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For Zara,  
who always knew when I was overthinking. 

Which was always. 
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Before We Begin 

A note from the author 

I was thirty-one years old the first time I sat down and 

genuinely could not stop my mind. 

I don't mean I was busy or distracted. I mean I sat in my car in 

a parking garage for forty-five minutes, engine off, unable to go 

inside, because my mind had locked onto a loop I couldn't find 

the exit from. I'd been passed over for a promotion I'd counted 

on. The email was polite. Two sentences. It had arrived that 

morning and by evening it had become a full indictment — of 

my choices, my ability, my future, the version of myself I'd been 

quietly building for a decade. By the time I was in that parking 

garage, I wasn't thinking about a promotion anymore. I was 

thinking about everything I had ever gotten wrong. 

That is not analysis. That is a mind eating itself. 

I had what most people would call a functional life. Apartment. 

Salary. Friends who texted back. A gym membership I used 

about half the time. I was, by most external metrics, fine. But 

there was something underneath the fine that I'd been 

managing around for years — a low-grade, persistent anxiety 

that had no single object, a restlessness that didn't go away 

when circumstances improved, a sense that the version of my 

life I was actually living was somehow preliminary to the real 

one, which was still somewhere ahead. 
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I slept badly. I made decisions slowly, paralyzed by options. I 

spent a disproportionate amount of time in conversations I 

hadn't had yet — rehearsing what I would say, rewinding what 

I'd already said, building and rebuilding the same arguments 

to no one. I thought about thinking more than I thought about 

anything else. 

⸻ 

I came to Buddhism the way a lot of Westerners do: sideways, 

through a door that wasn't labeled. A friend mentioned a book. 

The book was Thich Nhat Hanh's The Miracle of Mindfulness, 

which I bought with some skepticism and read mostly on a long 

train ride with nothing else to do. I don't remember which 

specific passage hit me first. I remember putting the book down 

somewhere in Connecticut and sitting with a feeling I hadn't 

expected: recognition. 

Not inspiration. Not motivation. Recognition — the sense that 

something I'd been looking at from the wrong angle had 

suddenly come into focus. 

The recognition was this: I had been treating my thoughts as 

facts. Every anxious prediction, every self-indicting verdict, 

every catastrophized scenario — I had been responding to all 

of it as though it were an accurate report from the field. As 

though the mind were a reliable narrator. As though the story 

it was telling me about who I was and what my future held 

were simply true. 

It had not occurred to me, in thirty-one years, that the story 

might be optional. 
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⸻ 

What followed was not a transformation. I want to be honest 

about this, because transformation narratives are easy to write 

and largely useless to read. I did not sit down one day, 

encounter Buddhism, and emerge serene and untroubled. I 

started sitting — twenty minutes a day, badly, restlessly, my 

mind wandering almost immediately to everything it had been 

wandering to before. I read widely, inconsistently, following 

threads that interested me into the Pali Canon, into 

contemporary neuroscience, into the clinical literature on 

mindfulness-based therapy. I was in and out of formal practice 

for years. I fell off the cushion and came back. I argued with the 

teachings and then later understood what I'd been arguing 

with. 

What changed, slowly, was not that the anxiety disappeared. It 

was that I stopped being so surprised by it. I stopped treating 

each anxious episode as evidence that I had failed to achieve 

some permanent state of calm. I started to see the mind's 

patterns — the loops, the projections, the relentless future-

spinning — as exactly that: patterns. Recognizable. Observable. 

Not me, exactly. More like weather I lived inside. 

That shift is small to describe. It was not small to live. 

⸻ 

This book is the attempt to put into words what took me years 

to absorb — not because I have mastered it, but because the 

distance between where I started and where I am now is 

precisely the distance where the teaching lives. I know what it 
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feels like to be inside the anxiety. I know what the mind sounds 

like when it is running the loop at three in the morning. I know 

the exhaustion of trying to think your way out of overthinking, 

of trying to control what will not be controlled, of waiting to 

finally arrive at the version of yourself that doesn't need all this 

work. 

I also know — and this took longer — what it feels like when 

the grip loosens. Not disappears. Loosens. When you catch 

yourself in the middle of a spiral and something in you 

recognizes it for what it is. When the thought comes and you 

watch it the way you'd watch a train pass rather than climbing 

aboard. When you are, just for a moment, in the actual moment 

— not the projected one, not the regretted one — and the actual 

moment turns out to be survivable. More than survivable. 

These twenty lessons are organized around specific Buddhist 

insights and the specific modern sufferings they address. But 

they are also, in a quieter way, organized around the map I've 

been drawing for myself — the map of how a mind that was 

trained by anxiety learns, slowly and imperfectly, to be 

somewhere else. 

I hope some of it is useful to you. 

Rayan Kanaan 
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Lesson 1:  
You Do Not Have to Believe Every 
Thought  
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Why the Mind Creates Suffering 

There is a peculiar cruelty in modern anxiety: it tends to 

disguise itself as reason. 

You lie awake at three in the morning and your mind presents 

a very organized, very compelling case — for why you are 

behind, why you said the wrong thing at dinner, why the email 

you sent will be misread, why the future is more dangerous 

than you've accounted for. It sounds like analysis. It sounds like 

planning. It sounds, almost, like wisdom. 

It is none of those things. 

This was one of the first things that stopped me when I came to 

Buddhist thought seriously — not the incense, not the sitting 

still, but this single observation: the mind produces thoughts 

the way the stomach produces acid. Automatically. 

Continuously. Without asking your permission. And most of 

what it produces, if you look closely, is not a reliable account of 

reality. It is a running simulation. A rehearsal for dangers that 

may never arrive. 

⸻ 

The Buddha identified the mind's restlessness as one of the root 

conditions of suffering — not as a character flaw, not as 

something to be ashamed of, but as a mechanical feature of an 

untrained mind. The Pali word is papanca: a kind of mental 

proliferation. The mind takes a simple perception and spirals it 

outward — into story, judgment, memory, projection. You see 

a text message left on read and your mind produces a small 
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novel about abandonment. You make a small mistake at work 

and within minutes you are rehearsing your eventual failure. 

This is not weakness. This is papanca. The mind doing what the 

mind does. 

The radical insight — and it is genuinely radical when you sit 

with it — is that you do not have to follow. 

⸻ 

Modern cognitive science has arrived at something similar 

from a different direction. Researchers in cognitive behavioral 

therapy call it 'cognitive defusion' — the practice of seeing 

thoughts as mental events rather than facts. But the Buddhist 

version is older, quieter, and in some ways more practical, 

because it does not ask you to argue with your thoughts. It 

doesn't ask you to challenge their logic or replace them with 

better ones. It just asks you to notice that they are happening. 

There is a difference between having a thought and being that 

thought. 

Read that again: there is a difference between having a thought 

and being that thought. 

When the mind says 'I am failing,' most people — and I was 

most people, for years — treat this as a report from the front 

lines of objective reality. The thought arrives and we become it. 

We reorganize our posture around it, our plans around it, our 

sense of self around it. We treat the simulation as the territory. 

The Buddhist instruction — the actual practical instruction, not 

the philosophical abstraction — is to notice the thought as an 
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object of observation. Not to suppress it. Not to argue it down. 

Just to see it arriving, to see it existing, and to see it passing. 

Like weather. 

⸻ 

What makes overthinking so exhausting is not the thoughts 

themselves. It is the position we take toward them. When you 

believe every thought, you are dragged along on every wave. 

When you recognize that thoughts arise — like sounds, like 

sensations — without automatically meaning something 

permanent about you, the exhaustion lifts. Not because the 

thoughts stop, but because you stop paying them full 

citizenship. 

I remember the first time I experienced this clearly in 

meditation. A thought arrived: 'You're doing this wrong.' And 

instead of either arguing with it or collapsing into it, I watched 

it the way you might watch a car pass on a street. It came. It 

made a sound. It left. The street was still there. I was still there. 

It sounds small. It is not small. 

⸻ 

The application to modern anxiety is direct. Most of what we 

call 'anxiety' is not primarily a feeling — it is a story. It begins 

with a feeling: unease, tightness, uncertainty. Then the mind 

takes that feeling and converts it into narrative. The narrative is 

what makes it chronic. Anxiety without narrative would last 

about ninety seconds — roughly the time a wave of 

neurochemical activity needs to pass through the body. What 
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stretches it into hours, days, years is the story we tell about the 

feeling, and then the story we tell about the story. 

This lesson does not ask you to stop thinking. That is not 

possible, and anyone who has tried to force the mind into 

silence knows how quickly the attempt backfires. It asks 

something smaller: to notice that you are thinking. To take one 

small step back from the thought and observe it as an event, 

rather than inhabiting it as a truth. 

You do not have to believe every thought your mind produces. 

Your mind will keep producing them. But belief is optional. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Lesson 2: 
Everything Changes — Including This  
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Finding Stability in an Unstable World 

The thing about impermanence is that everyone agrees with it 

in theory and almost no one lives as though it's true. 

We know, intellectually, that nothing lasts. We know that jobs 

end and relationships shift and the body ages and everything 

we hold will eventually be held by someone else or by no one 

at all. We know this. And then we get on the phone and our Wi-

Fi cuts out, and we feel a spike of genuine outrage, as if the 

universe has broken a contract. 

The gap between knowing impermanence and actually 

absorbing it is where most suffering lives. 

⸻ 

Anicca — impermanence — is the first of the three marks of 

existence in Buddhist teaching. Not a metaphor, not a 

philosophical position: a description of the actual nature of all 

phenomena. Everything that arises passes away. Not 

eventually. Continuously. The breath you just took is gone. The 

version of you that began reading this paragraph is already 

slightly different from the version reading this sentence. 

This is usually taught as a melancholy fact. I think it is more 

interesting than that. 

The reason we suffer when things change is not because change 

is bad. It is because we expected permanence. We built our 

emotional stability on the assumption that what is here will stay 

here. The job. The relationship. The sense of certainty that 

tomorrow will look like today. When these shift — as they 


