedly weaseled up there and ate them all. The
power of craving, the momentum of wanting was always difficult for
me to resist.

Now, as a budding drug abuser, it wasn’t just the professional
risks | shrugged off. | developed persistent chest pains that got so
bad that one night | went into the ER to get checked out. A young
medical resident told me that the trouble was very likely caused by
cocaine, which | had reluctantly admitted to using. Despite her
pleading, | left the hospital and pretended the encounter had never
happened.

Every drug recovery narrative has to have its bottom, and mine—or
at least my first one—came on that warm June morning on the set of
GMA when | melted down on live TV. Ever since my return from lraq,
I'd been occasionally filling in for Robin Roberts as the News
Reader. It was a huge opportunity, one | valued immensely and
hoped would turn into something larger. | was used to the routine—
I'd been appearing semi-regularly for a few months now—so | had
no reason to think this morning would be any different. Which is why



| was shaken to my core when that irresistible bolt of terror radiated
out from the reptilian folds of my brain.

My mind was in outright rebellion. My lungs seized up in what
pulmonary doctors call “air hunger.” | could see the words scrolling
up in front of me on the teleprompter, but | just could not get myself
to say them. Every time | stumbled, the prompter would slow down. |
could picture the woman who operated the machine, tucked away in
a corner of the studio, and | knew she must be wondering what the
hell was going on. For a nanosecond, amid my inner hurricane of
thoughts, | really cared what she, in particular, was thinking.

| tried to soldier on, but it wasn't working. | was helpless.
Marooned, in front of millions of people. So, at the end of the voice-
over about cholesterol-lowering drugs and their impact on “cancer
production,” | decided to resort to a gambit I'd never used before on
TV. | bailed—punted. | cut the newscast short, several full minutes
before | was supposed to be done, managing to squeak out, “Uh,
that does it for news. We're gonna go back now to Robin and
Charlie.” Of course, | was supposed to have said “Diane and
Charlie.”

You could hear the surprise in Charlie’s voice as he picked up the
verbal baton and started to introduce the weather guy, Tony Perkins.
Diane, meanwhile, looked genuinely worried for me, making a series
of quick, anxious glances in my direction.

As soon as the weathercast began, Charlie shot out of his seat
and ran over to see if | was okay. The producers were buzzing in my
earpiece. Stagehands and camera operators were crowding around.
No one seemed to know what had happened. They probably thought
I'd had a stroke or something. | insisted | had no idea what went
wrong. But as the panic subsided, humiliation rushed in; | knew with
rock-solid certitude that, after having spent the previous decade of
my professional life trying to cultivate a commanding on-air persona,
| had just lost it in front of a national audience.

My superiors expressed sincere concern over the incident. When
they asked what happened, though, | lied and said | didn’t know—
that it must have been a fluke. | was ashamed, and also afraid. |
thought that if | admitted the truth, that | had just had a panic attack,
it would expose me as a fraud, someone who had no business



anchoring the news. For whatever reason, they seemed to accept
my explanation. To this day, I'm not sure why. Maybe it was because
it all happened so quickly, or because it was out of character, or
perhaps because | managed to get through my next newscast, just
an hour later, without a hitch. In the news business, memories are
mercifully short; everyone moved on to the next crisis.

| called my mom from backstage. She had been watching, and
she knew exactly what was up. She’d always been impossible for me
to fool. | was frantic, but her response, a mixture of the maternal and
the clinical, was enormously comforting. Within hours, she had me
on the phone with a psychiatrist colleague from her hospital in
Boston. This was the second shrink | had consulted since returning
from Iraq. It never crossed my mind to mention my drug use to him,
because | hadn’t gotten high in the days or weeks leading up to the
incident.

Stage fright seemed like a reasonable enough explanation.
Performance anxiety had actually dogged me throughout my entire
life, which, of course, made my choice of profession a little odd. One
of the only lighter moments in the whole crisis was when | jokingly
said to my mom that my career up until this point had been a triumph
of narcissism over fear. | had experienced a few minor episodes of
panic before this—in Bangor in 1993, | nearly fainted when my boss
announced that she wanted me to do my first live shot that night—
but a meltdown of this magnitude was unprecedented. | was put on
an immediate, steady dose of Klonopin, an antianxiety medication,
which seemed to bring things under control. For about a week, as |
became habituated to the drug, it gave me a pleasant, dopey feeling.
With the Klonopin on board, you could have marched an army of
crazed chimps armed with nunchucks and ninja stars into my
apartment and | would have remained calm.

Meanwhile, | kept on partying. Which is how, a little over a year
later, it happened again. Same basic scenario: | was at the news
desk on GMA. The terror cut straight through the Klonopin even
before | started to read the first story. The anchors tossed it to me,
and from the very first word you could hear my voice getting thinner
as my throat constricted. | had five stories to get through, and no
respite, no lifeline. | was determined, though, to make it all the way.



| had to stop to catch my breath at a few points, but each time |
would then physically will my face back up toward the camera and
start reading again. This verbal Bataan Death March continued
through four stories until | arrived at the “kicker” (news-speak for the
requisite light, closing note), which was about the Miracle-Gro
company coming out with a plant that blossoms with the words |
LOVE YOU on it. As | read the last words off the prompter, | even felt
confident enough to attempt a little extemporizing, although it fell flat.
“We’'ll keep tuned—stay tuned on that.” (Halfhearted laugh; awkward
pause.) “Now to Tony for more on the weather.”

This time, there was no crowd hovering around me after it ended.
None of my colleagues or friends said anything to me at all. | hid it
well enough that | don’t think anyone even knew it had happened.

| may have gotten away with it, but once again | knew full well
what had gone down, and | went into DEFCON 1. If | couldn’t reliably
speak on the air—even while taking antianxiety meds—my entire
working future was up for grabs. From a professional standpoint, this
was an existential issue.

My folks found me a new psychiatrist—now the third shrink I'd
seen since returning from Irag—and purportedly the “best guy” in
New York City for panic disorders. He was a tall, sturdy man in his
mid-fifties named Dr. Andrew Brotman. He had a twinkle in his eye
and an un-ironic salt-and-pepper goatee. In our first meeting, he
asked me a series of questions, trying to get to the source of the
problem. One of them was, “Do you do drugs?”

Sheepishly, | said, “Yes.”

He leaned back in his large office chair and gave me a look that
seemed to say, Okay, dummy. Mystery solved.

He explained that frequent cocaine use increases the levels of
adrenaline in the brain, which dramatically ups the odds of having a
panic attack. He told me that what | had experienced on air was an
overwhelming jolt of mankind’s ancient fight-or-flight response, which
evolved to help us react to attacks by saber-toothed tigers or
whatever. Except in this case, | was both the tiger and the dude
trying to avoid becoming lunch.

The doctor decreed in no uncertain terms that | needed to stop
doing drugs—immediately. Faced with the potential demise of my



career, it was a pretty obvious call. | agreed then and there to go
cold turkey. He did not think | was a heavy enough user to require
sweating it out in rehab. He did, however, say | needed to take better
care of myself, with a steady regimen of exercise, sleep, healthy
food, and temperance. He compared it to the way trainers take good
care of racehorses. He also suggested that | come back to see him
twice a week.

As | sat there in Dr. Brotman’s office, the sheer enormity of my
mindlessness started to sink in. All of it: from maniacally pursuing
airtime, to cavalierly going into war zones without considering the
psychological impact, to using cocaine and ecstasy for a synthetic
squirt of replacement adrenaline. It was as if | had been
sleepwalking through the entire cascade of moronic behavior.

It was now thunderously clear to me that | needed to make
changes—beyond just giving up drugs. Psychotherapy seemed like
a reasonable route. This is what people like me did when things got
rough, right? | mean, even Tony Soprano had a therapist. So |
agreed: | would come back twice a week.

The sessions were held in Brotman’s ground-floor office in a
cavernous hospital located in an extremely inconvenient part of
Manhattan. Initially, the principal topic of our biweekly sessions was,
of course, drugs. While | may not have been physically addicted, |
was certainly psychologically hooked. | missed getting high so badly
that it was the first thing | thought about in the morning and the last
thing | fantasized about before | drifted off to sleep. I'd had some of
the happiest moments of my life while high, and pulling the plug was
wrenching. | worried | might never feel happy again—that I'd shorted
out my brain circuitry for pleasure. Certain friendships had to be
sacrificed because simply being around some of the people I'd
partied with was too powerful a trigger. | went through the various
Kubler-Ross stages of grief, including sadness, anger, and a robust
phase of bargaining, where | fruitlessly tried to convince the doctor to
let me have a big night, like, maybe once a month. Comments like
these would inevitably provoke Brotman to pull what | soon learned
was a signature move: leaning back in his chair and shooting me a
skeptical look that sent the following nonverbal message: Really,
asshole?



| found a degree of comfort in the fact that my case was not an
aberration. | learned of soldiers returning home and attempting to
recreate the adrenaline rush of combat by driving at excessive
speeds. And while the psychological impacts on veterans were well
documented, an underreported study of war correspondents found
high rates of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), major
depression, and alcohol abuse. The psychiatrist who conducted the
research noted that, despite the risks, many journalists insisted on
repeatedly returning to war zones. As one veteran reporter put it,
“War is a drug.”

Despite having this larger context, | still could not get over that |
had allowed this whole train wreck to happen, that | had risked
everything I'd worked so hard to achieve. | felt disappointed—
defective, even. | kept pushing Brotman to produce some sort of
blockbuster psychological revelation. | hoped that | would be able to
give him some magic set of data points from my past that would lead
to an aha moment that would explain not just my mindless behavior,
but also my penchant for worry, as well as the fact that | was a thirty-
three-year-old with zero propensity for romantic commitment.
Approximately a million times, Brotman—who had a pronounced
allergy to the dramatic—tried to explain that he didn’t believe in such
epiphanies and couldn’t suddenly conjure some “unifying theory.” |
remained unconvinced.

Still, the mere fact of having someone smart to talk to—and to
make sure | didn’t go back to doing coke in the bathrooms of Lower
Manhattan bars—was enormously valuable. But there was
something else afoot—another development that would also play a
role in putting me on the weird and winding path toward finding the
antidote to mindlessness. This new X factor was the emergence of
an unsought and long-neglected assignment from Peter Jennings.



Chapter 2
Unchurched

Seemingly unprovoked, the woman standing next to me erupted in

a high-volume stream of feral gibberish.
‘Mo-ta-rehsee-ko-ma-ma-ma-ha-see-ta!”
“Ko-sho-toh-toh-la-la-la-hee-toh-jee!”

She was scaring the crap out of me. | wheeled around to gape at
her, but she didn’t notice because her eyes were closed, with her
head and arms inclined skyward. It took me a few beats to put
together that this person was speaking in tongues.

| looked around the packed 7,500-seat evangelical megachurch
and realized that a whole bunch of these people were also doing it.
Others were singing along with the surprisingly good band that was
playing strummy, Christian rock up on the stage.

Coming through the crowd, glad-handing and backslapping as he
went, was a sandy-haired guy in his forties. He caught a glimpse of
me and started heading right in my direction. He thrust out his hand
and said, “Hi, I'm Pastor Ted.” | took in his toothy grin, his boyish
face, and his freshly pressed suit and immediately reached a whole
set of conclusions about this man. All of which would eventually
explode in spectacular, salacious fashion.

After the 2004 elections, the religion beat didn’t look like such a
back-of-the-book dead end after all. Evangelicals had just mounted
an impressive display of electoral muscle, helping George W. Bush
remain in the White House. Questions of faith seemed to be at the
core of everything, from the culture wars at home to the actual wars
I'd covered overseas.



Even though | could now see the opportunity in the assignment
Peter had given me some years before, it did not change my
personal attitude about faith, which was one of disinterest bordering
on disdain. Technically, | was not an atheist, as I'd told Peter when
he'd first asked me to take over for Peggy Wehmeyer. Many years
prior, | had decided—probably in some hackneyed dorm room
debate—that agnosticism was the only reasonable position, and |
hadn’t thought about it much since. My private view was quite harsh,
and rooted in a blend of apathy and ignorance. | thought organized
religion was bunk, and that all believers—whether jazzed on Jesus
or jihad—must be, to some extent, cognitively impaired.

| had grown up in one of the most secular environments
imaginable: the People’s Republic of Massachusetts. My parents
met in medical school (where they shared a cadaver—true story).
This was in the San Francisco area during the late 1960s, and they
subsequently moved east and raised my brother and me with a mix
of hippie warmth and left-of-Trotsky politics. Our childhood featured
Beatles records, homemade tie-dyes, and touchy-feely discussions
about our emotions—but zero faith. When | was maybe nine years
old, my mother sat me down and matter-of-factly told me that not
only was there no Santa Claus, there was also no God.

In seventh grade, | managed to convince my folks to let me go to
Hebrew school and have a Bar Mitzvah, but that had nothing to do
with religion; | was gunning for social acceptance in our heavily
Jewish hometown. | also wanted the gifts and the party. My family
being mixed, we found a reform temple that didn’t require that my
mother convert. At Temple Shalom, | studied the basics of the
Hebrew language, learned a bunch of Jewish folk songs, and flirted
unskillfully with the girls at the annual Purim party. | don’t remember
there being much God talk. No one | knew, other than maybe the
rabbi, actually subscribed to the metaphysics, and since that time |
hadn’t had a conversation of any significant length with a person of
faith until Peter strong-armed me into this assignment.

After a three-year reprieve, during which time | covered the
global, post-9/11 convulsions and then John Kerry’'s failed
presidential bid, | now decided the time was right to take a deep dive
into religion. Weeks after Bush’s reelection, | traveled to a hard-right



church in Florida, where | interviewed parishioners who were clearly
feeling elated and empowered. One of them told me, “I believe our
Lord elected our president.” Another said he wanted a Supreme
Court that would enable him to take his kids to a baseball game and
not have to see “homosexuals showing affection to one another.”

| interviewed the pastor, a televangelist by the name of D. James
Kennedy, who was straight out of central casting: a tall, imposing
man who dressed in robes and spoke with a booming voice. | asked,
“What would you say to the people in those states who are really
worried about the impact Christian conservatives can have on our
government?” | expected him to offer an answer that was at least
partially conciliatory. Instead, he issued a mirthless chortle and said,
“‘Repent.”

In that moment, | converted happily from war reporter to culture
war reporter. When the story aired, Peter and the rest of my bosses
loved it, and | realized this beat that | very much hadn’t wanted was,
in fact, tantamount to a full employment act for me—it got me on the
air a lot, which was, of course, the coin of our particular realm.

For several years, | reported on every twitch, every spasm—or,
as Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, every “jot or tittle”—of the
national argument over abortion, gay marriage, and the role of faith
in public life. There was a new tempest seemingly every day, from
Christians boycotting Procter & Gamble for sponsoring Queer Eye
for the Straight Guy, to the uproar over a two-hundred-pound, six-
foot-tall, anatomically correct sculpture of Jesus made out of
chocolate called “My Sweet Lord.”

When | wasn’t gorging on the culture wars, | was out producing
lighter feature stories about evangelicals, feeling like a tourist in an
open-air zoo. | filed reports on Christian reality TV shows, Christian
rock festivals, Christian financial advisers, Christian plumbers,
Christian cheerleaders, Christian health insurance—you name it.
During a story about a Christian fitness club in California, | noted,
“You can work your thighs while you proselytize.” Not my finest
moment.

After an extended run of this, the producer who’'d been assigned
to work with me started to grow weary of my approach. He was a
young man with a pleasingly alliterative name: Wonbo Woo. Like me,



he was also not an obvious choice for the faith beat. He was a
secular, second-generation Korean from Boston. And, he was openly
gay. Over long car rides through the Bible Belt, we had some pretty
epic debates. Not about the fact that we were interviewing a lot of
homophobes—Wonbo was too professional to let that deter him.
What he objected to was my proclivity for pieces that revolved
around conflict and caricature. He wanted me to stop acting like the
Anthony Bourdain of spirituality, feeding on the most bizarre fare |
could find. He was tired of the culture wars; he wanted to focus not
just on people shouting about their faith but rather on how their faith
affected their daily lives. In sum, he wanted to go deeper. | told him
he should go work for NPR.

| was in pursuit of another of my fetishistic, look-at-what-the-wacky-
evangelicals-are-doing-now stories when | landed in that
megachurch filled with people speaking in tongues. My crew and |
had traveled to New Life Church in Colorado Springs, a complex of
large buildings perched atop a hill with sweeping mountain views.
We were here to see the “NORAD of prayer.” Our guide was a
super-solicitous man of God by the name of Pastor Ted Haggard.

Moments after | was jarred by his noisily reverent congregant, the
pastor ushered me and my team out of the main sanctuary, into the
brisk Colorado air, and then into a gleaming, new, $5.5 million, fifty-
five-thousand-square-foot building about a hundred yards away. We
pushed through the glass doors, and walked down a long hallway
decorated with religious art, the crew backpedaling in front of Ted
and me, recording our conversation. Then we entered the main
room, a rather astonishing space lined with enormous glass
windows, at the center of which was a huge, spinning globe. It was
meant to be a sort of mission control for human communication with
God, outfitted with computers, and piping in news feeds from around
the planet. “We’re watching the whole world all the time for events
that need to be prayed for,” he told me with earnest excitement. Ted
was what's called a “prayer warrior’—someone who believes in the
power of targeted, “intercessory” prayer to effect real-world changes.
“If there’s any indicator that there’s a problem, we notify hundreds of
thousands of intercessors immediately.”



Ted was really excited about this place—although | got the feeling
he could muster equal ebullience while discussing parsnips or
annuities. He did, in fact, have the air of a man who could be a top
regional insurance salesman. With his short, parted hair and his
sparkling eyes, he had the Clintonesque way of locking in on you
and making you feel that, at least in that moment, you were the most
important person in the world.

He and his wife, Gayle, had started New Life in their basement
several decades earlier, with a congregation of twenty-two people. It
grew with fevered intensity as Ted led his followers on a sort of siege
of the city, praying outside government offices, gay bars, and the
homes of suspected witches. He and his troops “prayer-walked”
nearly every street in the city, and even prayed over random names
in the phone book, all in an attempt to chase the Devil out of town.
Undoubtedly, part of Ted’s appeal was that he had a way of invoking
Satan while remaining ceaselessly chipper.

At the time of our visit, the church had fourteen thousand people
on its membership rolls, and Ted was one of the leading lights in
Colorado Springs, which, because it was home to many large
Christian organizations, such as Campus Crusade for Christ and
Focus on the Family, had come to be known as the “evangelical
Vatican.” He wore his authority lightly, though, insisting that everyone
simply call him “Pastor Ted.”

By now the congregants had filed out of the sanctuary, so that’s
where we went to sit down and have our formal interview. As we
talked, it became clear that Ted was a different breed from his fiery
forebears on the Religious Right, figures like Jerry Falwell, Pat
Robertson, and D. James Kennedy. He was part of a new generation
of pastors who were trying to broaden the evangelical agenda
beyond gay marriage and abortion. In some ways, he was more like
a self-help guru. He’'d written a series of books on things like making
your marriage last and saving your neighbors from going to hell.
He’d even published a weight loss guide, The Jerusalem Diet. To be
sure, he was against abortion and homosexuality, but he didn’t go
out of his way to talk about it.

After the interview, as the crew was breaking down their lights
and packing up their gear, Ted sat down on the stairs leading up to



the main stage and patted the step next to him. My first instinct was
to make an excuse, figuring this was going to devolve into some sort
of proselytizing session. But to beg off would have been rude, so |
plopped down reluctantly, only to be pleasantly surprised by the
conversation that ensued. With the cameras off, Ted toned down his
eagerness a notch and began speaking with bracing frankness about
the state of the evangelical scene in America.

“Can we talk off the record?” he asked.

“‘Absolutely,” | said, thinking, This could get interesting.

“There’s a huge difference between what | do as a pastor and
what people like Jim Dobson do.” Dobson was the head of Focus on
the Family, whose main office was right down the road and was so
large it actually had its own zip code. Dobson was a pillar of old-
school orthodoxy, a firebrand, and an avid critic of gays and
“abortionists.”

‘I have an actual congregation that | see face-to-face every
week,” Ted added, “so | see what their real issues are, like their
marriages, children, and finances. If I'm consistently negative, it
doesn’t help them. Dobson, on the other hand, runs what’s called a
‘parachurch ministry.” His ministry grows in the midst of controversy,
because that attracts interest and funds.”

| was a little surprised to hear a big-time pastor trash-talking
another major figure in Evangelicalism. It seemed a little . . .
unchristian. But it was certainly intriguing, and | was starting to like
this guy. He was a bit of a paradox: overfriendly and yet likable,
saccharine but also capable of knowing irony. | sat there on those
steps well past the point dictated by politeness, and Ted patiently
answered all the questions about Evangelicalism | would have been
too embarrassed to ask anyone else. He didn’t make me feel inferior
for being, as they called it in evangelical lingo, “unchurched,” and he
didn’t try to convert me. He was also not defensive at all when |
asked how biblical literalists reconciled the fact that different books in
the Bible said different things about key details in the Jesus story. He
beamed mischievously and said, “We have our ways.”

Sitting there with Pastor Ted, | realized, with genuine regret, how
unthinkingly judgmental I'd been—not only of Ted, but of religious
people, generally. It hit me that I'd blindly bought into the prevailing



stereotypes. The Washington Post had once declared these people
to be “poor, uneducated and easy to command.” Pastor Ted’s story
about the inner clashes of the movement put the “easy to command”
notion to rest. As for my assumption about all religious people being
unintelligent—Ted clearly wasn’t. Then again, neither were believers
such as Tolstoy, Lincoln, and Michelangelo, not to mention
contemporary people of faith like Francis Collins, the evangelical and
scientist who led the charge to map the human genome.

Not only had | been unfair to people of faith by prematurely
reaching sweeping, uninformed conclusions, but I'd also done myself
a disservice. This beat could be more than just a chance to notch
more airtime. Most people in America—and on the planet, for that
matter—saw their entire lives through the lens of faith. | didn’t have
to agree, but here was my chance to get under the hood and
understand what was going on. More than that, | could approach
faith coverage as a way to shed light instead of heat. At a time when
religion had become so venomously divisive, thoughtful reporting
could be a way to take audiences into worlds they’d never otherwise
enter, and in the process demystify, humanize, and clarify. It was why
I'd gotten into this business in the first place—to both get on TV and
do meaningful work.

Shortly thereafter, | admitted to Wonbo that he was right; we
could start covering this beat with more nuance without having to
move to public radio.

| became so gung ho about improving my faith coverage that, in the
spring of 2005, | packed a Bible in my luggage as | headed off for a
reporting trip to Israel, Egypt, and Iraq. | figured if | was going to be a
proper religion reporter, | should at least read the source material.

It was right before | left on this trip to the Middle East that | had
my last encounter with Peter Jennings. We met in his office,
ostensibly so he could brief me on what my reporting priorities
should be. He opened, characteristically, with an insult. “There’s a
perception,” he said, “that you're not very good at this sort of
overseas coverage.” Even though | was reasonably sure this was
untrue—and probably just part of Peter’s never-ending psyops
campaign—I felt compelled to defend myself. As soon as | started to



stammer out some sort of objection, though, he cut me off and
lectured me about the various stories he wanted me to produce for
his broadcast while | was abroad. Then he abruptly took a call from
his wife, Kayce. After cooing into the phone for a few minutes, he
hung up and looked at me and said, “I have a piece of advice for
you, Harris: Marry well—at least once.”

A few weeks later, | was sitting out on the veranda of our
Baghdad bureau, Bible in hand, struggling to get through Leviticus,
with all of its interminable discussions of how to slaughter a goat. |
stood up in frustration to go back into the office to check my
computer, and that’s when | spotted the message from Peter. It was
a group email announcing that he had lung cancer.

| never saw him again. By the time | got home, he had taken
medical leave. Just a few months later, he was gone. Despite the
fear and frustration he had provoked in me over the preceding five
years, | felt enormous affection for him, and the night he died was
one of the few times | could remember crying as an adult.

Perhaps more than any other single person outside of my
immediate family, he had genuinely altered the course of my life. He
built me into a better journalist than | had ever imagined | could be,
sending me all over the world, giving me the chance to get a taste of
the same gritty, global education that he, a high school dropout, had
gotten during his years as a foreign correspondent. He could be a
massive pain in the ass, but he was, in his own funny way, very
generous. He was a restless soul, an idealist, and a perfectionist—a
man who definitely followed my dad’s “price of security” maxim. No
matter how hard he was on me, | always knew he was exponentially
harder on himself.

Interestingly, during the entire time | knew Peter, the subject of
his personal faith never came up. It wasn’t until years after his death
that | learned that Peter himself was not particularly religious at all.
He hadn’t needed faith in order to see that religion was a vital beat
for us to cover; he was simply an insatiably curious reporter with a
peerless instinct for what would interest the audience.

Peter’s death set off a ripple of reassignments among the on-air
staff. The network’s first choice to replace him was the anchor duo of



Elizabeth Vargas and Bob Woodruff, the correspondent I'd met in the
presidential suite in the Islamabad Marriott. Only weeks after his
ascent to the Big Chair, however, Bob was hit by a roadside bomb in
Iraq and nearly died, which sent the news division reeling. Charlie
Gibson from GMA was then tapped to move to the evenings, while
Robin Roberts was elevated to be Diane Sawyer’s cohost.

Meanwhile, Ted Koppel had stepped down from Nightline and
was replaced by the troika of Cynthia McFadden, Martin Bashir, and
Terry Moran. | was then tapped to replace Terry on the Sunday
edition of World News—a promotion | considered to be incalculably
awesome.

In no way, however, did this step up the ladder reduce my
neuroses about work. Quite the opposite, in fact. Yes, it was insanely
great to be given the steering wheel of the news division every
Sunday night—to pick the stories we’d cover, frame how they were
presented, and then deliver it all right from the chair that Peter
Jennings once occupied. Whenever anyone asked me, | told them |
had the best job on the planet. And | meant it. But perversely, my
good fortune meant | now had that much more to lose, and thus that
much more to protect.

And the competition all around had intensified. I'd been at the
network for five years, and the ranks of younger people had filled out
dramatically. It wasn'’t just David Wright | had to watch out for. There
was also: Chris Cuomo, the charismatic, strapping son of the famous
former governor of New York, who had replaced Robin Roberts on
GMA; Bill Weir, the hilariously funny and wildly creative former local
sports anchor who'd been named as cohost of the newly created
weekend edition of GMA; and David Muir, the eminently likable,
ferociously hardworking anchorman who had been lovingly profiled
in Men’s Vogue and was now helming the Saturday edition of World
News.

My relationships with these newer additions were great—they
were friends—but that didn’t change the fact that we were locked in
a zero-sum competition for a scarce resource: airtime. Specifically,
assignments to cover the big stories, as well as fill-in slots for when
the A-list anchors were away.



The mental loop (How many stories have | had on this week?
etc.) that began when | first arrived from local news went into
hyperdrive, only with an even more personal tinge. It was one thing,
back in the day, to be big-footed by a veteran correspondent—but to
be beat out by someone my own age, now that stung. Like almost all
correspondents, every day | would check the “rundowns” for various
shows—the computerized lists of stories the broadcasts would be
covering—to see who was doing which ones. If someone scored an
assignment | wanted, I'd experience a brief rush of resentment.

I'd collect data points (Weir gets to cover the election of the new
pope? Muir is filling in for Cuomo?), and immediately extrapolate to
far-reaching conclusions (This means that x or 'y executive or anchor
dislikes me — My career is doomed — I'm going to end up in a
flophouse in Duluth). Sometimes, before I'd even thought it through,
I'd find myself on the phone with an executive producer of one of our
broadcasts, saying impolitic things.

| would occasionally complain about all of this to Dr. Brotman,
who applied his perfect shrink-y mix of sympathy and skepticism. He
had a competitive job, too, negotiating the executive ranks at his
hospital, but often he thought | was blatantly overreacting to
intramural developments at ABC. In fact, his theory was that, just as
| had used drugs to replace the thrill of combat, | was now inflating
the drama of the office war zone to replace drugs.

Maybe. | was conflicted. | was absolutely aware that worrying
could be counterproductive. Furthermore, | did not enjoy harboring
competitive feelings toward people | liked and admired. But | still
firmly believed that a certain amount of churning was unavoidable,
especially in this business, and | had no intention of abandoning the
whole “price of security” thing.

During this period, as | continued to deal with the aftermath of my
panic attacks, my residual drug cravings, and the intensifying
competitive pressures of work, it never once occurred to me that any
aspect of the religious traditions | was reporting on could be relevant
or useful to me personally. Faith was proving an increasingly
interesting beat to cover for journalistic reasons, but it wasn’t serving
the same purpose for me as it did for all the believers | was meeting:



answering my deepest questions, or speaking to my most profound
needs.

That said, | continued with my plan for broadening our coverage
beyond the hot buttons of the culture wars. | went to Salt Lake City to
profile the Apostles of the Mormon Church; | interviewed the head of
a Wiccan coven in Massachusetts; | even covered the annual
American Atheists convention. On Wonbo's urging, we launched a
series called “Tests of Faith,” which included stories about a
Unitarian congregation in California agonizing over whether to
accept a registered sex offender, and also about an Episcopal priest
who claimed that, after a profound conversion experience, she now
believed in both Christianity and Islam.

| kept covering the born-again scene, of course. It was too juicy—
and too newsy—to ignore. And with Ted Haggard, | now had a terrific
inside source to make sure my coverage was more accurate and
nuanced. He became my first stop when | was looking for candid
answers about evangelicals. He was always willing to respond to
questions off the record, returning emails instantaneously from his
private AOL account.

When Pat Robertson publicly suggested that the United States
send “covert agents” to assassinate Venezuelan dictator Hugo
Chavez, Ted was the only major evangelical figure to go on the
record about it, saying, “Pat was not speaking for Christianity.” | did
the interview from an edit room at our offices in New York City, where
| could see Ted on a monitor, beamed in via satellite from Colorado.
When it was over, we exchanged a few pleasantries and Ted good-
naturedly made fun of me for having worn an ugly green tie on
television the night before.

Not long afterward, he and his top lieutenant, a crisp young guy
named Rob, came to New York, and | took them out to a fancy
restaurant for lunch. Ted seemed impressed by the whole Manhattan
scene. Over the gentle clinking of silverware and with a view of
Central Park, he continued to pull back the curtain on the inner
workings of American Evangelicalism. He told me how he and Jim
Dobson had clashed over Ted’s desire to focus evangelicals on
issues like global warming. In Ted’s account, the behind-the-scenes
maneuvering included behavior that was surprisingly ruthless.



It was fun to talk to Ted. You might think that the yawning cultural
and philosophical gap between us—he was a guy who believed that
he had a running dialogue with Jesus, after all—would make a
genuine connection impossible, but that clearly wasn'’t the case.

While | liked Ted, it was also pretty obvious that he had a dual
agenda: to promote the faith—and to promote himself. | was by no
means the only reporter Ted was working. In fact, he played the
media like a fiddle, doing interviews with Tom Brokaw and Barbara
Walters—and all that exposure worked. Since we’d met, Ted had
been elected head of the National Association of Evangelicals, which
had twenty-seven million members at forty-three thousand churches.
Every Monday, he joined a conference call with the White House and
other high-ranking Christians. Time put him on their list of the 25
Most Influential Evangelicals.

Sometimes he pushed his shtick a little too far. He made a
memorably creepy cameo in an HBO documentary about the
American faith scene, in which he said, seemingly off-the-cuff, “You
know, all the surveys say that evangelicals have the best sex life of
any other group.” In one interview with me, after I'd just asked him a
series of questions about hot-button social issues, he stopped short
in the middle of an answer. Then, while the cameras rolled, he said,
“I hope I'm not coming across here as too harsh. Am | coming across
as too harsh? I'm just going to focus on how cute Dan is, and then |
won’t seem so harsh.” | had no idea how to deal with this comment
other than to laugh and shift uncomfortably in my chair.

Notwithstanding Ted’s foibles, he'd helped me become utterly at
ease around people who said “God bless you” when | hadn'’t
sneezed. Increasingly, | even now found myself in the position of
defending evangelicals to my friends and family. Once, when | made
a passing reference to “evangelical intellectuals,” a relative quipped,
“Isn’t that a contradiction in terms?” Another stereotype | spent a lot
of time batting down: that Christians were all spittle-spewing
hatemongers. | met a few of those in my travels, of course, but they
struck me as a distinct minority. Wonbo and |—two nonreligious New
Yorkers, one of them gay, the other gay-friendly—were never treated
with anything short of respect. Often, in fact, what we found was
kindness, hospitality, and curiosity. Yes, people would always ask



whether we were believers, but when we said no, there were never
gasps or glares. They may have thought we were going to hell, but
they were perfectly nice about it.

Then early one November morning in 2006, | was groggily rooting
around the Internet, looking for stories. | started each day with an
email to the senior producers of World News, pitching pieces | could
do for that night's show. And there it was on Drudge: an article
saying that Ted Haggard had been accused by a male escort of
paying for sex as well as for crystal meth. | immediately assumed it
must be a mistake, or a smear. | was so convinced it couldn’t be true
that | didn’'t even include it in my pitch email. A short while later,
when one of the senior producers from Good Morning America
called to ask me about it, | confidently assured her it must be false.

But then the story took on real legs. The male escort, a beefy,
incongruously soft-voiced man named Mike Jones, seemed pretty
credible. He said he’'d had repeated encounters with a man who
called himself “Art.” In an interview with our ABC affiliate in Denver,
Jones said, “It was not an emotional relationship. It was strictly for
sex.” He explained that this had gone on for years, but that when he
saw Ted/Art on television backing a ballot initiative that would ban
gay marriage, he decided he had to come forward. “He is in the
position of influence of millions of followers and he’s preaching
against gay marriage,” he said, “but behind everyone’s back doing
what he’s preached against.” Making matters worse for Ted, Jones
had voice mails, on which he claimed Ted could be heard arranging
assignations and drug deals. On one of them, a male voice said, “Hi,
Mike, this is Art, just calling to see if we can get any more supply.” It
was unmistakably Ted.

| was thunderstruck. No one | knew had ever taken me by
surprise quite like this. The clean-cut, Indiana-raised, God-fearing
Ted Haggard—a father of five and the spiritual shepherd to
thousands—had been leading a double life. | had been in contact
with the guy for years and had never had even the slightest inkling.
In hindsight, there might have been a few signs: that all of his
lieutenants were young and male; that time he called me “cute.” But
really, none of that would have foretold the panoramic collapse that
was now playing out.



The unmasking of Ted Haggard became a massive national story.
There are few things the media loves more than a self-appointed
paragon of virtue falling from grace. Local reporters captured
Haggard leaving his house in an SUV, with his wife by his side and
several of his children in the car. To me, he looked like a child caught
dead to rights but still hoping against hope that he could talk his way
out of it. He leaned over the wheel and told the assembled reporters,
“I've never had a gay relationship with anybody, and I'm steady with
my wife.”

“So you don’t know Mike Jones?” one reporter asked.

“No, | don’t know Mike Jones,” he said.

Moments later, in a flagrant bit of bad acting, Ted asked, “What
did you say his name was?”

Days later, the charade crumbled. He stepped down from his
positions at the National Association of Evangelicals and at New Life
Church. In a statement read aloud to his followers, he said, “There is
a part of my life that is so repulsive and dark that I've been warring
against it all of my adult life.”

The affair gave birth to a thousand snarky blog posts, and it
confirmed Americans’ lowest opinions about evangelicals. This was,
after all, a man who described homosexuality as a sin, as a “life that
is against God.” My gay friends were eating it up—Wonbo being one
notable exception. He never once crowed. Like me, he seemed
surprised and a little saddened. We both agreed that, while Ted was
clearly guilty of towering hypocrisy, there was also some poignancy
to the fact that the moral teachings associated with his faith had
forced him to suppress a fundamental part of who he was. We
covered the story aggressively, but we also took pains to point out
that Haggard was much less strident than many of his co-religionists
on the issue of homosexuality. In fact, he had once assured Barbara
Walters in a prime-time interview that gays, too, can go to heaven.

Throughout the crisis, | had been calling and emailing Ted
repeatedly. No reply. The guy who used to get back to me within
seconds had gone completely dark.

After a few days, the story died down, as it always does.
America, as then senator Barack Obama had noted after Hurricane



Katrina, “goes from shock to trance” faster than any other nation on
earth.

As Ted’'s world fell apart, mine was getting much better. Just weeks
later, Bob Woodruff told me he wanted to set me up on a date. Not
two years after surviving a bomb blast to the head in Iraq, Woody—
as he was known to his friends—was playing matchmaker.

At first | was skeptical. | wasn’t enthusiastic about being set up—
to me it seemed slightly pathetic—but it was hard to say no to an
American hero, a guy whose story was turned into a bestselling
book, and who was greeted by Jon Stewart during an appearance on
The Daily Show with the question, “Why are you still more handsome
than me?”

Bob’s wife, Lee, an effervescent and hilarious blonde, was hard
to refuse as well. Here’s how she laid out the whole setup situation:
“‘Her name is Bianca. She’s beautiful, she’s a doctor, and you’re an
idiot if you don’t do this.” This Bianca was, per Bob and Lee, an
internal medicine resident at Columbia University. The Woodruffs
were friends with her parents, and what could | do? | said yes.

On the night prearranged for the date, | was walking out of the
gym on my way to the restaurant when my phone rang. It was Bob,
calling to make sure | wasn’t flaking out. “Dude,” he assured me,
“she’s hot.”

We were meeting at an lItalian spot on the Upper West Side.
Pathologically punctual, | showed up early and staked out a spot at
the bar, near a pair of bankers from New Jersey doing shots. It was
mid-December and the place had festive decorations and a holiday
feel. My plan was to lean against the bar, staring at my BlackBerry,
so that when Bianca walked in, she could come over and tap me on
the shoulder and | could look up all cool and nonchalant. Of course, |
was too nervous to pull that off and ended up staring anxiously at the
door.

Minutes later, when she appeared, my internal reaction was
similar to the one my cousin Andy described the first time he met his
future wife: “I'll take this one.” Bob had not exaggerated; she was
beautiful, with golden hair and piercing, light blue eyes—Ilike a
husky’s, but much softer. As | did whenever | was confronted with



anyone | found intriguing, | peppered her with biographical
questions. She was raised in Manhattan. Her dad was a doctor, her
mom an artist. She was six months out of medical school and in the
hellishly stressful first year of residency. She was also, as | learned
over the course of the evening, smart, passionate about medicine,
humble, optimistic, quick to laugh, and a lover of animals and
dessert. Pretty soon, we were doing tequila shots with the bankers.

Drinks turned into dinner. The first date turned into a second.
Three months later, Bianca moved into my apartment. (On the day
we brought her stuff over, | marveled at the affable yet unyielding
diplomatic skills she employed to convince me to give up 60 percent
of my closet space.) Two months after that, we adopted cats. When
we called my parents to ask them to provide a character reference
for the assiduous pet-vetters at the ASPCA, my father—who aside
from being a worrier is also a wiseass—asked whether we were also
going to have a commitment ceremony. The cats immediately
became the butt of jokes among my male friends at work, who
automatically associated felinity with femininity (ignoring historical
cat-loving avatars of machismo such as Ernest Hemingway, Winston
Churchill, and Dr. Evil). When Chris Cuomo heard about our pet
adoptions, he sent me an email that read, “Do u sit when u pee?”

As a man who was a mild hypochondriac, it was handy to have a
doctor around. More significantly, after living alone in my apartment
for nearly a decade, | found it wonderfully strange to get back into
bed after a middle-of-the-night trip to the bathroom and see three
cats and a human form lying there, all of whom now had equal claim
to the territory.

Bianca truly brought out the fool in me. | had never been this
comfortable around anyone before. | would march around the
apartment, a displeased feline under each arm, singing songs. |
would make up ridiculous nicknames for them. When she was in the
living room trying to work, I'd use the Remote app on my iPad to
blast Steppenwolf and then lie there with a stupid, twisted-up grin as
she burst into the room, tut-tutting about the interruption.

| was beguiled by the contrasts. This was a woman who
subscribed to The New England Journal of Medicine, and also Us
Weekly. She looked great in both scrubs and cocktail dresses. She



could work a thirty-hour shift—during which she would perform chest
compressions, manage ornery colleagues, and comfort grieving
families—then come home, take a nap, and cook her grandmother’s
sauce and meatballs. When | went away on work trips, | often arrived
at my destination to find that she had packed snacks and a mash
note in my suitcase.

I'd never been in love before. I'd long had a nagging fear that
maybe | was too self-centered to ever get there. Everyone always
said you'd “know,” but | never “knew.” Now, all of a sudden, | did. It
was a giant relief to sincerely want what was best for Bianca—to
worry about her life and her career, rather than just fixate inwardly.
Selfishly, | felt she was both a smarter and kinder person than | was,
and that being by her side might make me better.

Sorting out my romantic life after decades of often aimless
bachelorhood was like scratching a huge existential itch. On the
downside, though, it left me free to concentrate all of my neurotic
powers on work. Bianca pointed out that | would sometimes come
through the door at night scowling. “What’s wrong?” she’d ask.
“Nothing,” I'd mutter, then make a beeline for the couch, turn on the
television, and launch into a harsh postgame analysis of my latest
story. It was hard for her not to take my occasional gruffness a little
personally. More than that, she hated seeing me gloomy; she had a
doctor’s urge to cure and a sense of sadness and frustration that she
couldn't.

It was not as if she didn’'t understand and sympathize with the
“price of security” stance. This was a woman who had graduated at
the top of her med school class, was in an elite residency program,
and who still felt she had more to prove than anyone else. She, too,
would come home frayed, but—fairly or unfairly—the very nature of
Bianca’s anxiety would make me feel superficial by comparison. She
would cry over her patients’ pain or loss, whereas my complaints
often involved a colleague getting a story | wanted, or questions
about whether I'd handled myself well during a contentious on-air
interview.

From Bianca’s point of view, though, perhaps the most annoying
part of my work fixation was my unnatural attachment to my
BlackBerry, which | kept within reach during dinner, on the couch as



we watched TV, and on my bedside table all during the night. She’d
catch me glancing at it in the middle of conversations and shoot me
a j'accuse look. She did eventually convince me to at least move the
offending instrument, and its charger, to the other side of the
bedroom while we slept.

One of the things | was often doing with that BlackBerry was sending
emails to Ted Haggard. I'd hit him up every month or so, desperately
seeking that exclusive interview whenever he emerged from
seclusion. Journalism aside, | also was massively curious about
where he was and what he was doing.

Nearly a year went by before he wrote me back. When at last |
got him on the phone, he had an incredible story to tell: Time's 11th
most influential American evangelical was now living with his family
in a dingy apartment in Arizona, barely scraping by, selling
insurance. Remarkably, his wife, Gayle, had decided to stand by
him.

Several months later, on a frigid January morning in New York
City, Ted and | sat down for his first network news interview since the
scandal.

| was nervous—and it showed. | have a very obvious tell when
I’'m anxious: my face looks tired. And on this day | looked exhausted.
| tried jumping up and down, slapping my cheeks, and standing out
in the cold, but | couldn’t fix it. | was simply uncomfortable doing
what was sure to be a tough interview with someone | knew and
liked.

For the shoot, Wonbo had rented a studio downtown, and | was
sitting in a cushioned chair opposite Ted, who was on a couch.
Unlike me, he seemed entirely at ease with the inquisition that was
to ensue. He was leaning back, legs crossed, wearing a blazer but
no tie.

| dove right in. “Is it fair to describe you as a hypocrite and a liar?”
| asked.

“Yes. Yes, it is,” he said, almost enthusiastically, as if he couldn’t
wait to get this off his chest.

“Do you think you owe gay people an apology?” | asked.



“‘Absolutely. And | do apologize,” he said. “I'm deeply sorry for the
attitude | had. But | think | was partially so vehement because—
because of my own war.”

Amazingly to me, he insisted he wasn’t gay. Months of
psychotherapy, he said, had cleared everything up. “Now I'm settled
in the fact that | am a heterosexual, but with issues,” he said. “So |
don’t fit into a neat little box.”

He said it was no problem to stay faithful to his wife. “It's not a
struggle at all now.”

“Why not just live as a gay man?” | asked.

“Cause | love my wife. | love my intimate relationship with my
wife. I'm not gay.”

“Can you hear people watching this, though, and thinking to
themselves, ‘This guy is just not being honest with himself?’”

“Sure, but everybody has their own journey. And people can
judge me. | think it's fair if they judge me and that they think I'm not
being real with myself.”

The toughest moment in the interview came when | surprised him
by playing him a damning piece of videotape we’'d obtained. It was
an interview with a former parishioner, a young man who said he’d
been sexually harassed by Ted. On the tape he described, in graphic
terms, how one night Ted had hopped into bed with him in a hotel
room and began to masturbate.

When the video ended, Ted said, “It is true. We never had any
sexual contact, but | violated that relationship and it was an
inappropriate relationship.”

“What's it like to watch that?” | asked.

“It's embarrassing. That was very embarrassing. | mean, lam . . .
| am a failure.”

When it was all over, Ted didn’t seem at all resentful that I'd
blindsided him. | had coffee with him and his wife and we chatted as
if none of it had ever happened. We talked a lot about what Ted'’s
next move might be. The one thing he swore he'd never do again
was pastor a church. (A couple of months later, he asked me to meet
him and Gayle for lunch at a midtown hotel because they wanted
advice on how to pitch a reality show they were dreaming up. When
that didn’t take off, they started a church.)



What struck me most from the interview was not Ted’s
slipperiness or his eyebrow-raising claims about the nature of
sexuality or even his wife’'s decision not to file for divorce; it was
something else. For all of Ted’s hypocrisy and deception, there was
one issue on which he did not waver: his faith. “I never fell away from
God,” he told me. When | pointed out that it was his religious beliefs
that forced him to live a lie for so many years, he countered that it
was the “culture of hatefulness” in the modern church that did that,
not the core teachings of Jesus himself. In his darkest moments,
when he was living in that apartment in Arizona, crying every day for
a year and a half and actively contemplating suicide, his faith was his
main source of comfort. It gave him the sense that his travails were
part of a larger plan, that even if everyone on earth hated him, his
creator did not. “| knew with assurance,” he said, “that God cared for
me.”

In the weeks and months after the interview, | kept coming back
to this. |, too, had endured my own self-created crisis, albeit of a less
public and less intense variety. Ted’s involved doing drugs and
cheating on his wife; mine involved doing drugs and having a
nationally televised freak-out. On this score, | envied Ted—and not in
a patronizing, lI-wish-l-were-stupid-enough-to-believe-this-stuff way. It
would have been enormously helpful to have had a sense that my
troubles had a larger purpose or fit into some overarching plan. | had
read the research showing that regular churchgoers tended to be
happier, in part because having a sense that the world is infused with
meaning and that suffering happens for a reason helped them deal
more successfully with life’s inevitable humiliations.

Up until my interview with Ted, | had derived a smug sense of
self-satisfaction that, unlike the believers | was covering, | did not
have a deep need for answers to the Big Questions; | was
comfortable with the mystery of how we got here and what would
happen after we died. But | now realized that a sort of incuriosity had
set in; my sense of awe had atrophied. | might have disagreed with
the conclusions reached by people of faith, but at least that part of
their brain was functioning. Every week, they had a set time to
consider their place in the universe, to step out of the matrix and



achieve some perspective. If you're never looking up, | now realized,
you're always just looking around.

Ted Haggard, who had taught me to see people of faith in a
different light, had also taught me something else: the value of a
viewpoint that transcended the mundane. Of course, | wasn'’t
forsaking ambition—and | wasn’t planning to magically force myself
to believe in something for which there was, in my opinion,
insufficient evidence. However, | was about to cover a story that, for
the first time since Peter Jennings had ordered me to start reporting
on spirituality, would actually penetrate my defenses. The message
came in a deeply weird and extremely confusing package.



Chapter 3
Genius or Lunatic?

The man sitting across from me and completely blowing my mind

favored a style, both verbal and sartorial, so monochrome that it was
as if he wanted to vanish like a chameleon into the barf-colored
wallpaper of this hotel room in Toronto. He was elfin, rheumy-eyed,
and, as the cameras rolled, droning on in a gentle Teutonic lilt.
Superficially, at least, he was the type of person who, if you met him
at a cocktail party, you would either ignore or avoid.

And yet he was saying extraordinary things. Life-altering things.
He was making points that were forcing me to rethink my whole
“price of security” modus operandi. Not just rethink it, but think above
it, beyond it—and possibly go beyond thought altogether.

The real mindfuck, though, was this: almost as soon as he said
something brilliant, he would say something else that was totally
ridiculous. The man was toggling seamlessly between compelling
and confusing, incisive and insane.

He would go like this:

Zig: a spot-on diagnosis of the human condition.

Zag: a bizarre, pseudoscientific assertion.

Zig: a profound insight into how we make ourselves miserable.

Zag: a claim that he once lived on park benches for two years in
a state of bliss.

He said he had a way for me to be happier, too, and despite the
fog of folderol, | half suspected he actually might be right.

Weeks before | first heard the name Eckhart Tolle, | was staring,
unhappily, in the mirror of an airplane bathroom. | was on my way



home from shooting a Nightline story in Brazil, where we'd spent a
week living with an isolated Amazon tribe. It had been amazing.
These people still lived exactly as their ancestors had in the Stone
Age. They'd barely met any outsiders. They let my producer and me
sleep in hammocks in their huts. | returned the favor by entertaining
them with my video iPod. Leaning over the metallic counter in this
lavatory, | was neither savoring the incredible experience | had just
had nor strategizing about how to write my story, which was set to air
a few weeks hence. Instead, | had my forelock pushed back and was
scrutinizing a hairline that seemed to me about as stable as the
Maginot Line.

Bianca had busted me doing this on more than one occasion in
our bathroom at home. She pointed out that, other than some
thinning in the back and a receding divot near my part, | basically
had a full head of hair. But every now and again, a stray glance in a
reflective surface would send me down the rabbit hole. Here in this
cramped airplane bathroom, | was flashing on a future that looked
like this:

Baldness — Unemployment — Flophouse in Duluth

Inevitably, this led to a nasty rejoinder from some other, more
reasonable part of my brain:

Get over yourself, Harris.

When | brought the hair thing up with Dr. Brotman, he leaned
back in his chair and beamed skepticism at me from across his desk.

“You don’t understand,” | said to him. “If | go bald, my career is
screwed.”

“You don’t understand,” he replied, eyeing my hairline. “You're
not going bald.”

By any rational measure, things were otherwise going extremely
well in my life. Nearly three years had passed since my panic
attacks. | was off the Klonopin and down to seeing Brotman only
once a month or so. Occasionally I'd be ambushed by waves of
longing for drugs, but the cravings were vastly diminished. (Although
| tried to always keep in mind something a friend had once told me:
“Your demons may have been ejected from the building, but they’re
out in the parking lot, doing push-ups.”) At home, the situation was
even better: after living together for more than a year, Bianca and |



had gotten engaged and were planning a wedding in the Bahamas.
At work, my gig anchoring the Sunday edition of World News
continued to be a joy. And even though public interest in the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan was on the wane, a new opportunity had
emerged. The post-Koppel Nightline had moved away from live
interviews and more toward lengthy taped stories from all over the
world. The producers had allowed me to launch major investigations,
such as tracking rhino poachers in Nepal, and posing as a customer
in order to expose child slave traders in Haiti. This was a new type of
reporting for me. It had a crusading spirit. Corny or not, | found that
old journalistic injunction to “comfort the afflicted and afflict the
comfortable” inspiring.

Nevertheless, my worrying over work had grown worse, and the
hair issue was just the leading indicator. Increasingly, | was waking
up to the fact that the whole industry rested on such an uncertain
foundation. In my eight years at the network, | had witnessed
seemingly immovable fixtures of broadcast news fade or simply
disappear. Among the missing were Peter Jennings, Tom Brokaw,
and Dan Rather. When | had arrived at ABC News back in 2000, |
was the youngest correspondent on the fourth floor. Suddenly, at age
thirty-seven, | was nearly the oldest. All but one of those more senior
correspondents had departed, often unceremoniously. These were
guys who had given their lives to a profession that could be lavishly
kind or capriciously cruel. I'd seen so many careers soar or sour
based on seemingly random things, such as changing physical
appearance, the personal whim of a specific anchor or executive, or
the emergence of a more eye-catching rival. In discussing the
unpredictability of my profession with my brother recently, he told me
about scientific studies where lab rats were rewarded with food
pellets at random, illogical times. Those rats went crazy.

To make matters worse, the country was in the most severe
recession since the Great Depression. Bear Stearns had just
collapsed, along with Lehman Brothers. The stock market was in
free fall. It felt like the world had gone off a cliff no one had seen
coming. ABC News went through a wrenching round of layoffs. While
my job seemed safe at the moment, | felt bad for my colleagues and
fretted about the future. When | thought about alternative careers, |



drew a blank. What other marketable skills did | have besides
wearing makeup and bellowing into cameras? This was a bit
maudlin, but there were a few times where | found myself lying on
the couch in my office, staring at a picture on my wall of the ocean,
thinking about the word impermanence.

On one such occasion there was a knock on my door. It was
David Muir popping by to chat. We had a lot in common. We'd both
worked in local news in Boston, arrived at the network before the
age of thirty, and loved to travel the planet doing stories. Just a
couple months earlier, David had filed some amazing reports from
Chernobyl. He had the office down the hall from me and we’d
sometimes get together to talk about our latest stories—or just
gossip. In the spirit of misery looking for company, | asked him what
he would do if the whole TV news business imploded. He shrugged
his shoulders with enviable insouciance and said, “Eh, I'd find
something else.”

Back in the toilet on the airplane coming home from Brazil, |
replayed that scene in my mind as | continued to stare at my faltering
hairline.

Easy for you to say, Muir—with your full head of hair.

I'd been in this position in front of the mirror for at least ten
minutes. | realized, with a twinge of embarrassment, that there was
probably a line outside by now. | let my hair fall back down onto my
forehead and returned, sheepishly, to my seat.

About a month later, on a sunny Saturday in September, | was at a
block party in New Jersey. There was a cookout, a bounce castle for
the kids, and a band with a bassist wearing a do-rag. When the
music stopped, a pastor took the mic and declared, with his voice
echoing off the brightly colored vinyl siding of the surrounding row
houses, “There’s room for everyone at the cross today.”

| was here for a story about Sarah Palin, recently plucked from
obscurity to become John McCain’s running mate. A video had just
hit the web showing Palin praying for God’'s help to get a gas
pipeline built in her home state of Alaska. That had sparked a lot of
discussion about the fact that she was a Pentecostal, a strain of
Christianity sometimes described as “Evangelicalism on steroids.” |



wanted to do a piece that would explain to viewers exactly what
Pentecostals believed. The closest church was here in Jersey City,
and they just happened to be throwing a party.

To be away from the noise, our cameraman, soundman, and
producer had set up for the interviews a little farther down the street.
The three of them were in the middle of an animated discussion led
by Felicia, the producer, a petite, apple-cheeked mother of two with
whom I'd worked for many years. She was telling the others about a
book she’d just read by someone named Eckhart Tolle. As |
approached, she turned toward me: “Have you read him? You might
like him. It’s all about controlling your ego.”

The crew burst out laughing. Like me, they took it as a joke about
the anchorman’s inevitably inflated sense of self-importance. Felicia,
earnest and unfailingly polite, flushed and, speaking rapidly now,
assured us that she wasn’'t making a joke. Her point was that she
had read Tolle’s books and found them personally useful. More than
that, Oprah had been heavily promoting his latest volume, and she
thought Tolle might make a good story.

Fair enough. | was always looking for stories, and this one—
featuring an Oprah-approved self-help swami—sounded like it might
include the requisite exotica. So when | got home later that day, |
went online and ordered the book.

By the time his book arrived at my apartment a few days later, | had
almost forgotten about Eckhart Tolle. | saw the cheesy orange cover
shining dully through Amazon’s irrationally excessive bubble wrap. It
bore the rather overwrought titte A New Earth: Awakening to Your
Life’s Purpose, as well as the seal of Oprah’s Book Club.

| propped it on my chest that night, an unsuspecting Bianca
sleeping to my left, blissfully unaware that her future husband was
being sucked into a strange vortex.

At first, the book struck me as irredeemable poppycock. | was put
off by the strained stateliness of Tolle’s writing, as well as its nearly
indecipherable turgidity. How could Oprah fans stand to drink from a
fire hose of jargon like “conditioned mind structures” and “the one
indwelling consciousness™? What's more, the guy was stunningly



grandiose. He referred to his book as a “transformational device,”
and promised that, as you read, a “shift takes place within you.”

| lay there rolling my eyes, quietly cursing Felicia for inflicting this
upon me. But just when | thought I'd been defeated by all the
porridge about “inner opening” and the impending “shift in planetary
consciousness,” a clearing appeared in the spiritual thicket. Tolle
began to unfurl a fascinating thesis, one that made me think he must
have somehow spent an enormous amount of time inside my skull.

Our entire lives, he argued, are governed by a voice in our
heads. This voice is engaged in a ceaseless stream of thinking—
most of it negative, repetitive, and self-referential. It squawks away
at us from the minute we open our eyes in the morning until the
minute we fall asleep at night, if it allows us to sleep at all. Talk, talk,
talk: the voice is constantly judging and labeling everything in its field
of vision. Its targets aren’t just external; it often viciously taunts us,
too.

Apparently Felicia was right when she got all flustered on that
little side street in Jersey City: Tolle wasn’t using the term “ego” the
way most of us normally do. He wasn’t referring solely to pride,
conceit, or amour propre of the variety often displayed by people
who appear on television for a living. Nor was he using it in the
Freudian sense, as the psychological mechanism that mediates
between our id and our superego, our desires and our morality. He
meant something much larger. According to Tolle, the ego is our
inner narrator, our sense of “I.”

Certainly Tolle had described my mind to a T. While | had never
really thought about it before, | suppose I'd always assumed that the
voice in my head was me: my ghostly internal anchorman, hosting
the coverage of my life, engaged in an unsolicited stream of
insensitive questions and obnoxious color commentary.

Per Tolle, even though the voice is the ridgepole of our interior
lives, most of us take it completely for granted. He argued that the
failure to recognize thoughts for what they are—quantum bursts of
psychic energy that exist solely in your head—is the primordial
human error. When we are unaware of “the egoic mind” (egoic being
a word he appears to have invented), we blindly act out our
thoughts, and often the results are not pretty.



| began to recall some of the many brilliant suggestions the voice
in my head had made to me over the years.

You should do cocaine.

You’'re right to be angry at that producer. Throw your papers in
the air!

That Pakistani protestor is way out of line. Even though he’s
surrounded by a thousand angry friends, you should have a shouting
match with him.

I'd been reading for an hour now, and Tolle had my full attention.
As | turned the pages, he began to list some of the ego’s signature
moves, many of which seemed to be grabbed directly from my
behavioral repertoire.

The ego is never satisfied. No matter how much stuff we buy, no
matter how many arguments we win or delicious meals we consume,
the ego never feels complete. Did this not describe my bottomless
appetite for airtime—or drugs? Is this what my friend Simon meant
when he said | had the “soul of a junkie”?

The ego is constantly comparing itself to others. It has us
measuring our self-worth against the looks, wealth, and social status
of everyone else. Did this not explain some of my worrying at work?

The ego thrives on drama. It keeps our old resentments and
grievances alive through compulsive thought. Is this why | would
sometimes come home to Bianca, scowling over some issue at the
office?

Perhaps the most powerful Tollean insight into the ego was that it
is obsessed with the past and the future, at the expense of the
present. We ‘live almost exclusively through memory and
anticipation,” he wrote. We wax nostalgic for prior events during
which we were doubtless ruminating or projecting. We cast forward
to future events during which we will certainly be fantasizing. But as
Tolle pointed out, it is, quite literally, always Now. (He liked to
capitalize the word.) The present moment is all we've got. We
experienced everything in our past through the present moment, and
we will experience everything in the future the same way.

| was a pro, | realized, at avoiding the present. A ringer. This had
been true my whole life. My mom always described me as an
impatient kid, rushing through everything. In eighth grade, an ex-



girlfriend told me, “When you have one foot in the future and the
other in the past, you piss on the present.” Now, as a grown-up in the
deadline-dominated world of news, | was always hurtling headlong
through the day, checking things off my to-do list, constantly picturing
completion instead of calmly and carefully enjoying the process. The
unspoken assumption behind most of my forward momentum was
that whatever was coming next would definitely be better. Only when
| reached that ineffable . . . whatever . . . would | be totally satisfied.
Some of the only times | could recall being fully present were when |
was in a war zone or on drugs. No wonder one begat the other.

It finally hit me that I'd been sleepwalking through much of my life
—swept along on a tide of automatic, habitual behavior. All of the
things | was most ashamed of in recent years could be explained
through the ego: chasing the thrill of war without contemplating the
consequences, replacing the combat high with coke and ecstasy,
reflexively and unfairly judging people of faith, getting carried away
with anxiety about work, neglecting Bianca to tryst with my
BlackBerry, obsessing about my stupid hair.

It was a little embarrassing to be reading a self-help writer and
thinking, This guy gets me. But it was in this moment, lying in bed
late at night, that | first realized that the voice in my head—the
running commentary that had dominated my field of consciousness
since | could remember—was kind of an asshole.

This is where things got confusing, though. Just as | was coming to
the conclusion that Tolle was a sage who perhaps held the key to all
of my problems, he started saying some ludicrous shit. It was no
longer his rococo writing style that was throwing me; | was getting
used to that. No, now what was sticking in my craw was his
penchant for making wild, pseudoscientific claims. He argued that
living in the present moment slowed down the aging process and
made the “molecular structure” of the body “less dense.” He asserted
that “thoughts have their own range of frequencies, with negative
thoughts at the lower end of the scale and positive thoughts at the
higher.” Sometimes in the course of a single sentence, he would say
something lucid and compelling, and then veer straight into crazy
town. | honestly could not figure out if he was a genius or a lunatic.



Then | learned more about who this guy actually was. After
several nights of reading his book well into the wee hours, | padded
over to the computer to do a little Googling. | don’t know what | was
expecting, but certainly not this: a small, sandy-haired German man
who appeared to be at some indeterminate point north of middle
age. His presentation style was totally at odds with the voice-of-God
tone he affected on the page. In YouTube videos, he spoke softly
and slowly, excruciatingly so, as if someone had forced him to ingest
a large dose of my leftover Klonopin. His wardrobe appeared to
consist solely of sweater-vests and pleated khakis. One observer
described him as looking like a “Communist-era librarian.” Another
called him a “pale, kindly otter.”

The seminal event of his personal history was an experience he
claimed to have had as a severely depressed graduate student at
Oxford University. He said he was lying in bed when he was
overcome with suicidal thoughts. Suddenly, he felt himself being
“sucked into a void.” He heard a voice telling him to “resist nothing.”
Then everything went dark. He woke up the next morning and the
birds were chirping, the sunlight was a revelation, and his life was a
shiny, sparkly thing. It was, quite literally, an overnight panacea.
Bingo. Done. Sorted. After that is when he spent two years living on
park benches “in a state of the most intense joy.” This was his
spiritual awakening, of which he would later say, “The realization of
peace is so deep that even if | met the Buddha and the Buddha said
you are wrong, | would say, ‘Oh, isn’t that interesting, even the
Buddha can be wrong.”

Eventually, he moved to Canada, which had the right “energy
field” for his first book “to be born.” That book, The Power of Now,
became a celebrity sensation. Meg Ryan gave it to Oprah, who put
copies on the nightstands in the guest rooms of all of her homes. Jim
Carrey and Jenny McCarthy produced videotaped testimonials
(before they broke up). Paris Hilton carried the book through a
gauntlet of paparazzi on her way into jail over a driving violation.

When his follow-up, A New Earth, came out, Oprah put on an
unprecedented, eleven-part “webinar.” Millions of people tuned in to
watch her and Tolle sit at a desk, deconstructing the book, chapter
by chapter. Their personal styles were almost comically mismatched:



Oprah would whoop and holler as Tolle looked on placidly; Tolle
would prattle on about “energy fields” as Oprah mmmed and aahed
credulously. At one point she threw up her arms for a double high
five, and Tolle, clearly not knowing what such a thing was, awkwardly
clasped her hands.

Sitting there in my underwear in front of my computer in the
middle of the night, | put my head in my hands. My whole life, I'd
prided myself on being a skeptic. I'd spent nearly a decade
interviewing spiritual leaders, and none of them had penetrated my
defenses. Now this guy—who looked like a character from The
Hobbit—was the one who had punched through?

| was looking in the mirror again—this time at an angry red hole, the
size of a quarter, smack in the middle of my right cheek.

When the dermatologist first discovered the milky patch on my
cheek—basal cell carcinoma, a nonlethal form of skin cancer—I was
tempted to just leave it there. Face surgery was an unappetizing
prospect for a guy who went on TV for a living. The doctor, however,
along with Bianca, argued that inaction was not an option. If | let it
spread unchecked, they told me, it could get into my eye socket and
blind me. For a nanosecond, | considered whether | might prefer
partial blindness to a scar, even though the doctor promised that, if
everything went well, said scar would be a small one.

The surgery was Chinese water torture. The surgeon—a crisp
young woman—made an initial incision, using a microscopically
guided scalpel to remove the cancer. After that first stab, she sent
me out to the waiting room as she ran some tests to see if she'd
gotten it all. | joined Bianca at a bank of chairs, where | pulled out my
copy of A New Earth, which | was now reading for the third time.

After a half hour or so, the doctor called me back and said they
needed to dig a little deeper. So | went under the knife again, and
then back to the waiting room, where | read more of the book.
Another half hour passed, and then the nurse came back and told
me they still hadn’t gotten every last teeny bit; they’d need to take a
wider slice.

When | arrived back in the procedure room this time, the doctor
explained that the cancer was bigger than she had thought—and she



still didn’t know how big. | pressed her for worst-case scenarios and
she admitted that there was a danger that it might have spread up
into the lower part of my eyelid. If that were true, closing the wound
would likely involve a scar that permanently pulled down my right
eye.

| could feel my heartbeat accelerate as the following movie
instantly played out in my mind:

Scar the size of Omar Little’s from The Wire — Fired from ABC
News — Seeks career in radio

But then a funny thing happened. After all my reading about the
empty nattering of the ego, | realized: These fearful forecasts were
just thoughts skittering through my head. They weren't irrational, but
they weren’t necessarily true. It was a momentary glimpse of the
wisdom of Tolle’s thesis. It's not like I'd never been aware of my
thoughts before. I'd had plenty of experience with being scared and
knowing | was scared. What made this different was that | was able
to see my thoughts for what they were: just thoughts, with no
concrete reality. It's not that my worry suddenly ceased, | just wasn'’t
as taken in by it. | recognized the truth of this situation: | had no idea
what was going to happen to my face, and reflexively believing the
worst-case scenarios coughed up by ego certainly wasn’t going to
help.

The doctor made her third slice, and then sent me back out into
the waiting room. Bianca remarked that | was staying surprisingly
calm. | didn’t want to give the credit to Tolle, lest she think | was
going crazy. She already thought it was weird that I'd been reading
this book for so long.

Ultimately, | had to go back in for four facial slices before the
tumor was fully removed. They came within a millimeter, but the
lower part of my eyelid was spared. Before they sewed me up, the
doctor showed me the wound in a mirror and | nearly fainted. | could
see well into the side of my cheek—blood, fat, and all. Bianca took
out her phone and snapped a picture.



| had done surprisingly well in the crucible of face surgery, but you
can’'t carry an Eckhart Tolle book around with you everywhere you
go.

A couple of weeks later, | was checking TVNewser, an addictive
website that tracks the doings of the broadcast news industry, and |
came across a list of the anchors and correspondents who would be
covering the inauguration of President Barack Obama. My name was
not mentioned. | was, to put it mildly, displeased.

Unlike my experience with the surgery, here | was unable to
achieve any distance from the angry thoughts caroming through my
head. Instead, | took the bait dangled by my ego, which was
yammering on in high dudgeon: You’re getting screwed here, dude. |
shoved back my chair and started pacing around my office in tight
circles, like a Chihuahua doing dressage. Over the next twenty-four
hours, | buttonholed every executive | could find and voiced my
complaints. Instead of winning me a role in the coverage, however,
the whining earned me a reprimand. One of my bosses took me
aside and told me that the decision wasn’t personal, and then
advised me to stop “bleeding all over the place.”

This was my major beef with Tolle. Setting aside my qualms
about his flowery writing, questionable claims, and bizarre backstory,
what | truly could not abide was the lack of practical advice for
handling situations like this. He delivered an extraordinary diagnosis
of the human condition with basically no action plan for combating
the ego (never mind for achieving living-on-a-park-bench superbliss).

How do we do a better job of staying in the Now? Tolle’s answer:
“‘Always say ‘yes’ to the present moment.” How do we achieve
liberation from the voice in the head? His advice: simply be aware of
it. “To become free of the ego is not really a big job but a very small
one.” Yes, right. Easy. But if it were this uncomplicated, wouldn’t
there be millions of awakened people walking around?

Then there was an even larger question: Even if | had been able
to recognize that my umbrage over not being included in
inauguration coverage consisted of mere thoughts, should | have
simply ignored them? | could see the value of recognizing thoughts
for what they are—fleeting, gossamer, unsubstantial—but aren’t



some thoughts connected to concrete realities that need to be
addressed?

In his books, Tolle repeatedly denigrated the habit of worrying,
which he characterized as a useless process of projecting fearfully
into an imaginary future. “There is no way that you can cope with
such a situation, because it doesn’t exist. It’'s a mental phantom,” he
wrote. But, while | understood the benefit of being in the Now, the
future was coming. Didn’t | have to prepare? If | didn’t think through
every permutation of every potential problem, how the hell would |
survive in a competitive industry? Furthermore, wasn’t the restless
ego the source of mankind’s proudest achievements? Sure, it was
probably responsible for ills such as war, child abuse, and Pauly
Shore movies, but hadn’t human striving also given us the polio
vaccine, Caravaggio’s paintings, and the iPhone?

And yet, and yet . . . | was aware, of course, that my chattering
mind was not entirely working in my favor. | was pretty sure that
staring at my hairline or brooding on my couch was not time well
spent. | used to think pressing the bruise kept me on my toes. Now |
realized those moments mostly just made me unhappy.

Tolle was forcing me to confront the fact that the thing I'd always
thought was my greatest asset—my internal cattle prod—was also
perhaps my greatest liability. | was now genuinely questioning my
own personal orthodoxy, my “price of security” mantra, which had
been my operating thesis since, like, age eight. All of a sudden, |
didn’t know: Was it propulsive—or corrosive?

| wanted to excel, yes—but | also wanted to be less stressed in
the process. This strange little German man seemed to raise the
tantalizing possibility of doing both, but the books were not at all
explicit about how to do so—at least not in a way that | understood.

So | decided: | needed to meet this guy.

| ran into Felicia in the hallway at work. “Let’'s book Eckhart Tolle for
an interview,” | said. “We could do it as a ‘Sunday Profile,” a weekly
feature we’d recently decided to launch.

It was as if I'd told her that she’d hit the Powerball, or been
chosen for beatification. She was beaming. Unlike me, she did not
harbor suspicions that Tolle might be a fruitcake. She was all in.



A couple of days later, she reported back that Tolle, who
apparently rarely granted interviews, had said yes. He'd be in
Toronto in a few weeks hence, giving a sold-out speech, and we’d
been granted a one-hour audience. “They’re being really strict about
the time limit,” she said, but she was still giddy.

| flew in from New York on the morning of the interview. When |
arrived at the hotel room where we’d be shooting, Felicia was there
with the camera crew and a clean-cut young Australian guy named
Anthony who appeared to be Tolle’s right-hand man. I'd expected a
larger staff, but it was just this one guy.

As we awaited the arrival of the Great Man, Anthony told me his
story. He’d read some of Tolle’s books, called him up, and asked for
a job. When Tolle said yes, Anthony packed all his stuff and moved
from Australia to Vancouver, where Tolle lived. Anthony struck me as
reasonably normal, with his neatly gelled blond hair and pressed
shirt. He discussed his boss with genuine admiration but not
adulation; nothing in his bearing screamed “cult” to me.

Shortly thereafter, there was a knock on the door, and Tolle
entered. The first thing | noticed was that he was small. Smaller than
me, and I'm about five-foot-nine on days when I've used Bianca’s
volumizing shampoo. No entourage, just him. He had none of the
swagger of a man who'd sold tens of millions of books and had a
one-man industry of speaking gigs, CDs, and “inspiration cards.” He
walked up and introduced himself with a handshake. He was
unassuming, but not shy. Not unfriendly, but not especially warm.
Just as he had on Oprah’s webinar, he seemed pleased to be there,
but not particularly eager. He was wearing an astoundingly bland,
brown blazer over a tan sweater and a pale blue dress shirt. He had
a scraggly beard that covered just his chin and neck.

After the exchange of pleasantries, we took our seats for the
interview. There were two cameras: one trained on Tolle, the other
on me. | was mildly self-conscious about my mottled cheek, but
mostly | was just excited. Here | was, finally face-to-face with the
man who had come out of nowhere and so thoroughly intrigued and
confused me. This was the first interview since I'd started covering
spirituality where | actually felt like | had some skin in the game.



“‘How on earth do you stop thinking?” | began. “How do you stop
the voice in your head?”

| had a momentary surge of optimism as he shifted in his chair in
clear preparation to give the practical advice I'd been yearning for.

“You create little spaces in your daily life where you are aware but
not thinking,” he said. “For example, you take one conscious breath.”

Un-break my heart, Eckhart. That’s all you’ve got?

“But,” | said, “I can hear the cynics in the audience saying, ‘This
guy’s saying | can awaken by taking a deep breath. What is he
talking about?””

“Yes—that’s the mind talking. Of course, many people will have
their mind commenting on what I'm saying—and saying, ‘That is
useless.”

In fact, that was exactly what my mind was saying: That is
useless.

My mind started saying things that were even less charitable as
he rolled out his second, allegedly practical suggestion. “Another
very powerful thing is to become aware of the inner energy field of
your being.”

Aware that | had a camera aimed at me, | hammed it up, again
using that old journalistic trick of channeling a third-party “cynic,” who
could really be no one other than me.

“Energy field.” Those are two words that, when put together, will
fire off cynics’ antennae very, very quickly.”

“Yes, now those are people who are very much in their mind. So
they are not even willing to try out something new.”

| mentioned that my efforts to stay in the Now had been
frustrating, adding another layer of guilt on top of the normal churn of
my mind. “Because I'm thinking all the time,” | said, “I can’t be in
touch with the Now, so now I'm feeling guilty about not being in touch
with the Now.”

“Yes, as you rightly put it, that’s another layer of thinking—and
that layer of thinking says, “You see, it doesn’t work. | can’t be free of
thinking.” Which is more thinking,” he said, laughing gently.

“So how do you break out of that?”

“You simply observe that it's another thought. And by knowing
that it's another thought, you're not totally identified with the thought.”



This made my head hurt. Clearly this line of questioning was
going nowhere. Keenly aware that Tolle’s assistant, Anthony, had his
eye on the clock, | decided to move on—which is when we came to
the part of the interview where Tolle made what | considered to be
his most ludicrous claim yet.

“Don’t you ever get pissed off, annoyed, irritated, sad—anything
negative?”

“No, | accept what is. And that's why life has become so simple.”

“Well, what if somebody cuts you off in your car?”

“It's fine. It's like a sudden gust of wind. | don’t personalize a gust
of wind, and so it's simply what is.”

“And you’re able to enjoy every moment, even if | start asking you
a ton of annoying questions?”

“Yes. That would be fine.”

“‘Don’t tempt me.”

Here he let out a real laugh—from the diaphragm, leaning
forward in his chair, eyes almost closed. He recovered and picked
right up: “It's becoming friendly just with the is-ness of this moment.”

The is-ness of this moment? Who was this guy kidding? Was he
really saying that he was never in a bad mood? That nothing ever
bothered him? How could he sit there on camera and claim that? It
sounded great, of course. But so did learning how to fly.

‘I don’t fully understand that, because | sometimes think about
change—either innovation or social activism—Ilike that little bit of
sand in an oyster that creates the pearl.”

“Yes, well . ..”

“Is it a clam or an oyster? | can’t remember. Anyway, you know
what I'm talking about.”

Laughing again, he continued. “The most powerful change comes
actually out of that different state of consciousness. This is why
people so admire what Gandhi did, because he was bringing about
change from a state of consciousness that was already at peace.
And people sometimes believe that if you're already at peace you're
never going to do anything. But that's not the case. Very powerful
actions come out of that.”

“So, you’re not saying sit around, let everything wash over you,
let people cut you off in your car. You’re saying understand that it is



what it is right now—"

“And then do what you need to do,” he said, interrupting me this
time, and speaking with uncharacteristic brio. “Make the present
moment your friend rather than your enemy. Because many people
live habitually as if the present moment were an obstacle that they
need to overcome in order to get to the next moment. And imagine
living your whole life like that, where always this moment is never
quite right, not good enough because you need to get to the next
one. That is continuous stress.”

Okay, now this made a ton of sense to me. For example, in the
case of inauguration coverage, | could have accepted that my
exclusion was already a reality, and then simply had a series of calm
conversations with my bosses about whether it was possible to
change things—instead of firing off a spray of footbullets.

Sitting with Tolle was like watching the movie version of his
books. Both in person and on the page, he moved with total ease
between tremendously useful insights, and head-scratching,
grandiose claims about perfect imperturbability.

By this point, the interview had run long. Felicia was visibly
anxious. She apologetically explained to Tolle and Anthony that we
really needed a “walking shot™—a picture of me and Tolle walking
down the street or something. Everyone agreed this request could
be accommodated.

We took the elevator down to the lobby, where | chatted with Tolle
while Felicia and the crew went outside to find a suitable spot for the
shot. Sometimes, after an interview, people are warmer; they're
relieved it's over and they feel they've gotten to know their
interviewer a bit. Tolle’s affect, however, was utterly unchanged. He
exuded the same pleasant unflappability. Making small talk, | asked
him his age, and he told me he was sixty-two. When | remarked that
he looked much younger than that, he told me matter-of-factly that
he basically hadn’'t aged since he’d had his spiritual awakening,
which happened when he was twenty-nine. Yet another sharp left
turn into crazy town.

The story aired a few weeks later on both Sunday World News
and Nightline. The reactions from my colleagues were interesting. A
few of them wrote Tolle off as a whack-job. Several others said they



found him oddly compelling. My friend Jeanmarie, for example,
described him as being like a Yule log—initially boring, but ultimately
mesmerizing.

Personally, the encounter had left me in a funny spot. | definitely
didn’t think Tolle was a fraud. I'd interviewed hucksters—prosperity
preachers, child slave dealers, Saddam Hussein flunkies who vowed
to turn back the U.S.-led invasion—but this guy didn’t give off the
I’'m-full-of-shit-and-I-know-it vibe at all. Maybe he was simply
deluded? Impossible for me to tell.

Essentially, | was right back where | was the first time | peered
into the pages of his strange little book: fascinated yet frustrated.
Tolle had opened something up for me—a window into the
enfeebling clamor of the ego. But he had not answered my most
pressing questions. How do you tame the voice in your head? How
do you stay in the Now? Was it really possible to defeat the gray
Stalinism of self-absorption without ending up on a park bench? |
was not about to let this drop. It was as if I'd met a man who'd told
me my hair was on fire, and then refused to offer me a fire
extinguisher.



Chapter 4
Happiness, Inc.

The first thing you notice is the rhinestone glasses. Then the

fragrance—like he’s just stepped out of a two-hour massage.

| met Deepak Chopra six weeks after my interview with Eckhart
Tolle. While | had thought of little else other than the ego and its
discontents during those weeks, my encounter with Chopra, another
self-help superstar, was entirely unplanned. | called it serendipity;
Chopra almost certainly would have called it karma.

| had been asked to fly to Seattle to moderate a Nightline debate
(or “Face-Off,” in the preferred rebranding of the show’s executive
producer) with the extremely subtle title “Does Satan Exist?” Chopra
—who was always, as we say in the business, “TV-friendly’—had
been booked to argue the “no” case, alongside a Pentecostal bishop
who’d lost most of his congregation after publicly reconsidering the
existence of the Devil. The “yes” side was made up of a hip, young
local pastor as well as a former prostitute who ran an evangelical
group called Hookers for Jesus.

| was only vaguely familiar with Chopra. | knew, of course, that he
was probably the most famous guru on earth and that he’d written
truckloads of bestselling books. | had seen his cameo in the movie
The Love Guru. He struck me as the Golden Arches or Nike Swoosh
of spirituality—a globally recognized icon next to whom celebrities
could pose when they wanted to signal “depth.”

| was also aware that while he preached good vibes and serenity,
Chopra enjoyed wading into controversies over politics, science, and
faith—sometimes even going on Fox News to mix it up with
conservative hosts like Sean Hannity.



It was that combination of spiritual star power and zeal for
rhetorical combat that had motivated my producers to book Chopra
for this Face-Off, which we were filming in a church in downtown
Seattle. The house was packed with a thousand people, all invited
by the four debaters. The plan was to have the participants go at it
for two hours, while we recorded with a battery of cameras
strategically located throughout the room. We would then cut it down
to the juiciest moments, and air it as a full half-hour broadcast of
Nightline several weeks later.

Before the main event, the producers asked me to tape
preinterviews with the combatants, goading them into talking smack
like boxers before they go in the ring. After chatting with the ex-
hooker and the two pastors, my crew and | found Deepak in one of
the church’s back rooms. In addition to blinged-out glasses, he wore
jeans, bright red sneakers, and a blazer the likes of which | had
never seen—charcoal gray, knee-length, with an elaborate mandarin
collar. He had a fleshy face; pleasant, latte-colored skin; and a soft,
chocolate baritone, with just enough of an Indian accent to sound
exotic.

In the interview, he exuded bravado, as befitted an event such as
this. He dismissed Satan as a construct of people who needed an
“irrational, mythical explanation” for evil in the world. As for his
debate performance, he vowed, “I am not going to do anything to
offend anyone, but I still have to speak my own truth.”

Clearly, Chopra was “with the program,” the one envisioned by
Nightline, but he also presented an irresistible opportunity for me to
pursue my own agenda. | wanted to get his take on Eckhart Tolle. So
| told him my story—that | had been intrigued by Tolle’s description of
the ego but bemused by his lack of actionable advice.

Right off the bat, Chopra dismissed Tolle as “not a very good
writer.” (Apparently self-help gurus talk smack about one another,
just as some evangelicals do, | realized.) Then, when | asked him if
he knew how to stay in the moment, he allowed that he did. In fact,
he insisted that he was permanently present.

Our bosses had been encouraging the on-air types to produce
more content for ABCNews.com. | thought talking to Deepak about



the notion of the Now might make a good little video, so | whipped
out a Flip camera and popped a few more questions.

“So your mind doesn’t wander?” | asked. “You don'’t find yourself
thinking about things that are in the past or in the future?”

“I have no regrets about the past,” he said, “and | don’t anticipate
the future. | live in the moment.”

“Okay, so what if the moment is horrible? What if you really have
to go to the bathroom and there’s no toilet nearby? Or what if you're
super hungry and there’s no food?”

“Then | separate myself from the situation surrounding the
moment. The moment is always free.”

“‘Run that by me again,” | said. “It's a sort of mind trick?”

“I's not a mind trick. When you're totally present, whatever the
situation is, good or bad, it's gonna pass. The only thing that remains
is the moment. It’s the transformational vortex to the infinite.”

Apparently when one lives in the moment, one becomes unafraid
of using terms like “transformational vortex to the infinite.”

He still wasn’t giving me specifics, so | pushed again. “How do
you do that? Because while I'm talking to you right now, sometimes
my mind wanders, and | think, ‘Wow, those are nice glasses,” or
‘What am | going to ask next?”

“If you stay in the moment, you’ll have what is called
spontaneous right action, which is intuitive, which is creative, which
is visionary, which eavesdrops on the mind of the universe.”

| had no idea what he was talking about, but we were out of time.
The sound tech arrived and began wiring Chopra with his lapel
microphone for the debate.

“I still think you make it sound easier than it is,” | said.

He looked at me and gave a good-natured shrug that seemed to
say, What can | say, you unlucky schmuck?

“For me itis,” he said.

“How do | become more like you?”

“Hang around with me,” he said. And then, moving in closer as
the sound guy struggled to keep up, he asked for my mailing
address, which | somewhat reluctantly gave him.

After all that fancy talk of living in the moment and
“‘eavesdropping on the mind of the universe,” as soon we hit the



stage and got into the heat of the debate, Chopra was raising his
voice, gesticulating wildly, and arguing in a way that certainly did not
signal serenity. When he didn’t have the floor, he would slouch back
in his chair, feet stretched out in front of him, looking entirely
nonplussed. To me, at least, he didn’t seem to be present at all—
certainly not in the Eckhart Tolle, blissed-out way. But maybe he
was? What did | know? Maybe, | thought to myself, | shouldn’t reach
reflexive conclusions as | did with Ted Haggard. Perhaps Deepak
Chopra represented the twinning of passionate striving and ego
subjugation. Is it possible this guy had it all figured out?
| wasn'’t optimistic.

But | was surprised by the reaction when | posted my Chopra video
on the ABC News website. First, it generated so much traffic that it
landed in the “Most Viewed” column. Then, | got an email from the
last person | expected: my boss.

David Westin, the president of the news division, was not the
type of man | thought likely to be searching for a transformational
vortex to the infinite. Formerly a corporate lawyer, he’d run the news
division for more than a decade. He was sharply handsome, with
boyish Midwestern features and a full head of slightly blond hair that
seemed to stay firmly in place without any discernible application of
product. He favored Brooks Brothers suits, striped ties, and loafers,
and his personal style was commensurately crisp, earnest, and
affable. He easily could have been a politician—or an anchorman.

Westin’s email said he was curious, on a personal level, about
my conversation with Chopra. He suggested we meet to discuss.

His assistant set an appointment, and a few days later | found
myself walking up one flight of stairs from my office to the executive
suite, referred to simply by its geographic designation, the Fifth
Floor. The air was different up here, as if it were pumped in from the
Sierra Nevada. It was a wide-open room, with offices lining the
periphery, and assistants stationed outside of each. The heavy hush
was devoid of the clack and clamor that characterized the rest of the
news division. In the middle of the space was a kitchen island,
perennially stocked with snacks and free-flowing Starbucks.



Westin’s secretary ushered me in, and the man himself got up
from his neatly organized desk to give me a firm handshake and a
courtly, enthusiastic, “Hi, Dan!”

After a bit of small talk, he brought up Chopra. In his diplomatic
way, he said he was surprised to see me taking the guy so seriously.
‘I respect your opinion on these things, Dan—and Deepak is
somebody I've only ever seen on daytime television. Is there really
something to him?”

As he spoke, | began to suspect that there must be more to my
boss’s interest than he was letting on. Here was a man with a
supremely stressful job, managing both the outsized personalities
within the news division and the demands of his corporate overlords.
Once, over lunch, he’d admitted to me that his real personality was
at times significantly less sunny than his persona.

“There is something there,” | said, “although I’'m not sure Chopra
is the best example of it.”

Then | launched into an unsuccessful and overly emphatic
soliloquy about Eckhart Tolle, the ego, the present moment, and God
knows what else. The longer | yammered on about the “thinking
mind” and the “voice in the head,” the more | realized that | wasn’t
making much sense. This was the first opportunity I'd had to discuss
this material with anyone, aside from actually interviewing Tolle and
Chopra themselves, and it suddenly hit me that | didn’t really know
what | was talking about. Which made me even more anxious and,
by turns, even more talkative. Finally, seeing I'd lost my audience, |
swallowed the flood of saliva in my mouth and concluded by saying
that maybe Westin should just read Tolle’s book.

The next day, | slinked back upstairs and dropped it off with his
secretary, all the while thinking: This is what it's come to. I'm the
crazy guy handing out religious tracts on the street.

| still wanted to talk about this stuff, though, to people | liked and
trusted. It wasn’t that | felt compelled to convert anyone; | just
wanted a sounding board. Figuring that this would be easier with
someone who wasn’'t my boss, | broached the subject at a dinner
with my friend Regina. For a decade, Regina and | had been having
no-holds-barred debates about everything from TV shows to New
York real estate to my sometimes questionable, pre-Bianca romantic



decisions. | figured the machinery of the ego would be terrific fodder.
Moments after | started blathering about Eckhart Tolle, however,
Regina cut me off. “Whatever, Dan. If you need this, fine.” Then she
changed the subject to which soups we should order. The verdict
was rendered with such offhand ferocity that it made me realize that
this topic | thought so alive with potential could come off as merely
fuzzy and embarrassing. She wasn’t engaged enough to even
needle me about it.

My losing streak continued at a family brunch, when | floated
Tolle past my younger brother. | should have seen this one coming.
Matt’s mission in life since emerging from the womb had been to
torment me. Even though he was now a venture capitalist and the
father of a beautiful baby girl, his devotion to puncturing my balloon
had not diminished. As soon as | finished my spiel, he just stared
back at me with a satisfied smirk. The knife inserted with nary a
word. (Not long afterward, he gave me an Eckhart Tolle calendar for
Christmas. | unwrapped it, looked up, and saw him on the other side
of the room, wearing the same smirk.)

What made this series of failures especially frustrating was the
realization that the expressions on the faces of my interlocutors were
probably not dissimilar to the way | must have looked when
confronted with some of the fringier religious people I'd interviewed
over the years.

Even with people who weren't reflexively hostile to the material, |
wasn’t making terrific inroads. At a group dinner downtown, |
cornered my friend Kaiama, an open-minded professor of French Lit
at Columbia. As | concluded my discourse on the Now, she asked,
“But how do you really stay in the moment when it's always slipping
away?” | had no answer.

Perhaps the most meaningful exchange | had on the subject was
a completely random discussion with my uncle Martin at my parents’
annual summer pool party. Martin, a former entrepreneur who was
now in the early stages of Alzheimer’s, turned to me and asked an
intriguing question: “Which is more exciting to you? Reality or
memory?” | paused, considered it, and said, “I wish | could say
reality, but it's probably memory.” And then | asked, “What about



you?” At which point Martin stared blankly back at me and asked,
“What was the question?”

Bianca was mildly receptive to my newfound area of interest.
Mostly, she was intrigued by the notion of having a less stressed
husband-to-be. Then again, | had just come through a yearlong
obsession with climate change. It was reasonable to assume that
this was just another of my transient fixations, only kookier.

| was stuck in the same place I'd found myself at the end of my
Tolle interview, knowing my hair was on fire but lacking an
extinguisher. With Tolle having failed to answer my questions, and
struggling with an ongoing inability to explain what intrigued me
about all of this in even the most basic, comprehensible terms, | was
at my wit’'s end. | didn’t know where to turn. | recalled what Chopra
had said to me at the end of our interview: “Hang around with me.”
Just days after | met him, he’d sent a whole stack of his books to my
office, with titles like The Book of Secrets and Reinventing the Body,
Resurrecting the Soul. He’d been texting and emailing me, and even
forwarding me a Google Alert he’d set on himself, in which Kim
Kardashian sang his praises. Warily, | figured: What do | have to
lose?

Deepak was wearing a black T-shirt emblazoned with a peace sign
made out of sequins as he enthusiastically showed me around the
Manhattan outpost of the Chopra Center. Located in a chichi
midtown hotel, the Center offered spa treatments, medical consults,
yoga, and astrological readings. We were in the gift shop. As | let my
eyes fall on his vast array of personally branded products (Ayurvedic
Cold & Allergy Remedies, Antioxidant Supplements, “Harmonizing”
necklaces, shirts printed with the word ABUNDANCE, and books—fifty-
five or fifty-six of them, he couldn’t remember exactly—on everything
from God to golf to cooking) | was thinking about Jay Z, who once
rapped, “I'm not a businessman . . . I'm a business, man.”

Felicia and | had decided to profile Deepak for Sunday World
News. It didn’t take a lot of convincing to get him on board, and it
became readily apparent how this man had landed on the Forbes list
of richest celebrities, with an estimated income of $22 million a year.
His itinerary was a manic, many-splendored thing. In just a few days



| personally saw him host a satellite radio show, hold meetings with
video game developers for a project based on his spiritual teachings,
and discuss a Broadway show with a man who claimed he could
bend spoons with the power of his mind.

On many levels, Deepak seemed like a walking contradiction. He
claimed to be perennially present, and yet we filmed him pounding
down the street while furiously typing on his BlackBerry, and then
voraciously devouring articles on his Kindle while ostensibly working
out on an elliptical machine. He claimed to live in a state of “flow”
and “effortless spontaneity,” but he seemed pretty focused on
mundane self-promotion to me. While publicizing his latest book, he
lobbied a reporter to follow him on Twitter, and when shooting a
promotional video, he told the cameraman, “Make sure | don’t look
fat.” These didn’t strike me as the actions of a man living in perfect
harmony with himself; this was the type of shit / did.

We did an interview at a picnic table in Central Park, and |
challenged his self-proclaimed imperturbability. Thinking back to his
performance at the Face-Off, | said, “Sometimes I've seen you
worked up.”

“But even though | was worked up,” he responded, “did you find
that there was anger, resentment, or hostility in that?”

“I can’t read your mind, but judging from your body language, you
weren'’t pleased.”

“Without passion, you'd be a walking dead person,” he said.
“Even though you’re dynamically engaged, you're not stressed.”

Was it really just “dynamic engagement” and not stress? Deepak
insisted that, in fact, he hadn’t experienced stress in decades. He
told me that, years ago, when he was a frazzled young medical
resident in suburban Massachusetts he smoked two packs of
cigarettes a day and drank too much. “We used to take care of a
cardiac arrest and then we’d go outside and smoke a cigarette,” he
said. But then, quite suddenly, he changed everything. “lt was
dramatic,” he told me. “l finally one day made a decision that that
part of my life was over. | said, ‘I've been there, done that.”

He quit his day job and went to work for the Maharishi Mahesh
Yogi, the bearded Indian holy man perhaps most famous for his stint
as the official guru of the Beatles. (After a brief stay at his ashram,



John Lennon left in a huff over allegations that the Maharishi had
tried to fondle Mia Farrow. On his way back to London, Lennon wrote
the song “Sexy Sadie,” featuring the lyric, “What have you done?
You've made a fool of everyone.”) Deepak climbed to the rank of the
Maharishi’'s top lieutenant. But he and the Maharishi grew apart.
Deepak started feeling like the group had become too cultish; the
Maharishi thought Deepak too ambitious. So Deepak left.

Unleashed from hierarchical constraint, Deepak spread his
wings. He'd become intrigued by “spontaneous remissions,” those
dramatic and inexplicable recoveries, where people bounce back
from serious illnesses. When he couldn’t get any reputable medical
journals to publish his research, he paid a vanity press five thousand
dollars to put it out as a book. It was a hit. Scores more followed. He
became friends with Michael Jackson, who introduced him to Oprah,
who put him on television. The rest was history. By the time | met
Deepak, he was sixty-three years old. He'd recorded an album of
freaky New Age music with Martin Sheen, Madonna, and Demi
Moore; Lady Gaga had called him the most influential person in her
life; Time had dubbed him “the poet-prophet of alternative medicine.”
He had fierce critics, though. The publisher of Skeptic magazine put
Deepak on the cover, lampooning his medical conclusions as “mostly
wild speculations based on only the slimmest of evidence.”

So was he full of shit? | couldn’t tell. As with Tolle, | found him to
be a baffling mixtape of the interesting and the incomprehensible—
like a DJ toggling between the Rolling Stones and Rick Astley, the
Band and Dokken. | liked it when he said things like, “The fact that
you exist is a highly statistically improbable event, and if you are not
perpetually surprised by the fact that you exist you don’t deserve to
be here.” But too often, he reverted to a seemingly involuntary,
impenetrable spiritual patois that had a certain je ne sais pas
pourquoi. His memorable assertions to me included “The universe is
a nanotechnology workshop in the mind of god,” and “Don’t call it
God, call it a-causal, non-local, quantum-mechanical inter-
religiousness.”

Chopra was infinitely more fun to hang out with than Tolle—I
preferred Deepak’s rascally What Makes Sammy Run? style to the
German’s otherworldly diffidence—but | left the experience more



confused, not less. Eckhart was befuddling because, while | believed
he was sincere, | couldn’t tell if he was sane. With Deepak it was the
opposite; | believed he was sane, but | couldn’t tell if he was sincere.
It was intriguing that someone could strive so nakedly and yet claim
to be without stress. That would have answered many of my
questions about defeating the ego without killing your edge—if only |
believed him.

My next move was motivated by sheer desperation. It was mercifully
brief, but unrelentingly absurd. Felicia and | decided to launch a
whole series of stories on self-help for Sunday World News. We
called it “Happiness, Inc.” The idea was to delve into an unregulated,
$11 billion industry that had attracted a growing number of followers
as Americans moved away from organized religion. With no answers
forthcoming from Tolle or Chopra, this was the only thing | could
think to do. What | found in this distinctly American subculture was
beyond crazy—a parade of the unctuous and the unqualified,
preaching to the desperate and, often, destitute.

One of the leading players in this questionable game was Joe
Vitale, who had risen to prominence after landing a cameo in what
would become a monster cultural phenomenon called The Secret.
This was a high-gloss book and DVD that came out in 2006 and
featured a whole crew of self-help gurus expounding upon the “Law
of Attraction,” which offered the prospect of getting anything you
wanted—health, wealth, love—simply by thinking about it in the right
way. It was essentially a slick repackaging of an old idea that had
been sent up the flagpole by such pioneering turkeys as Napoleon
Hill, who produced the 1930s bestseller Think and Grow Rich, and
Norman Vincent Peale, author of the canonical turd, The Power of
Positive Thinking.

As | slid into the backseat of Vitale’s Rolls-Royce, it truly hit home
to me how far Deepak was on the benign end of the self-help
spectrum. Vitale had a doughy face and a large, hairless head,
which gave the impression of a vastly overgrown baby. He was
giving my crew and me a free taste of what would normally cost
$5,000: something he called the “Rolls-Royce Phantom Mastermind”
session. As his driver squired us through the Texas countryside,



Vitale explained that people paid to come to his home in exurban
Austin and take a ride with him, during which he helped them
“‘mastermind ideas that change lives.”

With the camera pointing back at us from the front seat, | said,
“This is an amazing car, but five grand is a lot for three hours with
you.”

“Well, there are people who think | should charge a lot more than
that. They think that’s giving it away.”

The Rolls was just one of many sources of income for “Dr.” Vitale.
Homeless just thirty years ago, Vitale had earned his PhD in
“metaphysics” through a correspondence course from the University
of Sedona. He now lived in a large house with many cars, purchased
with the proceeds from dozens of books, with titles like Expect
Miracles and Attract Money Now. He also sold products like
margarita mix, a health drink called YouthJuice, and stickers with
pictures of Russian dolls on them that, for reasons | couldn’t quite
understand, Vitale insisted would help the owner meet his or her life
goals. (List price: $39.)

In an interview in Vitale’s home office, | asked, “You never wake
up in the middle of the night thinking, ‘l can’t believe I'm getting away
with this’?”

“No, never,” he said, laughing as if this were the last thing that
would have ever occurred to him.

While, in theory, | could see the appeal of positive thinking—
especially as a man who unquestionably spent too much time
ruminating—when | scratched the surface of this “philosophy,” |
quickly encountered gale force inanity. On the DVD version of The
Secret, Vitale pops on-screen to utter such memorable chestnuts as
“You are the Michelangelo of your own life. The David that you are
sculpting is you—and you do it with your own thoughts.” Under
questioning in our interview, though, Vitale admitted that it was not
that easy. In fact, he folded like a cheap lawn chair.

“So, what if | want a diamond necklace for my wife?” | asked.
“Can | get that by thinking about it?”

“‘Not just by thinking about it. That's one of the biggest
misconceptions of all time. You have to take action. It's not just
thinking—it’s thinking coupled with action.”



“Isn’t that a statement of the glaringly obvious? You think it's
news to most people that if you want something you have to try to
get it?”

“You know, when you put it that way, it sounds silly,” he said,
laughing sheepishly. “Pretty brainless.”

The more worrisome message of The Secret phenomenon was
not the preposterousness of its primary sales pitch, but instead its
destructive undercurrent. “The inverse of your logic,” | argued to
Vitale, “seems to blame the victim. Because if you aren’t getting what
you want, it must be your fault.”

“This is not a blame game,” he insisted. “Our unconscious
thoughts is [sic] what's creating our reality—and many of our
unconscious thoughts are not very positive; they are negative. They
actually attract problems.”

So this would be true of kids with cancer? Victims of genocide?
“It strains credulity,” | said, “to say that everybody who got hit by the
earthquake in Haiti had some unconscious thinking going on that led
to them being victims.”

“None of those people are being victimized. In other words—"

“In an earthquake, you’re victimized, aren’t you?”

An awkward pause. A stutter. And then he conceded, “In an
earthquake you’re victimized.”

The other star of The Secret | covered managed to push the
absurdity level directly into the truly dangerous range. James Arthur
Ray was a fit, fifty-something, divorced junior college dropout who
oozed smarmy overconfidence. An oily character, he looked like he
always had a thin sheen of sweat covering his face. He promised his
followers that he could help them achieve “harmonic wealth” in all
areas of their life. He claimed that, using his own techniques, he’d
not only gotten rich, but that he also no longer so much as caught a
cold.

There was clearly some sort of error in his thinking, however,
because in October of 2009, at a “Spiritual Warrior Retreat” in
Arizona, which cost nearly ten grand per person, three of Ray’s
followers died in a sweat lodge ceremony over which he personally
presided. It was an imitation of a Native American ritual that Ray
promised would be a “re-birthing exercise.”



As the sweat lodge story began to gain national traction, the
producers of Nightline sent me to Arizona to check it out. Sedona, a
city known as the New Age Vatican, set amid dramatic red rock cliffs,
was a mecca for spiritual tourists who were catered to by a legion of
self-proclaimed healers, mystics, wind whisperers, and intuitive
counselors who offered such services as “soul-retrieval,” “energy
healing,” and “aura photos.” The downtown shopping district echoed
with the sounds of wind chimes and the low hum of didgeridoo.

For me, the most pathetic part of the entire story was talking to
the survivors who still claimed to believe in Ray. We went to the
home of Brian Essad, an unassuming employee at an event
production company. He showed us his “visioning board,” on which
he had a picture of Alyssa Milano, who he was hoping to meet. He
also showed us the books and handouts he’d collected from all the
Ray retreats he'd attended. Then he revealed all the unpaid bills that
were mounting on his kitchen table—bills he might have been able to
pay if he hadn’t given so much money to Ray. “It's like right now, |
don’t actually have enough cash in my account to pay all these bills.
So I'm just kind of putting out there that | need to attract money that |
need to pay all these.”

After investigating for four months, police in Arizona charged Ray
with manslaughter. The man who once told viewers of The Secret
that they should treat the universe as if it were Aladdin’s lamp was
perp-walked in front of news cameras, wearing handcuffs and leg
irons, looking mortified. Even though he’'d authored a book called
Harmonic Wealth, he said he didn't have enough money to make
bail. In another delicious twist, investigators released documents that
seemed to explain how Ray maintained his robust physical
appearance. It wasn’t the Law of Attraction. After the sweat lodge,
police found a suitcase in Ray’s room, filled with diet supplements
and prescribed steroids.

That discovery in the hotel room crystallized everything that | found
most absurd and hypocritical about the self-help industry. To tell the
truth, it hadn’t taken long for me to figure out that this scene was not
for me. Luckily, with an assist from my future wife, I'd found
something more promising.



Chapter 5
The Jew-Bu

| was back at the Tribeca Grand, the self-consciously hip hotel in

downtown Manhattan where I'd stayed in the days after 9/11. The
place had now been restored to its natural state, with mood lighting,
techno music, and well-dressed people sipping foreign beers on
fluffy chairs. Hardly the environment in which | would have expected
to find the kind of guru | was looking for. Until this moment, in fact, |
hadn’t quite realized that looking for a guru was what I'd been doing
all along.

The guy standing here with me at the bar certainly would not
have embraced the title, which was, of course, part of his appeal. He
was totally reasonable and utterly uncheesy, a man with actual
credentials, including a medical degree from Harvard, which
conferred a sort of legitimacy that, say, an online degree from the
University of Sedona did not.

His basic message was that the best self-help program was
developed 2,500 years ago—a worldview that, oddly enough, held
that there is actually no “self” to “help.”

The seeds of this encounter had been planted one evening at home
as | was changing out of my suit and tie and into sweatpants,
shucking sartorial detritus—pants, socks, belt—all over the floor. |
enjoyed doing this not only because it appealed to both my laziness
and my constant desire to rush to the next thing (The sooner | get
these clothes off, the sooner I'll get dinner), but also because it
annoyed Bianca, who sometimes playfully called me Hurricane



Harris. On this night, though, she was not taking the bait. She was
coming at me with a gift, in fact.

In her hands she had a pair of books written by someone named
Dr. Mark Epstein. She told me that, after months of listening to me
alternately rhapsodize or carp about Eckhart Tolle et al., it had finally
clicked with her why the ideas | was yammering on about with
varying levels of cogency sounded so familiar. About ten years prior,
she had read some books by Epstein who, she explained, was a
psychiatrist and a practicing Buddhist. His writing had been useful for
her during a difficult time in her twenties, a quarter-life crisis, when
she was struggling with family issues and deciding whether to
embark on the interminable training necessary to become a doctor.

| flipped over one of the paperbacks to get a look at this Epstein
character, and there on the back cover was a kind-faced, middle-
aged guy wearing a V-neck sweater and wire-rimmed glasses, sitting
on the floor against the type of white backdrop you often see in
photography studios. Even though he looked infinitely less weird
than either Eckhart Tolle or Deepak Chopra, | still found myself
thinking, Not my kind of guy.

That mild, momentary spasm of aversion was assuaged by the
little bio next to Epstein’s picture, which said he was a trained
psychiatrist with a private practice in Manhattan.

Thus began another night of delayed sleep and revelatory
reading, with Bianca quietly dozing by my side. It was like my first
evening with Tolle, only less embarrassing. What | found in the
pages of Epstein’s book was thunderously satisfying. Like scratching
an itch in an unreachable area. Like finally figuring out why Luke
Skywalker and Princess Leia’s sexual tension never felt right. Very
quickly, it became blazingly clear. The best parts of Tolle were
largely unattributed Buddhism. Tolle had not, as I'd assumed when
I'd first read A New Earth, made up his insights out of whole cloth.
Apparently he’'d appropriated them, and then effected a sort of
intellectual elephantiasis, exaggerating their features in the most
profitable of ways. Two and a half millennia before Eckhart Tolle
started cashing his royalty checks, it was the Buddha who originally
came up with that brilliant diagnosis of the way the mind works.



In Epstein’s writings, it was all there: the insatiable wanting, the
inability to be present, the repetitive, relentlessly self-referential
thinking. Here was everything that fascinated me about Tolle, without
the pseudoscience and grandiloquence. To boot, the good doctor
could actually write. Compared to Tolle, in fact, this guy was Tolstoy.
After months of swimming against the riptide of bathos and bullshit
peddled by the self-help subculture, it was phenomenally refreshing
to see the ego depicted with wry wit.

“We are constantly murmuring, muttering, scheming, or
wondering to ourselves under our breath,” wrote Epstein. “I like this.
| don’t like that. She hurt me. How can | get that? More of this, no
more of that.” Much of our inner dialogue is this constant reaction to
experience by a selfish, childish protagonist. None of us has moved
very far from the seven-year-old who vigilantly watches to see who
got more.” There were also delightful passages about the human
tendency to lurch headlong from one pleasurable experience to the
next without ever achieving satisfaction. Epstein totally nailed my
habit of hunting around my plate for the next bite before I'd tasted
what was in my mouth. As he described it, “I do not want to
experience the fading of the flavor—the colorless, cottony pulp that
succeeds that spectacular burst over my taste buds.”

Prior to reading Epstein, my most substantial interaction with
Buddhism was when, as a fifteen-year-old punk kid, | stole a Buddha
statue from a local gardening store and put it my bedroom because |
thought it looked cool. Despite the fact that | was now a religion
reporter, | still had only a glancing understanding of this faith. With
Buddhists comprising only about 1/300 of the U.S. population and
not being in the habit of taking strident political stands, they didn’t
attract much coverage. What | knew of Buddhism was limited to the
following: it was from Asia somewhere; the Buddha was overweight;
and his followers believed in things like karma, rebirth, and
enlightenment.

Epstein made clear, though, that you didn’'t have to buy into any
of the above to derive benefit from Buddhism. The Buddha himself
didn’t claim to be a god or a prophet. He specifically told people not
to adopt any of his teachings until they’'d test-driven the material
themselves. He wasn’t even trying to start a religion, per se. The



word Buddhism was actually an invention of the nineteenth-century
Western scholars who discovered and translated the original texts.
As best | could tell, the whole thing appeared to be less a faith than a
philosophy, and one that had been intriguing psychologists since the
days of Freud, when his early Viennese followers studied those
newly translated texts. In recent decades, the mental health
community had come to embrace Buddhism in an increasingly
thoroughgoing way. According to Epstein, the Buddha may well have
been the “original psychoanalyst.” To my surprise, Epstein seemed
to be arguing that Buddhism was better than seeing a shrink.
Therapy, he said, often leads to “understanding without relief.” Even
Freud himself had conceded that the best therapy could do was
bring us from “hysteric misery” to “common unhappiness.”

Epstein’s frank admissions about the limitations of therapy
tracked with my personal experiences. | was, of course, grateful to
Dr. Brotman for getting me to quit drugs and then steadfastly but
affably making sure | stayed the course. | was also fond of him
personally—especially for his ability to point out my idiosyncrasies
and hypocrisies. However, | still had that nagging and perhaps naive
sense of disappointment that he had failed to come up with some
sort of “unifying theory” to explain my entire psychology. Now
Epstein seemed to be saying that even if Brotman had ripped the
cover off some primordial wound, it wouldn’t have left me better off.
The limitation wasn’t my therapist, Epstein seemed to be arguing—it
was therapy.

So what exactly was this not-quite-religion that could purportedly do
a better job of salving the tortured soul? | attacked the question the
way | would a major investigative news story, learning everything |
could. | bought a ton of books, adding them next to the already
precarious stack of self-help tomes on my bedside table. (A tableau
Bianca often insisted on covering up when we had company.)
According to the official story, the Buddha was born about five
hundred years before Christ in northeast India, in what is now Nepal.
As legend has it, his mother was spontaneously impregnated, in
what sounded like the Buddhist version of the Immaculate
Conception. She died seven days after the birth, leaving the boy,



whose name was Siddhartha, to be raised by his father, a regional
king.

The king had been advised by a local wise man that Siddhartha
would grow up to either be a powerful monarch or a great spiritual
leader. Eager to ensure that the boy would one day take the throne,
the king arranged to have him confined to the palace walls, protected
from the outside world and anything that might trigger his mystical
tendencies.

At age twenty-nine, however, Siddhartha grew curious, ran away
from home, and became a wandering monk. This was a pretty
common practice back in those days. Penniless renunciates with
shaved heads, bare feet, and tattered robes would roam the forests,
seeking spiritual awakening. The prince did this for six years, until
one night he sat under a bodhi tree, vowing not to get up until he’d
achieved enlightenment. At dawn, the man formerly known as
Siddhartha opened his eyes and gazed out at the world as the
Buddha, “the awakened one.”

For a skeptic, there was obviously a lot not to like in this story.
However, the substance of what the Buddha allegedly realized
beneath the bodhi tree—and then began disseminating to his
followers—was fascinating, illuminating, and once again appeared to
have been crafted by someone who had spent a great deal of time
inside my brain.

As best | could understand it, the Buddha’s main thesis was that
in a world where everything is constantly changing, we suffer
because we cling to things that won’t last. A central theme of the
Buddha'’s “dharma” (which roughly translates to “teaching”) revolved
around the very word that had been wafting through my
consciousness when | used to lie on my office couch, pondering the
unpredictability of television news: “impermanence.” The Buddha
embraced an often overlooked truism: nothing lasts—including us.
We and everyone we love will die. Fame fizzles, beauty fades,
continents shift. Pharaohs are swallowed by emperors, who fall to
sultans, kings, kaisers, and presidents—and it all plays out against
the backdrop of an infinite universe in which our bodies are made up
of atoms from the very first exploding stars. We may know this
intellectually, but on an emotional level we seem to be hardwired for



denial. We comport ourselves as if we had solid ground beneath our
feet, as if we had control. We quarantine the elderly in nursing
homes and pretend aging will never happen to us. We suffer
because we get attached to people and possessions that ultimately
evaporate. When we lose our hair, when we can no longer score that
hit of adrenaline from a war zone we so crave, we grow anxious and
make bad decisions.

Unlike many of the faiths I'd come across as a religion reporter,
the Buddha wasn’t promising salvation in the form of some death-
defying dogma, but rather through the embrace of the very stuff that
will destroy us. The route to true happiness, he argued, was to
achieve a visceral understanding of impermanence, which would
take you off the emotional roller coaster and allow you to see your
dramas and desires through a wider lens. Waking up to the reality of
our situation allows you to, as the Buddhists say, “let go,” to drop
your “attachments.” As one Buddhist writer put it, the key is to
recognize the “wisdom of insecurity.”

That phrase—"the wisdom of insecurity”—really struck me. It was
the perfect rejoinder to my “price of security” motto. It made me see
my work worries in an entirely different light. If there was no such
thing as security, then why bother with the insecurity?

For 2,500 years, the Buddhists had been comprehensively
mapping the mind—that tasteless, odorless, formless thing (or, more
accurately, no-thing) through which we experience our entire lives.
They compiled meticulous lists: The Three Characteristics of All
Phenomena, The Four Noble Truths, The Four Highest Emotions,
The Seven Factors of Enlightenment, etc. They also came up with
names for so many of the mental habits I'd come to notice in myself,
such as “comparing mind,” and “wanting mind.” They had a term,
too, for that thing | did where something would bother me and |
would immediately project forward to an unpleasant future (e.g.,
Balding — Unemployment — Flophouse). The Buddhists called this
prapafica (pronounced pra-PUN-cha), which roughly translates to
“proliferation,” or “the imperialistic tendency of mind.” That captured
it beautifully, | thought: something happens, | worry, and that concern
instantaneously colonizes my future. My favorite Buddhist
catchphrase, however, was the one they used to describe the



churning of the ego: “monkey mind.” I've always been a sucker for
animal metaphors, and | thought this one was perfect. Our minds are
like furry little gibbons: always agitated, never at rest.

As compelling as the Buddhist view was for me, though, it once
again threw me back up against the same old questions I'd been
wrestling with since the days of Eckhart Tolle. Wasn’t the Buddhist
emphasis on “letting go” a recipe for passivity? Was the denigration
of desire another way of saying we shouldn’'t bother to strive?
Furthermore, shouldn’t we be “attached” to our loved ones?

There were other things | did not get. If Buddhism was about
being happier, why was the Buddha’s signature declaration “Life is
suffering”? Then, of course, there was still the issue of
enlightenment. The Buddha's claim—which, as far as | could tell,
modern Buddhists, including Dr. Epstein, still believed—was that it
was possible to achieve “the end of suffering,” to reach Nirvana. |
couldn’t very well mock Tolle for his claims of “spiritual awakening”
and give the Buddhists a pass on enlightenment.

Notwithstanding my confusion, the more | learned about the
2,500-year-old historical figure known to me previously as a lawn
ornament, the more intrigued | grew. | felt like | was finally onto
something truly substantial. This wasn'’t just the doctrine of one weird
German dude, but an ancient tradition that was given serious
credence by smart people like Epstein. My hitherto haphazard quest
suddenly felt infinitely more directed.

Right in the middle of our wedding reception, | decided to make a
conscious effort to put everything | was learning about Buddhism to
work. Dinner had been served and consumed, and the dancing was
under way. That's when we heard it: the swell of horns in the
distance. Marching in were about eight Bahamians, all dressed in
elaborate local costumes and playing trumpets, trombones, tubas,
and drums. It was what islanders call a “Junkanoo Rush.” It took me
a minute to recognize the song, U2’s “l Still Haven’t Found What I'm
Looking For.” Perhaps not the best sentiment for a wedding, |
thought. But never mind: the music was beautiful, and our guests
were going wild. | grabbed Bianca, who was looking incandescent in
her dress, and we formed a conga line behind the band. | was fully



present, totally in the moment. No clinging: | knew this wouldn'’t last
and | was wringing every bit of pleasure out of it while | could.

| had always kind of assumed that | might not enjoy my own
wedding. These events were all about the bride, | thought; the groom
was just supposed to stand there, smiling. | also feared that after a
lifetime of avoiding commitment, | would experience some significant
last-minute jitters. As usual, my powers of prognostication were
completely off. It turned out to be the best weekend of my life.

Admittedly, this was a hard place to be unhappy. We were getting
married on Harbour Island, a magical spot where most people drove
around in golf carts instead of cars, and where free-range chickens
were given right-of-way in the streets.

The wedding was a small affair: just fifty people, our nuclear
families and our closest friends. Everyone came for three days.
During the day, people lounged on the beach, where the sand was
literally pink, and every night we threw a party. Instead of the usual
flybys that most newlyweds do on receiving lines and at guests’
tables, Bianca and | got plenty of face time with everyone.

| was also buoyed by my confidence that | was making the right
decision. | couldn’t imagine marrying anyone other than Bianca. As
my friend Regina had quipped, “For a person with terrible judgment,
you did a great job with the most important decision of your life.”

But there was something else at work here, too. My consumption
of Buddhist books was paying off. Throughout the weekend, | made
a deliberate effort to pause, look around, and savor things while they
lasted. There were little moments, like running errands for Bianca—
for example, putting her carefully curated gift bags in people’s rooms
—and actually enjoying it. Or when | babysat my adorable, big-eyed
baby niece Campbell in my room while everyone else was out
having lunch. She sat on my lap and cooed contentedly while | ate a
cheeseburger, trying not to drip ketchup on her head.

There were big moments, too, like the ceremony itself, where |
watched Bianca walk down the aisle and wondered how I'd gotten so
lucky.

As soon as | got back home from the honeymoon, though, my
penchant for worry reasserted itself—provoked by a conundrum at



work that | simply could not figure out how to handle in a Buddhist
way.

One Friday evening, | looked up at the TV in my office and saw
David Muir anchoring World News—the weekday version, the Big
Show. He was doing a fantastic job, which threw me into a Triple
Lindy of “comparing mind,” “monkey mind,” and praparica. Muir is
kicking ass right now. I'm going down.

| was feeling bad—and then, on top of that, feeling bad about
feeling bad. | liked the guy, after all. This incident again crystallized
all of my nagging questions about Buddhism. Doesn'’t
competitiveness serve a useful purpose? Is the “price of security”
simply incompatible with the “wisdom of insecurity”?

It was time for me to play my trump card. Despite the fact that more
than 50 percent of Americans tell pollsters they don’t trust the media,
generally speaking, people return our calls. | found Mark Epstein’s
office number and left him a message saying | was a reporter and
also a fan. | asked if he’d be willing to meet up, and he called me
back right away to say he was game.

So, about a week later, roughly eight months after I'd first
discovered Eckhart Tolle, | took a cab downtown for my man-date
with the Buddhist shrink at the Tribeca Grand, just a few blocks from
his office—the same chichi hotel where I'd stayed in the days after
9/11.

It was an oddly cool spot for two guys meeting to discuss Eastern
spirituality. When | arrived, Epstein was already at the bar, located in
the atrium, with seven floors looming overhead. He'd aged a bit
since the picture on the back of his books, but | still recognized him,
and he still looked considerably younger than his fifty-five years. His
hair, which he wore combed back, was graying, but his hairline was
robustly intact. (I notice these things.) He was about my height and
lean, wearing a slightly oversized blazer with a T-shirt underneath.
He greeted me warmly, with a voice that had a soft quality to it,
perhaps the product of decades in a confined space, discussing
people’s most private and painful issues.

After the preliminaries—the ordering of beers, my annoying habit
of telling anyone who has a medical degree about the educational



pedigrees of my wife and parents—we got down to business.

Conditioned as | was by my time with the self-help gurus, |
started by asking Epstein flat out whether his life had been radically
and grandly transformed by his embrace of Buddhism. For a
nanosecond he looked at me like | was crazy, but then he caught
himself. He didn’t quite laugh at me; he was too polite for that.
Instead, he explained that he, like everyone else, got sad, angry,
obsessive, you name it—the entire range of emotions, negative and
positive.

“Are you always able to stay in the moment?”

“Eh, | try to remain aware of my surroundings,” he said, but he
admitted he didn’t always succeed.

| pushed him on some of the Buddhist metaphysics. “Do you
believe in reincarnation?” | asked.

“I's nice,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. This was not a
dogmatic individual.

It hit me that what | had on my hands here was a previously
undiscovered species: a normal human being. Epstein, it appeared
to me, was the anti-Tolle, the anti-Chopra. Not a guru in the popular
sense of the word, just a regular guy with whom | was having a drink
on a Friday night.

We started to talk about his background. He, too, had grown up
in the Boston area. His dad was also a doctor. He didn’'t have some
fancy backstory, a la Tolle or Chopra. No sudden, late-night spiritual
awakening, no hearing of voices. He’d discovered Buddhism after
signing up for an Introduction to World Religion course during his
freshman year in college because a girl he liked was also in the
class. His fling with the girl didn’t last (although he did end up dating
her roommate), but he did develop an immediate and abiding
interest in the dharma, which resonated with him after a lifelong
struggle with feelings of emptiness and unreality, and questions
about whether he really mattered.

| explained to him that | was drawn to Buddhism for the exact
opposite reasons. Perhaps unsurprisingly for a man who appeared
on television for a living, the question of whether | mattered had
never occurred to me. | did not struggle, as Mark did, with feelings of
being empty or unreal. “On the contrary,” | said, only half-jokingly, I



feel all too real. | still kinda have a residual suspicion from childhood
that the whole world is laid out for my benefit and nothing happens
out of my line of sight. Does that place me at a disadvantage in
terms of being a Buddhist?”

He thought this was hilarious. “Absolutely not,” he said, laughing.
“Your personality and mine are really different. When I’'m thinking
about it, it's from a much more introverted place. You’re talking from
an extroverted place. There’s an energy there, an enthusiasm there,
a rambunctiousness there.” Buddhism, he said, could be helpful for
both personality types.

| asked what a beginner should do to get deeper into this world. |
didn’t want to be a Buddhist, per se; | just wanted to better manage
my ego. He told me how, after that initial religion class at Harvard, he
had fallen in with a bunch of young people who were also interested
in Eastern spirituality. Many of these people had gone on to become
influential teachers and writers, who'd helped popularize the dharma
in America. He suggested | read some of their books, and he started
ticking off names. As | madly typed notes into my BlackBerry for
future reference, it was impossible not to notice that nearly all of
these names were Jewish: Goldstein, Goleman, Kornfield, Salzberg.
“This is a whole subculture,” he said. The little cabal even had a
nickname: the “Jew-Bus.”

It sounded like a remarkable group. They had all met at elite
Northeast universities and also while taking exotic, druggy romps
through the subcontinent. Mark theorized that many of these young
Jewish people, having been raised in secular environments, felt a
spiritual hole in their lives. He also acknowledged that the Jewish
penchant for anxiety probably played a role in their collective
attraction to Buddhism. Over the ensuing decades, the Jew-Bus had
been a major force in figuring out how to translate the wisdom of the
East for a Western audience—mostly by making it less hierarchical
and devotional. Mark mentioned that he and some of his peers
taught Buddhist-themed seminars around town, where they gave
talks and answered questions. “Go to some events,” he advised,
“until you get bored.”

| laughed. | liked this guy. This man whose picture | had
reflexively rejected turned out to be somebody with whom | could



see myself being friends. We were a bit of an odd pair, to be sure,
but there was a certain compatibility, too. He was a professional
listener; | was a professional talker. We both had the whole Boston—
New York—Jewish cultural affinity thing. He didn’t feel foreign, like
Tolle and Chopra. He could have been one of my uncles. | wanted to
be his friend, but what | really wanted was to figure out how to get
what he appeared to have. Not some self-conscious, allegedly
unbreakable equanimity, but a quiet confidence, an easy charm.
There was no denial of his neuroses; he seemed to find them
amusing rather than enervating.

Normally at this point in the conversation—at least with a Tolle or
a Chopra—I'd have been asking for practical advice and in return
getting a blizzard of nonanswers. Mark, however, had a very explicit
prescription. This is where the Buddhists diverged quite dramatically
from self-help: They had an actual, practical program. It wasn’t
expensive gimcrackery. No spendy seminars, no credit cards
required. It was totally free. It was a radical internal jujitsu move that
was supposed to allow you to face the asshole in your head directly,
and peacefully disarm him. Problem was, | found what they were
proposing to be repellent.



Chapter 6
The Power of Negative Thinking

My abiding distaste for anything associated with hippies or the New
Age dates back to the mid-1970s when | was about five years old.
My parents, still not having sloughed off the cultural residue of the
Age of Aquarius, sent me to a children’s yoga class at a local
elementary school. | showed up wearing Toughskins, the
indestructible children’s jeans that had been recently introduced by
Sears. The teacher, who looms in my memory like an airy-fairy
praying mantis, pronounced my pants to be insufficiently flexible for
the exercises we’d be doing. In front of all the other little kids, she
made me strip down and do sun salutations in my tighty-whities.

My early childhood traumas—which also included compulsory
camping trips and visits to musty health food stores—were
compounded by my years at Colby College, a small liberal arts
school in central Maine, where | was repeatedly forced to listen to
Jerry Garcia’s interminable guitar noodling by hacky sack—playing,
do-rag- and Teva-wearing Deadheads from the suburbs of
Massachusetts and Connecticut.

All of which left me in a tricky position vis-a-vis Buddhism.
Epstein et al. argued that the only way to tame the monkey mind, to
truly glimpse impermanence and defeat our habitual tendency
toward clinging, was to meditate—and | had absolutely no intention
of following their advice. Meditation struck me as the distillation of
everything that sucked hardest about the granola lifestyle. | pictured
myself seated in an unbearable cross-legged position (my disavowal
of yoga having left me less limber than | would have liked) in a room
that smelled like feet, with a group of smug “practitioners” ringing



bells, ogling crystals, intoning om, and attempting to float off into
some sort of cosmic goo. My attitude was summed up nicely by Alec
Baldwin’s character on 30 Rock, who said, “Meditation is a waste of
time, like learning French or kissing after sex.”

Compounding my resistance was my extremely limited attention
span. (Another of the many reasons | went into TV.) | assumed there
was no way my particular mind—whirring at best, at worst a
whirlwind—could ever stop thinking.

This stalemate between the dharma and me might have dragged
on indefinitely, but then a month after my man-date with Epstein, |
happened to go see my shrink. | was reluctant to tell Dr. Brotman
about my budding interest in Buddhism because, like me, he had an
aversion to sloppy sentimentality; it's part of why we were simpatico.
But when | fessed up, he responded by telling me about a former
colleague of his from Harvard who had written a bestselling book
about the health benefits of meditation. Brotman seemed to think it
might do me some good.

“Yeah, I'm pretty sure that’'s not for me,” | said. Then, as | sat
there absorbing his surprising response, | recalled aloud how, on the
first day we met, he had used an animal analogy to explain how
someone like me needed to not only refrain from drugs but also
engage in careful mental and physical upkeep in order to stay
balanced.

“When you say you think meditation might be good for me, is that
because of the time you told me | needed to treat myself like a
stallion?”

He started laughing and shaking his head. “| never said stallion. |
said thoroughbred.”

Whatever: semantics. | went ahead and read the book he was
referring to by Brotman’s friend. The doctor’s theory was that, in
modern life, our ancient fight-or-fight mechanism was being
triggered too frequently—in traffic jams, meetings with our bosses,
etc.—and that this was contributing to the epidemic of heart disease.
Even if the confrontations were themselves minor, our bodies didn’t
know that; they reacted as if they were in kill-or-be-killed scenarios,
releasing toxic stress chemicals into the bloodstream. The doctor
had done studies showing that meditation could reverse the effects



of stress and lower blood pressure—which the hypochondriac in me
found deeply appealing.

| then read a few books about what Buddhist meditation actually
involved, and learned that you didn’t need to wear robes, chant
Sanskrit phrases, or listen to Cat Stevens. Perhaps my attitude on
this matter was yet another example of my reaching hasty
conclusions. My resistance was starting to crack.

Saint Paul, the notorious murderer of Christians, had a conversion
experience on the road to Damascus. Nixon, the devout anti-
Communist, electrified the world by traveling to China. The sudden
renunciation of everything one has previously stood for is a well-
established part of the human repertoire. Mine came in a stolen
moment on the floor of a beach house.

It was the last weekend in August, and Bianca and | were sharing
a big, old, converted barn with a group of friends. The people we
were leasing it from, a pair of retired college professors, had rather
idiosyncratically decorated the place with antique farm equipment,
including sickles, axes, and pitchforks, which were hanging
precariously from the rafters and from pretty much every inch of wall
space. In addition to the elaborate arrays of saws, scissors, and
hammers, there was a barrel filled with wooden rakes.

One afternoon, | was out by the pool, after having just finished
reading yet another book about Buddhist meditation. The thought
popped into my head: Should | try this? | was in a weakened state.
Tenderized by the scientific evidence, and with my reference points
for normalcy scrambled by months of marinating in Buddhism, |
decided: Damn it, let’s give it a shot. Carpe diem, and whatnot.

While my housemates clearly had a high tolerance for kitsch—
given their willingness to live in a house named “Barn Again"—I was
not at all sure they were open-minded about meditation, and | had no
desire to find out. | sneaked off to our bedroom to give it a try.

The instructions were reassuringly simple:

1. Sit comfortably. You don’t have to be cross-legged. Plop
yourself in a chair, on a cushion, on the floor—wherever. Just
make sure your spine is reasonably straight.



2. Feel the sensations of your breath as it goes in and out. Pick
a spot: nostrils, chest, or gut. Focus your attention there and
really try to feel the breath. If it helps to direct your attention,
you can use a soft mental note, like “in” and “out.”

3. This one, according to all of the books I'd read, was the
biggie. Whenever your attention wanders, just forgive
yourself and gently come back to the breath. You don’t need
to clear the mind of all thinking; that's pretty much
impossible. (True, when you are focused on the feeling of the
breath, the chatter will momentarily cease, but this won'’t last
too long.) The whole game is to catch your mind wandering

and then come back to the breath, over and over again.

| sat on the floor with my back up against the bed and my legs
sprawled straight out in front of me. | set the alarm on my BlackBerry
to go off in five minutes and let rip.

In.

In.

Shrubbery. | like that word.

Why, from an evolutionary perspective, do we like the smell of
our own filth?

Get in the game, dude.

In.

Out.

My butt hurts. Let me just shift a little bit here.

In.

Idea for old-school hip-hop show: Rap Van Winkle.

Now I have an itch on the ball of my left foot.

Where do gerbils run wild? Would | describe myself as more of a
baller or a shot caller? What was the best thing before sliced bread?

And so it went until the alarm went off. By which point it felt like
an eternity had passed.

When | opened my eyes, | had an entirely different attitude about
meditation. | didn’t like it, per se, but | now respected it. This was not
just some hippie time-passing technique, like Ultimate Frisbee or
making God'’s Eyes. It was a rigorous brain exercise: rep after rep of



trying to tame the runaway train of the mind. The repeated attempt to
bring the compulsive thought machine to heel was like holding a live
fish in your hands. Wrestling your mind to the ground, repeatedly
hauling your attention back to the breath in the face of the inner
onslaught required genuine grit. This was a badass endeavor.

| resolved to do it every day. | started getting up a little early each
morning and banging out ten minutes, sitting on the floor of our living
room with my back up against the couch. When | was on the road, |
meditated on the floor of hotel rooms.

It didn’t get any easier. Almost immediately upon sitting down, I'd
be beset by itches. Then there was the fatigue: a thick ooze, a
sludge-like torpor sliding down my forehead. Even when the itches
and fatigue lifted, | was left contending with the unstoppable fire
hose of thoughts. Focusing on the breath as a way to temporarily
stop the thinking was like using a broom to sweep a floor crawling
with cockroaches. You could clear the space briefly, but then the
bugs came marauding back in. | knew | was supposed to just forgive
myself, but | found that to be extremely difficult. Every time | got lost
in thought, | went into a mini shame spiral. My wanderings were so
tawdry and banal. Is this really what | was thinking about all the
time? Lunch? Whether | needed a haircut? My unresolved anger at
the Academy for awarding Best Picture to Dances with Wolves
instead of Goodfellas?

When | wasn’t lost in random musings, | was obsessing about
how much time was left, dying for the ordeal to be over. It was like
that Simpsons episode where they showed the world-record holder
for longest consecutive case of the hiccups. In between hiccups, she
would say, “Kill me.” By the end of ten minutes my jaw was often
gritted from the effort. It reminded me of how one of our cats, Steve,
who had a serious gum disease, would sometimes literally try to run
away from himself when he was in pain. Similarly, when the alarm
would go off at the end of a meditation session, | often would bolt out
of my seated position, as if | could somehow physically escape the
commotion of my own mind.

There were always happy, round-faced statues of the Buddha out
front at airport spas and Chinese restaurants. (Although, | had come
to learn that the “laughing Buddha” is actually a medieval Chinese



monk who somehow became conflated in the Western imagination
with the historical Buddha, who only ate one meal a day and was
most likely a bag of skin and bones.) His image was bedazzled onto
T-shirts sold in the gift shop at my gym. The word Zen had become
synonymous with “mellow.” But this was all false advertising.
Buddhist meditation was diabolically hard. Despite its difficulties,
though, meditation did offer something huge: an actual method for
shutting down the monkey mind, if only for a moment. It was like
tricking the furry little gibbon, distracting it with something shiny so it
would sit still. Unlike Tolle, who offered very little by way of
actionable advice, meditation presented a real remedy, a temporary
escape route from the clammy embrace of self-obsession. It may
have been miserable, but it was the best—and only—solution I'd
heard yet.

Pretty quickly, my efforts began to bear fruit “off the cushion,” to use
a Buddhist term of art. | started to be able to use the breath to jolt
myself back to the present moment—in airport security lines, waiting
for elevators, you name it. | found it to be a surprisingly satisfying
exercise. Life became a little bit like walking into a familiar room
where all the furniture had been rearranged. And | was much better
at forgiving myself out in the real world than while actually
meditating. Every moment was an opportunity for a do-over. A million
mulligans.

Meditation was radically altering my relationship to boredom,
something I'd spent my whole life scrambling to avoid. The only
advice | ever got from my college adviser, a novelist of minor renown
named James Boylan (who later had a sex change operation,
changed his name to Jenny, wrote a bestselling book, and appeared
on Oprah) was to never go anywhere without something to read. |
diligently heeded that guidance, taking elaborate precautions to
make sure every spare moment was filled with distraction. | scanned
my BlackBerry at stoplights, brought reams of work research to read
in the doctor’s waiting room, and watched videos on my iPhone while
riding in taxicabs.

Now | started to see life’'s in-between moments—sitting at a red
light, waiting for my crew to get set up for an interview—as a chance



to focus on my breath, or just take in my surroundings. As soon as |
began playing this game, | really noticed how much sleepwalking |
did, how powerfully my mind propelled me forward or backward.
Mostly, | saw the world through a scrim of skittering thoughts, which
created a kind of buffer between me and reality. As one Buddhist
author put it, the “craving to be otherwise, to be elsewhere”
permeated my whole life.

The net effect of meditation, plus trying to stay present during my
daily life, was striking. It was like anchoring myself to an
underground aquifer of calm. It became a way to steel myself as |
moved through the world. On Sunday nights, in the seconds right
before the start of World News, | would take a few deep breaths and
look around the room—out at the milling stage crew, up at the ceiling
rigged with lights—grounding myself in reality before launching into
the unreality of bellowing into a camera with unseen millions behind
it.

All of this was great, of course, but as it turns out, it wasn’t
actually the main point.

Buddhism’s secret sauce went by a hopelessly anodyne name:
“‘mindfulness.” In a nutshell, mindfulness is the ability to recognize
what is happening in your mind right now—anger, jealousy, sadness,
the pain of a stubbed toe, whatever—without getting carried away by
it. According to the Buddha, we have three habitual responses to
everything we experience. We want it, reject it, or we zone out.
Cookies: | want. Mosquitoes: | reject. The safety instructions the
flight attendants read aloud on an airplane: | zone out. Mindfulness is
a fourth option, a way to view the contents of our mind with
nonjudgmental remove. | found this theory elegant, but utterly
unfeasible.

On the cushion, the best opportunities to learn mindfulness are
when you experience itches or pain. Instead of scratching or shifting
position, you’re supposed to just sit there and impartially witness the
discomfort. The instruction is simply to employ what the teachers call
“noting,” applying a soft mental label: itching, itching or throbbing,
throbbing. For me, this was infernally difficult. A daggerlike tingle
would appear under my thigh, a little pinprick portal to Hades, and |



would grit my teeth and question the choices | was making in life. |
couldn’t suspend judgment; | hated it.

The idea is that, once you've mastered things like itches,
eventually you’ll be able to apply mindfulness to thoughts and
emotions. This nonjudgmental noting—Oh, that's a blast of self-
pity . . . Oh, that's me ruminating about work—is supposed to sap
much of the power, the emotional charge, out of the contents of
consciousness.

It was easy to see how scalable mindfulness could be. For
instance, it'd be late in the day, and I'd get a call from the World
News rim telling me the story I'd spent hours scrambling to produce
was no longer going to air in tonight’'s show. My usual response was
to think to myself, I'm angry. Reflexively, | would then fully inhabit
that thought—and actually become angry. | would then give the
person on the other end of the line some unnecessary chin music,
even though | knew intellectually that they usually had a very good
reason for killing the piece. In the end, | was left feeling bad about
having expended energy on a story that didn’t air, and also feeling
guilty for having been needlessly salty. The point of mindfulness was
to short-circuit what had always been a habitual, mindless chain
reaction.

Once | started thinking about how this whole system of seemingly
spontaneous psychological combustion worked, | realized how
blindly impelled—impaled, even—I was by my ego. | spent so much
time, as one Buddhist writer put it, “drifting unaware on a surge of
habitual impulses.” This is what led me on the misadventures of war,
drugs, and panic. It's what propelled me to eat when | wasn’t hungry
or get snippy with Bianca because | was stewing about something
that happened in the office. Mindfulness represented an alternative
to living reactively.

This was not some mental parlor trick. Mindfulness is an inborn
trait, a birthright. It is, one could argue, what makes us human.
Taxonomically, we are classified as Homo sapiens sapiens, “the man
who thinks and knows he thinks.” Our minds have this other
capability—a bonus level, to put it in gamerspeak—that no one ever
tells us about in school. (Not here in the West, at least.) We can do
more than just think; we also have the power simply to be aware of



things—without judgment, without the ego. This is not to denigrate
thinking, just to say that thinking without awareness can be a harsh
master.

By way of example: you can be mindful of hunger pangs, but you
think about where to get your next meal and whether it will involve
pork products. You can be mindful of the pressure in your bladder
telling you it's time to pee, but you think about whether the frequency
of your urination means you're getting old and need a prostate exam.
There’s a difference between the raw sensations we experience and
the mental spinning we do in reaction to said stimuli.

The Buddhists had a helpful analogy here. Picture the mind like a
waterfall, they said: the water is the torrent of thoughts and
emotions; mindfulness is the space behind the waterfall. Again,
elegant theory—but, easier said than done.

There were many areas of my life in which | badly needed this
mindfulness thing. Eating, for example. After quitting drugs, food
became my replacement dopamine rush. Once | met Bianca, the
situation got worse, because | was also happy and homebound. She
would cook large meals of pasta followed by fresh-baked cookies.
For a bantamweight, | could crush plate after plate. | would tell
myself | would be moderate, but once the frenzy started, | couldn’t
stop. | was feeding the pleasure centers of my brain rather than my
stomach, and | was particularly bad with dessert. The fact that my
parents never let me have sugar when | was a kid produced a
lifelong obsession. (The same thing happened with television,
ironically.) | could eat piles of cookies, my teeth scything through the
chewy goodness. Airports were particularly dangerous. Auntie Anne,
that seductress, would lure me in with a bouquet of Cinnamon Sugar
Stix. As my paunch grew, it became the source of nearly as much
angst as the recession of my hairline. Neither vanity nor mindfulness
helped, though. It wasn’t uncommon for me to get directly up from
meditating, stuff my face, enter into a postprandial remorse jag, and
take a nap.

But where | really could have used a nice dose of mindfulness
was in dealing with the events set in motion after | received a call
from Amy Entelis, the senior vice president for talent development.



Amy was in charge of recruiting and managing all the anchors and
correspondents. She reached me when | was on my way to the
airport for a story. This was in early September of 2009, about a
month after I'd started meditating. She had big news. Later in the
day, she told me, management would announce that Charlie Gibson
had decided to step down as the anchor of World News. They would
simultaneously announce that Diane Sawyer would be leaving Good
Morning America to take over the evenings. This was huge. | was
happy for Diane. She’d initially agreed to host GMA a full decade
ago on a temporary basis, but she’d performed so well that the
bosses repeatedly cajoled her into sticking around. Now the brightest
star in our news division would be ascending to the Big Chair, a
promotion many of us felt she richly deserved.

It didn’t take long, though, for me to shift into what-does-it-all-
mean-for-me mode. This announcement would surely set off an
avalanche of a magnitude akin to what happened after Peter
Jennings died. Many dominoes were about to fall. Diane’s departure
from the mornings meant the brass would probably have to remake
the anchor team on GMA, which would have ripple effects
throughout the on-air ranks. What was coming was a radical
reshuffling of the dramatis personae. | had been anchoring World
News on Sundays for about four years now and still loved it, but if
new jobs were going to be opening up, | wanted in. My desire for
forward momentum—even when the lack thereof was illusory—
roughly resembled that of Woody Allen in that classic scene from
Annie Hall where he breaks up with Diane Keaton. “A relationship, |
think, is like a shark,” he says. “It has to constantly move forward or
it dies. And | think what we got on our hands is a dead shark.”

Not long after the Gibson-Sawyer news, the situation intensified.
We got word of two other departures: John Stossel, the co-anchor of
20/20, and Martin Bashir, one of the three anchors of Nightline. The
latter development was of especial interest to me. After years of
working as a correspondent on Nightline, | had begun making it
known that | would love to join the staff as an anchor. It seemed like
the perfect job for me, the type of gig | could ride all the way to
retirement. | genuinely enjoyed the rush of “crashing” short pieces for
GMA and World News—especially in breaking news situations—but



these stories were basically haikus: 90- to 120-second-long
recitations of the day’s events. On Nightline, the pieces ran
anywhere from four to eight minutes. If the story was really good,
they might give you the entire half hour.

It wasn'’t just the length of the stories that | liked, but also the
variety. The show matched my catholic interests. On any given night,
they were as likely to do a hard-hitting investigation as they were a
profile of a movie star or a story about doggy fat camps. In recent
months, Nightline had given me even more chances to slake my
thirst for comforting the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable. I'd
gone off searching for endangered tree kangaroos in Papua New
Guinea, hunting down American sex tourists in Cambodia, and
confronting pastors in the Congo who made money by convincing
parents to submit their children to painful exorcisms.

Problem was, there was another contender. Bill Weir, the
weekend GMA anchor. Bill had joined ABC News in 2004 from the
local affiliate in Los Angeles, where he was the sports guy. He
exuded an old-school and sometimes brooding cool. Notwithstanding
his lack of hard-news pedigree, Bill very quickly established himself
as an excellent journalist, covering major breaking news as well as
producing amazingly inventive feature stories.

My favorite example of the latter was Bill's profile of Don
LaFontaine, the guy who did all the voice-overs for movie trailers.
LaFontaine’s voice was so deep that when he delivered his classic
lines (“In a world . . ."), it sounded like he had a third testicle. Instead
of just doing a traditional sit-down interview, Bill had LaFontaine
follow him around L.A., narrating his life through a handheld
microphone. The best scene took place at an outdoor café, where
Bill was nonchalantly eyeballing the menu.

LaFontaine: “He’s the world’s deadliest assassin. His
identity is a secret—even from himself. This
summer, love . . . gets lethal.”

Weir: “I’'m thinking about getting an omelet.”

LaFontaine: “I’'m thinking about getting a salad.”

Weir: “Is it too early for a salad?”



[cut to a close-up of LaFontaine] “It’s never too early . . .
for a salad.”

It was gingerly suggested to me by the bosses that perhaps |
should also consider the possibility of moving into Bill's spot on
weekend GMA if he got the nod for Nightline. Initially, | dismissed
this as a lateral move, but was ultimately convinced to reconsider.
This assignment, | came to realize, would not only quadruple my
airtime (from a half hour on Sundays to two full hours on Saturdays
and Sundays) but it would also provide me with a chance to try a
different type of broadcasting, to break out of the mold of the staid,
Jennings-esque anchorman. Morning television wasn’t just one guy
and a teleprompter; it was live, loose, and largely unscripted.
Moreover, mornings were where the action was in network news.
GMA had the younger viewers that advertisers wanted to reach,
which made the show the profit center for the entire news division.

| said | was up for it, but made it clear that my first choice was still
Nightline. | was now in the tricky position of arguing for both jobs
simultaneously—and neither was a lock. | kept picturing the worst
possible outcomes. Praparica, in full effect: No promotion —
Eventually lose my hair and, as a consequence, all future job
prospects — Flophouse in Duluth.

| was granted an audience with David Westin, where | would be
given a chance to plead my case. At the appointed hour, | walked
one flight up from my office to the Fifth Floor. After the requisite wait
on the couch outside his office, | was whisked inside by his
secretary, and greeted by David’s wide grin and firm handshake.

He listened politely as | made my case, first for Nightline, then for
GMA. He asked some smart questions, which | answered to the best
of my ability. | thought | did okay, but it was hard to tell; like all skilled
managers, David was a master at uttering a lot of words without
actually committing himself to a position. | knew not to push too hard,
to minimize the displays of plumage. Anyone’s affability can turn
brittle under too much pressure.

Our business concluded, the rest of the meeting moved on to
nonwork issues. Here things became very relaxed. There was banter
and badinage, and | left feeling deceptively buoyant. This lasted



about ninety seconds. By the time I'd made it downstairs to my
office, | had thoroughly soured. Given a moment to reflect, | realized
that David had said absolutely nothing concrete or reassuring. In
fact, | came away with the vague sense that he was going to pass
me over. Worse, | knew it was possible that he wouldn’t make his
decision for quite a while.

If ever there was a good time to see if | could summon some
mindfulness, this seemed like it. | tried meditating on the couch in my
office, but it didn’t work. | just couldn’t clamber up behind the
waterfall. Every time | tried to watch my thoughts, to nonjudgmentally
observe my frustration over this professional limbo, | didn’t know
what to look for—or how to look at it. Wasn’t “noting” just another
form of thinking? What the hell am | supposed to be seeing here?

And wait a minute—wasn’t there a practical value to disquiet?
Just because my thoughts didn’t have any inherent reality didn'’t
preclude them from being connected to real-world problems that
need to be dealt with.

Here | was back at square one, pondering the same questions I'd
been pondering since first reading Eckhart Tolle. | was still
unshakably certain that looking at a problem from all angles and
searching for the right move gave me an edge. And yet | was also
still concerned that too much worrying was driving me nuts.

| spent the ensuing weeks in a bit of a funk. | tried to “note” it, but
| didn’t know if | was being mindful or just indulging it. | decided it
was time to follow a piece of advice from my new friend Mark
Epstein.

The event was held in a huge, nondescript function hall at the
Sheraton Towers in midtown Manhattan, and as soon as | got there |
regretted it. The place had all the charm of an offtrack betting parlor.
It was packed with mostly middle-aged women wearing dangly
earrings and intricately arranged scarves. Any one of them could
have been the yoga teacher who made me strip down to my
underwear as a child.

I’'d seen worse, of course, in the self-help trenches, but this was
different. | was here at this three-day Buddhist conference not as a
journalistic observer, but as a paying customer who'd come for his



own personal purposes, a thought that propelled just the tiniest bit of
vomit into my mouth.

Making matters worse, this was proving to be very embarrassing
in front of a new friend of mine, who I'd roped into coming along. His
name was Jason. He was the drummer for one of my favorite bands,
Mates of State. They were a husband-and-wife indie act who wrote
infectious pop songs about suburban angst. | had done a feature
story on them for Sunday World News, focusing on how they took
their two young children on tour and wrote a blog about it, called
Band on the Diaper Run. After the story aired, Bianca and | struck up
a friendship with Jason and his wife, Kori. Jason was one of the few
people to whom | had successfully evangelized about Buddhism.
Interestingly, he voiced a concern about meditation that seemed to
be a corollary to my ongoing security/insecurity conundrum. He
worried that if he became too happy, it would defang his angst and
disable his ability to write music. A comedy writer friend of mine had
said something similar—that he was worried meditation would make
him less “judgmental,” and therefore less funny.

Here in the hall, Jason—who was six-foot-three, had fashionably
long bangs, and could pull off wearing skinny jeans—stood out like a
sore thumb. | was having a mild freak-out. | had been talking up
Mark Epstein to Jason for months, and now Mark was up on the
stage, seated alongside two other Buddhist teachers, presiding over
this horror show.

The opening speaker was a woman in her fifties named Tara
Brach. She had long brown hair and pleasant Semitic features. She
was holding forth in a creamy, cloying tone. The style was
astonishingly affected—artificially soft and slow, as if she were trying
to give you a Reiki massage with her voice. She exhorted us to love
ourselves, “invited” us to close our eyes and “trust in the ocean-ness,
in the vastness, in the mystery, in the awareness, in the love—so
that you could really sense, ‘Nothing is wrong with me.”” | couldn’t
bear to look over at Jason, who | imagined must be silently cursing
my name. Brach closed with a poem, then a dramatic pause and,
finally, a self-serious, sotto voce “Thank you.”

Then Mark jumped in and saved the night. “Well, I'm gonna give
you a slightly different perspective,” he said, with a mischievous glint



in his eye, “which is that, actually, there’s plenty still wrong with me.”
People started laughing, and a tight smile came over Tara’s face.
Jason, who'd seemed oddly detached—but not in a Buddhist way—
sat up in his seat.

“People come to me a lot feeling like they ought to be loving
themselves, and | actually counsel against it,” he said. His delivery
was off-the-cuff and shtick-free. In stark contrast to Brach, he argued
that we needed to actively get in touch with our ugly side.
“‘Mindfulness gives us a way to examine our self-hatred without
trying to make it go away, without trying to love it particularly.” Just
being mindful of it, he said, could be “tremendously liberating.”

The idea of leaning into what bothered us struck me as radical,
because our reflex is usually to flee, to go buy something, eat
something, or get faded on polypharmacy. But, as the Buddhists say,
“The only way out is through.” Another analogy: When a big wave is
coming at you, the best way not to get pummeled is to dive right in.
This jibed with what | had learned through my own painful, public
experience after returning from lIraq, using drugs, and losing my
mind on television; when you squelch something, you give it power.
Ignorance is not bliss.

Mark’s thesis was a direct response to the fears Jason and my
comedy writer friend had about meditation leaving them without an
edge. If anything, mindfulness brought you closer to your neuroses,
acting as a sort of Doppler radar, mapping your mental
microclimates, making you more insightful, not less. It was the
complete opposite of the reckless hope preached by the self-helpers.
It was the power of negative thinking.

As | sat there in the audience, | was feeling proud of Mark,
increasingly enthralled with the theory of mindfulness—and
hopelessly frustrated by my inability to put it to work.

To my profound surprise, the person who unlocked this mystery for
me was Tara Brach.

Driven by some unfathomable masochistic urge, and even
though | knew Mark wouldn’t be speaking, | had dragged myself
back to the ballroom for the second day of the conference. At first,



Brach was driving me nuts with all of her ostentatious head-bowing,
bell-ringing, and Namaste-saying. But then she redeemed herself.

She nailed the method for applying mindfulness in acute
situations, albeit with a somewhat dopey acronym: RAIN.

R: recognize

A: allow

I: investigate

N: non-identification

“‘Recognize” was self-explanatory. Using my David Westin
example, in those moments after our—even in the best light—quite
ambivalent meeting, job number one was simply to acknowledge my
feelings. “It's like agreeing to pause in the face of what's here, and
just acknowledge the actuality,” said Brach. The first step is admitting
it.

“‘Allow” is where you lean into it. The Buddhists were always
talking about how you have to “let go,” but what they really meant is
“let it be.” Or, as Brach put it in her inimitable way, “offer the inner
whisper of ‘yes.”

The third step—"‘investigate™—is where things got truly practical.
Sticking with the Westin example—after I've acknowledged my
feelings and let them be, the next move would be to check out how
they’re affecting my body. Is it making my face hot, my chest buzzy,
my head throb? This strategy sounded intuitively correct to me,
especially given that | was a guy whose undiagnosed postwar
depression had manifest itself in flulike symptoms.

The final step—"non-identification”—meant seeing that just
because | was feeling angry or jealous or fearful, that did not render
me a permanently angry or jealous person. These were just passing
stat