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PART FIVE

WISDOM  
(2014–2016)

Spirituality and Self- Love

“We  don’t know how to mea sure what we care 
about, so we care about what we measure.”

— Richard Tapia
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A t the start of this journey I promised you digital salva-
tion, and if  you’ve made it this far in the book,  you’re 
invested. Let’s take your digital salvation one step fur-

ther by examining the concept of wisdom.
Wisdom is something beyond the data, information and 

knowledge of technology. In the second de cade of the twenty- 
first  century, we need something timeless and more in line 
with the thinking of Dan Harris, the author of 10% Happier, 
the de facto standard in analog spirituality; or Deepak Cho-
pra’s enlightened world; or perhaps even a SuperSoul Sunday 
episode you find on Oprah’s OWN YouTube channel. We need 
a new, more modern definition of wisdom.

While it may be a popu lar opinion to believe we are hope-
lessly addicted to our technology in a food- sensitive, ADHD, 
hyper- distracted world, it’s not my belief at all. And I hope it 
 won’t be yours when we are done. So let’s explore technologi-
cal wisdom, which I define as the ability to remove judgment 
from your interactions with computing.

That’s it. You can close the book now.  You’re enlightened. 
Ok, maybe not quite yet. Actually I think it’s a lot to ask; re-
moving judgment is a tall order for most  people, especially 
when it comes to technology and our use of it. Judgment is, 
 after all, the key operating princi ple of technology and human-
ity. We share that with our mechanical friends— machines 
just judge more rapidly than we do. What is a computer but a 
series of 1s and 0s that get turned on and off? Each decision in 
the blink of an eye, an instantaneous yes or no.

The judgment I’m talking about is what you experience 
with many  people, most of the time, when interacting with 
 today’s technology, social systems and devices. Judgment comes 
spilling out of us so naturally. Spelling  mistakes in emails 
we receive, text messages when someone should be asleep, the 
Facebook photos of the too perfect vacation shot from the 
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 W I S D O M  ( 2 0 1 4 – 2 0 1 6 )  2 0 9

beach or the screenshot of 25,000 steps on your first day off 
the sofa  after a bout of depression.

Technology is breeding a type of cynicism about our fel-
low  humans by rewarding certain be hav iors and hiding  others. 
Technology then goes a step further by removing interactions 
with strangers.  There is not a lot of talking in a world of “fric-
tionless” commerce.

If we think that Silicon Valley is coming to fix this mess, 
we may be disappointed. I can promise you,  things are  going 
to get far more difficult before they get easier. So to be techno-
logically wise, we have to focus on ways to decrease our judg-
ment by examining our bias and changing the way we use our 
technology. This chapter is dedicated to the pursuit of finding 
the Buddha on your iPad.

In the final part of my journey, I’m  going to share the dark-
est part, where turning myself into a number drove me to the 
brink of deep depression, isolation and rage. I started where 
many  people do when faced with emotional pain: medita-
tion. It was time to become the world’s most connected man, 
to myself.
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BECOMING A MINDFUL CYBORG

Can you attain a deep spiritual awakening using your iPhone? 
At the end of my journey, I realized: true digital health means 
treating yourself well.

As I’ve said, if you open your iPhone and look for the 
health app, your life gets broken down into four quadrants: ac-
tivity, nutrition, sleep and mindfulness. It would seem that all 
you need to be a complete  human at the end of the second de-
cade of the twenty- first  century is a data plan, a smartphone 
and a wearable health tracker.

Yet a Fitbit  won’t make you run, the MyFitnessPal app 
 won’t put better food in your mouth and a Beddit sensor  can’t 
keep you from staying up past bedtime. Likewise, your Head-
space or  Simple Habit app  can’t create a mindfulness practice 
and force you to use it.

Using technology for spiritual practices goes against every-
thing we teach in  today’s culture. The one set of  people whose 

11

Spirituality:  
Technology  Isn’t Making You a 

Bad Person

Not All Attention Is Created Equal
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advice we might take seriously in becoming more mindful, the 
Buddhists, advocate in fact for a world where technology is 
completely abandoned. The traditional spaces of worship in 
our society are entirely  free of technology. If you ever have the 
chance to visit a meditation retreat, you’ll quickly discover that 
all books, pens, paper and even clocks are carefully hidden 
away in  these spaces.

But I am advocating the need for a deep spiritual practice 
that includes technology. Spirituality has played some small 
part in  every piece of technology innovation over the past 
500 years: The first books ever printed on a movable- type press 
 were Bibles. Within years of the advent of radio and TV, we had 
televangelism being piped into our living rooms. And no 
sooner was the first web page put up than  there  were chat 
groups for Christians. Yet  today, when we think of technology 
and spirituality, too often we focus on radical fringe religious 
groups: transhumanists, bio- hackers and Singularitarians 
(followers of the Ray Kurzweil ideology that computers and AI 
 will and should wake up).

We all know that we desperately need to address the reali-
ties of technology’s place in our culture right now. We need to 
look at what I call the rise of the mindful cyborg and talk 
openly and frankly about the fear, uncertainty and doubt that 
we all share in our technology- rich world.

 There are times that I feel deep shame when I pick up my 
phone to log a meal, check the weather or see my next appoint-
ment. And I know for certain that  these feelings of shame are 
the exact opposite of the feelings of gratitude that come with 
a deep faith or spiritual practice. Yet  here we are, sitting in cof-
fee shops, spying on our  family, checking our lack of steps 
and logging the 50 grams of sugar in our spiced pumpkin hot 
choco late. How did we get  here, how do we get out and how 
does technology play a role in that journey?
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The basics of a spiritual practice using technology are 
available to us as of the writing of this book. All the large wear-
able technology companies have included mindfulness as 
part of their technology. A few times a day, your Apple Watch 
 will tell you to breathe deeply and exhale as a rhythmic icon 
slowly pulsates on your wrist. That mindful moment you just 
experienced with your watch  will then get logged in your Ap-
ple Health app.

If  you’ve ever downloaded a meditation app, I’m sure 
 you’ve been asked to sit in a comfortable position with your 
hands resting in your lap and start focusing on your breath. 
But it’s not just in our everyday technology that we find mind-
fulness. If you travel to some parts of the southern United 
States, right  after the Chick- fil- A and Fox News apps, you’ll see 
a variety of diff er ent Bibles in the top 10 list.

Spirituality is part of our technological journey  whether 
we like it or not, and  these are just the obvious spiritual tools 
for  people seeking a  little extra redemption through their 
phones. But  there are so many other outlets for the deeper good 
in the universe if you look closely at our technology consump-
tion. Viral videos of someone  doing something good, Face-
book disaster check- ins to help find missing loved ones or 
the onslaught of patrons for GoFundMe campaigns have be-
come  today’s digital churches, where we band together to help 
the  people in our communities through life’s toughest  battles.

As a practicing mindful cyborg, I have tried a lot of diff er-
ent techniques to bring some humanity into my technology, 
 whether it was using an EEG headband like Muse to train my 
brain to be aware of certain brain- wave patterns or just sim-
ply sitting with my Buddhify app. I feel like  there  isn’t anything 
I  wouldn’t at least try to hack my spiritual side.
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INSTALL CHRIS 1.0

My search for meaning, my meaning anyway, began in child-
hood. I was obsessed with card cata logs and libraries, and the 
potential I sensed within them. My  mother’s aunt would often 
take my  brother and me to her church on Sundays.  There I wit-
nessed  people filled with the spirit, and I studied the customs 
and rituals of the evenly seated rows of parishioners, all wor-
shiping not a room full of books, but a single book, the “truth.” 
Some of my friends would be fearful of the occasional trip to 
church, but I found the ordered nature of time and space, along 
with the rituals around communication and sacrifice, to be 
right up my alley.

Fast- forward to my freshman year of high school, when I 
started finding my salvation in bookstores. What was it about 
the self- help section that both inspired and shamed me? For 
starters, long before I understood the societal view of  people 
who  were “seeking” help, I noticed that this was where books 
on self- discovery  were kept.

Inside the  Little Professor bookstore at the Carrollton mall 
in Mary land, near the back wall, just past the bathroom,  there 
was a row of shelves unlike  others in the store. The books  here 
took on widely diff er ent sizes, colors and shapes. Their titles 
 were embossed onto glossy, bright, eye- catching covers: Co-
dependent No More, Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, 
Creative Visualization.

Even  today I can close my eyes and see the shelves of titles in 
front of me, and a profound sense of relief still washes over me, 
that all of  these books, and the wisdom they contained, would 
be able to fi nally answer  those questions I  couldn’t stop asking: 
Who are you? Why are you  here? Whose hands are  these?

But why  were  these books hidden in the back of the store? 
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And why  didn’t I see other teen agers in this area? Maybe  there 
was something wrong with me? My very first purchase during 
my freshman year of high school was The Road Less Traveled 
by M. Scott Peck. I opened the first page of that book, and with 
blinding clarity, I remember reading the very first sentence: 
“Life is difficult.” My God, this guy gets me, I thought. He un-
derstands my prob lems. When I got home, I hid the book  under 
my mattress. My quest for wisdom had started, and it  wasn’t 
 going to get easier from  here.

§§§

Panic attacks are something I have dealt with my entire life, and 
during high school, one of my episodes got so scary, I thought I 
was  going to die. I walked down the hall and pushed my par-
ents’ door open. “Dad,  there’s something wrong with me.”

“What’s wrong Christopher?”
But I  didn’t know how to put what I was feeling into words.
“I think I’m  dying. My chest is  really hurting and my heart 

is beating so fast.”
With a voice that was from another time, and a tone that 

felt like he had been waiting my entire life to share this piece 
of wisdom, my dad replied: “It’s just life, Christopher. It’s hard 
sometimes, but you’ll be fine.” I went back to bed with ques-
tions echoing in my head that would never truly be answered. 
Why was life so hard? Would I be fine?

The boy who had so many philosophical questions was re-
placed by a guy who filled his life with technology. The phi-
los o pher was dead, long live the technologist. Screens could say 
anything, though they lacked the permanence of books and 
ideas older than the bookstores in which I found them.

Many years  later, I was sitting in my psychiatrist’s office, 
talking about how often I had panic attacks, when Dr. Lewis 
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started asking me about my childhood. Dr.  Lewis special-
ized in ac cep tance and commitment therapy (ACT). I often 
referred to her in the early days as a reformed pill pusher who 
had found Buddhism.

In essence, ACT helps  people come to terms with their 
lives as they are and stop resisting their thoughts. ACT doctors 
 aren’t anti- drug as much as they believe in a motto of “skills 
over pills.” For me, pills over skills had always been more effi-
cient, but since, back then, I weighed 320 pounds, was smok-
ing two packs of cigarettes a day and had a raging drug and 
junk- food habit, I was willing to admit my solutions  weren’t 
working. I badly needed to find a better solution, and my med-
ical doctor was only willing to write me prescriptions for blood- 
pressure medi cation and give me some pointed lectures about 
learning to eat better.

My work with Dr. Lewis would mark the beginning of my 
focus on spirituality and wisdom. I spent long days and count-
less hours rehearsing what I would say to her, but more im-
portantly, also repeating what she said to me. This active 
retraining of my thoughts started to transform my brain, and 
I slowly managed to wean myself off the cocktail of benzodi-
azepines, antidepressants and assorted drugs that I had been 
on for so many years.

I learned from Dr. Lewis that it was ok to be sensitive, that 
my panic attacks, dissociation and even depression served a vi-
tal purpose to protect me from distressing situations or 
 people. This ac cep tance would soon lead me to a group of prac-
ticing Buddhists in Boulder and then eventually to a medita-
tion group in Nashville.

I had spent so much time amassing data, gleaning infor-
mation from that data and attempting to turn it into knowl-
edge that, yes, I had become slightly healthier, but I was no 
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happier. It was time to reach for the highest tier. I needed 
wisdom.

In my quest for wisdom, I would explore my  mental health 
challenges, including my anxiety and depression, and exam-
ine my spirituality and what it meant for me, especially in the 
face of my technology- driven life. I also resolved to find love, 
even if that meant learning to be ok alone.

DELETE CHRIS 1.0

In 2014, I was the cover boy for what you could do with a Fit-
bit, but my still unhealthy body was not  going to let me off the 
hook so easily. I was truly about to hit bottom with my physi-
cal and emotional health.

It was early June 2014 in Denver and the weather was glo-
rious. No humidity, beautiful clear skies, so I deci ded to  ride 
my bike to the mall. The  ride would be the furthest I had ever 
traveled by bike, nearly 12 miles each way, and while it was 
mostly flat,  there  were some good hills along the way. I wanted 
to prove to myself that I was truly getting healthier. At this 
point, I weighed about 220 pounds, and although I had been 
consistently working out and eating right for many months 
now, I was still not ready for the cover of Men’s Health.

The  ride was exhilarating. But it  wasn’t easy—in fact, it was 
brutal. All the travel, the stress and the changes in my work life 
 were catching up with me, and despite my months of work to 
get healthier, I barely made it home. As some sort of odd re-
ward for surviving the trip, I deci ded I deserved a cigarette. I 
lit up, feeling hopeless and furious, mad at myself for being in 
such poor shape, embarrassed about how difficult the trip was 
for me and stressed about the decisions I would soon need to 
make about my  future.

Panic shot through my body and I felt my heart jump out 

 S P I R I T U A L I T Y :  2 0 1 6  2 1 7
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of my chest. Another panic attack. I gasped and put out the 
cigarette as if I had been caught by a preacher or parent. I was 
having a heart attack, I was sure of it. (Years  later I would learn 
about catastrophizing and how to cope better with  these 
self- narrated negative stories, but for now, I had no coping 
techniques.)

I was  going to die. I had a friend drive me to the hospital. 
Soon, I was lying on a hospital bed, with IVs hooked up to my 
arm and EKG leads snaking out of my surgical gown, the 
screaming machine next to me vibrating with beeps and 
buzzes, collecting my body’s complete meltdown. The irony 
was not lost on me.

 After my blood results came back and my EKG was re-
viewed, I was cleared. I was not having a heart attack. Slowly 
over the next two hours, my heart rate returned to normal and 
I was released. They told me not to smoke and to take it easy 
bike riding. It turned out that my body was still in control of 
my life, even if I was in control of my body’s data.

In the coming weeks, I forced myself to see a cardiologist 
to assuage my fears about an imminent heart attack. A battery 
of tests, monitors and three visits  later, Dr. Rougas started ask-
ing me about my life. I explained to him in some detail what I 
had been  doing since 2008 and how it had changed me. He 
gave me a bemused look.

“So all this is good for you?”
I was taken back, astounded that he  couldn’t see how much 

good had come from my data proj ect. Then I paused and 
started to laugh. I guess he had a point. What was the purpose 
of using technology if it was  going to stress you out so much 
that you  didn’t know the difference between needing 20,000 
steps and needing rest? I had gotten to the point where I was 
living for a number.

“Listen, you know how to take care of yourself. Why  don’t 
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you take some time off and just relax?” Dr. Rougas said. “ You’re 
healthy, and your heart is healthy.  You’re just stressed out.”

I left his office feeling calm for the first time in weeks, if 
not months. When I got home,  there was a FedEx envelope on 
my doorstep. It was from the Healthways executives who had 
been in the audience back when I presented for the Clinton 
Foundation. They  were offering me a huge salary and a relo-
cation package to Nashville to come work for them full time. 
Fi nally, an opportunity to vacate the life that had created so 
much madness. Did I have the courage to take it?

I  wasn’t sure. Was I  really  going to leave my life in Denver 
 behind and start a full- time job in a brand- new place? Yes. I 
knew it was time to move on.

MOOD PANDA

All the pounds and steps and calorie counts  were still automat-
ically being fed into my computer, but  after my moment of 
clarity with Dr. Rougas, I knew that I needed to dig deeper 
than the numbers; it was time to look at my feelings. But un-
derstanding my moods better was a  little more difficult than 
collecting hard data.

I downloaded Mood Panda, an app that helps you log your 
mood. My first days with Mood Panda  were somewhat fright-
ening. The idea of opening an app to share my innermost feel-
ings seemed odd, even to me, yet  there was something 
comforting about seeing the trends in my mood  after only a 
few days. I was, perhaps not surprisingly, all over the map. The 
only  thing I knew for sure was that my mood would be key to 
deciphering my spirituality.

Some  people wear their heart on their sleeve, and I was one 
of them, so actually sharing my feelings has never been a prob-
lem. But logging moods, unlike logging steps, sleep, food and 
work completed, takes a level of commitment that most  people 
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 don’t fully understand. Still, if you commit to the pro cess, it 
allows you to very quickly create a map of emotions and to 
interact with them in a deep and intense way.

Long before you have the strength to meditate for five 
minutes, you need to start to understand and work with your 
feelings. I know, even just the phrase “working with your feel-
ings” sounds like one of  those awful touchy- feely subjects we 
hear about during high school assemblies, or from the overly 
exuberant motivational speakers at required work conferences. 
But in real ity, just working with your emotions in your own 
way is the fastest approach to understanding what you value 
and what you  don’t. Long before we looked to the web for val-
idation of our beliefs, we actually looked inward to under-
stand  those beliefs.

Mood- logging can be as easy as keeping a feelings diary or 
as elaborate as writing down your  every waking whim and 
emotion. But start off slowly. Just jotting down your feelings 
in a note on your phone is enough.

My ability to keep up a steady, regular written diary has 
always been on par with my relationship with God. When I 
needed it, I reached out, but consistency was clearly lacking.

 Today  there are so many ser vices to help you journal and 
keep track of your life. I mean, what is Facebook but a public 
diary of the version of yourself you wish to leave  behind? And 
even Facebook now asks you to add how  you’re feeling when 
you post.

Unfortunately, all this does is force the algorithm to send 
critical updates about your mood to your friends. Back in the 
90s, outside my work cube, I hung a small sign that showed 20 
diff er ent hand- drawn  faces, each expressing a diff er ent emo-
tion.  There was a small frame you could move around the sign 
to choose which par tic u lar one you felt like at any given mo-
ment. I tended to use this as a warning to  people, but trust me, 
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if  you’re one of the  people who has a feelings sign outside your 
office, every one already knows  you’re a basket case.

YOU IGNORE YOUR FEELINGS WHEN  YOU’RE FINE

The first lesson I learned from mood- logging was just how 
complicated my relationship with myself was.  There was a spe-
cific logic to my feelings and my ability to log or collect them. 
If life was  going well, and I was happy, I rarely wanted to bother 
to stop being happy for a second to log  those feelings. But if I 
was feeling fearful, I was far more willing to collect my feel-
ings. It was easy to pull out my phone to log feelings when I was 
feeling dark or angry. But, oddly, I had no par tic u lar desire to 
log my feelings when I was depressed or anxious.

Have you ever noticed that moments of rage come from 
seemingly nowhere or how that twinge of anxiety shows up 
right when every thing seems, well, perfect?

My search revealed that  these feelings  weren’t as instant as 
they appeared, and had I taken time to notice them when my 
life seemed perfectly fine on autopi lot, I could have prob ably 
avoided some nasty falls.

When logging emotions, I needed to be diligent so that I 
could look backward and consider the conditions that led up 
to  these pivots of the heart.

Hours or days before depression, I spend more time online; 
weeks before anxiety or rage, my  music se lections slowly 
change or get reduced.

Our feelings take a long time to manifest, and our ability to 
understand and decipher them can only be seen in hindsight. 
The antidote is reprogramming your  future, but  we’ll cover 
that in  depth  later.

To that end, as days became weeks and weeks became 
months, I started noticing patterns. My Mood Panda graph 
was filling up, and I could see a full spectrum of highs and lows 

 S P I R I T U A L I T Y :  2 0 1 6  2 2 1
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in my life. My moods seemed to mostly stick to a relatively reg-
ular cycle except when they  didn’t. On  those days, my bad 
mood was always attributed to travel, a depressing anniversary 
of some sort or a deadline.

Once I got the hang of logging my feelings, I was able to 
use one of my secret Twitter accounts, @dancymood, to cor-
relate my mood with other events. Was I more angry during 
the week? Did more sleep make me happier? What does how 
I’m eating have to do with how I’m feeling?

It  doesn’t take a mood- logging genius to figure a lot of this 
stuff out, but some conclusions  were more obvious than  others.

MEANING WELL IS NOT WELL MEANING

My anger, I found, was pretty predictable. If I had periods of 
inactivity— such as limited computer usage or waiting on hold 
on the phone or in line—my mood sharpened, and not in a 
good way. I became hyper- vigilant and protective of my time.

Re spect for the order of time is a real trigger for me. The 
anxiety of waiting, of not getting  things done, can be paralyz-
ing. Anger for me always comes at times when I have put my-
self up against a deadline or I have to deal with someone  else 
on a deadline. Just as some  people learn to be one with their 
breath, for me, watching time tick by in my head is a trigger 
for anger.

Anger is one of  those emotions that we  really need more 
practice with. I’ve often found that my empathy and compas-
sion are only as deep as my controlled rage. Joking with friends, 
I know that I’ve said, with barely hidden aggressiveness, “ Don’t 
worry, I’ll take care of this, I mean well” with a sinister smirk. 
My good deeds seem to be undone by my bad attitude more 
often than I care to admit. On the flip side, I have also found 
that my levels of anger and rage are often matched by periods 
of deep reflection. So if I’m honest about mea sur ing anger, it 
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should also always be combined with an active review of how 
much “good” I thought I was  doing. Without fail, the level of 
my perceived kindness is only matched by the heights of my 
rage for situations.

If you have trou ble with anger, try to do some good deeds 
for a bit, or just be careful when you help out a friend.

TRAVEL  WILL WRECK YOU

Anger was also closely associated with travel. If I was coming 
or  going to some place I  didn’t normally travel to, such as on 
work trips, I would always have increased outbursts of anger 
prior to and during  these stressful trips. Not to point out the 
obvious, but if  you’ve ever stood in line at the airport for a late 
flight or had a tight connection, I think you understand how 
anger and travel go hand in hand.

I deci ded to address anger as my first emotional life hack. 
I had already life- hacked my diet, sleep and activity. Why 
 couldn’t I actively affect my moods?

Once I understood the types of events that triggered me (a 
term that has so much more cachet in  today’s climate of micro-
aggressions and public freak- outs), I was able to become pro-
actively aware of looming meltdowns and figure out ways to 
work around them.

Getting to the airport three hours early helped. Booking 
reserved seating helped. Making sure I had the phone number 
or contact information for the diff er ent points of support dur-
ing my trip helped. I also found that choosing not to travel 
with loved ones could be helpful. Sometimes booking a sepa-
rate flight and meeting up with each other once that first overly 
stressful part of the vacation is finished is an easy way to start 
vacation off on the right foot.

Not surprisingly, the relatively  simple act of planning ahead, 
as well as getting adequate rest and adjusting my schedule 
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before I arrived, usually did the trick. My angry outbursts 
started to decrease.

CHOOSING TO PUT MYSELF IN HARM’S WAY

The next hacking goal required me to practice coping with in-
tense pressure. I wanted to practice resilience well before I 
needed it. With the help of my therapist, Dr. Lewis, who was 
still overseeing my 20- year withdrawal from antidepressants 
and benzos, I started  doing something I called the “Loving 
Kindness Fight Club.” Loving kindness is a Buddhist princi-
ple of giving and receiving love for yourself and  those near to 
you while continuing to focus on even  those  people who bring 
you pain or discomfort.

My goal was to try to inoculate myself against anger by 
exposing myself to it on purpose. If ambitious Nobel laure-
ates could expose themselves to radiation to study its effects, 
then I surely could force myself to absorb the anger of a stranger 
and manage mine in response, right?

The experiments started out rather simply. I would wait 
 until a big rain- or snowstorm was coming, and I would head 
out to the grocery store at rush hour. This is not a joke. I did 
this on purpose. I knew this hit all my triggers: waiting in line, 
feeling rushed, being surrounded by angry  people. It sounds 
insane, I know, but for me, it was the best way to learn to feel 
anger and accept it.

The first few times nothing happened.  People drove horri-
bly, the lines at the store  were terrible and  people  were pushing 
and making a scene, yet somehow I just  wasn’t that angry.

When I went back and looked at my mood data, the prob-
lem was pretty obvious.  There was no deadline or appointment 
that was weighing on me. Yes,  people around me  were hav-
ing bad days but they  weren’t bothering me. The key to my 
lack of rage was as  simple as not being in a rush. I needed to 
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manufacture a sense of urgency so I could start to experience 
au then tic pressure. No prob lem, all my conference calls  were 
now scheduled at the worst pos si ble time— early in the morn-
ing, in the  middle of rush- hour traffic, several hours  after a 
meal.

Manufacturing the conditions for rage  were leading to 
more insights about anger.

For better or worse, my first attempt at my local Kroger 
supermarket was a smashing success! I waited  until just before 
a scheduled product release conference call with se nior man-
agement, then I grabbed my keys and headed out in a heavy 
storm and drove right to the store. The noise from the park-
ing lot and the crowds made hearing the call difficult and 
caused my man ag er to ask, “Where are you? Chris can you put 
your phone on mute?”

My employer’s pleas to control my environment only made 
me more anxious and angry. All around me,  people  were com-
ing into the store covered in  water, shaking their wet umbrel-
las all over me and making all sorts of noise. Anger was 
building. I had done it! For a second, I felt like the Incredible 
Hulk who was stuck in some  middle state, not totally green and 
shirtless but not a well- kept Bruce Banner  either. I stood in the 
store, saw and felt all my rage and started writing down every-
thing that was happening as if I were an anger scientist.

I observed my voice, my elevated heart rate, the sweat on 
my lower back, my walking pace, how I chewed my lip, how I 
glared at  people who passed me by, unaware of my tense situa-
tion: trying to keep my employer happy with my work while 
si mul ta neously trying to shop for more difficult feelings.

Yeah, this is next- level crazy, but when do we get the chance 
to practice being angry?

 S P I R I T U A L I T Y :  2 0 1 6  2 2 5

053-74755_ch01_4P.indd   225 7/20/18   7:18 AM



2 2 6  D O N ’ T  U N P L U G

WATCHING ANGER ARRIVE

My anger clearly stemmed from my need to control the narra-
tive,  either in my environment or in my communication. Have 
you ever been in an argument with someone where all you can 
think about is the desire for that person, for just a second, to 
understand your version of real ity? This is critical,  because 
once I realized I wanted validation for my version of an expe-
rience, I could start to use this as a sign that I was, in fact, on 
my way to rageville.

Next the physical signs of anger showed up: respiration, 
heart rate, walking speed, voice level—all  these  things changed 
once I was angry. My voice  didn’t rise  until I started speaking 
faster— I learned this from putting a sound sensor in my office 
during phone calls.

Now that I had cracked the code of when anger happened, 
not only did I start planning every thing more carefully but I 
got serious about my feelings and why I was having them. No 
longer did I just accept my thoughts as real ity; I had to question 
them, even the happy ones. My six- month journey of exposing 
myself to toxic  people and conditions so that I could learn to 
have  those emotions and isolate them changed me profoundly.

 Today I still practice this, but I’ve downgraded my weap-
ons. Now I use videos, emojis and memes to navigate my feel-
ings. It’s a lot easier to blow off steam using the  or a Picard 
meme than it is to get something off your chest by blowing up 
at the person making you furious. More about dealing with 
difficult feelings  later!

RECOGNIZING THAT UNFAMILIAR FEELING: IS THIS HAPPINESS?

 After I understood the source of my anger, I practiced with 
happiness. The first  thing I needed to clear up was the differ-
ence between being happy and feeling content. For my entire 
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life, I thought I wanted to be happy, but what I actually wanted 
was contentment.

Happy is pretty easy to track. Even strangers know when 
 you’re happy. Logging happy is a bit more difficult  because no 
one wants to take the time to check off “completed happiness” 
on their daily to-do list. Happy is something we just expect to 
happen, not something we deserve. Culturally, we kind of make 
a big deal about happy, we define it, photo graph it and cele-
brate it.

Yet if you look at technology, it’s  really hard to tell if some-
one is happy. If your friend has gone missing online, maybe 
they met someone and actually got a life. Have you ever had a 
friend who suddenly started posting a lot of motivational 
quotes? If  you’re like me, the first  thing you’ll do is won der if 
they are ok.  There must be something wrong if they have deci-
ded to become a one- man Dr. Phil on Pinterest. Surely no one 
is that happy?

My exploration of happy led me to some deep learning 
about what I wanted in life. I wanted rest. I wanted good food. 
I wanted to help other  people. I wanted a mixture of a social 
life and a hermit existence. I wanted  people to re spect me. I 
wanted to re spect myself.

The challenge of being happy in the digital world is pretty 
straightforward. I needed to learn how to use my technology 
to help me understand how to mea sure the  things that I valued. 
Do you value journaling  every day and making at least one 
meal at home per week? Good,  don’t track anything but those 
two  things, and mea sure every thing about  those two things! 
Do you value exercise? Well, the challenge again with this 
goal is the mea sure ment. You value moving, but you don’t 
value 10,000 steps. You get fit by taking steps, not counting 
them.

What you’ll find as you start to move from looking for 
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happiness to committing to finding your values is that happy 
 will take care of itself. You’ll end up creating a type of grate-
fulness  toward yourself. By mea sur ing what you value instead 
of valuing what you mea sure, you  will find happiness.

FROM HAPPY TO GRATEFUL

When I combined practicing gratitude and directing it at 
 others,  things started to change. Back when I was working on 
improving my sleep, I found that  there was one type of medi-
tation that  really helped me. It  wasn’t the traditional watch- 
your- breath Samatha meditation or the chant- based Metta 
meditation. It was something called gratitude meditation, and 
when I discovered it, it helped me start to see more profound 
changes in my spiritual life.

I felt diff er ent immediately. Someone would have a melt-
down in front of me, and instead of melting down myself, I 
took notice of my inner dialogue. I would switch my focus to 
concentrating on being grateful that I was getting another 
chance to practice getting yelled at.

While  these early days of logging feelings, defining what 
it was that I cared about and figuring out how to communi-
cate it  were immature at best, they would lead to profound 
changes in my life. My journaling actually started to inocu-
late me against the dark emotions of anxiety and depression.

As I was about to enter this new period of my life with a 
healthy body, new home and exciting job, I knew I would need 
 these skills. In the list of life stressors,  career changes, moving 
to a new place, the loss of a loved one and physical or  mental 
challenges are all in the top ten. I was  doing all top ten at once.

While  there was no instant fix that helped me find peace 
of mind,  there are a few changes you can make right away. But 
first,  don’t unplug.
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SPIRITUALITY TIPS

§  LOWER DISTRACTION: Five  things you can change on 
your phone right now to take back control.

§  THE ART OF APPYNESS: How to or ga nize apps by 
feeling to regain control over your attention.

§  WAKE UP TO THIS MOMENT WITH AN ALARM: Use 
alarms, tasks and your calendar to be more pres ent.

§  NAME YOUR DEVICES  AFTER YOUR VALUES: Use names 
for all of your devices to remind you of what you value 
and cherish.

§  CONSIDER ALL TECHNOLGY AS A TIME MACHINE: Learn 
to use your technology as if  you’re in the  future and 
reprogram your  today.

LOWER DISTRACTION  

Five  things you can change on your phone right now to take back 

control.

 There are subtle  things you can do to push yourself to interact 
differently with your tech. For example, are you one of the mil-
lions of  people who suffer from feeling lost without your 
phone, something called nomophobia? Then I want to help you 
start to reshape your relationship with your phone.

According to my friend Amber Case, our phones have 
become a remote control for real ity and, just like a remote 
control, they dominate our feelings and environments. Some-
how we have gone from casually checking our phone for the 
time to obsessively checking our phone for our battery per-
centage. The amount of energy left in our phone is now 
symbolic of the time left in our day, Sunsets and sunrises 
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have been replaced by the 100  percent and 0  percent of our 
phone battery label.

 Here are five  things you can do right now to start to slow 
down your relationship with your phone:

 1. Remove any label that shows you how much battery you 
have left. Often the dwindling battery percentage on our 
phone only adds anxiety to our day.

 2. Consider changing the time format on your phone to a 
24- hour time. If  you’re in Eu rope, change the time to 12- 
hour time. By giving yourself something to think about 
when you look at the time, you are forced to slow down a 
bit and confront your out- of- control schedule.

 3. Create a completely clear home screen. When you unlock 
your phone, let the first  thing your eyes see be the open 
expanse of a screen completely  free of updates, apps, fold-
ers or information widgets.

 4. Or ga nize the apps on your phone by icon color. Try it! 
Instead of placing all the applications on your phone in 
order of how often you use them, line them up on the 
screen like a continuous rainbow. When you search for 
applications by color, you’ll start to see your phone as an 
extension of your mood.

 5. Use a diff er ent lock screen and wall paper. Consider plac-
ing two images that complement each other on your 
phone to walk you through the pro cess of unlocking your 
phone. I’ve used the moon and the Earth. Day and night. 
One pet and the second pet. The idea is to allow our 
minds a way to interact with our phones that broadens 
our depth of feelings, rather than ignoring them.
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THE ART OF APPYNESS  

How to or ga nize apps by feeling to regain control over your 

attention.

We’ve all been  there, that moment when we are shoulder- 
surfing someone next to us at the grocery store, looking at the 
apps they are using or the text message they are composing. I 
have been known to ask strangers, “What are you using  there?” 
Or I’ll ask to see  people’s phones,  after ample assurance that I 
 won’t go full-on stalker mode. What makes how  people inter-
act with their devices so in ter est ing? Why are we so fascinated 
with the tools that shape every one  else’s life?

Let’s explore more ways you can start to or ga nize and use 
your phone now that you have some of the visual triggers out 
of the way. You did turn off that battery percentage already, 
right?

I’ll tell you something about myself: I  can’t have  Reese’s 
Peanut Butter Cups in my  house. Seriously, I  can’t. Sometime 
between the ages of 35 and 50, I lost the ability to control my-
self when I see them. Quickly I find myself five empty pack-
ages deep, feeling sick to my stomach, with a mouth covered 
in choco late. The day  after Halloween at Walgreens is too much 
for me to even think about  because of the cheap choco late 
 factor. Well guess what? My phone and specific applications on 
it are no diff er ent. So let’s look at some healthy strategies to 
work through  these digital urges.

First, put applications you use too often someplace out of 
reach.  Don’t make them easy to get to. Place them up and to 
the left if  you’re right- handed or get daring and move all your 
favorite apps to the second or third screen on your phone. It’s 
just like placing the forbidden candy on a high shelf in your 
kitchen.

Next, fill your home screen with the apps you  don’t use 
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that much, but you want to start using. It’s like placing your 
 running shoes next to the front door before  going to bed. 
Again, this forces you to think about what you could be  doing, 
not what you want to do. Use your phone to stretch your 
mind. Do you find yourself continually spending too much 
time on Facebook or social media? Delete the apps, turn off 
the notifications and force yourself to use your browser when 
you need your fix.

Of course, this  doesn’t address the root prob lem of our so-
cial media or app habits. The root prob lem has become the 
blurred line between our applications and our feelings. So let’s 
treat our apps like feelings and label them as such. For so many 
 people  today, it’s hard to define our emotions; they are mixed 
up and recycled with a million other organic reactions com-
peting for a  little attention in our overly stimulated brains.

 Here’s a dare for you, the reader who is considering digi-
tal salvation: or ga nize your applications by feelings. Of course, 
we  can’t have digital salvation  unless we first define what digital 
sin is. To that end, if you are ever lucky enough to get ahold of 
my phone, the first  thing you’ll notice is that a majority of my 
applications are in folders labeled by sin. Good old- fashioned 
cardinal sins.

Ask any devoted Christian or Brad Pitt movie buff, and 
they can probably list the traditional seven deadly sins, which 
instantly invoke feelings within us. In no par tic u lar order, the 
seven deadly sins are pride, greed, lust, envy, gluttony, wrath 
and sloth.

On my phone you’ll see folders labeled with sins, and in-
side each folder you’ll find the corresponding applications. For 
example, in my envy folder you’ll find banking, invoicing and 
credit card applications. When I use  these applications— 
reviewing my wealth or dwindling bank balances— I’m re-
minded of the true nature of my inquiry.
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The greed label adorns the folder for applications that are 
used in my home and car, all the nifty cool geeky gadgets that 
power my physical life. The greed label is a constant reminder 
that the real value of physical items is often rooted in coveting 
them.

No set of downloadable sins would be complete without 
pride. Pride, the  father of all the sins, holds venerable applica-
tions like Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Snapchat: all the 
places I go to get affirmation that I’m  doing well, that I am who 
I think I am.

 Don’t let this pro cess get you down though! Make sure you 
create folders for the  things you value. I also have folders called 
“Stillness” and “Kindness.” They contain applications for the 
weather and location- based information like maps and hiking 
paths.

Are you feeling uncomfortable yet? Good  because we are 
just getting started with your baptism in the digital  waters!

WAKE UP TO THIS MOMENT WITH AN ALARM  

Use alarms, tasks and your calendar to be more pres ent.

In 2015, I was talking on the phone with a lifelong friend we 
 will call “Kay.” I could hear buzzing and beeping in the back-
ground. Kay’s Apple Watch was vibrating against her wrist, her 
laptop was digitally pleading with her to pay attention, and fi-
nally her phone began shaking violently on the  table near her. 
“Chris, I have to go.” The phone call abruptly ended.

The next time I saw Kay, I asked her about that day and 
what happened. “Oh, I sometimes lose track of time, and I use 
my phone to remind me of where to be.”

Another time, while at the mall with her, I noticed one of 
her phone alarms go off. “Oh, shit,” she exclaimed, “We have 
to leave, it’s time to pick up Jack.” Jack is her son, and he at-
tends a special school for autism.
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I suspected that she was onto something. “Hey, can you 
show me how you use your alarms?” I asked.

Kay handed me her phone and I opened the alarm appli-
cation. Nearly 50 diff er ent alarms filled the screens over six 
pages.  These alarms  were labeled “Get Jack off to school,” 
“Leave for work,” “First  period ends,” “Check on this” and “Go 
Home.” Where some  people may use their alarm function on 
their smartphone to wake up in the morning, Kay had created 
an elaborate series of reminders that filled  every waking hour 
of her day.

I’m no stranger to lists and organ ization— you’re reading 
a book about how I managed the thousands of connections in 
my life, but I thought that what Kay was  doing was some next- 
level stuff. I started asking  people if I could see their alarms. I 
asked friends, peers and even strangers at conferences. Slowly 
I discovered that many  people  were living life dictated by tens, 
sometimes hundreds, of  these audible signals.

In our digital lives,  there are three types of software that 
dictate our time: alarms, reminders and appointments. Ap-
pointments are the promise to do something at a specific time 
and place, yet in an age where it’s far easier to cancel a com-
mitment than to order an Uber, appointments have become 
kind of old- fashioned, the time equivalent of voicemail.

Next, we have reminders, or tasks. I love tasks! Tasks speak 
to a promise, a specific non- event that you want to accomplish. 
Tasks are often items we need to complete to make an appoint-
ment or event more successful. For some of my friends, tasks 
have become more like goals.

Fi nally, it seems as if we have embraced alarms as a culture. 
Strangely enough,  there is nothing flexible about alarms. They 
lack the preparation of an appointment or the clarity of tasks 
and instead force all your attention to focus only on a weap-
onized “now.”

053-74755_ch01_4P.indd   234 7/20/18   7:18 AM



I wanted to explore how to make alarms more aligned with 
my values and less with my time. What if instead of schedul-
ing  these jarring screeching alerts to remind you to leave for 
the airport on time, you set alerts to remind you to “Move 
slow” or “Focus on what you can control”?  These power ful 
alarms are, in essence, do- nothing alarms, or as we say in 
Buddhism, “ Don’t just do something, sit  there!”

I have set hundreds of  these do- nothing alarms over the 
years on my journey to becoming a mindful cyborg. I even 
employ emojis in the alarm titles to force my mind to truly 
take notice of the action. My “Move slow” alarm comes with 
a charming  little turtle peeking out at me. Sometimes I create 
a random alarm that repeats once a month to remind me of 
something I want myself to remember, such as, “ These are 
the good times.” My alarms act as emotional bookmarks 
for the browser of my life. It is so easy to turn your alarms from 
tyrannical life- interrupters to peaceful reminders for your 
soul.

Alarms are good reminders of mindfulness now, but what 
can you create for the  future? Our phones also have the ability 
to create reminders or task lists. Reminders function like 
alarms but in the forms of lists: a list for the grocery store or a 
packing list for a vacation. Reminders are power ful in a way 
that alarms are not, as they can be set up for locations. Put this 
book down, pick up your iPhone or Android and whisper: 
“Hey Siri / Ok Google, remind me to smile at the cashier when 
I get to Whole Foods.” Next time you get to the grocery store, 
your phone  will tell you to smile at the cashier.

At first, creating a breadcrumb trail to encourage be hav-
iors in your  future self might seem a  little odd. But remember, 
you are reprogramming yourself. In a world short on wisdom 
and overflowing with data, remembering to smile at an under-
paid cashier  will do more for your soul than hours at a gym. 
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Chicken soup for the cyborg soul is a real  thing. You are start-
ing to practice it  here, now.

NAME YOUR DEVICES  AFTER YOUR VALUES  

Use names for all your devices to remind you of what you value and 

cherish.

We’ve all been to that friend’s  house with the Wi- Fi name that 
is silly, “Too Fly for a Wi- Fi,” or “Pay for Your Own Damn Wi-
 Fi.” Wi- Fi names are this generation’s bumper stickers, and 
they always give  people who join them a chuckle. Yet our de-
vices join more than Wi- Fi networks. We join Bluetooth speak-
ers, headphones, watches, home systems, cars and each other 
via file transfers like AirDrop.

Think about it,  every device you have in your life has a 
name, and you prob ably spend a good amount of time joining 
 these other machines in a tiny network of you. I often refer to 
this as the “Inner- net” as opposed to the internet that we are 
all used to. Inside this network of you,  you’re reminded con-
stantly of the devices you are sharing information with.

 Shouldn’t all this connectedness be a reminder to you 
about what you value?  Couldn’t all  these connections also be 
a reminder to someone  else? When  people visit my home and 
join the Wi- Fi, they join “Be Kind to Yourself.” My watch, lap-
top and earphones are named, respectively, “Compassion,” 
“Open Your Heart” and “Listen to Your Body.” Whenever I con-
nect, share files or change devices, multiple times throughout 
the day, I get reminders to listen to my heart. When I use my 
phone as a hotspot, I get asked by my laptop, “Do you wish 
to join Open Your Heart?” And of course, the answer is yes.

The world’s  great spiritual leaders would surely have had 
no prob lem with technology designed like this. And hey, if 
 you’re a traveling Jehovah’s Witness or Latter- day Saint, this 
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is a pretty cool way to spread the message while surfing You-
Tube.

CONSIDER ALL TECHNOLGY AS A TIME MACHINE  

Learn to use your technology as if  you’re in the  future and 

reprogram your  today.

If  there  were a universally understood definition of transcen-
dence, enlightenment or a higher spiritual plane, it would be 
a feeling of timelessness. All technology acts as a time machine. 
If our day seems fast or our dread seems slow, more often 
than not the technology in our lives is enriching that experi-
ence. As we think about using technology to make ourselves 
happier, we need to look closely at the messages technology is 
sending us. This chapter has been about reprogramming your 
now and your  here, but it’s also impor tant to talk about devel-
oping a relationship with the  future you, the one that’s com-
ing  toward you as you read this.

This is  going to seem pretty out  there, but I truly believe 
in this— I think about my  future me all the time. Your  future 
you is like a small child, and each day, as you raise that child, 
that  future you, you have a chance to make sure the values and 
beliefs you wish to have are part of this new life in the  future.

How do you even start to think about a  future version of 
yourself when the mundane, profound prob lems of everyday 
life seem overwhelming? Let’s think about what the  future 
 will look like in our overly technical world by looking at 
what your pres ent is.

In your pres ent, you are bombarded by constant updates 
from your friends, tasks on your to-do list, work requests and 
never- ending new content from your favorite list of go-to dis-
tractions. Buried deep in this mountain of data you go through 
each and  every day are tiny messages from your past. Pictures, 
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posts, emails, text messages— they are all old versions of you. 
Have you ever looked for a photo and come across another 
photo that stopped you in your tracks and took you right back 
to that specific place and time? Or do you remember how 
magical it was the first time Facebook offered you a glimpse 
into your past with their On This Day feature? What about 
 those times when you randomly come across a play list you cre-
ated months or even years ago, and just playing it sends you 
backward in time?

The impor tant  thing to remember about your  future is that 
you create it by making a good past. This can be a mind bender, 
but a good  future is usually found in how you relive your past. 
I’ll say that again: a good  future is defined by how you relive 
your past. Memories are the ground on which your  future is 
built. Creating good memories is one of the best ways to en-
sure a  great  future— this is actually how most  people look at 
their time.

So how do you create good memories for the  future? How 
do you send a version of yourself to the  future to be reflected 
upon? Well I’ve got good news: you already do this  every day 
on social media and in your emails and photos.

Let’s take Facebook, the easiest tool available to reprogram 
your  future. Next time you post something on Facebook, will-
fully, purposefully and fully consider that one year from now, 
that post  will show back up in your feed as a memory to review.

Go to your Facebook right now and leave yourself a note 
for a year from now. It can be anything  really; start  simple: 
Dear me in the  future, it’s current XYZ date and it’s snowing. 
I’m writing my first letter to you knowing that a year from  today 
you  will find this.

Just like Doc Brown in a DeLorean speeding 88 miles per 
hour, a year from now your Facebook account  will offer you 
this post to review as a memory. Take a moment to think about 
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that. You can actually change your mood a year from now by 
 doing this  simple task right now. Yes, it’s a bit of a long- term 
bet, but try it out. The power of talking to the  future you is 
something that  will profoundly reshape your stress levels and 
create some resiliency in your life.

Social media gets a bad rap. We have all seen  people who 
live a super- glamorous life online but inside are lonely, de-
pressed or sad. Who among us  hasn’t fudged the truth in an 
email, Instagram post or text message about the “ great time” 
we are having. The real prob lem with this is how it informs our 
 future. We forget in the  future that we fudged that post, and 
we look back thinking, Why  can’t my life be as good as it was 
back then?

If you scroll through my Facebook, you’d see posts that say, 
“Dear Chris, it’s Christmas 2024. I bet you  didn’t think you 
would make it this far! Yet  here you are. Listen,  today  you’re 
thinking, I’m 55 years old, and I  don’t know where all my time 
went.  You’re prob ably having doubts about your health, hap-
piness and even your ability to get through the next 12 hours. 
 You’ve done this your entire life, and  you’re  doing it again. It 
seems like the first time, but I promise you it’s not.”

Slowly over time, you can start creating a relationship with 
your  future self by leaving yourself notes.  There are email ser-
vices, text ser vices and even old- fashioned post ser vices that 
 will do something similar. Yet this message- in- a- bottle part of 
our tech life is often overlooked. Start creating conversations 
with your  future, now, by focusing on becoming the best an-
cestor you can be to yourself.
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