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handbook on fear. From the basic 
physiological processes to the cognitive 
basis of the fear state, Transcending Fear 
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- John G. Meisel, MD
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to help pilots deal with fear.”

- Adam Dole, NASA Psychology 
Department

“This valuable book will defi nitely make 
a difference in your life.  Brian addresses 
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with refreshing clarity and practical 
suggestions.”
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Dedicated To

The General Direction of
Up

We all have our individual paths;
What we share is our direction of motion.
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Foreword

Dealing with fear is something we all have to do. 
The more awareness we pour into our experience, 
the more we will be able to be in control of it. By 
learning about the physical side of fear, we can 
counter the bodily effects that accompany the 
emotion. By learning to relax in our fear state by 
cultivating our calm state, we can direct our minds 
to return to a place of basic awareness and peace 
when we need it most. 

The solution to fear is remembering how to 
relax. The problem is, many of us either have not 
developed this skill or have not practiced it in quite 
some time. We tend to solve our problems by going 
faster, not by cooling down. This method is a 
temporary solution to a permanent problem. Stress 
and fear are whittling away at our health and well
being each and every day of our lives. We must 
create space in our lives in order to return to the 
calm state as often as we can. We must do this 
work. Our very lives depend on it. 

Ron Gorayeb 
President
GorayebSeminars.com
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Introduction

^
Lemons into Lemonade
It was not easy to get back in the air. Vivid 
flashbacks of the crash haunted me for years. At 
night, just as I was falling asleep, I would see the 
paralyzing image of the earth racing up at me, and 
I would jerk into wide-eyed wakefulness, my heart 
pounding.
 Nevertheless, I did get back in the air. 
Rather than tucking tail and running the other 
way, I chose to pursue a career in parachute design, 
striving to prevent such collapses from hurting 
other people. I spent years testing a one way valve 
system for wing parachutes, and eventually 
patented the invention. Now, thousands of 
collapse resistant parachutes soar the skies of the 
world.
 In my pursuit of fearlessness, I have learned 
something very interesting.  Hidden behind the veil 
of my aversions is the doorway to my success and 
my happiness. When I work through the challenges 
that scare me most, I reap innumerable benefits for 
my soul by breaking through limitation. 

I have found the never ending process of 
maintaining the balance between fear and joy to be 
the most enlightening of all 
is the realm in which I feel most awake and alive, 
and the school in which I have learned many of my 
most important lessons. The drive to feel 
completely alive is, after all, what draws us 

In order to achieve this 
feeling, many of us are willing to challenge 
anything that stands before us, and even risk 
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death.  Ultimately, I have realized that I am simply 
more afraid of not living than I am of dying. 

^
Fear Is Not Helpful
The belief that fear keeps us safe is the one that 
holds humanity back more than anything else.  The 
truth is, the connection between fear and safety is a 
very loose one, at best.  Yes, we have been in a 
state of fear while in dangerous circumstances. Yes, 
we survived. Does this mean that the state of fear 

were wearing blue socks every time you avoided a 
car accident, would you attribute your survival to 
the color of your socks? 

Fear is contraction; a state of mind in which 
we shrink into smaller, less capable versions of 
ourselves; unable to realize our full potential in the 
world.  When we are in danger, we do not need to 

much worse. All we really need to do is remain 
calm and pay attention to our surroundings.

Every time you extricated yourself from danger,
it was because you made the correct choices.

You survived in spite of your fear,
not because of it.
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^
Cave of the Winds
When I was a student at the University of 
Vermont, I was very active in the Outing Club. The 
club was a group of like minded adventurers, open 
to any and all outdoor experiences.
 There was talk of a deep cave on the top of 
the tallest mountain in Vermont, Mount Mansfield. 

rumors abounded, so we figured it must be real. So 
we packed up the climbing gear, headlamps, and a 
bit of food for the day and set out for the cave. 
 I have no idea how we found it. I guess it was 
fate, or just dumb luck, but here we were, looking 
into the large A framed entrance of the infamous 

entrance, there was a large boulder. We climbed 
over the megalith and looked over and down into 
the darkness. It went down, straight down. 
 I have been technical rock climbing since I 
was a kid, so setting up a rappel was no big deal. 
Since I was the only climber, I spent ten minutes or 
so teaching the other guys how to rig up and 
descend once I was down.  In retrospect, we should 
have let it go and walked away with our victory of 
having discovered the cave, but hell, we were 20 
years old and invincible. 
 The cave was wet and cold. Water ran down 
the vertical walls, and as I got deeper into the 
darkness, the rock turned to ice. None of us had 
seen that coming, as it was still only September. I 
guess that cotton long sleeve t
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best choice. Later I learned that in mountaineering 

I rappelled down to a large chock stone that 
was wedged in between the two walls, which had 
tapered down to about five feet apart. The others 
managed to descend to my level, which was about 
100 feet down into the cave. We celebrated.  We did 
what few had done.  It was a great day. 

Then it came time to ascend back up the 
rope. In our reveling, we neglected to notice that 
the end of our one and only rope had fallen down a 
small hole that led down, down, down.   I tried 
pulling it back up, but it was stuck. The way the 
rope had jammed itself, there was too much tension 
on it for us to get safely back up. So I rigged up for 
another rappel.

The lower part of the cave was small. It was 
basically a tube of ice with water running down 
into the abyss. I progressed slowly, as the cave 
began to constrict around my body. The friction 

pressed against my shivering belly. What had I 
gotten myself into? 

Suddenly I felt ground beneath my feet. I 
had reached the bottom. The room at the base of 
the Cave of the Winds was not the cathedral
ceiling stalagmite filled palace that I had hoped it 
would be, but a three foot by three foot hole in the 
center of the mountain. Nevertheless, here I was: at 
the bottom, the very bottom. 

I sat for a while, partly because I was 
exhausted, and partly because I wanted to savor 
the moment. I had managed to go where very few 
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people had ever gone. I untangled the rope from the 
stick that was frozen to the cave bottom and coiled 
it neatly so that it would pull up cleanly. I 
meditated for a few minutes, and then started back 
up the rope.
 Modern climbers use devices called 

I relied on an ancient ascending method called 

webbing around the rope, looping one around the 
foot, and the other to the harness. You stand on 
your foot strap while you slide up the knot for your 
seat, then sit down and slide up the one for your 
foot. It is a slow process, but it has gotten 
thousands of people up thousands of ropes. Dry 
ropes, that is. 

and so were the prusik straps. By the time I got 
half way up to my friends, the webbing had begun 
to freeze. I struggled with the knots but it was no 
use, they were as hard as rocks.  Just then, 

headlamp chose this moment to fall out, cascading 

darkness. As a shrink in training, I was taught 

I am going to do that now. When you are hanging 
wn in a cave, shivering 

in darkness so rich that yo
of your own thoughts, you get a new sense of the 
word.



Transcending Fear

 I struggled to get my footing. I began to 
panic. My heart pounded faster and faster, and in 
my frenetic actions I lost my balance and flipped 
upside down in the darkness.

I was all out of ideas. This was it: the 
inevitable completion of a journey that I thought 
was going to be much longer than just 20 years. 
But here it was: The End.  There was nothing left 
to do but accept it. I hung there silently, like a slab 
of beef in a meat-locker, beaten. 

Suddenly and unexpectedly, something came 
over me. It was a thought so loud that I almost 
heard it echoing off the cave walls. 

NO!

I was instantly filled with a power and 
conviction that I had never felt before. My 
consciousness became perfectly streamlined with 
one specific goal: I must live.

I took a deep breath, relaxed, and started to 
climb the wet rope. One hand over the other, I 
lifted my body toward the surface with rhythmic 
motions. The flow of the state of consciousness that 
enveloped my experience was trance like. There 
was nothing else in my world but climbing. The 
power that filled my body was beyond what I could 
ever conjure up within the confines of my personal 
sense of self. I had made the shift into what many 

By the time I got back up to my friends and 
orchestrated the rest of our escape, we were all 
very cold and very tired.  We flopped onto the 
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ground at the mouth of the cave and looked up at 
the sky; the stars were out. It was midnight. Time 
had stopped for us in the underworld, but back on 
the surface many hours had passed.

We laid on our backs on the rocks at the top 
of the mountain, gazing up at the stars. Silently we 
each contemplated the past hours with a sense of 
awe and bewilderment. We had nearly died.

I realized that it was only when I had 
surrendered to death that my profound will to live 
could rise to the surface. The transformation helped 
me to realize that my will to survive was beyond 
anything I could have imagined. When I finally 
calmed down and took deliberate action to escape, I 
got to see a side of myself that I did not know was 
there.  I realized that I am a survivor. 

^
Brilliance through Empirical Requirement
When we get lost in the quagmire of negative 
thinking and allow fear to envelop our experience, 
it is because we have forgotten something. We have 
lost touch with the fact that we have tremendous 
spontaneous capabilities. When we relax, focus and 
flow with the moment, we have the ability to rise to 
the challenge with creative solutions and fantastic 
physical abilities. We are more than we can 
imagine when we borrow the will of the present 

without reservation. You simply act. 
 The state of consciousness that leads to 
greatness does not come as a result of premeditated 
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forethought. We do not know what we will do before 
we do it. Despite our lack of preparatory 
visualization, we are able to shine. This ability 
comes as a result of our complete and perfect focus 
on the present. If we simply trust that we have this 
ability within us, there is nothing to fear. 

us that determines our course of action. When life 

dictates our actions. In order to select the correct 
course of action, simply calm down and look out 
into the world for clues as to what you should do.
 There is something comforting about the 
simplicity of this state of affairs. When we know 
that the answers are concrete and in our immediate 
reality, there is no room for worry. This is exactly 
why we tend to shine in situations involving 
physical danger. We act correctly because we have 
to. There simply is no other choice. We awaken into 
the present moment because if we do not, we will 
die.

^
Scrambling toward the Surface
Panic is an emotional, blind striving for survival at 
all costs. We pull out all our basic survival instincts 
that have worked in the past and apply them as 
hard as we can. The truth is that our built in
survival mechanisms may work or they may not.  

the way home. 
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Panic is a state of consciousness that wastes 
mental resources that could otherwise be focused 
on more important things, like, say, the individual 
steps that lead to survival.  The object of our 
attention must remain the task at hand, not our 
fear.  This is why we must learn everything we can 
about the state of fear. 

Bravery
is looking into the darkness

to see the light.
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The
Science of Fear



The Science of Fear

^
What is Fear?
In its most fundamental essence, fear is a defense 
mechanism.  It is a set of preconditioned 
psychological and physiological responses, designed 
to help us survive dangerous circumstances.  From 
increased heart rate to an empowering of muscle 
responses, we are transformed into a turbo charged
version of ourselves that is desperately trying to 
stay alive.
 When the big alarm goes off in our heads, we 
are left with three general categories of response: 
Fight, Flight or Freeze. These are all intense states 
of consciousness, streamlined and sculpted by an 
evolutionary selection process. At some point in the 
past, each of these coping behaviors has been 
instrumental in the survival of individual primates. 
Those individuals survived long enough to breed 
and pass on these behavioral traits, either through 
teaching or the mysterious genetic teaching called 
instinct.

^
Fight, Flight or Freeze
There is sanity at the core of each of the primal 
response categories.  Each state has a specific 
situation for which it is the best course of action.  

our ancestors survived.  Our continued existence as 
a species is due to our collective ability to adapt 
and implement the correct coping mechanisms in 
the appropriate context.
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This is not to say, however, that all 
individuals will chose the correct response and 
survive; quite the contrary. Many choose poorly and 
do not survive the test of adaptability despite such 
hard wired programming. Natural selection is an 
overall effect of survival of the species. Individuals 
will still die. In other words, the behavioral traits 
that have been carried forward to the present will 
not necessarily be the correct answers for modern 
situations.

Our basic instincts are merely a reflection of 
the way things were in the past.  The stereotypical 
behaviors that have been handed to us through 
genetic memory were sculpted for a very different 
world. In other words, as a modern human, you 
may in fact be killed by pulling out one of the old 
faithful responses.  Your existence is a roll of the 
dice when your answers are limited to unconscious 
choices rather than intelligent responses based on 
accurate appraisal. This is the problem with 
instinct. There is no thinking involved. 

It is true that mammalian instincts have 
assisted, at least in part, in the widespread 
proliferation of our species across the globe. This 
may be due to the correctness of our instinctive 
skill set. It may, on the other hand, be due to 
something else entirely. It is quite possible that 
global domination of the human animal may have 
more to do with our ability to let go of the knee-jerk 
responses handed down from our hairy ancestors 
and THINK about what is going on around us.
 Nevertheless, we do have these old ways 
about us. Consequently, we are forced to deal with 
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our stormy internal nature if we want to gain 
control over ourselves. In order to tame the animal 
within us, we must look more closely at these 
survival mechanisms presented to us by Mother 
Nature.

^
Fight
The state of consciousness 
resistance: force against force. There are situations 
in which fighting may be the only remaining course 
of action. This can involve literal struggle, or a 
metaphoric resistance against the direction that 
things are going. Nevertheless, allowing our minds 
to regress to the fight mode is a very risky 
proposition, as it can lead to solutions that cause 
more problems. 
 Fighting is a Primal Defense Mechanism. It 
is what animals do when they are cornered. When 
an individual switches to the attack mode, there is 
a streamlining of the consciousness. The mind 
becomes simplified. Due to the apparent lack of 
other options to diminish the feeling of danger, the 
mind instantaneously activates the bodily functions 
that increase the capacity to engage in combat with 
its surroundings in order to break through barriers 
that stand between the individual and its safety.
 Although it may not be the most graceful 
extrication from a predicament, there are times 
when the fight mode is our only option. The sheer 
power that immediately comes into our hands is 
not entirely within the control of our thinking 
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minds, however, which makes an angry person a 
very dangerous animal. 

consciousness is, once we switch it on, it is hard to 
encompassing

Violence can only create more violence, in the way 

The reason behind the anger is simple: they are 

er, he will bark and show 

through opposing threat, as he has no other coping 

^
Flight
When there is no way to directly resist opposing 
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we can is the correct answer.  Running away from 
danger has saved living creatures since the earliest 
protozoans first exhibited mobility in the form of 
whipping hairs called flagella and cilia.
 In the final hours before the Great Tsunami 
in Sri Lanka, all kinds of animals were running for 
higher ground. Responding to instincts long since 
lost to humanity, the land creatures sensed the 
danger and carried out the appropriate survival 
mechanism: run like hell, in the general direction of 
up.  It has been said that elephants, on their way 
up to the hills, were observed systematically 
grabbing people and throwing them on their backs 
to carry them to safety.  It would appear that 
instinct is not always devoid of compassion.

engaged, accelerates without cue from the 
environment. There is no signal from the world 
that all is clear and safe; that we can stop running 
now. This tends to result in panic itself becoming 
the enemy. When retreating into infinity becomes 
an undying urge to be somewhere other than were 
we are, we tend to burn out from our efforts. We 
can only run on after burners for so long, and our 
indefinite destination exhausts our resources.  
Choosing to run away from the object of our fear is 
the turning point that leads to nowhere but a 
repeating cycle of running, collapsing, and running 
some more. 

There is a famous Naturalistic Observation 
study done on deer on an island. The deer over
populated the small island to the point where they 
were constantly running into each other. The lack 
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of territory and personal space elevated the 
collective baseline adrenaline level of the deer 
population to a point of unsustainability. The stress 
from over-population eventually killed the deer; 
every last one of them.  Prolonged stress causes 
death, plain and simple. 

^
Freeze
Having exhausted the other two options, all animals tend to 
hold still and wait for the danger to pass. This instinct 
often allows individuals to evade predators in the 
wild. Further, the dissociative component of the 
frozen state can reduce the effects of traumatic 
physical injury.  There is a time and place to hide 
and wait for the danger to go away on its own.  If it 

 Like fight and flight, freezing is an 
absorption state that is not easy to shut off. Once 

signal that tells us to come out of our shells. This 
leads to what is known as PTSD: Post Traumatic 

 Trauma exists in every walk of life, even 
down to animals that do not think as much as we 

or stomp of the foot. The precursors that are 
associated with danger become unconscious 
triggers for the freeze response, and the individual 
loses choice in how they react.
 Freezing is the most dangerous of the three 
fear states. It leads us to close ourselves off from 
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the world. Our muscles stiffen, leaving us less able 
to act when action is necessary. Freezing is not a 
choice, but a habit of our old minds that has 

elegant solutions to our problems, and we are 
bracing for the impact of a negative situation. 
Freezing is a giving up on the grandest scale, which 

case
scenario.
 There is a time when holding still is the right 
choice. The problem comes when the behavior is 
driven by unconscious processes, rather than 

lobe  which, studies have shown, is the first area of 
the brain to stop functioning properly when we are 
afraid.

choice in how we react. Yes, the instincts have 
appropriate contexts. Otherwise they would not 
have been passed down to us through genetic 
memory. Nevertheless, when we allow our actions 
to become dominated by our unconscious processes, 
we are no longer in control of ourselves. This 
becomes a real problem when the response is 

^
The Ultimate Freeze

consciousness to a solid, unchanging paralysis of 
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In psychology, this state is referred to as 

in program that leads us

cognition in mirror image of the somatic experience 

surroundings, there is no meta

to stop the music and deci
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want to stay. When we appraise the situation in 
terms of the specific tasks that improve our 
circumstances, we realize that freezing is never the 
solution. Shutting down never creates answers. If 

keep walking. 
These responses are deeply set in our 

consciousness. We did not invent these behavioral 
patterns, nor have we re evaluated their 
beneficiality. Although our ancestors may have 
gotten the opportunity to breed and pass on these 
behaviors to us, such fixed action patterns have 
little use in modern human experience. They are 
relics of another set of circumstances that haunt us 
like poltergeists; inhibiting us from making 
informed decisions about modern problems. 

^
Square Peg, Round Hole
Our preconditioned fear responses of attack, retreat 
and hide are the most primal and the most 
practiced of our coping mechanisms, but they are 
not necessarily the right ones for our present 
situation.  Our instinctive reaction is based on a 
pre set conglomerate of behavioral patterns that do 

equation.  We therefore find ourselves performing a 

peg into a round hole. 
 The biggest problem with fear is that, being 
a mostly unconscious response, it is motivated by a 
set of very questionable semi thoughts driven by 
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Assumptions about the world are formed by 
preconditioned programming, and are reinforced 
throughout our lives without our noticing.  Our 
basic attractions and aversions are among the most 
unconscious of all our thought patterns, and are 
therefore among the hardest to change. This level 

and is the simplest of brain functions. 
 Take, for example, the fear of heights. When 
we gaze in a downward direction and see things 
that are far away from us, we tend to experience a 
rush of adrenaline and feel as if we are losing our 
balance. This comes not as the result of conscious 
thought but from a very simple set of parameters 
that trigger the emotional response.

The incoming stimulus that causes a 

labeling at first, other than the millisecond of 
appraisal that leads to the 
that the situation is dangerous, our brains 
instantaneously route the bodily resources toward 
the execution of one of the three basic defense 
mechanisms.

Despite the fact that reality requires a 
variety of appropriate responses, we tend to act 

habit than as the result of conscious decisions. 
Once the energy begins to take on this kind of solid 
form and function, it tends to keep this direction of 
motion until the situation is resolved or the body 
becomes exhausted. This coping process is defined 
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and Exhaustion.   These stages are cyclical  that 
is, until the body gives up or is defeated by the 
circumstances.

^
The Hostile Take-Over

control and does the things that have saved our 
species in the distant past. This is the lower part of 
the brain that is connected to the brainstem or 

literally sacrifice our ranking as one of the more 
intelligent creatures on this planet. 
 When my dog Jasper is chasing a squirrel 
through the woods, he is in perfect happiness.  His 
arousal is peaked, and he is in command of the 
circumstances.  Whether or not he catches the 
squirrel is not really the point; he just loves the 
excitement of being the predator. The nature of the 
predator role is that one feels in control of the 
situation.

Jasper is a completely different dog in a 
thunderstorm.  When he senses a storm is on the 
way, his tail becomes tucked between his legs.  In a 
matter of minutes, he is in the bathtub shivering: a 
nervous, panting basket-case.  I cannot get him to 
listen to me in this state, and it would take an act 
of God to get him out of the tub.

This has been referred to as
 (LeDoux, 2003, p. 1996). 

He has literally lost control of his body, and 
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therefore his ability to manipulate his reality.  He 
simply has to wait for the storm to pass. 

It is exactly this kind of reaction that 
cripples people and turns them into a shadowy 
version of who they could be.  Regardless of the 
specific context, fear is a debilitating, systemic 
reaction to the world that resists a change of course 
once the momentum has been set.  When we 
become locked into this state, only changes of 
circumstance can allow us to begin to channel all 
that energy in a positive and productive manner.  
We are literally paralyzed.

It is the ability to manipulate our emotional 
reactions to the world that gives us control over our 
lives.  If we do not feel a reasonable degree of 
control over our emotional experience, we will not 
choose to engage situations that have a high degree 
of provocative content.  If we always shy away from 
taking risks in life, we will never get the 
opportunity to truly live it.

^
Fear Makes Us Stupid
An interesting fact is brought to the surface when 
one compares the brain scans of someone who is 
relaxed and someone who is afraid. People who are 
in a state of fear exhibit diminished and 
asymmetrical balance of activity in the neocortex, 

the part of the brain that controls higher cognitive 
functioning. It is what separates us from the 
simpler animals.
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When we are in a state of fear, the balance of 
electrical and chemical activity is skewed first 
toward the emotional right side of the brain, and 
ultimately becomes dominated by an ancient brain 
structure called the amygdala (Halgren, 1992). This 
leaves us with fewer options in terms of 
intellectually created solutions produced by our 
newest brain structure, the prefrontal cortex 
(Jerison, 1990). In short, when we become afraid, 
we are reversing evolution and reverting to the 
mental capacity of an early hominid.  If we cannot 
run from it or hit it with a stick, our innate fear 
responses do not know what to do with it. 
 The area of the brain that loses the most 
activity during a fear experience is the prefrontal 
cortex (Kalin, 2002). This is the logic center, and 
the source of our willed action (Davidson, 2004). In 
other words, when we become afraid, we lose the 
ability to think our way through danger. Our 
instincts have made a choice for us, and that is to 
go with one of the three preconditioned responses: 
fight, flight or freeze. Once the chemical 
momentum has chosen its course, it is very difficult 
to alter the enfolding of events with intellect.
 It is very significant that the area of the 
brain most affected by fear is the prefrontal cortex. 
If our willed actions are generated in this area of 
the brain, then it is easy to see why a scared 
individual feels disempowered to control his or her 
world. The very brain structure that allowed  
human beings to dominate the world is not 
functioning when this skill is needed most. This 
explains why fear creates victims instead of heroes. 
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Fear alters our brain in a way that causes us 
to stop manifesting our world and begin reacting to 
it. This is a very profound distinction, as it creates 
two completely different realities, and two 
completely different sets of potential outcomes. The 
victims, with no ability to think clearly and create 
solutions, are back on their heels, as it were. They 
are receiving their reality as an inert experience 
that is bigger than them.

This mentality is the direct opposite of 
someone who is experiencing continued activity in 
the left prefrontal cortex. When we have access to 
all of our inner balance, we are able to manipulate 
our world on a more profound level. This leads us 
out of fear, and out of danger. The question is then 

question is obviously quite complex, and requires 
us to further explore the nature of fear in order to 
answer it completely. 

^
Fear is Stress

circumstance that requires a physical response.  

of physical ailments associated with stress. The 
truth is, it is not the actual physical circumstances 
that create the reaction in the individual, but a 
series of subjective cognitions. It is our perception 
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of the circumstances that determine our reaction, 
and ultimately the outcome of the experience.

We draw conclusions about our world based 
on previous similar experiences, as well as reacting 
to archetypal cues in the world from our basic 
pattern recognitions.  For example, on a deep 
instinctual level, the colors red and yellow remind 
us of fire. Our attention is drawn to these colors in 
our visual field, regardless of what our higher 
cognition thinks of that stimulus.  The process 
happens so fast that we do not have a chance to 
think about it.  This is why traffic signals that 
require us to make a change in our direction or 
speed tend to be red or yellow.  This is also why 
McDonalds has chosen these colors for their logo. 
We are simpler beings than we realize. 
 Stimuli from the world are presented to our 
brains through our five senses, and we immediately 
begin to have a reaction.  Starting in a primitive 
brain structure called the amygdala, a message is 
sent to the body saying: 

energy, the simplest form of motivation.  Even 
single cell organisms have this capability.  It is 

our consciousness. It is neither positive nor 
negative; it is simply energy.

The direction that the cognitive energy flows, 
positive or negative, is based on the balance of two 
main variables: perceived ability (PA) and 


