
Making the most of our life
"A man's life is what his thoughts make of it," said Roman Emperor Marcus
Aurelius.

Even adjusting this quote for its obvious male-only bias, it's still a good one -- and
in it lies the key to much of our success or failure in life.

Earl Nightingale called it "the strangest secret." Others throughout history have
written or spoken about the same concept. It's the fact that if we're going to
become a success in life, no matter how we may define success, we're going to
have to discipline our thoughts to accomplish it.

Perhaps "discipline" is the wrong word here -- "tame" isn't quite right, either, nor
is "excite." We don't want to stifle our thought patterns, but put them to use in the
proper manner, at the proper time.

Perhaps we need to "train" our thoughts to stay on a positive path.

So often, we look at "positive thinking" as if it is a kind of diet -- we look at it as a
necessary evil, or even something to be avoided until we are forced into it.
For many people, this analogy will appear to be far from the truth, but for
countless others, "positive thinking" is something they may try to achieve, but
usually only through quite a bit of work.

In the end, although it may not appear to matter which way you attain a positive
attitude, the person who trains his or her mind to think in a positive manner has a
much better chance of staying positive.

How do you train your mind to think in a positive manner?

I think of our minds as if they were a forest. Over time, the paths through the
forest that are taken most often become the ones that we are most prone to take.

When I was a teenager, my family had a cabin in the mountains. During the
summer, I would wander around that cabin, and I would generally take the paths
that I had always taken -- even though they were rarely the ones that were most
efficient. Why -- because those paths were the widest ones, and the easiest ones
to follow.  An overgrown path, or -- worse yet, a section that was not yet made
into a trail -- would rarely be taken, even if it seemed more interesting, or a
shorter way to go.
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At times, flush with the enthusiasm that only a teenager can produce, I would try
trailblazing -- and emerge from the other end of a thicket bruised and scratched
up for my efforts.

If I had continued to take the "difficult" way, of course, that path would soon
become easier. I would learn where the pitfalls were, create a solid path, and
soon others would be using my path instead of the longer, original one. Along
with training my brain to use a different path, I would be training the path as well -
- bending branches, wearing down grass, packing down dirt.

It is my belief that our minds are like that. Our minds, marvelous as they are,
soon learn to choose paths that are used most often. This aids in pattern
recognition and everyday thinking. The mental paths are "optimized," and chosen
again and again and again. In effect, we are choosing a well-worn path in our
brains. Our brains learn that this is the "right" path, whether or not it is the best
path to take.

Left to its own devices, our brain will usually choose the well-worn paths we've
constructed. If those paths are positive ones, we choose positive approaches to
life, positive alternatives to problems, and positive outlooks on life's challenges. If
the paths we choose are negative ones, we look at life's challenges as
devastating problems, and we choose to look at the people we come in contact
with in a negative light.

Some of use have two alternating paths -- a positive one for home, a negative
one for work. Others are positive when they're on the golf course, and negative
anywhere else.

A former sales manager I worked with was incredibly negative when he was at
work -- and yet when put into a social or family situation, was the life of the party.
You would have sworn he wasn't the same person. He had two divergent paths
that he took through life. He had chosen to think negative thoughts, when he
would have been better served by the positive.

How do we then train our minds to think positively? Since few of us can force
ourselves to think positive every time, a few techniques could be in order:

PTTP (Positive Training Thinking Program) techniques:

1. Look at your "positive training" as a game.  By definition, a game has
winners and losers -- and yet it's enjoyable. Make your PTTP an enjoyable thing
to do. Involve your friends or co-workers, and together spend a few minutes each
day or week talking about ways to make your attitudes more positive. Organize
into small teams and brainstorm on activities that can be used to create a
positive atmosphere in your organization.  Make it a competition -- the team with
the best or most solutions wins the game.



2. Include visual reminders in your PTTP zone:
Posters, such as the famous Successories line, are wonderful; but you can also
use simple techniques such as Post-It notes, messages written on the mirror or
whiteboard, and action items in your daily planner. You can do like I have done,
and change the message on your cell phone to say something more positive. (My
cell phone used to say "Verizon Wireless," but now it says "Be Positive.")

Most of us are note-writers, anyway. We might as well write positive notes while
we're at it.

In addition to notes and posters, simple unobtrusive visual cues can be a unique
means to keep our PTTP goals in mind. For example, take a tongue depressor,
or a Popsicle stick, or a pencil, or any other bizarre and out-of-place item, and
insert it into the dirt surrounding your office plant. When co-workers ask why it's
there, tell them the story: "I'm glad you asked. That's in that potted plant as a
visual reminder of my Positive Thinking Training Program."

It sounds stupid, but it works. Simple little visual reminders such as this can work
wonders to keep our orientation positive.

3. Study positive materials:
It's always best to start the day out right -- and this is one way to do it. If you read
positive literature first thing in the morning or last thing at night, you're more likely
to stay on a positive footing.  There are many great positive books and tapes,
which help you on top.

4. Look for positive outcomes:
When we look for positive outcomes in situations, we are more likely to find them.
Looking for positive outcomes serves two useful purposes -- it helps us to
reprogram our brain into positive paths, and it teaches us to look at life's
situations more creatively. Too often, we choose the same, worn-out solutions to
life's problems, when by shifting our viewpoint slightly, we come up with an
entirely new frame of reference, with new solutions to a problem

5. Keep a daily "Success Journal":
Like any program, PTTP works well when it's tracked. Writing down your
thoughts on successful living, whether daily or weekly, keeps your mind on track,
and helps you chronicle the steps to your success. This journal then serves a
positive reinforcement of where you've come from, and how much you've
changed your orientation toward a positive path.

Always remember the famous quote by Robert Frost: "Two roads diverged in a
wood, and I -- I took the one less traveled by, and that has made all the
difference."



Sometimes, you have to move from the path that's well-trod, and become a
positive trailblazer for yourself.

Become a PTTP graduate -- put positive thinking into your life, and form some
positive paths for your brain to enjoy.
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