Beginning with the Outcome Already Accomplished in One’s Mind: 1
The Artful Science of Engaging One’s Lived Reality

We are not the things that happen to us.
We are always at the center of what is happening around us.

~James O’Dea~
A masterful example of being mindfully at the center of what is happening around oneself, rather than being on behaviorally reactive auto-pilot and merely “winging it” or “muddling through,” was demonstrated one stormy morning by single parent, Susan Bradford. 2 Upon entering her kitchen to make breakfast for herself and her three-year-old daughter, Amanda, Susan discovered the little girl lying semiconscious on the kitchen floor. Amanda had been awakened by a now receding storm, and unknown to her mother had come to the kitchen to play.  An open and empty pill cartridge lying beside Amanda told the rest of the story.

Susan quickly read the label on the bottle, which stated that death from an overdose could occur within half an hour of loss of consciousness. Having no pockets in her short negligee, Susan clutched the empty cartridge in her hand, scooped Amanda into her arms, grabbed her keys and ran to the car.

The car would not start.  Susan dashed back to the house to call a neighbor.  The telephone was dead, as local service had been disrupted by a fallen tree.

Susan raced back to the car, grabbed her unconscious child, and ran to the nearby freeway.  Although scantily clad with her hair still in curlers, she was unconcerned about either the cold blustery wind or her appearance.  She crossed to the center of the freeway, set Amanda down on the median strip, and stepped into the fast lane to wave down a car.  She got a ride immediately, and Amanda was at the nearest hospital emergency room a few minutes later.
For thousands of parents who have similar experiences with poisoned or severely-injured children, the same factor prevails: nothing is allowed to be in the way of getting their child to immediate emergency aid. Accordingly, when Susan was asked what she would have done had no one stopped to help her, she said, “I’d have undressed, laid down on the freeway—whatever it took until somebody did stop.”  
What does it take for someone to have such determination? When Susan was asked what went through her mind after reading the label on the pill cartridge, she replied, “I saw myself in the hospital emergency room with Amanda.” Upon further questioning it was evident that never once did it occur to Susan that she wouldn’t be in the emergency room on time. With her mind already being there on time from the beginning, she readily found the quickest available route to that outcome. Being in the ER was uppermost on her mind, and the aim of her intention to be there governed every step that got her there. Being her desired outcome is who Susan was from the very start, because her trajectory to the ER began with its outcome already accomplished in her mind.
We are always at the center of whatever is going on around us, though seldom are we as mindfully in self-command of our situational circumstances as was Susan Bradford on that stormy morning. The term “mindful self-command” signifies being in conscious proactive charge of oneself and one’s responses amidst one’s circumstantial milieu, rather than being in a passively reactive behavioral mode. 
As Harvard social psychologist Ellen J. Langer observed,3 
When we are mindful, we are open to surprise, oriented in the present moment, sensitive to context, and above all, liberated from the tyranny of old mindsets.
Being thus mindful empowers us to take command of our experiencing rather than be driven by it, as we recognize our experiential biases and correct those that disserve us. Even though we can never be utterly free of experiential bias, we do have the freedom to choose biases that enhance rather than diminish our individual and collective effectiveness and well-being. 

Mindfully proactive self-commanding behavior is coherent with whatever is circumstantially available to our realization of a chosen outcome. Accordingly, living one’s reality of choice requires mindfully self-commanded behavior that is in coherence with whatever it takes to bring one’s chosen reality to fruition. 
The outcome of another masterful example of behavioral coherence was the invention over a century ago of the tungsten filament that glows in conventional light bulbs. 
I Will Succeed, Therefore I Can

One person plus courage equals a majority.

~The Lone Ranger~
An old joke about bumble bees maintains that they can’t possibly fly because their wings are too light as well as too small for their bodies, yet because no one has informed them of their inability, bumble bees fly anyway.  What is not generally understood, however, is that their ability to fly results from the uplifting air vortices created by their flapping wings, and not entirely from the propelling forcefulness of the wings themselves.
In any event, this joke is ultimately about human beings who do things that have been declared impossible by others.  For instance, it was once “known” that we likewise would never be able to fly. Several years after that verdict was overturned by the Wright brothers in 1901, another “impossible” achievement was accomplished at General Electric corporation, where it had become essential to find an alternative to the carbon filament whose incandescent glow was the source of illumination in the light bulbs of that time. Carbon burned yellow, causing great eyestrain and attrition of vision in individuals who read by electrical light. Carbon filaments also oxidized as they burned, and their short durability made light bulbs quite expensive. 
What was required in carbon’s place was a metal that burned white with minimum oxidation. And while tungsten met both of these criteria, metallurgical engineers had ruled it out its application as a filament in light bulbs because of its tendency to readily fracture and break under stress. Tungsten was “known” to be far too brittle to be drawn out to the fineness of a filament.

Yet while metallurgical engineers “knew” that a tungsten filament was inconceivable, an electrical engineer at GE named William David Coolidge was nonetheless certain of his ability to design such a filament. Although he didn’t yet know how this could be accomplished, he was certain he would determine how it is done if he was given adequate funds and the use of GE’s research facilities, which were granted by corporate director Thomas Edison.
Some years and 10,000 experiments later Coolidge succeeded in creating a workable tungsten filament by altering the metal’s crystalline structure.  Someone likened this accomplishment to the equivalent, given his day’s technological knowhow, of forcing a 2,000-ton boulder through the eye of a needle.

Following GE’s announcement of Coolidge’s achievement, he was invited to address a national conference of metallurgical engineers. His speech was barely begun, however, when some members of the audience began to “boo” and threw tomatoes and garbage at him. The assembled metallurgical engineers still “knew” that what he claimed he had done could not be done, and assumed that GE had lied on behalf of hyping the value of the company’s stock.
Coolidge picked up his notes and left the stage a temporarily broken man.  His spirits revived only after he got home and told his wife what happened, who then reminded him, “But you really did create a tungsten filament.”

Soon the nation’s metallurgical engineers were replacing their short-lived carbon light bulbs with much longer-burning white ones, and discovered that the new filament indeed was tungsten.  When Coolidge was invited back to speak at their next gathering, he walked on stage, slammed his notes on the lectern, and loudly proclaimed, “Thank God I am not a metallurgical engineer.  If I were I never would have begun the tungsten project because I would have known it couldn’t be done.” Then, having delivered history’s shortest address to a professional body, he walked off the stage.4
Coolidge’s accomplishment of the seemingly impossible was the outcome of his certainty about the end result and of his certainty about himself.  He was unshakably confident that it could be done, and that it would be done by him. While knowing that something can be done (not merely believing it) is an essential prerequisite to such an undertaking, such knowing is not in itself sufficient to assure the outcome. Being certain of an outcome merely makes it reasonable to be pursued because “somebody” can produce it. Outcomes are finally accomplished only by a commitment to produce them, and such commitment is based on a person’s certainty that he or she will indeed produce them.

Even though no amount of will can accomplish a truly impossible result, it takes nothing less than the certainty of “I will” to accomplish what seems impossible to everyone else. It was thus a combination of Coolidge’s certainty and willed action – I know that I can do it and will do it – that empowered him through the grueling challenge of 10,000 experiments. 
In Coolidge’s mind, the tungsten filament was a fait accompli that required only being brought to fruition. Its outcome remained certain in his mind, even when it took so long to produce it. Because he did not question the ultimate outcome, he was not intimidated by the enormous difficulties that he encountered. To Coolidge, every one of the 10,000 experiments was fruitful, for while others might have considered 9,999 of them to be failures, he instead saw them all as successes. Each experiment brought him a step closer to his goal by providing him with information that pointed toward the desired outcome by revealing what was required for him to take the next relevant step. Given his certainty that he would do it—not could do it, but would do it—he required only the willingness to take whatever and however many relevant steps were necessary, and not one less. 
Like Susan Bradford, Coolidge began with the outcome already accomplished in his mind. Once again, being his desired outcome is who he was from the start, it being no less clear in Coolidge’s mind that he would create a tungsten filament than it is likewise clear to an airborne pilot that he will be back on the ground. 
Like a pilot who unquestionably sees himself being at his destination, so did Coolidge see himself creating a tungsten filament throughout the arduous journey of his research. When the outcome of a course of action is this utterly clear in one’s own mind, accomplishing it is merely a matter of when and how – questions that resolve themselves as one remains non-divertibly faithful to the aim of one’s intent. 
Organizational leadership expert Robert E Quinn has likened such steadfast mindfulness to 5
building a bridge to the future even as we are walking on it, by boldly going into the land of uncertainty and regularly getting lost with ever-increasing confidence. (paraphrased)

Learning from One’s Miss-takes

If you have made mistakes there is always another chance for you. You may have a fresh start any moment you choose, for this thing we call 'failure' is not the falling down, but the staying down.
~Mary Pickford~

There is really no insurmountable barrier save your own inherent weakness of purpose.

~Ralph Waldo Emerson~
The spirit in which Coolidge pursued his 10,000 successes was also exemplified by rocket scientist Wernher von Braun, who once observed that “We can lick gravity, but sometimes the paperwork is overwhelming.” Von Braun’s certitude of outcome was as powerful as that of Susan Bradford and Coolidge, as portrayed in the following account adapted from James A. Michener's book, Space: 6
In 1943, Wernher von Braun was working on a rocket that the Germans hoped would destroy London and end the war. Producing this new rocket required new metals, new fuels, new guidance systems, new everything. Von Braun's superiors were impatient to move the project to completion. They were angered by the many changes he had sent to the factories responsible for manufacturing the rocket. "You are supposed to be the ultimate brain in this operation...do you know offhand how many last-minute changes you've made in your rocket plans...since you started two years ago?" They waved a piece of paper before von Braun. "Make a guess, Professor. How many changes have you sent to the factories?" And there the ridiculous figure was: 65,121. It was accurate. Von Braun acknowledged his 65,121 mistakes. He then estimated he would make 5,000 more before the rocket was ready. "It takes sixty-five thousand errors before you are qualified to make a rocket," he said.  "Russia has made maybe thirty thousand of them by now. America hasn't made any."  

In the second half of World War II, Germany, alone, pounded her enemies with ballistic missiles; no other country had them.  And when the war was over, Wernher von Braun became the "ultimate brain" in America's space program. Only a few years – and many mistakes – later, America put a man on the moon.

Von Braun’s accomplishment underline’s the axiom that "He who never makes a mistake will make no discovery," as well as Winston Churchill’s dictum that “Success is moving from one failure to another with enthusiasm.”
There reportedly is somewhere an epitaph that reads, "Here lies ______: no hits, no runs, no errors."  The consequence of living so cautiously that one make no errors will inevitably be a life that also has no hits or runs. Since errors are essential to every worthwhile success, the primary difference between people who are deemed failures and people who appear successful is that successful people fail more often.  Yet rather than dwelling in the memory of past failure, they move right along through their next one. 
Successful people are like filmmakers in this regard: they perform however many re-takes are required until there is no miss-take. When a film sequence doesn't work out, the film-maker says "cut" and filming stops. The unusable material is called a miss-take, and is either discarded or set aside for whatever instructive value it may have for avoiding similar miss-takes, or for possible inclusion in a “gag reel.” Rather than anguishing over a miss-take or feeling remorseful or guilty about it, and indulging in blamefulness, the film-maker does a re-take . . . and continues doing re-takes until no further miss-takes are made. 
All other challenging successful outcomes are similarly caused. According to physician Lewis Thomas, miss-takes are inherent to our “trial and error” nature:7
Our kind of brain is built so that it can make great numbers of errors, all the time, for this is really the way we go about the process of thinking.  We get things wrong by nature, and when we get enough things wrong we make use of that information to get things right.  The process is trial and error, as we say.  It is in this sense that our brains differ so greatly from machines, and it is probably the recognition of this special gift of error that makes us feel so strongly that we are different from all the other animals on earth.  It is hard for us to imagine anything taking place in the brain of an insect that bears any resemblance to the events in our own heads.  We take it for granted that insects are little whirring machines, programmed by their genes to do this or that little insectlike thing, but we recoil from the notion that the bug is a conscious, thinking creature.  We do this partly because we feel superior, and partly because we know that we could never do so reproducibly what beetles do.  It could be that simple animals possess the same kind of awareness as ours, but that they are conscious of fewer items, and therefore the probability of error is greatly reduced.

Wernher von Braun’s miss-takes led to his ultimate success because, like Susan Bradford and William David Coolidge 

· he had his mind set on his outcome’s accomplished realization from the very start, 

· he had a committed intention to its realization, and

· he was willing to take whatever and however many steps were necessary for its realization. 
These and other principles for living our reality of choice are elaborated in the chapters that follow.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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