
The   Physics   of   Flow 
A   multi-part   series   by   Sky   Nelson-Isaacs  

5.Flow   For   the   Future 
Flow   is   more   than   a   mindset.   It   is   a   method   of   decision-making   which   I 
suspect   makes   use   of   fundamental   physics   to   bring   us   meaningful 
circumstances.   Aligning   with   flow   is,   in   my   view,   a   step   into   the   future   that 
awaits   our   ultra-connected   civilization.   I   close   this   series   with   a   look   at   the 
way   our   civilization   can   evolve   to   use   flow   in   everything   we   do. 

Letting   Go   of   Microcontrol 
Imagine   releasing   the   reigns   of   “microcontrol,”   the   management   of   minutiae, 
in   day   to   day   living,   yet   in   doing   so   finding   ourselves   flush   with 
opportunities.   Flow   encourages   us   to   do   precisely   this:   focus   on   the   larger 
picture   and   allow   the   details   to   fall   into   place   ease-fully.  

When   we   practice   non-attachment   as   discussed   in   the   previous   installation   of 
this   series,   flow   encourages   us   to   let   some   plans   fall   apart.   We   do   our   tasks 
for   their   own   sake   because   we   can   trust   that   meaningful   circumstances   will 
arise   to   help   us.   As   long   as   we   continue   to   take   meaningful   action,   we   can 
feel   confident   that   useful   opportunities   will   come   along,   and   on   the   flip   side 
we   can   gracefully   let   go   of   opportunities   that   don’t   work   out.   With   flow,   we 
are   powering   the   boat   but   we   are   no   longer   holding   on   tightly   to   the   rudder. 
Rather,   we   are   setting   the   course   and   then   carefully   responding   to   the 
opportunities   which   are   presented. 

Surrendering   gracefully   to   circumstance   has   the   very   practical   consequence 
of   making   us   easier   to   work   with.   Last   year   I   had   booked   a   return 
engagement   with   a   community   in   northern   Idaho.   However,   I   realized   that   I 
would   be   overcommitted   with   other   events   occurring   at   that   time,   and   so   I 
was   relieved   when   the   community   leader   reached   out   to   say   the   board   of 
directors   had   decided   to   go   a   different   direction   with   the   event   and   I   was   no 
longer   needed.   Since   I   was   non-attached,   I   agreed   easily.   It   turns   out   that 
she   was   anxious   about   damaging   our   relationship   and   I   made   her   life   easier 
by   giving   her   one   less   thing   to   worry   about.   She   then   shared   her 
appreciation   that   all   of   our   interactions   had   been   so   positive,   and   our 
professional   relationship   has   become   stronger   as   a   result.  
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I   was   able   to   release   control   because   I   felt   confident   that   the   right 
opportunities   would   work   out   at   the   right   time.   Letting   go   of   managing   the 
minutiae   allowed   me   to   trust   in   circumstance   and   strengthen   an   important 
professional   relationship. 

Finding   Safety   in   Flow 
We   also   tend   to   microcontrol   our   environment.   For   instance,   if   I   am   at   a 
grocery   store   and   the   packaging   on   a   product   is   slightly   bent,   I   will   often 
reach   for   an   unblemished   item   instead.   However   remote   it   may   be,   the 
possibility   that   the   product   has   been   damaged   or   spoilt   makes   me   nervous. 
This   is   another   form   of   microcontrol,   based   on   a   worldview   in   which   I   must 
choose   very   carefully   because   I   believe   the   world   is   an   unfriendly   (or   at   least 
indifferent)   place. 

But   the   physics   of   flow   seems   to   tell   us   otherwise.   It   tells   us   that   rather   than 
being   friendly,   hostile   or   indifferent,   the   universe   is    responsive .   It   can   appear 
“friendly”   or   not   depending   on   our   way   of   moving   through   it.   Flow   does   not 
guarantee   our   safety.   Instead,   by   doing   what   feels   appropriate   to   us   in   each 
moment,   the   process   of   meaningful   history   selection   gives   us   confidence 
that   we   are   ok   and   bring   us   circumstances   which   are   fair.  20

With   flow   we   trust   in   circumstances   no   matter   which   choice   we   make.   We 
may   still   choose   the   unblemished   item,   but   it   will   not   be   out   of   habitual 
suspicion.   Flow   is   not   about   naively   trusting   every   circumstance.    Flow   is 
about   turning   our   focus   from   paranoid   self-protection   to   a   sense   of   wonder 
and   excitement   about   the   unfolding   of   our   lives. 

Relationships   That   Flow 
Another   inherited   legacy   that   we   hardly   notice   is   our   attachment   to   personal 
relationships.   In   what   Frederic   Laloux    calls   the   “amber”   stage   of 21

development,   the   beginning   of   civilization   brought   about   a   fundamental 
dependence   on   “social   identification”   for   our   survival.   This   legacy   exists 
today,   whether   we   are   talking   about   our   political   affiliation,   our   sports 

20   Needless   to   say,   in   extreme   circumstances   where   our   physical   safety   is   threatened,   this 
may   not   straightforwardly   apply.   In   physicist’s   terms,   this   would   be   called   “considering   the 
extreme   case.”   I   am   speaking   here   to   the   less   extreme   situations.   For   most   of   us,   our   actual 
safety   is   not   threatened   on   a   daily   basis,   and   our   worries   for   our   safety   are   largely   habitual. 
21      F.   Laloux,   “Reinventing   Organizations,”   Nelson   Parker,   Belgium,   p.   50. 
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affiliation,   or   our   association   to   a   particular   department   at   work.   The   effect 
can   be   benign,   as   with   sports,   or   toxic,   as   with   international   conflicts. 

The   physics   of   flow   suggests   a   new   paradigm   of   relationship.   When   I   need   to 
solve   a   problem   or   am   seeking   a   meaningful   experience,   instead   of   relying 
on   the   known   relationships,   I   can   open   my   mind   to   the   relationship 
opportunities   available   at   that   moment.   It   may   be   that   someone   in   another 
department   at   work   whom   I   don’t   know   well   is   available   to   help   on   a   project, 
and   this   unexpected   match   leads   to   the   fertilization   of   new   ideas   that 
wouldn’t   have   existed   otherwise.   Or   maybe   I   want   to   go   to   a   concert   but   my 
best   friend   is   not   available.   It   turns   out   that   a   new   acquaintance   from   work 
is   available   instead,   and   in   opening   to   this   possibility,   a   host   of   unexpected 
opportunities   may   flow   into   my   life.   Using   flow,   I   can   navigate   fluidly   through 
a   variety   of   different   relationships   which   all   serve   me   in   unique   ways. 

The   importance   of   traditional   structures   such   as   our   family   does   not   diminish 
when   we   live   from   flow.   It   is   not   that   we   enter   into   a   state   of   relativism 
where   we   devalue   the   importance   of   close   relationships.   Rather,   we 
recognize   the   commonalities   we   have   with    any    person   we   meet,   expanding 
our   awareness   to   learn   from   every   connection   that   flows   into   our   lives.   We 
recognize   that   anyone   can   bring   us   new   opportunities   or   solutions   as   a   result 
of   the   physics   of   flow. 

The   non-attachment   that   arises   from   flow   can   also   enhance   our   intimate 
relationships   by   nurturing   healthy   dependence.   When   we   are   guided   by   flow 
we   allow   others   to   “be   themselves”   and   we   reduce   codependent   tendencies. 
One   of   the   fundamental   principles   of   the   science   behind   synchronicity   is   that 
there   are   many   possible   ways   to   achieve   a   given   end   result.   Therefore, 
though   we   may   feel   like   our   spouse,   child   or   sibling   has   to   do   something 
specific   in   order   for   us   to   get   what   we   need,   the   physics   of   flow   indicates 
that   we   will   get   what   we   need   independent   of   them   if   we   watch   carefully   and 
allow   things   to   unfold. 

Creative   Flow   Within   Constraint 
This   is   not   simply   an   intellectual   exercise.   I   suspect   that   the   forces   of 
survival   will   become   more   prominent   in   our   lives   as   climate   change   comes 
into   full   effect.   The   need   to   adapt   to   this   global   challenge   may   make   our 
interpersonal   conflicts   irrelevant.   In   true   crises,   teams   of   strangers   lay   aside 
their   differences   in   order   to   respond   collectively   for   the   common   good,   a 
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realization   that   greatly   influenced   Joseph   Jaworski   in   his   exploration   into   the 
importance   of   synchronicity   in   organizations.  22

I   suspect   that   the   new   world   that   emerges   will   be   one   of   great   constraint, 
yet   great   innovation.   Rather   than   relying   on   familiar   and   comfortable 
relationships,   we   will   need   to   make   use   of   whomever   we   meet   that   can   help 
us   achieve   a   given   task.   Trust   will   become   more   accessible   to   us,   as   a 
combined   result   of   technological   advances   like    blockchain ,   political   advances 
like   synocracy    ,   and   environmental   factors   like   the   shared   constraint   of 23 24

climate   change.   When   we   rely   on   each   other   for   survival,   we   will   not   have 
the   “luxury”   of   being   suspicious   of   others.   When   we   rely   on   flow   for   our 
success,   we   are   not   attached   to   a   specific   scenario,   so   we   no   longer   see 
other   people   as   our   competitors.   The   incentives   to   be   deceptive   with   others 
will   be   reduced   since   we   can   achieve   our   goals   through   flow   rather   than 
force.   With   flow   in   our   toolbelt,   constraints   become   a   driving   force   for 
innovation. 

Finding   Our   Sense   of   Purpose 
It   can   be   tempting   to   think   that   we   will   someday   “find   our   purpose,”   as   if 
there   is   some   ultimate   thing   we   are   supposed   to   be.   The   physics   of   flow 
advises   us   instead   to   “find   our    sense   of   purpose, ”   in   anything   we   are   doing, 
by   getting   into   the   flow.   Kathy   Caprino    reported    in   the   Huffington   Post   that   a 
sense   of   purpose   is   among   the   top   qualities   people   are   striving   for   today.  25

Rather   than   believe   that   we   are   destined   to   be   a   painter,   or   a   moviemaker, 
or   an   athlete,   the   universe   beckons   us   to   step   into   the   canvas   of   life   and 
take   meaningful   action   in   everything   we   do. 

My   life   right   now   is   a   good   laboratory   for   this.   Having   recently   moved 
houses,   we   are   mostly   unpacked,   yet   have   many   boxes   left   to   organize. 
What   this   means   is   that   it   is   easy   for   me   to   get   into   the   flow   while   I   am,   say, 
doing   the   dishes.   Instead   of   the   slothful   feeling   of   forcing   myself   to   wash 
dishes,   I   can   dive   in   and   think   of   some   new   way   to    reorganize    our   kitchen   so 
that   it   works   better   for   us.   Rather   than   seeing   my   purpose   only   in   certain 

22   J.   Jaworski,   “Synchronicity:   The   Inner   Path   of   Leadership,”   Berrett-Kohler,   2011 
23   B.   M.   Hubbard,   http://barbaramarxhubbard.com/evolution-democracy/ 
24   T.   Wilken,   http://futurepositive.synearth.net/2004/03/10/ 
25   Although   she   lists   ten   items,   in   my   opinion   these   boil   down   to   three   unique   core 
motivators,   one   of   which   is   a   sense   of   purpose   or   meaning. 
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activities   central   to   “who   I   am,”   I   can   find   meaning   and   satisfaction   in   the 
peripheral   areas   of   my   life   as   well. 

Purpose   is   not   something   outside   of   us   to   be   sought,   it   is   a   quality   of   energy 
we   bring   to   each   situation,   in   which   we   connect   our   current   actions   to   a   goal 
that   has   an   impact   beyond   this   moment.   Stepping   into   flow   and   following 
synchronicity   allows   us   to   find   purpose   in   any   activity   we   are   invested   in. 
What   peripheral   area   of   your   life   is   there   opportunity   to   experience   more 
flow   and   bring   more   purpose? 

Flow   as   a   Curriculum 
When   we   are   living   in   flow,   the   world   becomes   a   classroom.   The   physics   of 
meaningful   history   selection   is   neutral,   and   the   environment   is   responsive   to 
the   choices   we   make,   but   we   are   free   to   define   our   personal   values.    Once   we 
decide   on   the   principles   we   embrace,   I   suspect   we   find   that   the   physics   of 
flow   provides   us   a   curriculum   within   which   to   learn   and   grow   in   those 
principles.    We   can   choose   self-destructive   or   self-constructive   curricula. 
Either   way,   the   physics   of   flow   will   bring   us   opportunities   to   learn   about   our 
choices. 

As   if   we   were   in   college,   we   have   influence   over   the   circumstances   under 
which   we   learn   the   material,   but   we   do   not   choose   the   requirements   for 
graduation.   The   shift   to   flow-thinking   means   that   we   see   the 
“curriculum-in-action”   all   around   us.   We   ask   “What   am   I   being   taught   by   this 
situation?”   without   blaming   others   for   our   experiences.      Other   people   are 
still   responsible   for   their   actions,   as   in   the   example   with   the   moving   truck   in 
the   fourth   installment   of   this   series,   but   our   focus   is   always   on   the 
curriculum,   thereby   figuring   out   what    we   need   to   learn    from   the   event, 
regardless   of   others. 

By   entering   into   flow,   I   choose   the   circumstances   within   which   the   learning 
happens.   Whether   I   choose   to   go   to   graduate   school   or   find   employment   in 
my   field,   each   tree   branch   will   lead   to   a   relevant   curriculum.   By   choosing 
between   paths   I   am   only   choosing   the    context    in   which   the   curriculum 
happens.   Meaningful   history   selection   can   bring   about   useful   experiences   for 
growth   and   potential   success   in   either   context.   Our   intentions   populate   the 
tree   with   apples,   and   our   actions   determine   the   layout   of   the   branches   of   the 
tree.   Yet   there   are   many   ways   to   solve   our   problem,   represented   by   different 
apples   on   different   branches.   Each   branch   represents   a   unique   set   of 
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circumstances,   but   any   of   the   apples   represent   a   roughly   equal   opportunity 
to   learn   the   needed   lesson. 

Stepping   Fully   Into   Our   Lives 
The   physics   of   flow   is   about   stepping   fully   into   our   lives.   In   his   discussion   of 
“Teal   organizations,”   Laloux   says   “Often   the   shift   to   (this   more   complex   level 
of   development)   comes   with   an   opening   to   …   a   profound   sense   that   ...   we 
are   all   connected   and   part   of   one   big   whole.   After   many   successive   steps   of 
disidentification,   as   we   learn   to   be   fully   independent   and   true   to   ourselves,   it 
dawns   on   us   that,   paradoxically,   we   are   profoundly   part   of   everything.” 
People   naturally   seek   “to   find   wholeness   with   themselves   and   with   others.” 

In   my   personal   experience,   stepping   into   flow   leads   to   an   increased   sense   of 
wellbeing.   Yet   flow   guides   me   towards   not   only   my   own   wellbeing   but   that   of 
the   larger   collective   as   well.   In   flow,   the   wellbeing   of   the   whole   is   aligned 
with   the   wellbeing   of   the   individual.   In   my   view,   this   is   the   Great   Mystery 
that   transcends   the   old   paradigm   and   leads   us   to   a   new   era,   the   ultimate 
modern   dilemma   that   is   reflected   myriad   ways   in   our   political   and   social 
structures:   Is   it   possible   to   find   a   way   of   being   that   benefits   the   greater 
whole   while   simultaneously   benefiting   of   the   individual?   The   answer   that   the 
Mystery   of   flow   appears   to   provide   is   “yes.” 
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