
 

COMPULSIVE THINKING AND STRESS 

 

“Life is what happens when you are making other plans.” 

John Lennon 

 

Most of the energy in our lives is wasted on imagining the past and the future, a complete 

paradox since life only happens in the present.  

We live most of our lives tricked by identifying life with what we think about it. Instead of 

paying attention to what we perceive through our senses, we live in bondage by the chain of 

thought that arises automatically altering what our senses perceive.  

We spend life lacking in attention to the present, distracting ourselves with images of 

yesterday or tomorrow which accompany our emotional states. What we call the present is 

just the shadow of the past; in exactly the same way that the future is just an extension of this 

shadow. We grow in this trend that ends up shaping our superficial identity, what we think 

we are, that we call Self. Generally speaking, the Self is the result of mental activity which 

causes us to identify ourselves with an identity evoked from the past and aimed towards a 

dreamed future identity. The Self is the result of thoughts emerged from a time that does not 

exist. The Self builds its identity doing everything possible to keep the non-existing yesterday 

alive and aiming towards the tomorrow that can be redeemed with the illusion of hope. The 

superficial Self is inextricably linked to thinking about times that do not exist: past or future. 

The traditional Self negotiates the present using the past or the future, incapable of 

maintaining its identity just with present experience.  

We are largely the result of the conditioning of education that other people provided us. Among all 

those conditions, perhaps the one that most affected our existence is that of time. From childhood we 

learned to condition the present to our goals, in other words, to the future. To become someone in 

life, we were taught, that we should study a career that would "prepare" us to become worthy people, 

competent professionals.  In this way, we did just learn that our value wasn’t in ourselves, in what we 

were, because it was reliant on that which we were supposed to achieve. And, so, we learned to 

“dream” the future as something real and which harbours the value of hope, so pretending to design a 

better present. Neither of these reference points exist in reality; they only exist in our mind. If 

we stop thinking about tomorrow, it “disappears” because our mind stops considering it. If 

we stop putting our hopes in the future, this pressure disappears because our future does not 

exist as a reality that can put pressure on us; the future “exists” only if we think it.  

For the model of life that we have lived up until now, however, it is very disorientating to 

accept that neither the past nor the future exists, that the only thing that exists is the present 

moment.  



In accepting that the past does not exist, I would throw overboard the belief that yesterday 

“pushes” me with its blaming and unfinished business, because it would compel me to accept 

that it only exists in my imagination and that the suffering or pleasure that I feel by bringing 

them up is only the product of a mirage, of the illusion of something that in reality does not 

exist.  

Thought, an extraordinary tool developed through evolution, is marred in its use by a model 

passed down by education that has bound human life to the illusion of time. Most of our 

thoughts follow the trend of attaching us to the experiences of past, in order to then project 

ourselves against what we imagine is to come. Our life unceasingly oscillates from the past to 

the future and from the future to the past. Emotions accompany each imaginary act, giving 

realism, warmth and colour to the illusion. Being able to evoke the past or anticipate the 

future through thought for the sake of learning from our experiences or in order to help us to 

proactively organise ourselves, does not justify living emotionally attached to the trend of 

distraction which plagues our thought. This altered state of imagination disorientates us in 

respect to the present. We end up paying greater attention to what we are imagining than to 

what we are living in every moment. The emotions that accompany the images of the past 

and future, which give substance to our reveries, end up in many cases determining our 

emotions more than the justifiable emotions which emerge from external stimulation. This 

explains why we respond in many situations in ways which others deem disproportionate. 

This is generated more by emotions associated with inner images than emotions associated 

with the images we construct from what we perceive with the senses. Recalling Calderón de 

la Barca, we would say that in this way of living, “life is a dream”, dreams of past and future 

arise which are far from the only reality in which life takes place: the present.  

Compulsive thinking, the inability to stop reveries, constitutes a serious malfunction for our 

lives. A source of sickness and suffering. Separated from the present by psychological time, 

we isolate ourselves from the present moment in our life. This blurring separates us from real 

life, creating fears and anxiety. Separated from our own life, we give shape to a false Self, 

developed by the thought that keeps us separated from real time. This separation from 

ourselves also creates in us the illusionary separation from everything else, from the world, 

life, and nature. The Self of time is a Self that separates us, which isolates us from all else and 

from nature through a screen of beliefs and assumptions that interfere in real life. Only when 

we are able to live fully in the present apart from our own thoughts does an identity develop 

that unites us, connects us with our own life and allows us to feel connected to everything 

else that surrounds us, forming part of something greater that includes us.  

Thought and time are inseparable phenomena. With this, we can even have the illusion that 

we live in the present when we actually interpret life with perspectives from the past or 

future.  

When we live trapped inside our thoughts we become enslaved to the time phantom through 

the pendulum of past evocation and future anticipation, losing touch with the only time which 

exists: the present, real time or life time. When we are capable of focussing our attention on 

the present moment in our life, we understand this profoundly and experience a deep 



alleviation which liberates us from the time phantom’s clutches. Our perspective changes and 

we are filled with energy and vitality. Living in the present bonds us with our life; with the 

only life possible. When living in the present, we liberate ourselves from the anxiety, as well 

as from the thought process that stirs disappointment in ourselves and we are able to connect 

in a meaningful way with whom we are and with what surrounds us.    

When we build life away from the present, the identity created this way, distorts our 

experience of reality. What we believe we are takes shape from images and emotions that do 

not exist, accompanied  by states of mind that look for a solution in a future that also does not 

exist. It is difficult to respond in a free and creative way with an identity mould based on 

illusions. We interpret what our senses perceive through an illusory filter that seriously distorts what 

is perceived. In our representations it becomes clear that we infer, from the filter of the past-future 

illusion, much more than we perceive from the present with our senses. 

When being in a state that is inattentive to the present, we try to understand something about 

reality, we become inefficient, because our attention finds itself sucked into the flow of 

distraction and not concentrated on the senses that offer us the information about what we 

need to discover. In order to discover how things are, it is necessary to learn to be attentive 

without judgement or interpretations; attentive to what we perceive, and staying away from 

the constant interpretations that arise with our distractions. When we manage to sufficiently 

capture the nature of what we are trying to understand, we will be able to consciously choose 

to think, analysing, linking and associating, about what we previously dealt with, without the 

preconceptions that we create from distraction.  

When being in a distracted state, we try to communicate, we aren’t capable to listen in an 

attentive and unprejudiced way, so we will find it difficult to affectively relate to others. 

Attention comes and goes attaching itself to the images and emotions that arise with 

compulsive thinking. On the other hand, those images and emotions are associated with 

memories, fears and anxieties which take effect through prejudices in any act of 

communication. We miss out on the opportunity to pay attention to the other person with 

dedication and in an open and meaningful way, and with it the possibility of getting close to 

the other person, understanding them and what they are experiencing in eagerness to hear 

their opinion. Meaningful communication between people, which allows people to discover, 

accept and identify themselves, is shaped by our ability to listen with empathy, and in turn 

depends upon our ability to live attentive to the present. 

When our lives lack attention to the present, a rupture in our integrity is produced. We fill 

ourselves with psychological time, giving way to feelings of fear and existential emptiness. 

We feel incomplete and there starts a frantic search of daydreams that help us offset the 

necessity of going back to being complete. In this way, desires arise. Desires are 

compensating mechanisms for necessity. Whilst necessities are only satisfied in the present, 

desires are fuelled by compensations that taint the future with the colours of the past. Desires, 

incapable of creating satisfaction because they are not necessities, are part of the system of 

the illusion of time. They can create pleasure but they will never perform in a cycle of 

satisfaction that enables us to evolve. Desires, like time, create psychological bondage and 



dependency. Focussing on desires creates dependency, focussing on necessities is liberating. 

Behind desires lies time. Behind desires lies the swing of the pendulum that causes us to live 

dreaming the illusion of the fears of the past, with the mirage of making up for them in the 

future. In this system of illusion, it is impossible to reach real solutions. The drama of the 

separation of mankind from his real life is very much at home in this system. A separation 

that is source to the inner violence that sustains the destructive cycles of those who live their 

lives trapped in the anxiety of time.  

Our existence is part of the universe’s energy manifested throughout life. What we do with it 

matters. Our existence constitutes the fascinating opportunity to contribute to evolution in a 

conscious and responsible way, lovingly taking care of the unique and unrepeatable creation 

that includes us as well as the universe. 

Being responsible with our existence implies learning to use the energy of our life 

responsibly, a resource that we “freely” waste in distracting ourselves and losing our attention 

to the present.  

Focussing our lives from the perspective of energy can offer us a clear view to deal with life, 

however it may appear. For example, emotional blocks hinder the free circulation of energy, 

which can result in illness. Understanding life as being like an energy circulatory system 

enables us to understand our own intelligence linked to the ability with which the energy 

circulates through the system. It is estimated that we only use 10 % of our cerebral resources. 

Whether this is true or not, opening up our system to new possibilities will increase our 

ability and intelligence for consciously stepping into all that life has to offer. Focussing 

attention on the present, on the life that is taking place, increases the effectiveness of our 

decisions because we clear the distortion that arises through the frayed thoughts that are part 

and parcel of distraction.          

          

  


