
3. Brain and its Two Centers The brain is an unimaginably complex organ. A useful oversimplification for 
the present purpose will be to focus on the two centers of the brain that are of central importance to 
your well-being—the higher (cortical) and the lower (limbic) centers. Increased activity of the lower 
limbic center makes you anxious, unhappy, depressed, and stressed. Activation of the brain’s higher 
cortical center helps you be calm, happy, joyous, and resilient. The relationship is almost mathematical. 
The main constituent of the lower limbic center is the amygdala, while the most significant component 
of the higher cortical center is the pre-frontal cortex. We will explore details about these components in 
the next section. For the moment, know that the choice to activate one or the other brain center is 
squarely yours. Look at these centers as tools available to you to run your life. 

The higher cortical center helps us with many essential functions including, attention, judgment, 
decision making, memory, focus, postponing gratification, abstract thinking, compassion, forgiveness, 
handling complexity and novelty, and many more. With the present world being so fast paced and 
complex, this part of the brain, although much larger in us than any other species, still has to grow 
significantly to fully support our pattern of living. While we lack the ability to make it grow quickly, it is 
in our hands to increase our ability to engage, activate and rightwire this part of the brain.  

Instinctively, however, many of us have a low threshold to activate the lower limbic center, particularly 
if we have an overactive mind. It is almost as if the connection to the limbic center is by a short, fast, 
broad band while that to the cortical center is by a long, slow, narrow band (Figure 3.1). Evolutionarily 
this pattern of connection helped us survive as a species. If you are born with a propensity to feel 
depressed, anxious, or stressed, you likely have a particularly active limbic system. 

 

A good rule of thumb about the brain can be stated thus: if you engage a part of the brain, you awaken 
and empower it. Thus the limbic system (comprised mainly of the amygdala), once activated, makes its 
own connections stronger. A key aspect of this whole process is that the chemicals (stress mediators) 
released in the stress response not only strengthen the limbic system but also disempower the higher 
cortical system. This keeps you within the trap of an activated limbic system for much longer than 
optimal (Figure 3.2).  

Here is a very important fact: Stress and depression do not just make you unhappy; they cause structural 
damage to your brain. So much so that scientists have begun to call the effect of stress on the brain as a 
reversible neurodegenerative disorder.1 



 

Do you see the elaborate set up—how the inefficient systems in your brain can fence you into suffering 
and then enslave you into that state? This is like a boa constrictor—stress begets more stress because of 
this imperfection in our biology. This is more common than you may think. In fact, this faulty mechanism 
is ubiquitous and to my mind a very important contributor to the collective suffering on our planet.  

The entity in charge of this operation that works in collaboration with the brain and allows this process 
to continue or can reverse the course if it chooses to is your mind. It is thus important as a next step to 
understand the workings of your mind particularly in relation to suffering. 

The two essential skills that will help your journey away from stress toward resilience are:  

Skill #1: Training Attention—Able to choose the direction, depth, and duration (3Ds) of attention giving 
you attention flexibility and helping you engage with the world as a learner who exudes “presence with 
love.” Such a learner does not depend on explicit threat, pleasure, or novelty (TPN) in the world; s/he is 
guided by his/her purposeful effort and can find novelty within the ordinary. As you progress you will 
develop a broader awareness (meta-awareness) where you attend to attention; are aware of 
awareness; and think about your thoughts. Attention training provides a cure for the restlessness of the 
mind. 

Skill #2: Refining Interpretations—Able to interpret based on principle-based skills and altruistic 
preferences rather than prejudices and egocentric preferences. This will help you act with awareness, 
regulate your reactions, and become nonjudgmental and accepting. This will ingrain gratitude, 
compassion, acceptance and forgiveness within your instincts. Refining interpretations provides a cure 
for the ignorance within the mind.  

The key concepts covered in this book are summarized in figure 9.1.  



 

Notice that the figure has four triangles. The bottom two supporting triangles consist of training 
attention (A) and refining interpretations (B). These two help you cultivate a brain that is trained and 
right wired (C)—the outcome of training attention and refining interpretations. The process starts a life 
transforming journey that takes you to the central triangle (D) that is comprised of peace, joy, and 
resilience—the state of heartfulness (Described more fully in Section III). Over a period of time, the state 
of peace, joy, and resilience gradually awakens your inner self and takes you toward self actualization. I 
will address individual components of these triangles in the sections that follow. 
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