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An exploration into present moment awareness as the source of authentic 
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Summary: 
We learn about “going straight to happy” with Transcendental Inquiry and Present 
Moment Awareness.  There is no need to do anything, have anything or change 
anything… we can simply be 100% present with the truth of our experience.  We 
can allow our thoughts and feelings to be just as they are.  Welcome and accept 
them - it is only our resistance that creates suffering for us.  We are not our 
thoughts and feelings.  We can transcend the rational mind and allow our attention 
to rest in the stillness of Being - bringing instant emotional management and 
greater resourcefulness.  We explore the relationship between Present Moment 
Awareness and Solutions Focus.  Consider how all this benefits us and our clients. 
 
 
 

“I’m worried about you, Sue – you’re too happy!” 
 
Yes, somebody really did say this to me once.  What’s more, it was a facilitator on 
a holistic development holiday in 1994.  Was I in denial of my true feelings?  Was I 
out of touch with reality because I was experiencing deep bliss?  In my defence, I 
wasn’t aware that being happy might be a problem.  And I certainly wasn’t aware 
that I might be in the ‘red zone’ on the happiness meter… 
 
I find it amusing that being authentically happy is often regarded with suspicion by 
others.  People sometimes ask me, “What are you on?” and I tell them that I’m just 
“high on life”.  My daughter even asked me, as I was driving along, singing at the 
top of my voice: “Mum, have you been eating coloured sweets?” 
 
Go Straight to Happy? 
 
It’s simple, really.  On that holiday I was so authentically happy because I was so 
present, so Here and Now.   You know that feeling, when you’re totally immersed 
in your experience, and everything else drops away? 
 
This connects to Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s phenomenon of ‘Flow’, in which we lose 
our sense of personal identity while engaged in purposeful, enjoyable activity.  
Flow gives us an experience of present moment awareness where everything 
outside of our immediate experience disappears.  Our attention is focused and the 
mind disciplined.   
 
The mistake most people make is associating “feeling good” with the activity 
they are engaged in.  Back in 1994 my deep bliss, joy and love was firmly 
associated with a fabulous holiday with wonderful people in a beautiful place.  I’m 
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sure we’ve all had that experience.  What I wasn’t consciously aware of then is 
that these same feelings of joy, peace and love can be felt without a specific 
context or activity.  We can consciously enjoy the same happiness without actually 
playing the game.  I call it “going straight to happy.”   
 
We can achieve this by bringing our attention into present moment awareness - 
being 100% present with the truth of our experience. 
 
Happiness and Resilience through Present Moment Awareness 
 
For some years I've been exploring how to transform emotions in simple - but not 
necessarily easy - ways.  Simple, in that it simply involves our being totally present 
to whatever we are experiencing - Right Now.  Not easy, because most people 
have to learn how to do this (or unlearn old habits), and it can take a good deal of 
practice.   

You may already be familiar with the work of Eckhart Tolle (The Power of Now et 
al) and Byron Katie (Loving What Is).  Less well known are two of my spiritual 
teachers - my dear friend Leo Hawkins (www.leosearle.com) or the wonderful 
Satyananda (www.satyananda.org), to whom Leo introduced me.  What all their 
teachings have in common are the principles of Being Present and Accepting. 
 

Through his own intense personal and professional development, and after sitting 
with many teachers, Leo Hawkins (Break Out of Your Mind (2009)) has developed 
the practice he calls Transcendental Inquiry (TI).  This is a modern form of an 
ancient spiritual practice, and is the process of bringing attention into present 
moment awareness.   
 
What TI offers is the possibility of consciously enjoying authentic happiness - but 
independent of activity or context.  Learning this practice can enable us to ride the 
waves of life while resting in Being, which is like the endless ocean underneath the 
waves. 
 
The Quest for Happiness: Spirituality meets Neuroscience 
 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama says: “I believe that satisfaction, joy and happiness are 
the ultimate purposes of life.  And the basic sources of happiness are a good heart, 
compassion and love.” 
 
Those of you with a scientific bias will be interested in the ‘evidence’.  American 
neuroscientist and psychopharmacologist Candace Pert has written plenty about 
the biochemical structure of emotions and the unified ‘bodymind’, as she calls it.  
In her books, Molecules of Emotion (1997) and Everything You Need To Know To 
Feel Good (2007), she has built a bridge between science and spirituality.   
 
Pert says: “I believe that happiness is what we feel when our biochemicals of 
emotion, the neuropeptides and their receptors, are open and flowing freely 
thoughout the psychosomatic network, integrating and coordinating our systems, 
organs, and cells in a smooth and rhythmic movement.  Health and happiness are 
often mentioned in the same breath, and maybe this is why: Physiology and 
emotions are inseparable.  I believe that happiness is our natural state, that bliss is 
hardwired.  Only when our systems get blocked, shut down, and disarrayed do we 
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experience the mood disorders that add up to unhappiness in the extreme.” (Pert 
1997: 265) 
 
The practice of Transcendental Inquiry helps to unblock all our systems and allows 
energy to flow naturally. 
 
 

Principles of Transcendental Inquiry (TI) and Present Moment 
Awareness (PMA) 
 
“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind a faithful servant.  
We have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the 
gift.”  Albert Einstein 
 
The Myth of Psychological Time 
 
We talk about the past, present and future as if they are real.  In reality, the past 
and future only exist in our experience as memories and thoughts.  Think of 
something good that happened to you in the past.  Can you notice that it only 
exists as a thought and associated emotion?  And when are you aware of that 
thought? That’s right – Now.  Think about something you are looking forward to…. 
When is there awareness of that thought? – Now.  The present is not a point 
between past and future – it is the endless Now.  Everything happens in the Now.  
The future is created in this present moment. 
 
We are not our Thoughts and Feelings – Freedom from Identification and 
Attachment 
 
Thoughts and feelings come and go all the time as an entirely normal part of our 
human experience.  Usually, our brilliantly clever minds interfere with the natural 
process and make them too important.  We are so used giving the rational mind a 
lot of responsibility.  Who says it needs to be in charge all the time? 
 
What usually happens is that we give ‘good’ labels to some feelings (e.g. 
happiness, joy, love) and ‘bad’ labels to others (e.g. fear, anger, guilt).   
 As an example, we may feel angry with someone ‘because of’ something they did 
‘which means xyz’.  We may or may not act on that anger.  Then we may think that 
we shouldn't be angry with that person, and maybe then feel guilty for feeling 
angry.  There are a whole lot of beliefs, judgments and assumptions in that 
experience.  When we attach to, or identify with these, we create a sense of 
identity which is based on how we think and feel.   
 
In Loving What Is, Byron Katie writes: “A thought is harmless unless we believe it.  
It is not our thoughts, but the attachment to our thoughts, that causes suffering.  
Attaching to a thought means believing that it’s true, without inquiring. A belief is 
a thought that we’ve been attaching to, often for years.” (Katie 2002: 4) 
 
The recognition (“re-cognition”) that these are simply thoughts helps us to redirect 
energy.  The original emotion of anger isn't the problem - think of it as simply a 
movement of energy in the body-mind.  I like to think of it as E-Motion – Energy in 
Motion.  The truth of our experience is that we feel angry about something.  So 
what? - it happens.   
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Stop Resisting and Start Accepting 
 
“The only time we suffer is when we believe a thought that argues with what is…  
If you want reality to be different than it is, you might as well try to teach a cat 
to bark.” (Katie 2002: 1) 
 
The skill in transforming emotions is to be aware of, acknowledge and accept 
whatever we are experiencing - right now.  If I’m angry, I can notice the anger and 
let it be – as best as I can.  If I'm feeling guilty about feeling angry, then I can 
welcome the guilt.  If I'm confused, I can welcome the confusion!  If I find myself 
having a painful reaction to what someone says, then I can welcome that and allow 
it to be witnessed.  
 
Note that we are not trying to change how we are feeling.  Neither are we digging 
up anything painful.  Both of these points are important.  We are actually doing 
nothing.  We can learn to simply welcome into our awareness and accept whatever 
feelings and thoughts we are experiencing - without judging them, looking for 
meanings, resisting them, ignoring them or feeling bad about them.  When we drop 
out of our rational mind and into our body (i.e. feeling not thinking) and learn to 
sit compassionately with whatever comes - pain, sorrow, grief, fear, anxiety, panic 
- or joy, love, comfort - we give it space to be witnessed and nurtured.  When we 
stop resisting it, the energy diffuses.  What is, is.  It is only our resistance to it that 
creates suffering for us. 
 
You might like to think of an unpleasant feeling as a small child that's demanding 
attention - the more we ignore it or tell it to go away, the more it will persist.  
When we stop and kindly give it the attention it wants, it starts to behave 
differently.   
 
And so it is with feelings.  We can learn to welcome them, to simply observe and 
witness them.  And as we do so, we can recognise something significant - that 
because we are the one who is experiencing and witnessing the feelings, we are 
not our feelings.  We can hug them and nurture them like a small child who is sad 
or in pain.  In other words, we simply love them.  And in doing so, they will mostly 
naturally release and transform.... into peace, joy, love and authentic happiness.   
 
The Transformative Power of the Now 
 
In Transcendental Inquiry, we inquire into the truth of our experience – which 
means the reality of what we are experiencing, right Now.  This is the truth that 
sets us free.  In this practice, we are using our mind for the process of focusing our 
attention.  But it’s not about the mind.  Our heightened awareness takes us beyond 
the bodymind.  We can move our attention to a different level of consciousness, of 
Being, beyond the level at which ‘problems’ exist.  With attention resting in Being 
-the still centre - all is calm and stress-free.  The nature of Being is unconditional 
peace, joy and love, and this unconditional acceptance is what makes it 
transformational. 
 
When we accept everything that comes, simply witnessing it with a spirit of 
interested curiosity, there is no judgment.  We allow it to simply be.  Everything is 
a gift.  Really. 
 
As Satyananda once said to me, “Yes, love it!  Love it all!  It’s part of you…. It’s 
cute!” 
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What you give Attention to, grows 
 
All of this is about the focusing of attention.  We can give our attention to negative 
thoughts and feelings, or to positive thoughts and feelings.  One may feel better 
than the other, but both are still at the level of rational mind.  It’s like taking a 
torch (flashlight) and shining it out onto the edges of our experience – the activity 
in the conscious, rational mind and body.   
 
We can also go beyond the rational mind and transcend even positive thinking.  We 
can give our attention to the one who is aware of our experience (our physical 
sensations, thoughts and feelings).  Our thoughts are like fish in the ocean.  The 
ocean can exist without the fish, but the fish cannot exist without the ocean.  In 
effect, we are turning the torchlight back onto the core of ourselves – the ocean - 
and in doing so, can experience deep peace and happiness.   
 
In practical terms, when we uncover a feeling of peace and acceptance, we are 
able to be much more resourceful in how we handle a difficult situation.  Maybe 
we can do something about it, maybe we can't - but we can certainly feel calmer 
and more peaceful about whatever is unfolding for us.  It’s instant emotional 
management – like going “straight to happy”.  And, call me optimistic, but I’m 
confident that people would like more of that. 
 
Golden Keys to Transformation and Change 
 
I have a bunch of “golden keys” to happiness and resilience. We’ve already talked 
about two of them: love and acceptance.  Gratitude and compassion are their best 
buddies… 
 
What are you grateful for? 
 
Being happy isn’t about having a perfect life, with everything in order and no 
obstacles.  Being happy is about finding the perfection in every moment, even 
when it seems far from perfect.  It’s about being grateful for what we have... and, 
most powerfully, being grateful for this present moment itself. 
 
“You cannot feel gratitude and the stress of wanting at the same time…. Gratitude 
and its cousin appreciation are both expansive feelings that are antidotes to the 
misery of constantly wanting something other than what you have.” (Hawkins 2009: 
144)   
 
Giving thanks for even the smallest things is one of the most powerful ways to 
happiness. Being grateful for the miracle of this very moment can be life-changing. 
 
Compassion 
 
This merits a whole article in itself.  I’d just like to offer a few quotes from HH the 
Dalai Lama: 
 
 “A compassionate state of mind brings inner peace, and therefore a healthier 
body.” 
“Compassion can heal not only inner anger, but the world’s violence.” 
 “Some people, when we talk about compassion and love, think it is a religious 
matter.  Compassion is the universal religion.” 
 “My religion is simple.  My religion is kindness.”   
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What is the Relationship between Solutions Focus and Present 
Moment Awareness? 
 
Although they originate from different backgrounds, these two approaches fit 
snugly together.  SF comes from the world of therapy, while Transcendental Inquiry 
and Present Moment Awareness (PMA) have their roots in ancient spiritual practice.   
 
Let’s look at some of the common characteristics. 
 
Everything is Here and Now.   
 
Because PMA involves giving attention to whatever comes to the surface, it fits 
perfectly with SF philosophy. 
 
PMA, like SF, doesn’t focus on problems or issues from the past, or try to fix what 
isn’t broken.  It simply directs attention to full awareness of the client’s 
experience, right here and now.  It doesn’t try to change anything, and it doesn’t 
involve “doing” anything.  It involves simply “Being” - with heightened awareness.  
It absolutely honours and respects the client’s present experience and perception – 
exactly as it is.   
 
As Simple as Possible, but no Simpler 
 
Staying SIMPLE is a mantra for SF practitioners.  What can be simpler than simply 
‘being’ with full awareness?  With PMA we introduce nothing and there are no 
techniques.  We simply fully acknowledge the truth of our experience, as it 
presents – without trying to do anything with it. 
 
And, as with SF, when people first come to this work, they often struggle with it – 
because it is so simple.  The mind enjoys complexity and working with difficult 
ideas.  This work is beyond the mind and it can be hard to break old mind habits.  I 
have had to ‘unlearn’ much of my former training and conditioning (particularly 
Neuro-Linguistic Programming) to work with both these approaches. 
 
Redirecting Attention 
 
“Change occurs when someone does something differently or looks at something 
differently” (Jackson and McKergow 2002: 16) 
 
Both PMA and SF are concerned with redirecting attention.  In SF, we’re primarily 
interested in doing more of what works.  PMA helps us to look at things differently.  
Practising TI dissolves the blocks to taking highly effective action. 
 
Internal Change or External Change? 
 
In SF, there’s room for both approaches.  Insoo Kim Berg & Peter Szabo write that 
“Coaching is about making changes in both perceptions and behaviours….” and 
“Many people believe that a person changes from the inside out, that is, some sort 
of internal changes occur in thoughts and feelings, and then behavioral changes 
will follow.  It may be true.  At the same time it may also be true that outward 
changes can create internal changes…. Accepting both views makes it possible for 
us to become much more flexible so that we can work with clients who are 
oriented toward internal change or external change…. 
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“Therefore, while we talk about mind-body connections, we increasingly accept 
body-mind interactions as well.  It is the duality of both/and that we would like to 
emphasize here…… Behavioral changes can cause feelings to change, while changes 
in feelings can also lead to behavioural changes.  Changes in perception and 
cognition can also lead to changes in feelings and behaviours, and so it goes…  
Once a person makes a small change, then everything tends to look different from 
this changed perspective.” (Berg & Szabo 2005: 18) 
 
When attention is fully focused in the present moment, our perception can change 
so radically that the perceived ‘problem’ simply dissolves.   
 
Improving the ‘In-between’(“the Action is in the Interaction”) 
 
We can create more useful interactions when we are mentally and emotionally 
more stable.  Interactions are likely to be more effective and less heated when 
people don’t take things personally, and can bounce back from hurt or 
disappointment.  Essentially, it’s about acting from stillness. 
 
For example, when I notice that my ‘need to be right’ is getting in the way of 
making progress in a situation, I am able to laugh at myself and take my thoughts 
and feelings less seriously.  (This is ongoing work… my ‘need to be right’ has been 
known to get me into a lot of hot water!) 
 
Finding What Works 
 
It can be very powerful to practise gratitude and appreciation.  Practising gratitude 
is another way of redirecting attention that fits with the ‘find what works’ 
principle.  We can be grateful for what we have rather than wanting what we don’t 
have.  Being grateful even for ‘problems’ helps us become more resourceful and 
hopeful.   
 
Possibilities – Past, Present and Future 
 
SF looks for resources in the past and present that can help the client move toward 
their preferred future.  This is still on the level of the rational mind.   
 
Eckhart Tolle says: “You will observe that the future is usually imagined as either 
better or worse than the present. If the imagined future is better, it gives you hope 
or pleasurable anticipation. If it is worse, it creates anxiety. Both are illusory. ....” 
(Tolle 1999: 45) 
 
In reality, there is only the Now.  The “past” and “future” only exist as thought-
forms.  We are aware of our thoughts of the past – our memories and stories that 
we tell ourselves. Leo Hawkins says “Sure, you can relive the past in your 
imagination, but when do you experience that reliving?  Only in this present 
moment does your past have any existence, and then only as a psychological 
thought-form.” (Hawkins 2009: 50) 
 
The point is – the past isn’t real.  It no longer exists – except in the memories we 
hold.  The future is imagined.  In the Now we have a global perspective and the 
information contained in the past, present and future is more easily available. 
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Being Curious and Not Knowing 
 
A ‘light touch’ and a ‘spirit of interested curiosity’ are central to both approaches.  
We don’t know what will happen, and whatever it is, we work with it.  Trust the 
process.  All is welcome here. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The essence of authentic happiness and resilience can be found in “loving what is” 
and being 100% present with our experience.  Accepting and welcoming whatever 
comes up for us - right here, right now.   
 
“There is no peace in the world until you find peace within yourself in this 
moment.” (Katie 2002: 247) 
 
I am delighted to be working with two of the simplest (but not easiest) and most 
effective approaches to transformation on the planet – Solutions Focus (SF) and 
Present Moment Awareness (PMA).  I continue to experiment with ways to integrate 
them.  What I absolutely do know now, is that when my awareness is in Being, I 
bring a quality of love and authentic presence to my work which adds magic to my 
relationships – personal and professional. 
 
“Love is critical… and remember, when anyone gives love to another, happiness 
emerges from their mind, and they then are the biggest beneficiaries.”  HH the 
Dalai Lama. 
 
 “Just keep coming home to yourself.  You are the one you’ve been waiting for.” 
(Katie 2002: 249) 
 
And finally, I’m reminded of the Taoist story of an old farmer who had a horse.  
One day, his horse ran away.  “Oh, what terrible bad luck!” said the neighbours.  
“Maybe,” replied the farmer.  Then the horse returned, bringing with it a herd of 
wild horses.  “Oh, what great luck!” exclaimed the neighbours.  “Maybe,” 
answered the old man.  Soon afterwards, the farmer’s son was thrown from one of 
the wild horses and broke his leg.  “Oh, what terrible misfortune!” said the 
neighbours.  “Maybe,” replied the farmer.  The very next day the army marched 
into the village, looking for young men to recruit.  They passed right by the boy 
with the broken leg.  “Oh, how well things have turned out!” congratulated the 
neighbours.  “Maybe…”  
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