Recipe for Change
by Patty de Llosa
Contrast is crucial, bright/dark, sound/silence. We always forget our deep need for quiet
as we go thru our day of achieving, solving, hesitating, and wondering if we’ve done all
we should. How refreshing a change would be right then, in the middle of the action!
Well, how about it? What if you could stop to listen at any time, over coffee, while
brushing your teeth, even at your desk, leaving off focusing on your papers or computer?
You could close your eyes and imagine for a moment that there’s another way of
functioning. What would you notice? What would you hear? Perhaps your own heart
beating and your own soul calling you home.
Unfortunately, without being aware of it, we often allow ourselves to function in an
automatic stimulus-reaction mode that leaves no room for conscious awareness. The
pressures of life and our habitual patterns rule our choices until it seems nothing new is
possible.
However, new findings in neuroscience show that changing how we do what we do is as
important for our wellbeing as eating the right food. Studies in neuroplasticity indicate
how new impressions stimulate and even feed our neurons. It’s time to celebrate the fact
that what we think changes the physical structure of our brain. When we change our
minds, we change our brain.
Dr. Jeffrey Schwartz, a practicing neuropsychiatrist affiliated with UCLA, and author of
Brainlock, works with people who have obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) by teaching
them to change their thinking through a specific four-step program. Well, friends, when
you look at it you’ll see that his program could apply to all of us if we want to live more
consciously!
The first step is to Relabel your thought, feeling, or behavior—to give it another name. For
example that’s what I did some years back when I identified the voice I’d assumed was
my conscience to be a tyrannical inner judge (See Taming Your Inner Tyrant). As you
recognize and separate out what’s really important to you,you can begin to call some of
your drives what they really are,compulsions. They aren’t just another habit, but much
stronger, and they live on your energy. In other words, they eat you.
The second step would be to Reattribute what you want to change by calling it by its new
name, which could be Automaton, Habit, Tyrant, Mealy-Mouthed Complainer, or any juicy
expletive that resonates with you and helps wake you up to its presence.
Dr. Schwartz suggests that the third step, where the real work is, would be to Refocus,
replacing your thought or behavior with a new action. What’s more, your brain chemistry
will create new patterns of behavior if you can stick at it long enough. As Schwartz

explains, “The automatic transmission isn’t working, so you manually override it. With
positive, desirable alternatives—they can be anything you enjoy and can do consistently
each and every time—you are actually repairing the gearbox. The more you do it, the
smoother the shifting becomes. Like most other things, the more you practice, the more
easy and natural it becomes, because your brain is beginning to function more efficiently,
calling up the new pattern without thinking about it.”
The fourth and final step is to Revalue. As you begin to understand that the old patterns
never really worked for you and another way of living is possible, even desirable, the
intensity of need for that particular behavior diminishes. You become a happier and
healthier human being. This methodology, dear friends, is truly exciting! You can work at
any moment to change the chemistry of your brain!
Here are a few exercises you might try:
Begin to notice which of the demands that come at you in your day you jump to respond,
and which you hold back from. Maybe you are like me, good at making to-do lists, but
more involved in checking items off than in prioritizing them. When I’m overwhelmed with
my list, a couple of questions can help me bring balance to my day: What do I need to do
right now? What do I want to do right now? They may not be the same.
Let it ring. The telephone is our ever-present means of communication with the world. But
we don’t have to be its slaves though I sometimes question the intensity of my focus on it.
OK, maybe my job is to answer it, but I can begin to take charge of the automaton in me
who wants to grab it at the first ring. Try this: Let it ring three times as you allow the
sound to penetrate (and perhaps irritate) your newly aware body/mind, then pick it up
and respond. Another time, wait two rings, or four. Anything to stay alive to where you are
in time and space.
One way of refreshing your outlook is to take a different route. Whether walking to the
subway, driving to the office or taking time for a brisk walk, go a different way, forge a
new path. Why does it matter? Ask the nearest neuroscientist!
When you are at home, the same wake-up-and-live methodology applies. Invite yourself
to put on the other shoe first for a week, then change back. Use your other hand to pour
the coffee or hold the knife or fork.
Finally, the uber neuro-improvement challenge will be to experiment with writing with
your other hand. Becoming ambidextrous is a royal road to refreshing the brain. So is
learning a new language. Investigate crossword puzzles, jigsaw puzzles, brain teasers.

