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                Chasing a Dream 
Personal power is the ability 
to interrupt one’s own mind.

Brad Blanton

R        ESEARCH HAS SHOWN THAT THE
typical adult spends almost half of his or her 
waking hours daydreaming.
   Daydream about that for a minute…
   With all the rewarding activities we might 
engage in during the course of our day, 
almost half of the time we are not actually 
fully present in the physical world but 
caught up somewhere in our own heads.  
   Almost half of the time we are not really 
living in the present moment, but daydream-
ing about the nonexistent past or future.
   An active imagination is, of course, vital 
to survival and problem-solving—indeed, 
imagination was key to our species’ evolution
—but if we don’t take care to use it properly, 
our imagination will inevitably use us.

                                                  Jake Baddeley

  In order to ensure that we apply our 
imaginations in a positive and constructive 
manner, it might be helpful to distinguish 
between reactive and active imagining.
    The reactive imagination generates an 
endless stream of (often negative) thoughts, 
such as fear about having to confront facing 
an uncomfortable situation, or anxiety about 
the outcome of some potential setback. 
   In Buddhism, this state is described by the 
Sanskrit word prapañca, loosely translated 
as mental proliferation: When we look at an 
object—for example a tree—we don’t simply 
perceive the trunk and branches, but with it 
a whole host of associations, such as some-
thing that can provide shade and lumber. 
   Similarly, when our reactive imagination 
takes over, we are overwhelmed by thoughts 
of ‘what might happen,’ which prevent us 
from simply confronting the problem at 
hand and coming to a satisfactory solution.



   Active—or creative—imagination, on the 
other hand, is intentional, a faculty that 
allows us to step back from unconscious 
repetition of negative thoughts into a more 
mindful state of presence and power, a state 
which might be compared to that of a samurai 
warrior facing an opponent: The warrior’s 
power lies in his ability to imagine that 
there exists no possibility of being defeated.
   Simply put, reactive imagination is 
limiting and disempowering, while active 
imagination is liberating and empowering.   
   So we might ask ourselves: how may of 
the thoughts we have during those many 
waking hours of daydreaming are reactive in 
nature, and how many are active or creative?      
   How much of our mental energy are we 
wasting on unconscious, repetitious, fearful 
or ineffectual ‘mind games,’ and how much 
are we directing toward consciously 
positive, empowering thoughts and ideas?           
   Since most of our ‘imagining’ must be 
considered to be reactive, it’s difficult to 
escape the conclusion that most people 
access only a small portion of the mental 
energy and the power of imagination 
available to them, while most lies dormant.        
   Like any other physical or mental faculty, 
however, this creative use of imagination is 
something we can grow in proficiency in. 
To become ‘warriors of the imagination,’ all 
we need do is condition ourselves to notice 
whenever negative, fearful, disempowering 
thoughts arise, and gently but firmly redirect 
our minds in a more constructive direction.
   This is why meditation can be so powerful 
and transformative, not only as a spiritual 
practice but as something we can apply to 
the rest of life: As we grow in our ability to 
catch our minds wandering in meditation, 
we become that much more prepared 
to do so as we go about our daily lives.

   It might even be said that growing in 
personal power requires nothing more than 
cultivating this ability to interrupt our 
constantly wandering mind, and gently  
redirecting it back to the present moment.
   There is a related aspect of this practice of 
imagining as well, although it might better 
be described as ‘visualization.’ This is the 
Buddhist practice of creating, for example, a 
mental image of ourselves and all sentient 
beings and visualizing them as one, 
enveloped in kindness and compassion. 
   While this might be confused with fantasy 
or wishful thinking, we aren’t superimposing 
an illusory mental image on reality, but 
simply rediscovering our true nature beneath 
the illusory world of appearances. 
   The opening words of the Sanskrit text 
Madhyantavibhaga—abhutaparikalpo’sti, 
—roughly translate as unreal imagination 
exists. This apparent paradox refers to the 
understanding that the mind is constantly 
reconstructing the world out of its conscious 
experience, each moment passing away and 
making way for a new configuration.   
   The world we experience is an illusion, 
constructed out of our potent imaginations. 
It has no abiding essence of its own, only 
what we impart to it as Awareness. While it 
can, of course, be said to exist, its existence 
isn’t grounded in anything real ‘out there.’ 
   This is reminiscent of what modern 
science is discovering more and more each 
day: The ultimate nature of the world we 
experience is not matter, but consciousness
—or more accurately, Awareness.
   Understanding that everything we know 
and do is a product of our imagination, we 
can accept that it is inherently unreal, while 
freely choosing to engage with the world 
and others with as much awareness and 
compassion as we can muster. ◾


