TAMING
THE
SURVIVAL

INSTINCT

A PATH TO INNER AND OUTER PEACE

Karin Kramer

Registered Psychologist
© July 25, 2020
Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada




Table of Contents

The SUIVIVAl FOCUSEA BraiN.......ueeeiieieiiiiiiiiiiiieieiii s e e e e e e e e e e aeeeeeas 3
MY Dear SWEET LYING BraiN.. ... iiiiiiiii it e e e et e et e e et e e et e e et e e et s eaneeaaneaannaans 5
HOW lies 8T IN the Drain. ... .o et e et e e e et e e e ate e e e eaaaeaaees 5
The truth Will SET YOU FrEE .evee e e e e e e e e e e e e et s 6
Y A=Y g oY d o7 =1 el TR T=Y ST T 6
Healthy emotion vs unhealthy @mMOtioN.........oooiiiiiiii e e et 7
BUT WAt @DOUL... 2 e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e as 8
27NV o] Yo IR o TR A U o o PPNt 9
Understanding the SUrvival INSTINCE ...........oiiiii e e e e e e aaans 12
Survivalis linked to belonging and conNNECLION.........coiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 12
B TSI Fod T T € o) TSP 14
The SiBNPOSTS OF TIUTN ... e e et e e e e e e e e et b e e e e e e e eabbraeeeaas 17
0 (oF 1 [ = [T U 24
Scenario: “I’'m unhappy because | am not getting along with my mother (or father or sister ...)"....... 24
Scenario: “I’'m so angry with my spouse; all we do is argue. There is no closeness anymore.” ........... 34

Scenario: “I’'m unhappy because of the hurtI’'ve caused others (e.g., when | was drinking; when |l was

doing drugs; when | was committing crimes; €1C).” .....ooieiiiiiiiii e 39
0 (oF T [Ty AN g T LT S 40
REIEASING GUIIL .ceeeeeeeiee e e e e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e ateb e eeeeeseesssanaeeeeeeenssssnnnaaaaaees 40
0 (oF L [T = =T PP 40
0 (oF T [T a =1 0 LU 40
The Path t0 OULEI PEACE .....eeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s 40
SUMIMING TE U, et et e et e et et e e et e et e eta e e et s e eaa s eana s eean s aesaaeennaesnnsaenanen 40

APPENAIX: MINAfUINESS EXEICISES . .uuuiieieiieiiiiiiiieeeeeeeetiiie e e e e e e e ettt aareeeeeeeeataaaeeeesessrstanaaaeeesesersrnaaens 40


file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747352
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747353
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747360
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747362
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747363
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747364
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747368
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747369
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747370
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747371
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747372
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747373
file:///C:/Users/KK/Desktop/Self%20Help%20Book/Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct/Releases/Release%20pending/_BOOK%20Taming%20the%20Survival%20Instinct%20v1.2.docx%23_Toc535747374

The Survival Focused Brain

My goal in writing this book was to share an approach to feeling betterthat has helped me personally
and that | use to help people who see me in my therapy practice. | hope it will give you a roadmap and
tools to guide you out of pain and into peace.

The main message in this book is that to feelinternal peace we need to tame our powerful survival
instinct. This instinct is wonderful for keeping us alive and not so wonderfulfor giving us happiness.
Before Ireally get into this, | already need to put you on alert because as you take stepsto feelbetter,
your survival-oriented brain will fight you. Mine fights me. Our brains mean well, but parts of them
often work against our goals for happiness. This is a big reason why we get emotionally stuck.

The brain is like a big company with lots of departments. In general, they are all working for the good of
the company but each of them has their own specificgoals. Each department competes with the others
to getwhat it needsto meetits specific goals. Some departments win the competition in one set of
situations, and others win in different situations.

The human brain is like this. The departmentthat contains your conscious self, the one reading this
sentence right now, might be saying “ definitely wantto feel better —I’m going to read this book and
hopefully get some strategies | can use.” Unfortunately, there is another, more powerfuldepartmentin
your brain that sits in your subconscious. Itis linked to yoursurvival instinct. This department has lots of
rules it likes to follow because it believes those rules keep you safe in the world. That’s the department
that is going to fight you. (Note that this is an oversimplification of the brain but captures the big picture
view of how it works.)

Normally we all would love that our brains are fighting hard to keep us safe in the world. But | don’t
know if you noticed that | said the subconscious brain has rules it believes will keep you safe. The
problemis that, sadly, the brain often believes things that aren’t true.

| am going to talk about this at length later, but fornow, | want to emphasize the warning. If you want to
feelbetter, be aware that your subconscious brain will fight you. This fight will likely occur as you read
this book, which is why | am putting this warning at the beginning. | might say somethingthat getsyour
subconscious brain worried that a change may happen, and it may nudge you with a message like “This
is stupid. Karin doesn’t know what she’s talking about. I’m done with this.” And your brain might be
right! | might be out to lunch or a quack or a con artist. | don’t wantyou to throw away your critical



thinking skills - they protect you from being conned. But | wantyou to start noticing there is a difference
between acritical thinking reaction and a “there’s something deeper here” reaction. The latter might be
a sign that you're getting close to a rule that your brain doesn’t wantyou to mess with, forgood orill.
Here’s an example of what | mean.

| recently read a library book on how the brain tricks us into believing things that aren'ttrue. At one
point in the book, the author started talking about the controversy about vaccine use. Someone who
had read this library book before me wrote a stream of curses next to this section. This person clearly
had a reaction to what the author said. | continued to read the book and found that each time the
author talked about the vaccine controversy, the person wrote an angry response. The authortalked
about many differenttopics, but this was the one that the person's brain reacted to. | was impressed
that the readerhungin there and didn't throw the book away in disgustas soon as the topic came up. At
the same time, the curses suggested that this was not a critical thinking reaction. If you are havinga
critical thinking reaction, you will feela surge of emotion butit won’toverwhelmyouinto acting out in
ways you normally wouldn’t be okay with (like lashing out with curses).

If you have a reaction like that reading this book, try to survive it, note it, but don’t believe your
subconscious brain’s message completely untilyou have looked deeper (I will show you how to do that).
If you then find that your subconscious brain was 100% right and your reaction was justified, then please

do chuck this book and go on with your life. It's what | would do.

Okay, enough about that for now. Let’s start taming the brain.
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My Dear Sweet Lying Brain

People getemotionally stuck fora few key reasons. One is that their human needs aren’tbeing met. If|
am living in an abusive situation, | will feelterrible. My human need for a safe environmentis not being
met and my brain will bombard me with painful emotionstoremind me of that. It wants me to take
action so it will keep making me feel bad until | do. If | feelcompletely alone in the world then | will likely
also feelterrible. My human need for connection is not being met. Human needs have tobe metin
orderfor us to feelokay and be healthy.

Anotherreason people get emotionally stuckiis the focus of this book. Before I talk aboutit though, |
needto be really clear about something. When you are hurting emotionally, know that what you feelis
real and whatyou feelis valid. Feelings (aka emotions) always come from somethingreal. There is
always truth in our pain. Unfortunately, thatisn’tthe whole story. If it was, we wouldn’t get emotionally
stuck. So although I’'m a little worried that your subconscious survival-oriented brain is not going to like
what I’'m aboutto say, I’'mjust going to dive in and say it ...

When we are stuck in emotional pain, it means our brains are trapped in lies.

These aren’t straightforward lies. They are special lies. They are lies meantto keep us safe. Usually they
contain some elements of truth mixed in with the lies, which just adds to the confusion. The fact is that
the survival-oriented brain cares more about safety than it does about truth, whichin many waysis
wonderful. The problemis thatin many ways this isn’t wonderfulbecause itis the lies of the brain that
give us most of our emotional troubles. To tame the brain, we need to clean out the lies.

How lies get in the brain

Eventhoughthe brain lies to us, it really is a dear, sweet organ. It honestly is trying to help us. It is
extremely focused on its primary goal, which is survival. The lies of the brain were putthere because at
one pointin our lives, they helped us through a tough situation. Usually this was a situation that the
brain interpreted as a survival risk. Unfortunately, the brain interprets a lot of situations incorrectly. It
doesthis intentionally to save time and energy. Itisn’tlooking for precision and accuracy —it is looking
for fastand safe. The brain operates asa “better safethan sorry” machine and a “close enough”
machine. That opensthe door fora lot of lies to get stored in the brain.

Anotherway lies getin the brain is they sneakin during childhood. During childhood, severalfactors
combine to make our brains more open to storing lies as truths. The first is that children are operating



with a partially developed brain. When stuff happens tothem, it may occur before they have the brain
capacity to really analyze the truth of it. The second is children are wired for survival reasons to believe
their caregivers are healthy and safe, and sadly, this is notthe case for many people. In this situation,
the child brain tries to work from this premise and as it does, it stores lies. It is trying to make sense of
its world without letting itself go to the place of “my parents are messed up”. 1 believe that is why it is
common for child abuse survivorsto get stuckin the “it was my fault” space. The brain is trying to
understand how things went wrongand it has as a give n that parents, or otheradults, are reliable and
safe so it must be my fault. This is a huge, painful lie that many survivors have to battle.

One job of adulthood is to revisit what our brains stored during childhood. Many of the beliefs have
never beenreviewed by afully functioning adult brain. Those beliefs will drive your emotions and
behaviors. Bringing them into conscious awareness gives you a chance to shift them.

The truth will set you free

Humanity has known about the lying brain for thousands of years. The Greek philosopher Epictetus said
“What disturbs people, these are notthings, but the judgments relating to things”. The Bible says “the
truth shall set you free”. The Buddha said that the root of sufferingis ignorance of the truth. Yet when
we hear this, we still don’t getit. When | first came across the Buddhist version of this idea, probably 20
years ago now, | thoughtit wasa bit flaky. But | was intrigued by it and so justfor fun| started testingit
out in my own life. | was shocked to find out that no matter what | applied it to, it worked. When | was
in emotional pain, | was able, after exerting some effort, tofind the lies in my thinking. When | cleaned
out the lies — again with some effort—1 felt betterand | made better choices. This has made a huge
difference in my life.

This doesn’t mean | am okay with everything that goes onin myworld. I’'mnot. | am not okay with the
oppression of people forany reason. | am not okay with unnecessarily harmingliving things. There are
many things that | am not okay with. The differenceis | don’t stay stuckin anger (or guilt, or worry, ...) |
notice it, registerthe message it is sending me of “I’m not okay with this” (in the case of anger), and
then, because | have cleaned up the lies on the issue, my feelings turn into motivation to take action (if
possible) mixed with a healthy sadness forthe situation.

My emotional cluelessness

Justto put it outthere, | wasn’traised to know all this. | learned it as an adult. This awareness and
knowledge is part of emotionalintelligence and for most of my life, | was emotionally clueless. It was
probably not until my mid-30s that the lightbulbs started coming on for me, and even more so in my
40s. The key facilitators of my emotionalgrowth have been Buddhistideas and cognitive therapy. | feel
sadnessandregretfor the hurt | caused while | was in my emotionally clueless state, and
embarrassmentforhow annoying | must have beento others. | have learned to forgive myself and have
made peace with my past. | don’t stay stuckin painful feelings because I've cleaned out the lies that
used to trap me there. This is what | will show you how to do as well.



By the way, | do still have some areas of my brain that have lies that kick me around a bit at times. These
tendto be related to painful school and friendship experiences as a child. They don’treally getin my
way that much and so I've decided they aren’t worth doing more work on at this point. Know that you
don’thave to clean everythinginyour brain. You can decide whatit is getting in your way right now and
focusthere.

Healthy emotion vs unhealthy emotion

| wantto say justa bit about emotions before we dive into the toolsto clean up the lies of the brain. It is
important to recognize that emotions originate in the brain. The subconscious brain decides that it
needsto sendthe conscious brain a message and it uses emotions, akafeelings, to do so. Feelings are
messages and they are also motivators. They have an energy to them which push usto behavein a
particular way. When | see my partner, my brain sends me positive feeling sensations to say “this is good
— thisis a nice person that we can connect with, we like connection, it is a survival strategy —move
towards this”. When | see a big hairy spider, my brain sends me fearand disgust sensations to say “this
is scary and icky — it could be harmful - move away from it.” If | have a pain in my knee, my brain sends
me worry sensations to get me to look afterit. And so on.

Our emotions come from judgments of the brain. Most of the time, the judgments are accurate. When
that happens, we have healthy emotion. The emotion fits the situation and guides us towards choices
that are good for us. Even painful emotion can be healthy. If | am in a relationship and my partneris so
depressedthatlcan’t have a good connection, then | will feelfrustrated, alone, and sad. That makes
sense. Those painful emotions are motivating me to find answersto the lack of connectionin my
relationship. They are moving me towards a healthier relationship. That’s good!

But there are lots of cases where the brain gets caught in unhealthy emotion. Unhealthy emotion
confuses usand steers us toward choices that are not good for us. Unhealthy emotionis driven by the
lies in the brain. For example, if I've had painful life experiences that made me feelnotgood enough, |
will likely be anxious about many things. That anxiety may pop up when | geta call fora jobinterview.
My brain may start to freak out and send me all sorts of anxious feelings and thoughts like “/I’m going to
make a fool of myselfin the interview” or “They aren’t going to wantto hire me anyway”. Itis trying to
protect me from hurt by making me too anxiousto go for the interview. Thisis unhealthy emotion.

| have no ideawhether | will make a fool of myself or be rejected and avoiding job interviews does not
move me towards a healthy life, one where | can look after myself and feelgood about myself. Thereis a
truth in the fear, which is that | have beenrejected and hurtin the past, and that it is possible that this

n u

will happen again. But there are also many lies, like “the solution is to avoid the situation”, “all people
will hurt me”, “I’m a failure and a loser”, etc. Much of our misery comes from the brain connecting the
dots the wrong way and storing lies mixed with truths. When you change how it connects the dots, you
release a lot of emotional pain. | have seenthis happen with othersand | use this to principle to find and

release pain in my own life.



But what about...?

Some part of your brain may just have said “Wait a minute! Not all emotionalpain is about lies. What
aboutgrief, or abuse, ortrauma, or...?” Your brain is right about that. As | mentioned before, humans
have emotional pain for two main reasons. One is that our human needs are not being met. When that
is the case, the brain gives us pain to push usto get those needs met. There are no lies in this kind of
pain. These emotions are trying to get us to make certain decisions to give us a healthierlife. That’s
what we want. It is appropriate and useful.

Itis the otherreason foremotional pain that we wantto work on. That pain happens when the brain has
connectedthe dots in the wrong way. This is the emotional pain we want to getrid of. But first, let’s talk
about some of these special situations.

Grief

If your brain went “But what about grief? There are no lies in feeling bad when someone dies”, | agree.
Kind of. This is true if we are talking about healthy grief. Healthy grief is “my dog died and | miss her. She
was wonderful.” There are nolies in that. Unhealthy griefis “my dog died and I’ll never be happy again.
No dog will ever be asamazing as her. And the vetis to blame— what a horrible person!” This will feel
completely true, and there are parts of it that no doubt are true. But it also contains lies. The lies keep
us stuckin unhealthy grief.

Abuse

You might also ask “but if I’'m being abused or bullied and | feel terrible because of it, does that mean |
havelies?” Again, healthy emotion can have pain, but it doesn’t trap us like unhealthy emotion. Itis
healthy to feelawfulwhenyou’re being abused. Abuse exists in many forms, from abusive friends,
romantic partners, family members, bosses, and colleagues, to the abuse of systemicoppression like
racism, sexism, heterosexism, xenophobia, ableism, etc. Abuse damages people and that’s not okay. So
if you feelangry about the abuse, thatis healthy. If youfeelscared about the abuse, thatis healthy. In
this case, you are not trapped by your emotions; you are trapped by the situation. Your emotions don’t
needtochange; the situation needsto change. Still, your brain will often give you extra misery about a
painful situationin the form of lies. Your brain may say “/ deserve to be with this abusive person” or “No
one nice would wantto be with me” or many other painful messages. Cleaning these out will give you
more strength to deal with the situation in healthy ways.

Trauma

If you’ve been traumatized, by childhood neglect or an emotionally intense experience orabuse, then

your brain will forsure store some lies. However, it will also have some additional injuries that you will
needto heal. Trauma disrupts the brain in unique ways. So yes you will feelbetterif you clean outthe

lies but you will also likely need to do other things to help your brain heal from trauma. A therapist can
help you with that process.



Physical pain

Chronic physical pain is brutal. It takes a lot of emotionaland physical energy to tolerate pain. Physical
pain does not have lies in and of itself, but the brain often likes to throw some on the pile. Thereis a
Buddhist analogy that | like. If you are shot by an arrow, you will feel pain. That is pain but not suffering.
Suffering occurs when we shoot ourselves with a second arrow that contains angerabout the first arrow,
fearabout whatit meansto have beenshotbyan arrow, etc. Sufferingis what we inflict on ourselves.
Pain is what life inflicts. Sufferingis held in the lies of the brain. There is a healthy way to think about
physical pain that can reduce the misery and an unhealthy way that will increase the misery.

Beyond the truth

Finally, moving into the truth isn’t the only thing we have to do in order to feelgood. In my opinion, it is
the most powerfuland effective way to feel better, because we are targeting and changing specific
connectionsin the brain. But, ultimately, in orderto feelbetter we have to look after our brains in
generaltoo (well, really our entire nervous system but | will simplify it by just calling it the brain). And
our brains have multiple needs. They need good nutrition, adequate sleep, protection from traumatizing
experiences, and, here’s one you maybe haven’t thought about, exposure to the rightamount of
stimulation — not too much and not too little.

Nervous system arousal

In the psychology world this is known as our “level of arousal”. It is the degree of nervous system
stimulation that lets us feelgood. This will vary depending on severalfactors. One is whetheryouare an
introvert or extrovert.lam an introvert. | am not on the extreme end of introversion so | can function
justfine in social situations. But it still wears me down. My nervous system s not wired for a lot of
externalstimulation. That’'s why thrill rides and adrenaline seeking activities are not enjoyable for me;
they just make me feelicky. Extroverts are wired differently. They need a different leveland type of
nervous system arousalto feelokay. We need to understand whatournervous systems need to feel
optimal and if we want to feel okay most of the time, we need to work with that.

Anotherfactoris how much internal stimulation your emotional brain is generating. Forexample, if you
are a very anxious person, you may find you can’t handle too much clutter in your environment. |
believe thisis because the brain is already getting a lot of stimulation from all its worrying. If you’re
someone who has unresolved trauma or abuse, then your brain will also tend to be extrastimulated. It
is spending a lot of energy trying to sort out your painful experiences and even more energy worrying; it
understandably believes yourworld is very dangerous. If you are a first responder (e.g., paramedic,
police officer, etc.) you likely have an overstimulated brain because of exposure to emotionally intense
situations; these situations are hard for the human brain to process, especially in large quantities. You
may find that you aren’t able to tolerate as much stimulation as you once did. Your brain will tend to be
overloaded in settings with lots going on like loud noises, bright lights, and lots of people.

There are steps you can take to help an over-stimulated brain. One isto do therapy to clean up pain
related to trauma or abuse you’ve experienced. Anotheris to clean up the lies of your brain so your
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brain is spendinglesstime in painfulemotion. Another step you can take is to incorporate mindfulness
practices into yourlife. These practices force the brain to slow down and strengtheniits ability to do so
on demand. | have included some basic mindfulness exercises atthe end of this book that you can try.
By the way, under-stimulationis also a problem. That is one reason sensory deprivation is torturous and
harmfulif done overlong periods. Soif you are too bored, your brain can find this stressful.

Runaway brain

The last thing | am going to say about helpingthe brain in a generalsense isthat in order to feelgood,
we all need strategies to take control of our brains when they are going wild on us. For example, you
might have been thinkingabout something neutral, like going to the movies and trying to decide which
oneto see. All of a sudden yourbrain starts reminding you of that time when you went with yourold
girlfriend and that was when you broke up, and it was awfuland painful. Then it reminds you of how bad
that relationship was, bringing up memories of when you would fight. Then it pokesyou with some
sadnessthatyou are single right now. And then it reminds you of all the relationships you’ve had that
didn’t work out, and now you are in a pile of emotional pain —and all you wanted to do was pick a
movie!

The brain behaves this way because it believes it is helpful (and sometimesit is). When you think about
movies, your subconscious brain goes “hmm, what do we know about movies ... oh here’s some stuff ...
and oh, wait a minute, here’s some stuff about movies that has old pain with it. Pain means troubleso |
better remind my person about it so they can keep themself safe. Now, let me see, whatelse do | have
here in my filing cabinets that might be related ...” If you have old, unresolved pain —meaning, you
haven’tsat down with yourself and sorted it out—thenthe brain will tend to want to remind you of
that. My theory is this happens because the brainis worried aboutthe unresolved parts of that memory.
If you haven’t given it some answers about a painful experience, it may worry that there are parts there
that are still dangerous. Afterall, there is pain there and to the brain, pain means somethingis wrong.
The brain wantsanswers soit knows how to navigate the world to keep you safe.

| have a personalstory that illustrates this. The yearbefore | started this book, Donald Trump was
elected as president of the United States. | didn’t realize it, but this eventwas a big deal for my survival
brain. Like many people, | was sexually assaulted as a child by a relative, my uncle to be clear. | was 11
yearsold whenit happened. Ittook me a yearto tell anyone aboutit, and when | did, the adults that |
told said | was lying and did nothing. At the time, this was very upsetting, but as a child, | justhad to deal
with it and | did.

Well, | thought | had dealt with it. Fast forward severaldecades later, and it turns out my subconscious
brain still had some concerns. When Trump was elected, | had a strong anxiety reaction, almost like a
panic. In that panic, | felt compelled to tell women in my life that it was not okay that a man who
admitted to sexually assaulting women was president of the US. When | say compelled, it was like | had
no choice. My brain wouldn’t settle down until | did it. Aftera while, the panic feeling eased enough for
me to realize that | was feelingand acting in ways that were notnormal for me. So | started trying to
sort out what was going on and this is what | came up with.
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| believe what happened was my brain, on hearing the news that Trump was elected, went “hmm, what
do | know aboutthis topic? What’s in my filing cabinets?” and it said “Oh, | know where else I’'ve heard
thatsexualassaultis no big deal — yourauntand grandmother gave you that message when you told
them about your uncle.” When my brain touched this memory, it created a panic in me to make sure
otherpeople didn’t have the same painful experience that I did as a child. | wasn’t aware that this was
what was motivating me until the emotion had settled down enough for me to analyze it.

While all this was going on, | was feeling very vulnerable. | found myself searching for validation from
otherpeople andin the news. I looked for instances where others were saying “hey, this IS a big deal.
It’s not okay that we are ignoring Trump’s sexual assaults.” Often, finding this message was difficult. |
very often found silence or the opposite message, which intensified my panic. My theoryis that my
survival brain was struggling with the message that sexual assaultis no big deal because it knew how
painful my experience of it was. It needed to know that not everyone felt this way, because if they did,
my brain believed this would be a dangerous situation.

That’s when | thought of the Buddhist community. | knew the beliefs of Buddhism were about
compassion, kindness, and respectand | felt safe looking at their views of the election. | found safety
and validation in the online world in the Buddhist community and | am deeply gratefultothe lovely
people who created that safe space (especially LionsRoar.com). | didn’tinteract with any of them; | just
read what they had to say. Their words helped settle down my panicking brain by giving it an answerto
the question “do people think sexualassault is no big deal?” My brain is still not completely settled
downand | don’tthinkit will be while Donald Trumpis in office. My survival brain still seesthe
acceptance of his behavior as a threatto my safety even though my conscious brain, for the most part,
doesnot.

A big part of this bookis about how to settle down the brain by giving it answers toits upsetting
guestions, just like | had to do. However, sometimes you just need to get your runaway brain to chill out
for a bit. You don’t wantto have to fear your brain, which does happen. | see many people in my
therapy practice who are afraid to be alone because they know theirbrains are going to torture them.
They keep themselves busy so they don’t have to think. Being busy is fine, butit is tiring if you feel
forcedto be busy so your brain won’t overwhelm you with misery. To getthe runaway brain to relax,
you can use mindfulness exercises. | use them myself when my brainis misbehaving. | have included my
favorite mindfulness exercises in an appendix so you can give thema try. That is all | wanted to say
aboutthe generalcare of the brain and nervous system. This book is focused on changing the brain by
not lettingit lie to us. So let’s get onto that now.

~2 V5D
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Understanding the Survival Instinct

When you understand the brain’s goals, you can spotthe lies more easily. Rememberthat the brain’s
numberone goal is survival (so it can do its numbertwo goal, whichis reproduce). Atthe most primitive
level, survival is aided by fighting, fleeing, or freezing.

Pete Walker, a therapist who works with survivors of childhood abuse and trauma, also talks about
“fawning” as a survival response. This is the people pleasing, submissive stance we sometimes have to
take just to stay safe around harmful people. This makes sense to me because we see it in other social
mammals, like dogs. They roll over and show their bellies and other behaviors to indicate submission, to
show they are nota threat. | think we do this instinctively too. So don’t be hard on yourselfif youare a
people pleaser; you likely learned to do this as a survival strategy in a harmful environment. It s still
reasonable to want to change that behavior, butyou don’t getto blame yourself for having it. It was
probably an instinctual survival response.

Survival is linked to belonging and connection

At the nextlevelup - the social mammal part of us - survivalis about belongingand connection. Our
species uses beingsocial to increase our odds of survival. So the brain will fight hard to keep us
belonging and connecting, so hard that it will sometimes lie to us to make it happen. It will even keep us
belonging when the situation is emotionally harmful (so long as it doesn’t threaten survival). Why do
people stayin cults? Many reasons but one of the powerfulreasonsisthe sense of belonging. Why do
we get so passionate about our sports teams? It gives us a sense of community, which is belonging.

That’s good stuff, but realize that your brain has no problem lying to you about HOW good. It just likes
that you belong. It has no problem encouraging you to hate the other team because it keeps you tied to
your team. Hating anothersports team s really bizarre, when you think aboutit. Theyaren’ta threatto
your survivalso why have such a strong emotional reaction to them? Because your brain says “yes they
ARE a threatto survival because | need to belong to a group, and I’ve chosen to belong to THAT group
(among others) and anything that threatens my group or suggests that ! am wrong to belong to that
groupis dangerous.” As we look at the common lies in key emotions like guilt, anger, fear, etc., you will
see these themesoverand overagain.

Okay, onward to the meat and potatoes of this book —getting the brain to see the truth. One last time
with my warning (sorry to be a nag but it is THAT important) ... be on guard for that self-protecting part
of your brain. It might be catching on already that you are thinking of changing somethingand it will be



afraid that you are going to threaten its survival. Remember to notice the push fromyour brain but
don’tbuyinto it until you’ve had a chance to sort it out.

25D
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The Signposts of Lies

There are certain indicators that will signal that yourbrain is lying to you. | call these signposts and they
are principles you can use to keep your brain in check.

Signpost 1: You know you are stuck in the brain’s lies when you feel
upset for more than a few minutes.

This may seem like an exaggerated claim, but hear me out. Painful emotions have a purpose. Theyare
messages from the subconscious brain — aka “Subby” - to the conscious brain — aka “Conny”. Subby is
powerful. Subby has all the power of our survival instincts, and that’s a lot of power. Conny is the part of
you reading this book right now. Subby uses painful emotions to get Conny’s attention because we
notice pain. But once we getthe message - whetherit is the message of angerwhich is “I’m not okay
with this”, or the message of guilt which is “I need to fix something”, orthe message of fear which is “/
need to get away fromthis” - we don’t need to hangonto it. We’ve got the message; now we need to
make sense of it and figure out which action to take. Once | tell Subby my plan for addressing the
problem, Subby will relax (but heads up! Subby will come back to nag me if | take too long to solve the
problem).

It's what I do, Conny!
..and I want some
Subby! chips.

Why do you
keep poking
R me?!

Feeling numb

| need to mention some exceptions to this rule. The first is feelingnumb. Many people who see me for
therapy say they can’t really feelany emotions. They just feelnumb. Acommon reason for this is that
they have had an emotional burnout. Their brains were feelingtoo much (usually anxiety, worry, stress,
or frustration) fortoo long. This happens when we have had to push through unhealthy situations like
toxic workplaces or toxic relationships or trauma. When we ignore the emotional messages of the brain
and stay in the situation that it isn’t happy about, we can burn out. Subby was trying to getour
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attention, giving us anxious feelings or feelings of stress, but we ignored Subby. Our brain eventually
reaches a crisis point and takes over, saying “Times up, Conny! You’ve ignored me and now I’m shutting
us down because |l have nothing left, | can’t feel anymore.” When that happens, you end up with an
exhausted nervous system that can’t generate feelings. Subby then keeps you feeling numb and fatigued
so you don’t put yourself in stressful situations. Subby keeps you there untilyour nervous system
recovers. There is an important message here, which is if you ignore Subby for too long, Subby will take
control.

Feeling sad

The second exception to the rule of only feelingemotion for a few minutes is sadness. Sadness is about
healing loss and this takes time. In order to heal, we need to let ourselves feelthe sadness a bit, and
thentake a break. | like to tell people you wantto visit sadness, butyou don’twant to live there. One
way to visit is to let yourself think of the loss. | did this when my dearlittle cat died. | would look at her
picture every day and let myself cry a little, and | would talk to her and let her know | missed her. Then |
would take a break. Overtime, it became less and less painful to think of her. I still have a small wound,
severalyears later, butit isn’t a sharp pain.

If we keep doing this, the sadness will heal and we will be able to function again. The brain principle
behind this is if you stay in avoidance, in this case of painful feelings, the brain doesn’t have an
opportunity to reorganize itself so it gets stuck. When you approach fearor pain, yourbrain has to take
out whatit has stored onit fromits filing cabinets. When you are done thinking aboutthe memory, it
puts stuff back in the filing cabinets, but it changesi it slightly, because it has to add that you looked at it
today and what you thoughtand felt about it (this is an oversimplification but gets at the gist of the
process). Sothe thoughtand feeling memories get modified bit by bit and this helps to shift the pain.
This is only true, however, if our brain hasn’tadded some lies to our sadness.

Signpost 2: You know you are caught in lies when you have Thinking
Traps in your thoughts.

David Burns created a list of mentaltraps, called cognitive distortions, that are commonly seenin people
struggling with their emotions. | preferto call them Thinking Traps because thatis exactly what they are
— traps. If yourthoughts have Thinking Traps, you know your brain is lying to you. Here are just a few of
the Thinking Traps our human brains get caught in:
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Thinking Trap

Example

All or nothing thinking: Assumingall good or all bad

This is a lie because life really is more complex than that.

| only got a B on my exam. |’ma failure.

Mind-Reading: Assuming you know what others think
and that it is negative

This is a lie because we really can’t read minds.

Everyone thinks I’'ma terrible parent.

Fortune-Telling: Making and believing negative
predictions about the future

This is a lie because we suck at predicting the future. If we
were good atit, we’d all be rich!

If my son goesaway to college, he will drink,
become an alcoholic and his life will be
ruined.

Emotional Reasoning: Reasoning fromyour feelings

This is a lie because feelings aren’t facts. They are fuzzy
messages, sometimes aboutthe present moment, often
aboutthepast. They require interpretation — we can’t
takethem at face value.

| feellike a terrible person whichmeans|am
a terrible person.

Should Statements: Usingthe word should todemand
that you, others, or the world be different

Should’s are lies because they are really feelings
pretending to be facts.

| should have known better.
He shouldn’t have cut me off.

The train shouldn’tbe late whenI’'min a
hurry.

Labeling: Insulting yourself or others

Labels are lies because they pretend to say something
truthfulwhen they really are just our “fight” response
attacking with abuse.

That mistake was stupid. I'm such an idiot.

| will show you how to break out of these Thinking Traps as we go along. Now that you know about the
signposts of lies, you will be able to spotwhen yourbrain is in an unhelpful self-protection mode. You
will also need to know how to spot the signposts of the truth. Let’s go there next.

~2 D5
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The Signposts of Truth

Notonly do | need to know the signs for when my brain is lying to me, but | also need to know the signs
that indicate | have found the truth. When | see them, | know I’'m on the right track.

Signpost 1: You know you have found the truth when your thoughts are
free of Thinking Traps.

This makes sense given that Thinking Traps trap us with lies. They are the result of the shortcuts of the
brain. Remember, the brain likes fast and “close enough for safety” thinking. | will show you how to
break free of the traps as | go through the scenarios later. For now, | wantto speakto one of them, the
“should” trap, because understanding how to break free of it can be very powerful. It was for me.

Should onyourself

You might be wondering thatif you’re not allowed “shoulds”, then what do you do with beautiful
thoughts like “I should pay my rent” or “I should be kind to others” or “I shouldn’t kill people”? Although
these thoughts won’t usually take someone to a bad place, | still want to getrid of the “should”. | don’t
need it and it adds the risk of beingtrapped. Instead, | wantto be clearer with my thoughts and by this |
mean more truthful and fact-based. It gives less opportunity for my brain to getstuck. So if | get to the
truth of these “shoulds”, this is what | am really saying:

e Instead of “I should pay my rent” | say “I have the choice of paying my rent or not paying it. If
I don’tpay it, there will be consequences that|don’tlike, so to avoid those consequences, |
am choosing to pay my rent.”

e Instead of “I should be kind to others” | say “l am choosing to be kind to others because it
makes me feel good and it increases the likelihood of healthy relationships. No oneiis forcing
me to be that way —I am choosing it.”

e Instead of “I shouldn’t kill people” | say “I am choosing notto kill people because | would feel
terrible if | did and | will lose my freedom if I’'m caught, and I like my freedom. No one is
forcing me not to kill people— I could go outand do it anytime. | choose not to because it fits
with myvalues and the consequences are not what | want.”
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When | have a “should” on myself, very oftenlam ignoring that | am actually choosing something. If |
shift these “shoulds” in that direction, | start to own my actions more and notfeelso controlled by the
world, because frankly, | can do pretty much anything | want. But all things have consequencesand | get
to pick and choose which consequences I’'m okay with. For me personally, this was a very empowering
realization. It made me question all the “shoulds” that were driving my life. | now keep an eye out for
them sneaking back into my brain and when | find them, | shift themto a healthier, more truthful place.
When | do that, | feelemotionally clear again.

Should onothers

What about “shoulds” on others, like “people should be considerate of each other”? When | have this
kind of thought, | am really trying to share a longing or a feeling (usually sadness or worry). My brain
doesn’twant me to feelthese painfulemotions so it keeps me inthe more energizing feelings of anger
and frustration that accompaniesa “should”. I’'mreally saying “/ wish people were considerate of each
other” or “l am hurt and angry because someone was inconsiderate to me”. These are truthful, factual
thoughts but they touch sadness, or hurt, or worry. So our brains resist taking us there.

By the way, it is also not legitimate to say “people should ...” unless | am ruler of the world (and I’'m not).
It is factual to say that | wantit to be so, or | would preferif it was so. | can evensay | plan on getting
into politics so | can make it a law that people are considerate, and that would be my right. But even if
there was a law, it wouldn’t be okay to use the “should”. The truthful thoughtis “the law says people
haveto be considerate. If people break that law, they will face the consequences.” | don’t getto tell
otheradults how they should be. That is not my right and frankly it is disrespectful of theirrights. The
law defines the broad parameters of acceptable behaviorand my boundaries define the rest.

Should onlife

Finally, what about “the world should be fair”? This is anotherlonging or feeling thought hiddenin a
“should”. I'mreally saying “I’m sad and frustrated that | or others have been treated unfairly.” That’s a
healthy thought; there are no thinking traps in it. Even “I would like the world to be fair” is a healthy
thoughtand is a legitimate desire. If my self-protecting brain still isn’t happy with these alternatives, it is
usually because it has legitimate fearrelated to the unfairness. | may have been hurt by the injustice
that comes with systemicoppression like racism or sexism or any of the other hurtful “isms” out there.
In that case, the angerin “the world should be fair” energizes me to fight and also to be on guard. Still, |
will have more energyif | getrid of the “should” (evenif all it doesis get me out of havingto debate
with someone aboutthis “should”, that will save me energy). Thisis how | have let go of the Thinking
Trap in this thought: “I would love the world to be fair. It hurts to be treated unfairly and to be
disrespected. Still, we aren’t there yet as a species. We’ve come a long way but we are still a work in
progress. We have to tame our self-protecting survival-focused brains in order to be fairto each other,
and mostof us don’tknow thatyet. I’msad that | haveto live at a time where we still struggle with our
survivalinstincts, but | could have been born 500 years ago, and that would have been worse, especially
as awoman. So | can make peace with the fact thatl live at a time when | have a job to do, which is to
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keep pushing our species forward into a more emotionally intelligent place so future generations can
have a kinderand more fairworld.”

Should and Blame

One of the problems with “shoulds” is that they push us into blame. “Shoulds” on ourselves resultin
self-blame. “Shoulds” on others resultin other-blame. Blame is anothertrap. Why? Because there are
lies in blame. Wheneverthere are lies, we get trapped. We need the truth to make good decisions,
decisions that will give us long-lasting positive results. Let’s look at the lies in blame.

Let’ssay I’'min a painful relationship and am telling myself “/ shouldn’t have gotinto this relationship.
My partnerisn’t reliable with money or keeping commitments and now thisis a real problem for us. | saw
it fromthe beginning but | ignored it. | am to blame for getting myself into this mess.” There are some
beautifully healthy and truthful parts to this, but there are also some lies. The truthful parts are “Yup, |
did ignorethe red flags and so to some degree, | brought this on myself.” The lies in self-blame, however,
are usually flavors of a single lie. It looks kind of like this:

I was able to make a different choice and I didn’t make it.

Here’s why this is a lie. It assumes that you have complete control over
yourself, and guess what, you don’t. Neitherdo|. Subby s in charge. If Subby is
happy, only then will Conny be allowed to drive. Conny is the part of you that
chooses. If Subbyisn’t happy, the brain will push youinto choices with
emotion, clouding your decision making, making you too tired to fight for what
you know is right, etc. The truth is we can only make choices based on what we
know s true if our feelings let us. Feelings have more action energy than
knowledge. Thatis our biology. Conny is about knowledge. Subby is about
feelings. If we don’taddress ouremotion, i.e., make Subby happy, Subby takes
charge. Conny has to sit in the passengerseat and watch Subby drive into the
ditch. This is the big lie in self-blame.

What about other-blame? Let’s look at an example. Let’s say | have a brother-in-law whois difficult to
be around (which | don’t, by the way). He says critical things about me or my partnerbutsays heis only
jokingaround and that I’'m “too sensitive”. A healthy reaction on my part is to be angry because it is not
okay for others to use criticism as a joke. Fromthat anger, Subby will likely give me a thought like “He’s
such a jerk! Nexttime | see him, I’m going to give him a taste of his own medicine!” That’s a normal
thoughtto have. | would have that thoughtin a heartbeat. Itis my wonderful survivalinstinct kicking
into fight mode, working hard to protect me fromthe harmfulbehaviors of others. Blame comes in
when Subby convinces us that the reason I’'m so unhappy is because of his behavior, something like
“That was a terrible evening and it is all his fault!”

The lie in other-blame looks something like this:

My happinessisin your hands. | have no control. So you have to change for me to be happy.
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| sure hope this isn’t true! If it is, life will be pretty crazy. Having my happiness be completelyinthe
hands of other people would be a rollercoaster of emotion. And frankly, it justisn’ttrue. Emotions are
chemicals in my body, released oninstructions from my brain. That’s my brain and only | have accessto
it (unless someonehasopened my skulland is poking around in my brain). So other people can’t make
me feelanything. Sometimes an element of this may be true, forexample, if someone else has all the
available food and aren’t giving me any, then it will be pretty hard for me to feelhappiness because of
starvation. But evenin that extreme case, | could argue that | may feel pain and sadness, but | don’t
needtofeelthe emotional misery that comesfromanger. That is still on me.

The other lie in hereis “you have to change for me to be happy.” Actually, in the case of my brother-in-
law, | have otheroptions. The most obviousoneis | get to choose to not be around him. And that is
whatis called a boundary. We address harmful behaviorthrough boundaries. We use boundaries to
protect us instead of doing what anger wants us to do, which is fight. Boundaries are the rules we setto
protect our health. We can have boundaries to protect our physical health (e.g., people are notallowed
to hit me), emotional health (e.g., people are not allowed to yell at me), financial health (e.g., | don’t
loan money to people), etc. Good boundaries are necessary for good health. When | use boundaries, |
can shift out of blame — which feeds anger—andinto accountability. In the scenario with my brother-in-
law, | could do this by saying to myself “His behavior is not okay. He clearly is struggling with himself — |
can tell Subby is running his life. Thatsucks for him. Regardless, | have theright to protect myself from
damaging behaviors. | need to putin some boundaries. This will allow me to notget hurtand also not
stay trappedin anger.’m going to talk to my spouse about this and we will come up with a planso |
don’t haveto put up with this nonsense.”

The boundaries| setin this situation can range from no longer having contact with the person to having
limited contact in safe settings. The bottom line is that | protect myself from emotional (and physical, if
relevant) damage. Thatis really what boundaries are — rules that protect my health. | have the right to
protect my health. If| want to, | can choose to tolerate small doses of bad behavior from my brother-in-
law (because, forexample, it allows me to keep my relationship with his kids). But | can only do that if it
isn’t harming me so much that | struggle to recoverfrom our interactions. If it is breaking me down, |
need strongerboundaries, which may include a sacrifice, butlooking after my emotionaland physical
healthis not optional.

| am able to shift out of other-blame and judgmentwhen | acknowledge that boundaries are my
responsibility. If | know that | need better boundaries with someone and | don’t putthemin place, as
soon as my blamey self starts complaining, | remind my brain “hey, you know you need some boundaries
here. Work on your fear of that and this will be solved. Don’t blame him — he’s trapped in his clueless
state.”
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Here’s my theory of why criticism, including constructive criticism, is so hard to
take. Criticism feels like an attack to the brain. If someone in my groupis criticising
me, that’s a threat to my survival because humans use social connection as a
survival strategy. So when I’m criticised, my survival instinct kicks in; | can’t help it.

This means | have to work hard to get my survival instinct to behave when I’'m
around my brother-in-law. That’s alot of work which makes my relationship with
him high maintenance. If his goal is to end ourrelationship, he is on the right track
because | don’t do high maintenance. In otherwords, he is creating the conditions
for me to say “being around you is not worth the hassle.”

Does this mean no one can criticize me? Nope, butit meanswhen theydo, it has
to be extremely clear that they are coming from good intentions. There hasto be a
lot of trust and positive history for the brain to recognize that this personis
speaking with kindness and concern for my well-being.

Also, the nature of the criticism needsto be relevantto the relationship. If my co-
workersaysto me “gee Karin, | don’t know if you realize this, butyou really are a
terrible singer”, a healthy response on my part would be “and this affects you
how?” If | am torturing my co-worker with my singing, thenyes, they have a right
to say something but EVEN THEN, it needsto be shared differently, asin “Karin, |
don’twantto hurtyourfeelings but | am finding it difficult to concentrate at work
because of yoursinging. | would be fine if you just hummed or maybe we can
soundproofyour office orsomething. Can we explore some options together?”
Now if it was my voice coach that made the comment, then it would be different.
Thereis an implicit contract in that relationship forfeedback on my singing.

| can even use boundaries to protect myself from self-blame. The differenceis that the boundaries are
on Subby. Forexample, if | know my subconscious brain likes to get me into trouble with alcohol, or
around certain people, or in certain settings, etc., then | act with accountability by puttingin rulesthat |
follow to keep me safe in those situations. Subby may overpower me sometimes and make me break
therules, but if the consequences are important enough to me, | just keep strengthening my boundaries
until Subby has no option but to behave.

Letting go of blame and judgmentis an extremely powerful strategy for finding truth and thus peace.
Thereis a beautifulline in an old Persian poem by the poet Rumi which speaks to letting go of blame:

“Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there s a field. I’ll meet you there.”

There s joy in that field and | want us all to meetthere.

Signpost 2: You know you have found the truth when you are feeling
peace, joy, or sadness.
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If you are not feeling peace, joy, or sadness, chances are you have not yet found the truth. You might
wonderabout the sadness part. If the goal is happiness, how does sadnessfitin? Feeling peace and joy
sounds great, but how is sadness a part of happiness? Whenyou live in the truth, there will be sadness
because the reality of being a human on this planetis thatthere is sadness. Thatis a fact. However, this
is a healthy sadness, unlike the sadness that comes with depression. Thatis a differentfeelingandis not
healthy; you can actually feelthe difference in your body. Healthy sadness can co-exist with peace and
joy; unhealthy sadness can’t. The reason s that the unhealthy sadnessis mired in the lies of the brain,
which keep us stuckin misery.

| think a lot of us getstuck in emotional pain because of a fear of feeling sadness. | don’t think this is a
conscious fear; | actually think it may be a glitch in how the brain works. Here’s what| mean. Sadness s
painful and our brains are wired to have us avoid pain. | have a tentative theory that the brain gets
trappedin misery when it doesn’t know how to resolve a situation where both options have pain, even if
one is healthy pain. | think it gets caught in a loop like “this relationship I’min is unhealthy and not
fixable; it’s so painfuland | need to end it; but oh no that means | will have to feel the pain of loss and
sadness, which hurts a lot, so | need to avoid that, but then what about the painfulrelationship?don’t
know whatto do!!! Both paths mean pain! | guess there’s no answerso let’s go watchsome TV.” And
then we get stuck. My theory is that sadness feels more painfulthan fearso the brain pushes us to stay
in fear ratherthan have the pain of sadness.

The good news is we can override this brain tendency once we become aware of it. One way we can do
that is to remind our brain of an important fact, one that it forgetsabout wheniit is stuck in the trap:

“Dear brain, sadness is temporary but the pain of a damaging relationship goesonandon. |
preferto havetemporary sadness over forever pain sol am going to end this relationship and
takethe hit of thetemporary sadness. We can do it brain! Work with me!”

FYI, | often talkto my brain. It helps me stay on track. It isn’tenough because Subby is way more
powerfulthan Conny. So | can’t muscle my way past Subby, | have to outsmart my brain (whichis why
justrelying on will powerdoesn’t work — will poweris Conny’s domain, so a bit wimpy.) | have to help
Subby see the truth in many ways for my brain to be okay enough to give me control. For example, |
have been tryingto get my snacking under control in the evenings and have had to put many strategies
in place to keep Subby from sabotaging my plans. | have recently added looking at myself in the mirror
each morningand saying to Subby “I’'min charge. I’m doing this so back off, my friend.” | think it gives
me a little extraoomph when Subby says “let’s have pretzels”, but Subby still wins the battle more times
than | would like.

A fun exercise - say hi to Subby!

If you wantto see your subconscious brain in action, you can do this exercise. Read it through first
and thengive it a try. Setaside 10 minutes to sit quietly with no distractions. Take a few deep
breaths to settle yourself and then put your attention on your breath going in and out. Try to keep
your focus on your breath. As soon as your attention wanders, guess what? That means Subby has
arrived!
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Bring your attention back to your breath and watch what Subby does. Here’s what happened
when | did this exercise:

My attention gets pulled to a painin my elbow ... | notice that and continue keeping a light focus
onobserving my breath and a light focus watching where my brain goes next.

A thought comes up “l wonder if anything coolis going to happen”... | notice it and keep watching.

A thought comes up “I haven’t phoned my parents in a while” and | feel a stab of pain in my
stomach ... | realize my brain just squirted some “worry” chemicals with that thought and I notice
that it tried to hook me into worrying right now. I ignore it and put my attention back on my
breathing.

All of a sudden I notice thatI’min a Harry Potter movie and | am Harry Potter. | realize my brain
hooked me into watching a moviein my brain ... funny!lrefocus again on my breath.

A noise outside grabs my attention ... | notice that my attention was grabbed and then return my
focustomy breath.

A thought comes up “Is it time yet? | need to check how much time is left” ... | smile inside as |
notice my brain trying to push meinto checking the time. | ignore the push and keep watching my
brain while lightly noticing my breath.

When | did this exercise for the first time, | was blown away at how pushy my brain is. When we
aren’taware of that pushiness, Subby gets to do what Subby wants, and that isn’t always what our
conscious selves want. By the way, if you are the kind of person who struggles to get out of bed in
the morning, that too is a time to say hi to Subby because Subby is the one arguing with you to get
“10 more minutes”.

Rememberto look for the signposts of truth — they will guide you to peace.

~2T5D
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Releasing Lies

If you are ready to feelbetterand want to start cleaning up yourbrain’s lies, there is a process you can
follow. This is based in the therapy approach developed by David Burns, author of “Feeling Good”,
“When Panic Attacks”, and other books. David Burns is a pioneerin the field of psychological therapy. |
recommend his books to my clients and have used them on myself. His approach to changing the brain
is straightforward, practical, and effective. The process|am going to describe here includes some of his
powerfulstrategies and is similar but notidentical to his approach.

Please note that it is hard to fight your own brain! You can make a lot of changesto your brain on your
own, but some areas can be so sticky that you just won’t be able to shift them without the help of
another brain. So don’tbe shy about getting some therapy if you are feeling stalled.

Rooting out the lies of the brain is a 4 step process. You will need to:

1) Validate the truthin your pain.

2) ldentifyyourupsettingthoughts.

3) Understandthe healthy motivesforyourfeelings and decide whetheryou wantto change them.
4) Hunt forthe lies and release them.

Ratherthan talking about each step, | want to show you how this works using several scenarios. These
are situations that cause many people unhappiness. Evenif these scenarios don’tapply toyou, |
recommend reading through them because they show common brain traps that we all find ourselvesin
at times. | will then talk more generally about the lies thatthe brain settles into for specific feelings like
anger, guilt, shame, etc. and how to get your brain to break out of these painful places.

Scenario: “I'm unhappy because I am not getting along with my mother (or
father or sister ...)"

Step 1: Validate the truth

This is a painful situation for many people, whetheritis with a mother, father, sibling, or otherfamily
member. That pain needs to be validated because thereistruth in it. This is the first step. Ineedto
validate the truth in my pain.
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Many people get emotionally stuck because they don’t understand that validating feelings is necessary
for emotional health. They think they have to “stay positive” and that if they say “this sucks”, they are
doing something wrong. | understand how people canfall into this trap. Some people who think this way
may have grown up around people who complained constantly about their pain. This is hard to be
around. As a reaction to that, the brain might store a rule that says “do not complain aboutyour
feelings; it is hurtfuland annoying to others.”

Anotherreason people may have a “stay positive” rule is that they tried sharing their feelings with
othersand repeatedly gotan invalidating response. They may have beentold to “suck it up” or that they
were being weak. In this case, the brain might store rules like “you are a loser if you talk about your
painfulfeelings” or “do not share your feelings with others; they will reject and hurt you if you do.” These
are classic examples of how the brain gets close to the truth, but not quite, and ends up storing lies. The
truthfulrules that the brain needed to store were “only share your feelings with people who are kind
andvalidating” and “share your feelings but don’t dwell in them; if you are in pain, find out why and
solvethe problems.”

We have to validate feelings before they will go away. To do that, we look at why it makes sense tofeel
the way we do. In this scenario about a painful family relationship, | would do this by reminding myself
that it is normal and healthy to feelhurt, sad, angry, and a whole host of otherfeelings when lam not
gettingalong with someone whoisimportant to me. It is healthy to want positive and warm
relationships with people, especially those closestto me, like my mother. My feelings make sense! I then
would sit with this truth for a few minutes, sayingit to myself afew times, and let it registerin my body.

Sometimes self-validationisn’t enough. So realize that it is normal to wantto getthose feelings
validated by a safe person and have your brain not be satisfied by self-validation alone. In my therapy
practice, many people have told me that they have felt a shiftinside just by my saying that “yes, that
WOULD be hurtfuland upsetting. | would feel that way too.”

Step 2: Identify upsetting thoughts

The second step s to identify the upsetting thoughts linked to your pain. These are the sentences the
brain usesto store the pain. We can get at these thoughts by sayingto ourselves “I feel upset because”
and the part after “because” is the upsettingthought. Forexample, | might be thinking “I feel upset
because...”

“My motheris so negative; it is painfultalking to her.”
“She shouldn’tbe that way.”
“She should care about my feelings.”

“I desperately want a close and loving relationship with my mother—it is terrible that we don’t
havethat.”
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We must write these thoughts down! If we don’t write them down, we give Subby an advantage.
Writing slows down the brain and gives some control back to Conny. We think at lightning speed, too
fastto work on thoughtsin our heads. We also need to write these thoughts as full sentences. If you
have thoughtsthat are questions, change them to statements. Questions keep us stuckin a loop in the
brain. So instead of “why does she treat me so badly”, reword it to what you’re really saying which is
“I’'m not okay with her treating me so badly” or “Maybe I’m doing something wrong that causes her to
treat me so badly.”

Step 3: Understand and decide

In the third step, we need to understand and acknowledge the good reasons Subby wants us to hang
onto the pain. This may seem strange butremember that the brain is always trying to help us. If it is
keepingus stuck in pain, it believesthisis helpful. We need to understand how it sees this as helpfuland
positive before it will loosen its grip and let us out of the pain. There are two questions we can ask
ourselves to identify the brain’s positive motivations:

(1) How does thinking and feeling this way help me in my life?, and
(2) What wonderfulthings does it say about me that | think and feel this way?

The first question is about usefulness; the second is about good values. Here are some good reasons to
hang onto the pain about the relationship with my mother:

e My angryfeelings show that | am not okay with bad treatment from people. That’s healthy self-
respectand good values.

e My sadfeelingsshow how much | long fora healthy relationship with my mother; that means|
have strongvalues about family. That’s good stuff!

e My thoughtsand feelings show thatl am a fighter—1 am fightingfor what | want, a good
relationship.

o Ifl stopfeelingupsetaboutthis, | might worry that this will make me a pushoverand let my
mothertreat me howevershe wants. | might use my angerto protect myself from worse
treatment.

There are probably another 10 reasons that | could list. All are legitimate, truthfulreasons for me to feel
the way | do. These reasons are my subconscious brain working hard to keep me safe. The brain needs
to have these reasons acknowledged. | need to let myself feelthe truth of these reasons fora couple of
minutes. | can do this by reading each one and saying to myself “YES, that really IS true.”

So now | have a decision to make. These legitimate reasons for my pain may be reason enough tostay in
the pain. The usefulness and good values may be exactly what | wantand need right now. It is okay to
decide to stay in the pain because it is helping me.| am a free agentand so long as | live within the law, |
am free to dowhat | like. No one has the right to pressure me to change. | would let myself think about
this for a few minutes.
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At this point, many people will feel stuck, torn between not wanting to feel the misery of the situation
but also not wantingto let go of the pain because of so many good reasons. That is normal. One way out
of the stuck place is to consider dialing down the feelings ratherthan eliminating them completely. So
instead of feeling, let’s say 100% angry and 100% hurt and 80% sad, | would dial those feelings down to
about 30% and only hangonto that much. That 30% can give me the benefits that | getfrom myfeelings
without overwhelming me with misery. The 30% (or less) is usually a more appropriate level of feeling
for the situation.

Once | have decided to dial down the pain or get rid of it completely, thenlam ready to move onto the
last step.

Step 4: Release the lies

The fourth stepis to find and remove the lies in my upsetting thoughts. Remember the principle: “if you
are in misery formore than a few minutes, then there are lies in yourthoughts.” The painis embeddedin
the lies. This is the trickiest step because we have to tease apart the layers of lies mixed with truths that
the brain has put in place to protect us. These will be different foreach person butthere are often
common themes. We need to work each upsetting thought, one-by-one, although what usually happens
is that once youstart to see the lies in a few of them, they become blindingly obviousin the remaining
thoughts.

e “My motheris so negative, it is painfultalking to her.”

We needtosort the facts from the fiction to find the lies. The lies are the stories of our brains
and that is where the pain is held. Let’s take each piece of this thought.

First, “my motheris so negative.” We can tell whetherthisis a fact by examining the evidence,
which is a usefulstrategy forany upsetting thought. | might ask myself “is it only me who sees
my mother’s negativity ordo many other people see it too?” If the answeris “lots of other
people see it too”, there is my evidence that yes, my motheris negative. So no lies in that part.

The nextsectionis an expression of feeling, ratherthan a thought, “it is painfultalking to her”.
How | feelis how | feel— thatis a fact so does not contain lies. So this first upsetting thought
doesn’t contain any lies, it is just a statement of fact. Excellent! We don’t have to do anything
with it otherthan validate the truth that, yes, my mom IS negative and talking to her IS painful.
The pain in this thoughtis really justa reminderfrom my brain that it's not happy with this
situation; constantly negative people aren’t healthy to be around so it is giving me pain to
remind me to dosomethingaboutit.

e “Sheshouldn’t bethatway.”

We again sort the facts from the fiction. This thought has a glaring indicator that it is not a fact.
It has the word “should” in it, which is one of our Thinking Traps. Saying someone shouldn’t be
whotheyare or how theyare isn’t a fact; it is a wish for the world to be different. Itis a

wonderfulwish. It makes sense to want people to be kind and positive. That would make them



28

happy and the world a better place. That’s good values and is practical too. But sadly, it is still
only a wish.

To get rid of the lie, | have to lose the “should”. The “should” traps pain in my brain. So first |
have to change this thoughtinto what it really is and say “I wish she wasn’tthat way”. Every
time my brain tries to give me a “she shouldn’t be that way”, | immediately change it to “/ wish
she wasn’tthat way.” When | do that, | will probably start to feelsome healthy sadness. That’s
because it IS sad to not be able to have a loving and kind relationship with my mother. Ithenlet
myself be with that sadnessand don’t buy into any new lies that my brain mighttry to give me
like “oh no, sadness is awfull I’ll never recover.” This is healthy sadness; it will pass.

That usually takes away some of the pain but often we have to go one step furtherand answer
the question “But why is she that way?” If we don’t come up with a truthful answerforthat, we
can stay trapped in the pain of anger. This happens because the brain will be hanging onto its
own explanations like “sheis that way because she is a terrible person”, or “sheis pureevil’ etc.
These explanations aren’t facts. We know that because of the words “terrible” and “evil”, which
are impossible to objectively measure; they are really emotional reactions pretendingto be
facts. They are also the labelling Thinking Trap. If we let the brain hangonto these kinds of
explanations, it will stay trapped in lies, and as we know, lies hold misery.

Here is anotherway to answerthe “why is she that way” question.
What | have learned about human behavioris that are 3 reasons that people behave badly:

(1) They were born with bad brain wiring and therefore have bad behaviors. Thisis the
case forsome sociopathic individuals. In otherwords, they weren’t born with normal
human brain functioning. This is such a tiny percent of the population that it is unlikely
that this explains my mother’s behavior. | have sadness for people like this; they were
ripped off in many ways. Yet, that sadness does not mean | invite them overfordinner!
Sociopathic individuals are not safe to be around so | put boundaries in place to protect
myself from them.

(2) They are emotionally clueless (just like | was!) In our cluelessness, we make lots of
mistakes and create pain for others. If this is the reason, then | might be able to have a
conversation with the person andimprove the situation. The clueless person may
struggle to hear whatyou have to say at first. You may get some immediate
defensiveness, but afterwards you may get “I’'msorry— I had no idea.” If the problem s
justcluelessness, that’s what tends to happen. Unfortunately, cluelessness is often also
mixed with emotional pain, which is the third reason.

(3) They are in emotional pain. Most of the time people act badly because they are
cluelessANDthey are trappedin feelings of fear, inadequacy, shame, anger, etc. These
feelings drive their behavior. Usually people don’t realize this is what is going on for
them. Sometimes even when they dorealize it, they don’t know how to change it so
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they remain at the mercy of those feelings. The Buddhists would say these people are
not “awake” or not “enlightened”. In my view, enlightenment means you see the truth,
and the biggest truth is that our brains gets trapped in emotions constantly and push us
around by making us believe lies. When people are in that state, they behave badly
because they are acting from their survivalinstinct in situations where survivalis not
threatened. Hence, theirbehavior doesn’t fit the situation.

For people like this, | have sadness. They didn’t ask to be this way. The pain that is
keepingthem stuck was dumped onthem by others, usually in childhood. They haven’t
realized it and sothey do the bestthey can but still end up hurting others. Like | said, |
have sadness and compassion for that, but | still don’tallow it around me. | don’t hold
hate in my heart, because there are lies in hate and | wantto live in the truth. These
aren’t hateful people, justlost people. So | wish them well and keep good boundaries so
their pain can’t damage me.

So getting back to my upsetting thought, | could now say “I wish my mother wasn’t this way but if | really
think aboutit, | can probably understand why sheis that way. She was never coached on how to handle
her feelings and she had painfulexperiences that she didn’t know what to do with. She is still spinning in
that pain and confusion.” Realize that understanding why someone behaves badly does not give them
a free pass to hurt you. Gettingto this fact lets you release the angerbutthe problem of bad behavior
remains. That needsto be solved with boundaries, which are the rules we putin place to protect
ourselves fromharm (e.g., | will only talk to her for5 minutes maximum on the phone and if she yells or
insults me during that time, | will hang up.)

e “She should care about my feelings.”

We have anothereasy indicator of lies in this thought— another “should”. | can say back to my
brain on this one that “/ wish she cared about my feelings.” | might even be able to say “She
probably does care aboutthem in her own way. It justisn’t a way thatis healthy for our
relationship.” If my brain is really fighting me on this one and saying “No!She really SHOULD
care! Sheis my motherforgoodness sake!”, then | can try reminding my brain that there is no
law that mothers must care about their children’s feelings. Ultimately, adults are allowed to live
their lives as they like so long as they obey the law. | am welcome to getinto the legal profession
or politics and work towards creating a law like this, if | feelreally strongly aboutit, although I'm
not sure it would be enforceable.

Really, the healthy place to go is to let myself once again touch the sadnessthat| was borntoo
soon to be guaranteed emotionally healthy parents (to me “emotionally healthy” means being
compassionate, assertive, and having Subby under control). Most of our parents grew up in
emotionally and often physically tough conditions. They weren’t given the emotional nurturance
they neededto develop into emotionally healthy people. They were given enough to allow them
to survive and function reasonably wellin our world. That was all their parents could manage
because of the times they lived in. This is a fact. So instead of getting caughtin a “should” about
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how | wish the world was, which is a trap, | could say to my brain that | will commit to beingan
emotionally healthy parent myself so the future is better for my children and their children.
These thoughts don’t have liesand let me have healthy sadness.

“I desperately want a close and loving relationship with my mother — it is terrible that we don’t
havethat.”

Let’s break this thoughtinto the two obvious chunks and deal with each of them.

First, “I desperately want a close and loving relationship with my mother”. This is a statement of
feelingso is a fact. Saying how | feelis always a fact; there are no lies. However, | wonderabout
the intensity of the word “desperately”. Why is the feeling so strong? Why is there des peration?
That intensity suggests a thought like “/ have to have a close and loving relationship with my
motherin order to be okay.” | totally understand someone feeling that way. As children, we are
biologically wired to long for closeness with our parents. And that wiring doesn’t automatically
turn off when we become adults. Soit is normal for the brain to hang onto the belief that “/
won’tbe okay unless | am close to my parents.” Butis it true?

If as an adult | won’t be okay without a close relationship with my parents, | would say
somethingis wrong. | might notlike it, | might preferit was different, but I hope | will be okay.
My job as an adult is to be able to look after my needs. That does include having connection
with others, and yes, it would be wonderfulif it was my family, butit doesn’t have to be. Ifit did
HAVE to be with my family, then people who lose their families or have abusive families would
be doomed to misery, and guess what, they’re not. Many people who have nothing to do with
their families live happy, full lives. Do they have some sadness when they think about not having
family contact? Probably, butit doesn’tgetin their way because it is healthy sadness.

If we look at the second part, “it is terrible that we don’t have that”, we can tease outthe facts
and fiction starting with the word “terrible”. “Terrible” isn’t a fact word; it is a judgment and a
label. One way we know that “terrible” isn’t a fact word is if we think about asking 100 people
whetheritwas terrible that someone did not have a close and loving relationship with their
mother, we have noidea how many would say “yes”. The word “terrible” says “I don’t like it”
but without saying it. This way of thinking hooks in painful emotion. If we remove the labelling
Thinking Trap and change the wording to “/ don’t like that we don’t have that” we will
immediately feelless pain than when we think “it is terrible that we don’t have that”. Words
matter because our brains seemto get caught in certain kinds of wording and notin others. We
wantto use wording that doesn’t get the brain stuck.

But let’s go even further with this thoughtand see if we can find the fearthat needsto be
released. Undermost pain, you will find fear (yup, that’s the old survival instinct again). Here
we can use our next lie-detecting strategy, asking ourselves: if that were true, why would it be
upsetting? | need to ask myself:if it were true that | could never have a close and loving
relationship with my mother, why would that be upsettingto me? | then write down the
answers tothat question as new upsetting thoughtsto clean up. Here are some possibilities:
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o Itwould be upsetting to me because | would feel alone, like no one had my b ack.
o Itwould be upsetting to me because I’'ve always wanted a close family and | don’t have
that.

Can yousee the brain’s survival fearin the first thought? Itis very normal to have a fearthat if |
am alone in the world, | am notsafe. It is normal because we are a species that uses social
connectionto enhance survival. We are wired tofeelthat way. At the same time, it is not true.
We can be alone in the world and be safe. We won’t feelgreat because we are a social species,
but our safety is not at risk. If we can take the fearout of this thought, we can find a way out of
the trap. For example, here is how | would talk back to my brain’s survival message if Subby gave
me this thought:

“Dear brain, you’rerightthat it would be upsetting if | felt | had no oneto back me up. | don’t
wantto bea loner in the world. At the same time, | don’t need to solve that problem using my
mother. Ifas an adult! have to solve my “being alone” problem using my mother, then I’'m doing
something wrong. I need to ask myself why | am not choosing to create healthy relationships
with otheradults. Am | afraid of rejection? Do | lack the skills or fear I lack the skills? If so, am |
using my relationship with my mother to avoid feeling scared, hurt or rejected?If | am, | need to
stop avoiding and fix those problems (which are all fixable, dear brain) so | can have lots of
options for close relationships. And dear brain, | agree thatit is sad that! can’t have the close
family I always wanted. Itis sad but not terrible or dangerous. Just normalliving sad. And if |
acknowledge that sadness, the intensity will decrease and it will just be a mild ‘ouch’ instead of a
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big ‘owowow’.

So at this point, | hopefully have released some of the liesin my brain on this issue and will feela little
better, ormaybe evena lot better. However, my brain may still be fighting to hang onto the pain and |
will know it if | get messages like “yeah but whatabout...” from my brain. If | do, | write those messages
down as upsetting thoughts and go through the same process with them. | wantto honor all the
concerns of my brain, which means take them seriously and see which concerns are facts and which are
fiction.

By the way, doing this once will not magically make my brain go “oh ha ha ha, my bad, so sorry forthe
lies, how embarrassing that | believed that, | won’t let it happen again”. Nope, it doesn’t work that way.
Some of my upsetting thoughts will be gone forever, but for many, my brain will try to hook me again
and again. The reasonis that it has a long track record of thinking that way, so it will take a little practice
to getit to shift toanothertrack. That practice involves remindingit of the new, fact-filled, fiction-free
version of the thoughtthat | now believe. As I do that, my brain may come up with some more nuances,
saying to me “yeah but whatabout...” as it tries to hook me in. When it does that, | have to write that
down as a new upsettingthoughtand go through the same process of rooting out the lies. | also have to
live my life according to my new belief, ratherthan my old one, which often means having courage and
doing things that are scary but safe. After a period of time, my brain will usually cooperate and hook me
lessand less.
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Why does it work that way? Think of the brain like a street map. It has lots of roads, some big and some
small. The roads were put onthe map by learning and life experiences. Some roads are travelled every
day and so are super highways on the map. Others are travelled rarely and so are small, single-lane dirt

roads. The map is always changing. Let’s look at my map before | rooted out the lies about my
relationship with my mother.

Calm Sad
o) (@]

Hurt

P A XTI T
ll:: ’r.l""ll'Jw'il p{l.-_- ‘I;)‘t
|~ )

Fear
Guilt “©,. O

‘e ?'Hrr'r;rrf‘-

Notice how there are no roads to Calm and Sad. My brain doesn’t know how to getthere on this issue.
Here is the map after!’ve rooted out the lies:
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Notice how my new roads are still just skinny little one-lane side streets. They aren’t highways yet, well-
travelled, multi-lane and high speed. | have to travel my new side streets repeatedly before my brain
turns them into new highways and decides they are easierto use thanthe old highways (which, when|
stop using them, will become neglected and less likely to be travelled). Travelling those side streets will
involve regularly reminding my brain that this really IS the truth, through both my words AND my
actions. This means grabbing my courage and doing what | know is right and true even though it might
be scary. For this scenario, the scary act is putting boundariesin place. If | wantto be emotionally
healthy, | will have to doit. Courage is essential foremotional health. The good news is thatwhen | start
living the truth through my actions, my side streets get beautifullampposts, brand new asphalt every
year, and become ajoy to drive.

By the way, if | had tried to respond to my upsetting thoughts with platitudes like “things happen fora
reason” or “it will all turn out okay”, etc., Subby would laugh at me and demolish those roadsin a
heartbeat. There is not enough truth, and hence not enough power, forthe brain to buyit. It has enough
experience to know that lots of stuff happens for no goodreason at all and that things don’t alwaysturn
out okay. When | say things like that to myself, it can take the edge off the momenttemporarily, but it
doesn’t create realchange. Real change requiresliving in the truth. The truth creates roads thatcan’t be
denied.

That’s not to say there is no place for phrases like this; they just have to be true to have power. | call
these “grounding statements” and there are a couple that | use and find helpful. One is to tell my brain
“I’'msafe” or “we’re safe” (meaning Subby and ). That is a true statementin most situations. The other
phrase | use requiresa bit more background; it is “one-hundred billion galaxies”. When | learned the fact
that there are at least 100 billion galaxiesin the universe and each contains at least 100 billion stars, |
went “wow, my problems are just SO insignificant in the grand scheme of things”. When | say to myself
“one-hundred billion galaxies”, it reminds me of the big picture and helps me put my troublesin
perspective.

Before we move onto the next scenario, | wantto remind you thatyou can find more lie-detecting
strategies in David Burns book “When Panic Attacks”. Now let’s look at another scenario and walk
through the process again.

25D
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Scenario: “I'm so angry with my partner Taylor; all we do is argue. There is no
closeness anymore.”

Step 1: Validate the truth

This is a common source of pain for people. We are wired for connection and when we can’tconnect, it
really hurts. If this is my situation, | would first need to validate the hurt, sadness, and loneliness that |
feelwhenthis happensand recognize that it makes sense to feelthat way. | also need to validate the
truth in my anger— my spouse likely 1S doing things that are frustrating my attempts to connector solve
problems. What they are doing likely is not good relationship behaviorand | have a right to be angry
aboutthat. | need toremind myself that my feelings are legitimate even while | am trying to shift them
into a healthier place.

Step 2: Ildentify upsetting thoughts

Next | needto figure out what upsetting thoughts are spinning in my brain on this topic. | ask myself the
question “why am | upset?” and the answer leads to my thoughts. Here are some possibilities (I'll use a
male spouse in this example for simplicity):

“Taylor doesn’t care at all about my feelings.”

“Taylor is so selfish.”

“I can tell that Taylor doesn’t wantto be in this relationship anymore.”

“Taylor is so unreasonable and argues with me about everything!”

“I want to feel loved and cared about and instead | just feel angry all the time.”

| write down all these thoughts so | can work with them in step 4. Notice how | only write down
sentences, not questions like “why is Taylor such a jerk?” If your upsettingthoughtis a question, change
it into a statementlike “Taylor is such a jerk!” Rememberthat questions keep us stuckin loops in the
brain so to break the loops, we need to change themto statements.

Step 3: Understand and decide

Now we need tolook at why our subconscious brain wants us to think and feelthis way. There are many
great reasonsto do so whenyoureally look at it. Remember that our survival-oriented brainis always
trying to protectus. It wants us to be safe and it wants us to be free of pain (because painis a danger
signal). How do these thoughts and feelings give us protection? Here are some ideas:

e Being angry with my partner helps me keep my guard up against more hurt.

e My relationshipis struggling so my painfulfeelings are reminding me about that sol won’tlet it
continue forever.

e My worryingthat Taylor doesn’twantto be with me anymore is helping me prepare forthe end
so it won’t blindside me. It will still hurt but not as much if I'm expectingit.
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e My angeris protecting me from feeling sad about the situation. | don’t wantto feelsad because
then| feelscared that it might be over.

There are probably more examples of how my brain is trying to protect me with these feelings and
thoughts. But what aboutthe second question —what wonderfulvalues are exhibited in my thoughts
and feelings about this? Here are some ideas:

e My angersays| value beingtreated well. That is self-respect, which is healthy and good.

e My angerand hurtsay | value a loving relationship. That’s wise and healthy.

e According to attachmenttheory, myangeris a protest at the loss of connection with my
partner. Protestingis just what | should do!l want to connect with Taylor and my angershows
that.

e My worryaboutthe possibility of the relationship ending shows my courage to face the truth of
the situation. Courage is an important quality fora healthy and happy life.

And so on. At this point, | need tosit with this and validate that these really are good reasons to feeland
think the way | do. | may need to continue to feelthis way for now because | have to protect myselfin
the relationship. | may want to hang onto the angerso | don’t keep getting hurt.

People in this kind of relationship pain very often get stuck here. That’s because there really ARE good
reasons to stay angry and the subconscious brain is using all its powerto keep us feeling that way. But if
| do decide that | don’t wantto feelthis way anymore, then | might choose to dial down the anger to
maybe 20% intensity, enough to remind me that | need to do something but not so much thatit is
debilitating. Then | would go to the next step and root out the lies in my thoughts, because iflam in
emotional pain formore than a few minutes, there are lies in my thoughts.

Step 4: Release the lies

Once again, | go through each thought, one by one. This takes courage because we have to touch our
pain; that’s somethingwe don’twantto do. It is also something Subby doesn’twantusto do. The
subconscious fights us and whispers “just skip this step” or “let’s go see what’s in the fridge” or “this is
stupid. I’m done with this approach.” That's why people get stuck — Subby sabotages us, albeit with good
intentions. Yup, the human brain is really rather annoying at times.

e “Taylor doesn’tcareat all about my feelings.”

I know | have lies when | see my brain wording thoughts as all or nothing. This is one of the
Thinking Traps. It is a common shortcut of the brain that sometimesis harmless and othertimes
getsus stuck. When | see my brain saying “Taylordoesn’t careat all”’, 1 know that can’t be true
because it is saying every minute of every day, my partner has no caring feelings about me. | can
probably find many examples where thatisn’ttrue. Often we use this kind of language as a way
to communicate the intensity of our feelings. The healthierapproachis to just be clear about
our feelings instead of implying them with this wording. The first step is to reword the thought,
asin: “I amreally struggling to see that Taylor cares about my feelings.” That is a fact. Here’san



36

important tip: notice how | changed the start of my thought from “Taylor ...” to “I ...” Very often,
starting with “I” is a way out of lies and into truth. It is also therefore a way out of the never
ending pain of angerand into the temporary and healthy pain of sadness. The sadness will guide

us to actions that will help the situation. The anger will not.

Once I've removedthe lie, | can continue with my new thought, asin: “/ amreally struggling to
see that Taylor cares about my feelings. That makes me feel sad. | want to feel close to my
partnerand | don’tknow how to getthere.” This will move me to a tender place that is likely to
give me good guidance and not make the situation worse (alsoimportant). At this point, | would
hopefully then think about what actions | could take to resolve the sadness, like talking to my
partnerabout my sadness (ratherthan my anger because that will probably trigger my partner’s
survival instinct and escalate the problem), or talking to a friend, or suggestingwe do some
couplestherapy, or going to therapy myself to figure out next steps, etc.

“Taylor is so selfish.”

This thoughtfeels so believable when we have it. But there is a labelling Thinking Trap in it.
Wheneverwe call people names, like selfish, or lazy, or stupid, etc., we are gettingtrappedin
our brains. Why? Because it isn’t fact-based thinking. Itis emotion-based. When I say “Taylor’s
so selfish”,1 am really saying “Taylor’s behavioris hurtfulto me and | don’t understand Taylor’s
motives, solI’m going to assumeit is because my partneris a bad person.” That is a factual
thought but our brains don’tlike to be this clear and thorough —it is too slow and usestoo many
calories (the brain likes to save calories.)

By the way, there is no such thing as a selfish person. Did your Subby just go “whaattt?” | know
this may be hard to take in, especially if you’ve been hurt by other people’s behaviors. Selfish-
looking behavioris really just the self-protecting survival-oriented brain doing its thing. We all
have that brain. We all have the ability to act in selfish ways, which are really aboutfear. When
my self-protecting survival brainis runningthe show, lwon’t be able to be kind and considerate.
My brain is too worried about a survival threat, and survival trumps everything. Sol’m not
selfish, I'min survival mode. People who are in survivalmode can cause a lot of hurt. The rest of
us have the right to protect ourselves fromthat hurt, not by hanging onto anger, but by using
boundaries.

Getting back to the scenario, | can reword my thoughtto be more factual and say “My partner’s
behaviorlooks selfish to me (fact). This must mean Taylor s in self-protection mode (fact). |
wonderwhat Taylor’s brain wants protection from? Maybe I’'m doing something to trigger those
feelings, or maybeit is Taylor’s pain from the past coming up? | need to find out so we can move
forward.”

Note that this does not give my partner a free passto be inconsiderate. If Taylor’s brain is in self-
protecting survival mode, Taylor needs to be made aware of that in some way and deal with it
so I’'m not getting hurt constantly. What I’ve done in rewording my upsetting thought was get
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closer to the truth so | can release some unnecessary pain and come up with more useful
solutions.

“I can tell that Taylor doesn’t want to be in this relationship anymore.”

This thought would bring up a lot of fearand sadness. Even just writing it down to work on it
would give me pain, so much so that Subby may just try and distract me and not have me deal
with it. But | need toin orderto feelbetter. This thought might be true — Taylor may wantout.
The sadness | feelwould be healthy grief, so | don’t need to change that, eventhough healthy
griefstill hurts. There are no lies in healthy grief. But there is one potential lie in this thought
and thatis “/ can tell ...” This is the mind reading Thinking Trap. | might be right, maybe the signs
are obvious. Butit is risky and disrespectfulto assume you know how someone is thinking and
feeling. If  am unsure about someone’s feelings, itis respectfulto ask. This invites intimacy and
closeness because it givesthe message “I care about your feelings —I want to know about
them.” It also builds trust because it gives the message “I’m mature enough to ask how you’re
feeling ratherthan making assumptions.”

This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t give a tentative guess at how your partner is feeling. Itis
important to show thatyou are trying to be attuned to their emotionalstate. So | might say “I’m
sitting here assuming you are really unhappy and want out of this relationship, and I’'ve realized |
need to give you the chanceto tell me how you feel, rather than guess.”

But back to our upsettingthought... | needtorewordit so | remove the lies. Here’s what | might
say: “I’'mscared that Taylor doesn’t want to be in this relationship anymore (fact). Taylor’s
behaviors suggest that this is true (fact). Butl owe my partnerthe courtesy to ask, even though it
is a scary question.” When | do ask this scary question, | can reduce the scariness by being really
clear about how much | care about my partner’s happiness, and that | wantour relationship to
work, etc. That way Taylor will know that I’'m asking because | want the relationship, and not
because | want out of it.

“Taylor is so unreasonable and argues with me about everything!”

Can you spot the lie in this thought? Here’s a hint — there are some Thinking Traps in there.
Once again, | am using labelling, criticizing my partner by calling Taylor unreasonable. Here’s a
fact — there is always logic behind people’s behaviors. When people look like they are being
unreasonable, itjust means| don’tunderstand the reasons. It doesn’t mean they are
unreasonable. It may meanthey are acting from emotion, which has its own logic, and if that is
the case, then| needto say that to myself. Soinstead of saying “Tayloris so unreasonable”, |
needtosay a fact, like “/ don’tunderstand Taylor” or “Taylor’s very emotional about stuff and
this is getting in ourway.”
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There is also all-or-nothing thinking again. It is highly unlikely that my partneris arguing with me
abouteverything. Itis okay for me to say that “it feels like we argue about everything” —that’sa
factual statement. You may be thinking I’'m splitting hairs at this point, getting so caught up in
the wording, but here is why I’'m not. The way we word our thoughts impacts how they are
storedin the brain. You can feel the difference. Also, certain wording will lead us to solutions
whereas other wording will not. When | say to myself “Taylor is so unreasonable”, my brain goes
“yup, Taylorsure is. Well, | guess we’re stuck then because that’s just Taylor’s character.” If | say
to myself “I don’tunderstand Taylor”, this opens up a possible solution, which is to try harderto
understand where my partneris coming from.

So when Subby throws thisthoughtat me, here is how | will respond:
Subby: Taylor is SOO unreasonable and argues with us about everything!

Me (Conny): It definitely feels that way, Subby, but | want us to think more factually. Taylor
certainly looks unreasonable to me butthat just means | don’t understand the
reasons. If | really stopped to think aboutit, | could probably guess that Taylor is
hurting too and this hurtis driving the behavior. It is still not okay that Taylor is
acting out from hurt, but it helps me see that my partnerisn’t happy either. We
need to figure out how to resolve this so we both get out of this misery.

“I want to feel loved and cared about and instead I just feel angry all the time.”

This is a healthy thought. How do | know? Because it is stating facts. Wheneverlsay how | feel
or what | want, that is a fact. It also is a sad thought. Remember that you know you’ve found the
truth whenyoufeelpeace, joy, orsadness. | don’t need to change this thought. I justneedto
touch the sadness and let it motivate me from a tender place to fix the problemsin my
relationship.

25D
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Scenario: “I'm unhappy because of the hurt I've caused others (e.g., when I was
drinking; when I was doing drugs; when I was committing crimes; etc).”

Step 1: Validate the truth

The regretthat accompanies our mistakes can be deeply painful. That pain needs to be validated
because thereistruth in it. It does hurt to rememberhow we’ve let ourselves down orlet others down.
There s real loss in those memories. There is also guilt. Some of that guilt is appropriate. It shows good
values. Validating the truth of your pain is the first step. | would do this by reminding myself that it
makes sense to find this upsetting. It's normaland healthy to not want to make hurtful mistakes. | would
sit with this truth for a momentand let myself feelit in my body.

Step 2: Identify upsetting thoughts

The second stepis to identify the upsetting thoughts linked to this pain. Remember, we can get at the
thoughts by saying to ourselves “I feel upset because...” For example, | might be thinking “I feel upset
because...”:

“I hurt people and that’s not okay.”

“I knew better but | still did it anyway.”

“I will never be able to repair some of the relationships I’'ve damaged.”

“I have damaged my body so much that ! will probably have major health problems.”

Rememberthat we have to write these upsetting thoughts down. If we don’t, we willlikely not be able
to slow the brain down enough to sort out the pain. And we have to write the thoughts as full
sentences. This helps to highlight the lies; they are harderto hide in full sentences thanina phrase like
“damaged body”.

Step 3: Understand and decide

Now we need to understand and acknowledge the good reasons for hanging onto the pain. Remember
that the brain is trying to help us whenit gives us emotional pain. We ask ourselves the following two
questions: (1) How does thinking and feeling this way help me? (2) What wonderfulthings does it say
about me (thatl think and feel this way)? We then write down the answers. Here are some good
reasons to hangonto this pain:

e My feelings show that| am not okay with hurting people. That’s a good value to have.

e My feelings show that| value being accountable; | do not want to give myself a free passwhen |
do something hurtful. Again, good values. There is integrity in this stance.

e My feelingsshow that| am arealistic thinker. | acknowledge the truth that | may not be able to
salvage some of the damaged relationships and that| may have damaged my body. These may
be real consequencesand |am not in denial aboutthem. There is courage in that.
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My feelings of shame and regret give me a way to punish myself for bad behavior. It is a way to
atone for my mistakes. That shows accountability.

My feelings may help me stay on track with my sobriety. | may worry that if | let go of these
feelings that | will increase the risk of abusing alcohol or drugs again. | want to use that pain to
fight against cravings, which can be very strong. This can help focus my brain. It makes sense to
try that.

These are some possible reasons for me to feelthe way | do. All are legitimate, all are truthful. These
reasons need to be acknowledged. | let myself feelthe truth of them for a couple of minutes. | can do
this by reading each one and saying to myself “yes, that really is true.”

So now | have to decide whetherthese legitimate reasons for the pain are reason enough to stay in it.
The usefulness and good values may be exactly what | want right now, and that’s okay. If instead, | want
to feeldifferently, then | would dial down the feelings to a numberthat feels betterto me, like 20%
embarrassed, worried, regretful, etc. and move onto step 4.

Step 4: Release the lies

The fourth stepis to find and release the lies in my upsetting thoughts. Let’s go through each upsetting
thoughtand as we do, | will show you additional lie-detecting strategies.

“l hurt people and that’s not okay.”

We needtosort the facts fromthe fiction to find the lies. Let’s look at the facts in this thought.
Itis a fact that | hurt people when | was drinking. It is a fact that hurting people is not okay. Well,
kind of. This is a hidden should. What I’'mreally saying to myselfis “/ should never hurt people.”
There is a wonderfulvalue represented in this should statement butit is still a problem because
it hasthe word “should”. You might think I’'m being really picky, but here’s why I’'m not.

The truthful, factual version of my shouldis “/ wantto not hurt people.” That’sa good human
goal and is a fact (because all “/ want” statements are facts). The “should” version of my thought
is a problem for many reasons, some of which I've already talked about. Here’s anotherreason:
“I shouldn’t hurt people” confuses the ownership of feelings. | am not responsible for whether
people feelhurt. | am only responsible fortaming my brain so | can be a consistently respectful
and kind person. If haven’t yettamed my brain and | am still thrashingaround hurting people,
thenthose around me needto put boundariesin place to protect themselves from my behavior.
This isn’t a moral rule; it is a practical rule. Yes, | still have to own that I’'mthe one doing the
hurting, but others have to own putting boundariesin place to protect themselves.

This does NOT mean | judge or blame adults who are stayingin situations where they are getting
hurt. Absolutely not. There are completely understandable reasons for pe ople to do so.
Sometimes people are carrying so much old pain they justaren’table to set healthy boundaries.
Oftentheydon’tevenknow what those are. Sometimes their current situations are so abusive
(emotionally, physically, etc.) that they are completely broken down. They justdon’t have the
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strength to set boundaries. That happensandis nottheir fault. No one is at fault, because blame
isn’t valid. It contains lies. Switch to the truth by focusing on accountability. No one is to blame
but everyone is accountable for protectingthemselves. Sometimes they aren’t strong enough to
protectthemselves, and | have compassion forthat, but it doesn’t change that they own this.
Those of us around people in this situation can help by providingemotional support (not
pressure) to help them find their strength.

The principle | am emphasizing is that healthy boundaries are necessary for healthy
relationships. In orderto be a healthy human, | need to work through any barriers that are
preventing me from definingand enforcing healthy boundaries. If | am a child, thenitis upto
the adults around me to help put those boundariesin place.

My last point on the problems with this “should” statement (who would have thoughtsuch a
small sentence would be so problematic?) is that it is also invalid because it suggests that if
people are hurt by my behavior, it means I’'m doing something wrong. This isn’t always true.
Many times people are hurt by things that are healthy and appropriate. If | leave an unhealthy
relationship that | know won’t change and my partnerdoesn’t want me to, he will be hurt. Does
that meanit is wrongto leave? No. So | can’t say that it is wrong to hurt people. I needto have
compassion for people’s hurt, which means feeling sad that they are hurting. | thengetto
remind myself that sadness is healthy and shows | cared. | can be sad while making healthy
choices because | know that healthy choices will lead me to happiness.

So afterall that, | wantto respond to my brain’s original thought, which was “I hurt people and
that’s not okay.” Here’s what | might say to my brain on that:

| agree with you, dear brain, that! don’t wantto be hurting people. That is why | am now
working hard on getting this addiction under control. At some point | will have to forgive myself
formy awfulbehavior when I wasn’tin control of myself. When | have made amends, I think |
can dosomeofthat. In the meantime, it won’t help me to beat myself up with self -criticism so |
amreleasing all “shoulds”.

“I knew better but| still did it anyway.”

This is a guilty or remorsefulthought. Those feelings show wonderfulintegrity. On the surface,
this thought has no lies. It is true that “/ knew better” — everyone knows that excessive drinking
(or drugs, or committing crimes, etc.) is harmful. And yes it is true that “/ still did it anyway.” So
where’s the lie? Again, there is a hidden should. I'mreally saying to myself “/ knew better but |
still did it anyway, and Ishouldn’t have.” | have to get rid of the “should” or | will stay stuck in

this emotionaltrap. | first change my thoughtto “/ knew better but | still did it anyway, and |
wish knowing better had been enough to stop me.” That is all factual. The “should” was hiding
the lie thatif humans know the right thing to do, they will do it. Given how many of us don’t
regularly exercise (yup, that’s mel!), clearly thisis nothow humans work.
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The way humans really work is closer to “If | know better AND my emotionalself is not maxed
outdealing with old or current pain AND | don’t have other priorities that need to be addressed
first AND this is importantto me, then | might just act on my knowledge.” We are organic
machines with finite capacity. | can’t deal with everything at the same time — | only have so
many physical, mental, and emotional resources. Chances are good that if | was stuckin an
addiction, | was feeling maxed out by my old or current pain and my limited coping choices (also
givento me by my history, so not my fault that they were limited). My human brain won’tlet
me resolve the situation until a little space gets cleared up inside OR my situation becomes so
painful that | have to find answers just to keep going.

I will never be able to repair some of the relationships I've damaged.

Anytime we are predicting the future, we have the fortune-telling Thinking Trap going on. If |
was that great at predicting the future, I’d pick all the best stocks and be rich. Well, I’'m notso |
have to admit that | suck at fortune telling. So | have to first getrid of that trap and | can do that
by sayingthe truth which is “I’m notsure if | will be able to repair all the relationships I’'ve
damaged.” This thought will give me sadness ratherthan the self-critical guilt of the original
thought.

I may still notbe feeling great, so | could try anotherstrategy to help me shift things further. It is
called talk to a friend (David Burns calls it the double-standard technique). | can pretend that|
have a friend who is like a clone of me and this is my friend’s story. | pretend that my friend is
coming to me for advice and says to me “You know, | have had this drinking problem and | feel
terrible about all the people I’'ve hurt. And I’'m not sure if | will be able to repairall the
relationships I've damaged which makes me feel awful. Whatdo you think aboutthat, Karin?”
Now | have to tell my friend what | think about that. | don’twant to just tell my friend what they
wantto hear; | need tobe honest but kind. Here’s what | might tell my friend:

“I’'m so happy that you’re getting your life back and | hear yoursadness about the hurtyou’ve
caused. You might be right that you won’t be able to repair all the relationships you’ve damaged
butyou won’t know for sure until you try. | am on your side no matter what because | know what
a good heartyou have.”

Sometimes this strategy is even more powerfulif you use someone importanttoyou, like your
child. | sometimes get people toimagine their child is an adult now and that this is their story
and they are coming to their parent for advice. Thinking about the situation from this
perspective sometimes opens up anew way of looking at it.

My next step would then be to make a plan to address the situation. That will help me with my
sadness and guilt. | might say to myself somethinglike “I need to address the hurt | caused, even
though it is scary. Maybe | can start with the relationships that are most important to me. If |
approach each person with sincere remorse for my behavior, respect for their choice if they no
longerwantme in their lives, and a clear message of how | am making myself a safer person to
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be around, then hopefully, some of those people will give me another chance. If not, | can at
least be proud of my own behavior in trying to make amends.”

Note that if this is my plan, Subby may panic a little with the part about respecting people’s
choices to not want me around anymore. Subby may give me new upsetting thoughts like “Oh
no!lf they don’t want us in their lives that will be terrible!” or “We’ll be so alone— that will hurt
so much!” or “That would mean wereally ARE a failure and a loser!” | would need to write these
thoughts down, and work through them like all the rest.

“I have damaged my body so much that | will probably have major health problems.”

This would be a very scary thoughtand it may be completely true. There is anotherinstance of
fortune-telling here so to get back to the facts | would need to reword this to something like “/
havedamaged my body so much that| might have major health problems.” Fromthere, | can
take two approaches. The firstis | can face my fearand go to my doctorto find out the truth. |
can ask for a physical and see what s likely. That will then prepare me for what to expect, which
can be helpful. This will be scary and Subby may give me a whole
bunch of fearthoughts to try and stop me, but as always, | just
write them down and work through them (ortell Subby to go take a
nap and sneak outto the doctor’s without Subby noticing.)

The second approach is called acceptance. When | have a fear-based thought, usually the most
powerfulway to defeatitis to say “Okay, let’s say that’s true. How would | want to handle it ?”
This is powerfulbecause itis pretty scary. Facing our fears goes against what the survival instinct
usually prefers, which is to run away. Buddhist practices encourage us to face our monsters
rather than run from them because when we do, we find they aren’t as scary as we thought.
That is the powerin acceptance.

As | was writing this book, | had an interesting nightmare that spoke to this. In my nightmare, a
tsunami had hit my city. | was afraid and running, looking for higher ground to avoid being
sweptaway by the water. | rememberrunning up streets, and climbing stairs in buildings to get
to the top floor, and then seeing the water catching up to me and then running to the next
building. At one point, | was at the top of a building, out of breath, and | looked out the window
and | saw a T-Rex dinosaur. | don’t know why my brain decided to put a dinosaur in my dream,
but there he was, trashing the city, kind of like God@zilla. At that point, | rememberin my dream
beingangry and saying “WHATT? Now there are dinosaurs | have to deal with? Forgetit, | can’t
fightthis.” And then | woke up. That is acceptance. When|say “go forit, do your worst” only
thencan | see that the worst was a mirage, a fantasy, and really there is nothing substantialin
my fear.

When | move into acceptance, often sadnessis involved, as it would be for the thought that my
drinking has permanently damaged my body. | may need to cry that I’ve shortened my life, and

any new upsetting thoughts that come up, | need to write down. As | try to accept this, my brain
may give me thoughts like:
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o That’snotfair! | didn’taskto havethe trauma thatlead me to drink.
o Ildon’twanttodie young!
o I’'mgoingto bein a lot of pain when | getold — it will be brutal.

Movinginto acceptance in this scenario brings up many basic human fears: fear of death, fear of
pain, fear of illness. Most of us try to distract ourselves fromthinking about these fears. That
sometimes works, especially if you are feeling generally okay. Your brain will have enough
capacity to just pushit away for a while. Anotherapproach is to make peace with these fears.
This is the way | preferbecause it is a more powerfulway to settle down my brain. Thereis a
Buddhist meditation that is all about making peace with these and a few otherscary truths. It is
called the Five Remembrances meditation.

The Five Remembrances

You can do this meditation a few different ways but the essence of it is to regularly force your
brain to sit withthe hard truths of being human. These are:

| will grow old. There is no way to escape this.

My body is prone toillness. | cannot escape havingillness.

| will die.

Everythingand everyone | love will change or end. There is no way to escape this.

O O O O O

My actions are mine to own. The consequences of my actions are mine to own. | cannot
escape this ownership evenif | want to.

These truths are painful. Some bring up fear, others guilt or sadness. Itis not fun to think about
this. But if we try to avoid thinking about it, we can give our subconscious brains more problems
because they often will go: “Oh dear, Conny is afraid to think of this stuff — it must be
dangerous. | better make a note of that — certain thoughts are dangerous so let’s freak out if we
think them.” And now we’ve linked fear not to growing old or beingill, but to thinking about
growing old or beingill. This creates a brand new hassle for us to deal with.

Instead, you can meditate regularly on the 5 Remembrances soyourbrain learns that just
thinking about painful or scary things isn’t dangerous. Here are a few different ways you cando
this:

e Breathe deeplyandslowly as you say each remembrance to yourself.

e Pick one and say it to yourself. Then sit and observe the feelings and thoughts it brings
up. Do notjudge yourreaction, justobserve it.

e Foreachremembrance, you cansay somethinglike this to yourself:
“Breathing in, | know I will get old. Breathing out, | know | can’t escape getting old.”

| don’t do the meditation myself. Instead, | just remind myself regularly of these truths. | also
came up with some antidotes to the Five Remembrances that help my subconscious brain relax.
Here they are in case they are useful for you too:
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o Although| will grow old and there is no way to escape growingold, there are gifts in
growing old, like confidence and the freedom to be authentic. Also, many nevergetthe
opportunity to grow old. | can be gratefulthat | have lived long enough to experience
beingold.

o Although| cannot escapeillness, | don’tneedtofearill health. Any pain | have will be
managed or be temporary since all things are temporary. Evenif | lose some physical
abilities it does not mean | have to be miserable. Misery is optional. The loss of one
ability can openthe door to others | would neverhave explored.

o Althoughthereis no wayto escape death, |don’t need to feardeath. Death is natural
and normal and makes way for new life. My survival instinct won’t be happy aboutit,
that’sfor sure, butl don’t want to live from that space. | don’tneed to be greedy about
life. | can make space for others when my time comes. | also know that death in many
ways is justa transformation of matter. All my molecules will get recycled on the planet
and | feel peace thinking of bits of me in trees, and birds, and shoes.

o Althoughall thatis dear to me and everyone | love will change or end, | need notfear
this. Change is healthy and | wantthose dearto me to be healthy, evenif it means| have
to work through my sadness at losing them. Sadness is healthy and temporary. If | can
only be okay if everything staysthe same, then Subby is driving my busand | need to
take back the wheel.

o Itis true that my actions are my only true belongingsand | cannot escape the
consequences of my actions. There is nothingto fear here. | can have sadnessforthe
mistakes | have made and the hurt | have caused, but| can also forgive myself because |
am working on beinga better human. Insome waysit is freeingto realize that all | need
concern myself with are my own actions. If | am readingthis, then | am already doing
the work to be responsible with my actions. | am already on the path.

If | now revisit my upsettingthoughtthat “/ have damaged my body so much that | will probably
have major health problems”and use acceptance, | might say this to my brain:

Dear brain, you may be right. It is very likely that | will have health problems because of my
drinking. It is also likely thatthis means | will die youngerthan | would have otherwise. | am sad
aboutthatbutonlyso sad. I've lived longerthan many others and I’m gratefulforthat. | don’t
need to be greedy about life. When my time comes, it will still be hard, thatis justpart of being
human. But today | can make peace with it and know that many people have lived and died on
this planet already and it is not a tragedy. Some of their molecules are probably in me and my
molecules can be part of futureliving things.

| could go on and on with scenarios. Instead, | am going to shift the focus to finding the lies underneath
specific emotions like anger, guilt, fear, and shame.

~2 D5
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Releasing Anger

Here are some sample angry thoughts that most of us have either had or heard from others:

e Peopleare so inconsiderate and self-centered!
e Thatguy cut me off! He’s a jerk!

e Peopleshouldn’t havevoted for Donald Trump!
e Mybossshould treat me better!

e The health care system sucks!

Here’s a tip for getting out of anger: if you have anger, the word “should”
is in yourthoughts. It is often a hidden should, as in “People are so
inconsiderate and self-centered [and they shouldn’t be]” or “The health
care system sucks [and it shouldn’t]”. If you getrid of the should Thinking
Trap, you can release alot of anger. This doesn’t mean you can’t be upset
abouta situation —there is always truth in our feelings. It simply means
that instead of Subby drivingthe busin an angry rage, Conny takesthe
wheelwith acknowledgement of the angerand a plan to address the
situation, if possible, and a coping statement thatallows healthy sadness,
if not.

Here are the ways that | would root out the lies and release the anger of the thoughts above:

e Peopleare so inconsiderate and self-centered! [and they shouldn’t be]
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One of the lies in this thoughtis that people have to behave well. Actually, they don’t. So long as
people are following the laws of the land, they are allowed to behave howevertheywant. That’s

whatfreedomiis, and | like freedom. The good news is that if | don’t like how people behave, then|

have the right to not have a relationship with them. That’s where my powerresides.

The reason many of us get stuckin this kind of thought s that oftenthere is a price to not havinga
relationship with someone whoiirritates us. If it is a boss, then I may have to find anotherjob. Ifit is
a friend, | may have to let go of that friendship. Paying that price usually involvesloss, pain, and fear.
Our brains don’tlike those feelings so preferto keep us blinded by the anger. However, the anger
hides the truth, which is | have choices. | may not like the choices, but | do have them. If | choose to
stay in a situation | don’tlike, then| don’treally get to be mad at someone else for that choice.
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There are many other lies in this thought. One exists because | need to be specific. When thoughts
are vague, they often hold lies. For example, which people are so inconsiderate? Everyone? Does
thatinclude me, oram I the only one on Earth who’s wonderful? Do | have evidence thatall people
on the planetare inconsiderate? If | make this thought specific, | get closer to the truth. | need tosay
somethinglike “That woman atthe grocery store was very rude to me. She s so inconsiderate and
self-centered.” I’'m now getting closer to the truth. I’'mstill not there because | have the labelling
Thinking Trap, so | have to getrid of that. The lie is there because | have no ideaif the womanis
consistently inconsiderate —she may just have had a bad day, justlike | have bad days. That’s nota
free passto be disrespectful, butit is very humanand normal. Even wonderfully kind people slip up
occasionally.

People usually have this kind of thought because they’ve been terribly hurt by others, and usually
those others were supposed to look afterthem. That hurt gets morphed by the brain into self -
protective angerand mistrust of all people. And if that is where you need to be right now to keep
yourself safe, you can choose that. That is your right. Feelfree to mistrust othersand have strong
boundaries. Justlive in the truth whenyou do so and you will have more peace.

Here’s a healthierversion of this thought, free of Thinking Traps:

Thatwoman atthe grocery store was rude to me. It really upset me because it reminds me of how
my father treated me when Il was a child. She was likely just distracted or has herown pain, so I’'m
notgoing to label her. I’'m just going to make sure | keep strong boundaries with people and only let
in people who are consistently respectful. In the meantime, maybe I’ll go to the grocery store when it
is less crowded so | am less likely to run into people like her.

e Thatguy cut me off! [and he shouldn’t have] He’s a jerk! [and he shouldn’t be]

This thought has a problem similar to the firstone. It is notagainst the law to cut people off. Itisn’t
good driving etiquette, it does create a safetyissue, butit is notillegal. Neitheris beinga jerk
against the law. | am still allowed to have temporary angerat the safetyissue that his behavior
caused. Atthe sametime, | also need to acknowledge the truth of driving a car, and that is: Human
brains were not designed to drive cars, so they make lots of mistakes. This means being a driveron
the road comes with risks. If | don’t want to take on the risks of this choice, that’s okay. No oneis
making me drive. If | choose to nottake it on, it may mean a big changeto my life, and | havethe
right to decide whetherthatis worth it to me. All of that is truthfuland factual.

This might not be enough to shiftyour brain out of anger. So here is anotherangle to look at. When
people have road rage, anger usually hooks into thoughts like “he thinks he can disrespect me like
that??? No *bleep* way, |won’t stand forit!!” A lot of anger comesfrom people feeling
disrespected. The questionis: why is being disrespected important to the brain? Why does it care?

Here’s my theory. We know that survival is the numberone concern of the brain. We also know that
humans are a social species and the reason for that is it enhances survival. So having good social ties
is important for survival. You see this in othersocial species, like dogs or wolves. They work together
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to ensure the bestresultsforall members of the pack. They have complex social structures, where
there are hierarchies and rules. Some dogs have more status than others and those are first at meals
and with mating. Status matters.

| believe that our human brains have some of that status wiring. Status matters to us because status
means survival, the brain’s first goal, and status means mating options, which is the brain’s second
goal. So if | feeldisrespected, this touches on status which relates to both of the brain’s most
important goals. Knowing that our brains work this way can help us. If | am cut offin traffic, | can’t
help my automatic reaction which is fear then anger. However, | can help my next reaction, which
will determine whether | recover quickly, slowly, or not at all. My nextreaction can be a message to
my brain that looks like this: “That sucked! But! am notin danger, that driver is not disrespecting
me, and even if he is, it doesn’t matter. | don’t need status to be okay or to have mates in ourworld.
Sorelax, dearbrain. We’ve madedriving errors too. Maybe that was his one for theyear —I can cut
him slack forthat because he really is not a survival or reproductive threat to me.”

If this angle isn’t enough to shift your brain out of the anger, don’t despair. It just means you haven't
foundthe streetthat will take yourbrain out of Anger-town and overto Peace-ville (like on the map
in scenario 1). Your subconscious brain is pushing back until you give it some othertruths thatit can

buy into and still believe it is keepingyou reasonably safe. Those truths do exist. How do | know?

Many people don’tstay angry when they are cut off, meaningthere really are roads out of Anger-
town.

e Peopleshouldn’t havevoted for Donald Trump!

(Justin case yourSubby just poked you and went “oh great, liberal snowflake, now | know | can’t
trustanything Karin says”, let me tell youto hang in there. | am notgoing to talk politics here.) If |
have this thought, the first step here is to get honest with myself. Remember, “shoulds” are longings
pretendingto be facts. So let me be honest with myself and state the longing: “/ wish people hadn’t
voted for Donald Trump but frankly, it was their right to vote for whoever they wanted.” This can
take some of the angerout of my thought but then | will probably be left with feeling worried.

Underangeris usually (perhaps always) fear —this makes sense because angeris the “fight”
response of our survival instinct, which is all about detecting survivalthreats; in other words, stuff
that worries our brains. Sowhat are the worries undera thought like this? Here is one | might have
in this situation: “Clearly | can’t trust people to make good voting decisions and so | am at risk of
living in a world where someone dangerous is put in a powerful position.” If Subby gives me this
worry thought, what my brain is really saying to me is “OMG, we’re not safe!” In order to calm
Subby down, I need to validate the truth and tease out the lies. | can find the lies by using any of a
number of strategies, including ones we’ve already seen like examine the evidence ortalk to a
friend or be specific. Once I do that, | may be able to say something like this to my nervous brain:

“Subby, you’reright. We can’t always trust people to make good voting decisions and so dangerous
people can be voted into office, in our country oranywhere in the world. At the same time, there are
often processes in place, namely the law and the free press, that put checks and balances on extreme
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craziness. Still, | recognize your fear because these checks and balances can fail. Dear brain, | have to
tell you something difficult —we are only ever so safe. There is no guarantee that we won’t die in the
next minute. | promise | will do all thatis reasonable to keep us safe but! wantyou to work with me
on making peace with the fact that everything is temporary, including us. Maybe you and | can do a
5 Remembrances meditation later to help you with that. In the meantime, let’s enjoy being alive
right now and taking all reasonable steps foroursafety.”

This might not be enough to release the worry or the anger foryou. All this means s you have to try
otherlie-detecting strategies to clear it out. Keep workingit until you feelpeace, joy, or sadness.
Thenyou know you’ve found the truth.

e Mpybossshouldtreat me better!

The first stepin this thoughtis to remove the “should” with somethinglike “I wish my boss treated
me better butshe doesn’t.” Now I’min the facts. But if my brain really wants to fight me, it might
need another push tounderstand why it isn’t a rule of life that bosses should be better behaved.
The truth is bosses are humans which means they have their own survival instincts fighting them.
Plus | believe power hierarchies, like those in businesses, feed into the insecure parts of us, making
it even harderfor us to act from an emotionally grounded place. If | have access to powerto get my
needs met, my brain is going to push me to use that power. It’s just easier than being emotionally
mature. Being emotionally mature takes effortand the brain doesn’t like to exertitself if it doesn’t
have to. It takes emotionalawareness and energy to manage the brain’stendency to abuse power.

Giventhis truth, | can now add to my new thought and say “/ wish my boss treated me better but she
doesn’t. | guess | understand, even though | don’t like it, because she is human and has herown
issues.” We’re getting there, but often this isn’t enough to shift our feelings. Many people | see who
are feeling distress because of work will feelhurt by theirbosses’ behaviors. It will feellike a
personalattack or betrayal. | believe this happens because the brain naturally tries to use the rules
of family or friend relationships, like loyalty, in a business relationship. If my brain doesthat, | start
having personalrelationship feelings, like hurt and betrayal, when my employer makes abusiness
decision | don’t like. My employerstill needs to treat me with basic human respect when makinga
business decision, which means | needto be told whenever possible about decisions that affect me.
But | needto shift the way | look at the relationship. It is a business contract, nota personal
relationship.

| might now have shifted out of angerand hurt, butit would be normal to then feelsome anxiety,
because | may still feeltrapped. Ineedto find a way to get my power back in the situation. One way
to do that is to recognize the choices | have. Forexample, no oneis forcing me to stay at this job —|
am choosingit. | might be choosing it because | have bills to pay and | don’t believe | can get a better
job. That’s legitimate. Still, | can’t blame my boss forthe fact that| don’t have options.

This doesn’t mean | switch overto blaming myself for my lack of options. There are many legitimate
albeit sad reasons that people end up in this situation. If | am in an oppressed group thenitis true to
say that many of my choices have been taken away from me due to discrimination. That is a fact. If|
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grew up in an abusive home, then | likely have beenjusttryingto survive and recover from that
trauma and haven’tbeen able tofocus on creating job options for myself. That’s a fact and not my
fault. Itis not valid to blame myself ever, actually, because we really are always making the best
decisions we can given what we know and, more importantly, where we are emotionally.

Still, the idea of choice can help me clarify a plan for myself. | need to look at how to create more
options for myself sol don’thave to be at the mercy of an abusive boss, partner, parent, etc. Even if
I have limited choices because of discrimination, it isn’t true to say | have no choices. | have to work
the choices | have while acknowledging to myself (and to othersif | wantto and feell can be safe
doing so) that it is wrong that those choices are limited by oppressive attitudes and institutions.

I then will likely need to do something hard. How do | know? Because if it weren’t hard, | would have
solved this problem already. Something hard usually means a sacrifice is required and that every
option has disadvantages. Forexample, one option is to stay at myjob and suffer, but be able to pay
my bills and keep myself financially on track. Another option may be to move in with my parents
temporarily while | go back to school and retrain. Anotheroption may be that | have to move to
anothercity where | know | can getwork. All these choices have down sides which make them very
hard to look at. When all our choices are crappy, Subby often says “this is too much— I can’t handle
thinking about this. Let’s go have an ice cream.” It’s okay to let Subby do this to us once or twice,
but more than thatsays Subby is driving the bus, and that’s always a recipe for pain.

My rule of thumb in this situation, because | have had timesin my life where all my options sucked,
is to pick the solution which gives the highest likelihood of sustainable happiness. If every option s
going to hurt, | want somethingforthat hurt. | want a good return on my pain investment.
Essentially, | want to know that the hurt is taking me to a higher probability of lasting happiness.

Givenall this, here is one way to talk back to Subby’s complaint that “my boss should treat me
better!”:

| wish my boss treated me better but she doesn’t. | guess | understand, even though | don’t like it,
because sheis human and has herown issues. If she crosses a line into abuse, then | have the law on
my side and | can file complaints or even charges to see if it will change the situation. This won’t be
ideal butit’s an option. If | need to do this, | won’t let myself feel guilty because this is a business
relationship, nota personalrelationship. In the meantime, | need to sit down with myself and figure
outwhat! need to do to give myself more choices over my work life. This won’t be easy but a plan
will help me feel in more controland give me something to work toward, even if it takes a few years.
That will help me cope because | know there will be an end to the situation.

As | wrote this out, | saw all sorts of spots where Subby would be able to give me a “yeah but what
about...” Whenthat happens, write that down as a new upsetting thought and work through it the
same way.
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e The health care system sucks [and it shouldn’t]!

We all have angerthoughts like this from time to time and that’s okay. It is a problem if we stay
stuck in this kind of thinking. If | have this thought, | wantto first validate the truth which is the
health care system does have a lot of problems. Many people don’tgetthe help they need and
many don’tget it in a timely fashion. The sufferingthatis causedis not okay.

| needto get rid of the lie in this thought to shiftto healthy anger. The lie is thatthe health care
systemshould be betterthanit is. Why should it? It is a complex beast with a lot of historical
baggage to overcome. If | throw outthe “should” and getto the longing in this anger, it really is “/
wish the health care system was better so that | and others didn’t have to sufferand struggle.” That
is the truthand | bet everyone would agree with it. | then have to make peace with the sadnessin
that longing. | do that by looking at the big picture and factoring in multiple truths about the
situation. This might look like this: “It’s sad that ! was born too soon to have a perfect health care
system. Itis still a work in progress. I’'m glad | wasn’t born 100 or 500 years ago because it would
have been much worse. | have compassion forthe people who had to deal with that. Still, it needs to
be better becausethereis alot of unnecessary suffering. But| know most people feel that way, so |
don’t need to convince anyone of it. There are enough indicators thatit is heading in the right
direction, just really slowly, which sucks because us humans are not good with patience. That’s why
patienceis a virtue — it takes effort.”

Part of the solution to this kind of painfulthoughtis to make peace with the fact that human change
is slow. It is slow buttrendingin the right direction. Credible evidence supports this and you can see
it foryourself if your subconscious brain will let you. Remember, Subby likes you bein g afraid and
would preferto keep you afraid or annoyed ratherthan sad.

~2 D5
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Releasing Guilt

Here are some common guilty thoughts people have:

e Ifl saynoto my friend, then I’'ma bad friend.
e Ifl hurtpeople’s feelings by my actions, then I’m a bad person.
e [fl putboundaries up with my family, then I’'m selfish and not a good son/daughter/sister...

The guilt emotionis intended to push us to make amends whenwe’ve done wrong. Thisis usefulfor a
social species. The survival threat underthis kind of guilt says “/ need my group to survive so | better
make sure we areon good terms.” Where things get wonky is our subconscious brain’s “close enough”
rule often connects guilt to anything that hurts someone’s feelings, regardless of whether we did
anythingwrong. This might also be part of the “better safe than sorry” rule. It's saferto assume guilt,
make amends, and have the group be okay with me than risk having the group kick me out to fend for
myselfin the wild.

An interesting problem arises in this situation. Although my brain is doing its “better safe than sorry”
routine with the guilt, it also has otherrules that wantto have their say. The brain has rules like “/ will be
safeif I have a predictable world” and “I will be safe (i.e., get food and physical protection) if my group
treats me fairly.” We know these rules exist because we react with anxiety when our world becomes
unpredictable (although each of us has a differentlevel of chaos we can tolerate) and we react with
angerwhen we’re treated unfairly. The unfairness reaction also exists in other primates. For example,
chimpanzees get upset whenthey see theirbuddies being given atastier treat then they themselves
received.

IfI am taking on guilt when | did nothing wrong, thenthese otherrules start to complain. And when they
complain, Subby sends me more unpleasant emotions to get my attention. It says “hey, that wasn’t fair!
I need fairness so | know what to expect.” | think this is one reason guilt is such a sticky emotion; it often
pulls in competing rules. Again, you can already start shifting your brain by reminding it that you really
don’tneed yourgroup for survival anymore. You have the option now of picking the people you wantin
your life because you like them, not because you need themto survive.

Sometimes guiltis about letting myself down. I might feelguilty, for example, if | decided to stop
smokingand | keep relapsing. Subby sees me relapse and sends me guilt sensations to tell me “Hey up
there! | thought we agreed smoking is bad for us, and then you said we would quit, a nd here you are
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relapsing and now I’m freaking out because | can’t trust your word which means things are unpredictable
and | don’tlike that!” The key part here is | made a commitment to myselfand | didn’t keep it. Subby
likes a predictable world. It helpsit feelsafe. If | start mucking about with that predictability, it is going
to poke me with unpleasantfeelings to try and push me in a different direction. What Subby ignores is
that the reason | relapsed was smokingis a tough addiction and relapsing is part of recovery. Itignores
that truth whenit is in freak-out mode; it only cares about survival.

Here are the ways that | would root out the lies in my brain and release the guilt in the thoughts above:
e Ifl saynoto myfriend, then I’'m a bad friend.

The lies in this guilty thought may already be obvious, butin case they’re not, | could use one of the
techniques we’ve already seen, like talk to a friend. | could pretendit is my friend saying this to me
and | have to give my friend my honest opinion aboutit. If so, this is what | might say to my friend:

Actually, saying no doesn’t make you a bad friend or a bad person. Ifyou ALWAYS say no, then
something is wrong, butit is healthy to be not okay with some stuff. It shows you have a personality.
I would wantyou to say no with kindness, but that’s alll would need.

If this isn’t enough to shift my guilt, | could try other strategies, like David Burns’ survey technique.
This one takes a bit more courage because it involves actually asking other people if they agree with
my thought. | might ask a relative or a colleague if they think saying no to a friend makesthema bad
friend. | could eventhenwork up to asking my friend if thatis whatthey believe. If they says “Yes,
don’tyoueversay noto me. If youdo | will feel so betrayed!” then hopefully alittle flag goes up in
my brain that says “Wow, my friend’s not that emotionally healthy. | may need more boundaries
with this person.”

o Ifl hurtpeople’s feelings by my actions, then I’m a bad person.

This is a tricky one. Sometimes we really are worried about hurting people, and that is a wonderfully
compassionate way to be. That is healthy. But if | am over-worried about hurting people’s feelings,
sometimes thatis really a fear of conflict. It is healthy to not want conflict but it is unhealthy if we
become passive (instead of assertive) to avoid conflict. | see this in a lot of people andit is
something| had to overcome in myself. | had to getoverthe fear of people being mad. That fearhas
its own lies like “/ won’t be able to handle it if someoneis mad” or “If | make someone mad, they will
end the relationship” or even “The other person will lose controland | will be in danger.” These
beliefs often come from childhood. We depend on our parents and if they are mad at us, that feels
pretty dangerous to a child. In childhood, the survival-oriented brain probably stores a rule like
“Don’tmake people mad because then they won’tlook after you and you will die.” As an adult, |
need toclean out the lies in this and similar rules to show my brain that as an adult with choices, |
can be safe. Toclean out the lies, | would use the same techniques as | would for any upsetting
thought
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In case it is helpful, | will share two things that | have personally found helpfulin pushing through
the conflict avoidance fear. One is reminding myself that | have the right to say | don’t want
somethingsolong as | do that respectfully. If am respectful, | have done my part. If someone hasa
problem with that, it clearly isn’t my issue because thisis my right as an adult and free person. The
second thing that helped me was learning how to respond to an angry person. There is a way to
engage with someone whois upset that will de-escalate emotion without havingto change your
position. There are many books that teach this skill, including Marshall Rosenberg’s “Nonviolent
Communication” and David Burns “Feeling Good Together”. The Buddhist’s call it compassionate
listening and there are many writers who talk about how to do this. When | learned this skill, it gave
me confidence that | could handle any situation when someone was upset. That helped me be less
afraid.

Anotherreason people get stuckin this kind of guilty thoughtis because of sadness avoidance. They
don’tknow what to do with their feelings of sadness when someone else is hurting. If | say “no” to
someone and theyfeelhurt, it sucks to see their hurt face. | will likely have a lot of uncomfortable
feelingsinside. | needto know what to do with those feelings so they don’t push me around and
make me do something| don’twantto do, like say “yes”. In this moment, the toolthat | needis
compassion. | need to shift into a feeling of compassion and compassionate behavior will follow. It is
pretty straightforward, really. | just need to say to myself “It’s sad that this isn’t working for that
person (then let myself feel the sadness a bit). Still, | have faith in then. It is the right decision and
they will figure this out.” Itis importantto remind ourselvesthat we don’t need to fix sadness.
Sadnessis healthy so it will pass. All we needtodo is let ourselves feelit a little bit, and then switch

our focusto take a break fromiit.

You might not be troubled by conflict avoidance or sadness avoidance and instead have this guilty
thought because you just don’twant to hurt others. If that is so, then | say you have wonderful
values and you are on the right track. Almost. I’ve already spoken to the problem with telling
ourselvesthatit is not okay to hurt others, and those truths hold here as well. Here’s how | would
talk back to my brain on this guilty thought:

You know, brain, | totally understand why you think I’'m a bad person if | hurt other people’s feelings.
I love the kindness inside me that motivates that. Still, if | have to be fake so other people aren’t hurt,
or put myself second so they aren’t hurt, thatisn’t respecting myself and it actually isn’t respecting
them either. Being fake isn’t respectful, that’s for sure. And putting myself second too often ortoo
long will get you, dear brain, to rebel on me, take over, and probably do even more hurtful stuff,
which I’'m not keen on. So | think | haveto just be courageous, learn to be okay with feeling sad that
otherpeople are unhappy, and be honest with them. Itis the respectfulthing to do and the right
thing to do.

Justto be clear about respect, emotional health comeswhen | am respectfulto others AND| am
respectfulto myself. Both are necessary for healthy functioning.

e Ifl putboundaries up with my family, then I’m selfish and not a good son/daughter/sister...
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It shows good values to feelsome discomfort about setting up a boundary that others will find
upsetting. There is kindnessin that discomfort and kindness is an essentialingredient fora happy
life and a happy world. Still, if | have to put in a boundary to protect my emotional or physical
health, then | have to do that. Letting my emotional or physical health be damaged by othersis not
an option. If | let that happen, lam not respecting myself and | will pay a price for that, as will
others. | will start to deteriorate emotionally and usually physically as well (because emotions are
physical — they are physical chemicals in the body). When | deteriorate, it is hard to keep Subby
contained. When Subby is in charge, people get hurt.

Thereis a blatant lie in this thought because it contains the labelling Thinking Trap. I’'m calling
myself names when I say I'mselfish. | need to first getrid of thatso | can get to a factual thought. |
could say this instead:

IfI put boundaries up with my family, others may call me selfish and say I’m nota good daughter. |
don’t haveto agree with them. | know that it is my right and my responsibility to look after my own
healthso I know it isn’t a selfish act to make sure my health is protected from the damaging
behaviors of others. | do need to be surethat I’'m not using my boundaries as a punishment ora way
to lash out —it needs to be about protecting my health.

This would be a good start to shifting out of the guilt. When you set healthy boundaries, you often
feelrelief and sadness. If that’s not what you’re feeling, thenitis important to look at what your
feelings are telling you. There may be lies in there. Forexample, | may feelvery superior or self -
righteous when|set a boundary and my thought may be “Ha ha!l showed you —you can’t control
me, you I#@&#!” It would be very normal to have this thought pop up from your subconscious
brain. Itis a “YAY, we’resafe! And you suck!” thought.

What’sthe lie here? No one sucks. They are just being controlled by their subconscious, survival-
focused brain. This meansthey aren’t safe to be around, but it doesn’t mean they suck. Idon’t
blame anyone for beinghuman. Not one of us asked to have this flaky, high maintenance brain.
Most of the planetdoesn’tyet know that the brain needsto be tamed. | just make sure | have
boundariesin place to protect myself from the people who have yet to figure it out. Once they do
and have proventhemselves safe, | am happy to welcome them back with open arms.

~2 D5



56

Releasing Fear

Whenyou understand the human brain, you realize that releasing fearis at the heart of happiness. Our
survival instinct is all aboutfearand it is that overactive survivalinstinct that keeps torturing us with
painful emotions. This kind of fearis what | call unhealthy fear. Itincludes panic, anxiety, and worry.
Healthy fear is fear that fits the situation. If a grizzly bearis running towards me, it makes sense forme
to feelfear. That is healthy fear.| don’t need to look for lies.

| believe that our true selves are the people we are when we do not have unhealthy fear. Unhealthy fear
distorts. Whenyou getrid of that fear, you will see whoyou really are. By the way, getting rid of fear
doesn’tmeanyou will neverfeelit. It just meansyouwon’tstay in it for any length of time. The
subconscious brain will always spam you with automatic fearthoughts. When you take on the mission of
releasingfear, it meansthat when you notice that you’ve been spammed, you look for the lies, move
back into the truth, and become emotionally clear again.

Itis important to understand that unhealthy fear grows stronger when we avoid it. Our avoidance gives
the brain extra proof that there reallyis somethingtofear. The Buddhists suggest thinking of fears as
monsters. When we avoid, we lock the monsters in the basement but you can still hear them banging at
the door, soyou really haven’t eliminated the fear. Buddhist teaching suggests inviting your monsters,
i.e., painful or scary thoughts, up for tearegularly, like welcome guests. Letthem it on the good sofa,
ask them how they’ve been. When the visitis over, tell themit’s been good to get to know them better
and that you look forward to seeing them again soon. This is what the Five Remembrances meditation
doesforthe basic humanfears of death, disease, etc. Itinvites the brain to contemplate these scary
thoughtssoit eventually realizes it doesn’t need to be so afraid.

It is very common to become afraid of our thoughts. Certain thoughts and memories have painlinked to
themand we are wired to avoid pain. So we naturally wantto avoid touching those thoughtsand
memories. This keeps us stuck because in order to clean up pain in the brain, we have to touch it. We
have to take it out of Subby’s hands and give it to Conny for a while. Conny will be able to interpretit,
make sense of it, and store it back in a new way. This helps us heal.

It is annoying that we have to keep fighting our brains unhelpfultendencies but untilwe can getan
upgrade, it is the only way to peace and joy. The good news is that feartends to release very quickly. A
bit of courage is all that is needed. Often, rooting out the lies in the specificfear can help give you that
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courage. I'll show you some examples of how to do that with fearfulthoughtsthat| see a lot in my
therapy practice.

e | will neverfind aloving relationship.

This is a painful thoughtforanyone to have. Itis deeply tied to our connection longing, which is tied
to survival. It makes sense that this thoughtis scary. Once I've decided that | want to shift out of the
pain of this thought, | have to first get more specific. | have to say why | believe this. It might be
because | think I’'m not a good catch. It might be because I think there are no good partners out
there. It might be both or somethingelse. In orderto tease out the lies of the brain, | have to be
specific.

Let’sassume the first reason applies. We now clarify the upsetting thoughtas: “I will never find a
loving relationship because!’m not a good catch.” Again, | need to be more specific. | need another
“because” at the end of this thought. Let’s say the reasons | think I’'m not a good catch is because
I’m 50 yearsold and have been divorced. My belief is that no one will want someone my age and
they will be turned off because I’'ve been divorced. Now the fears are getting clear. | need to rewrite
my upsetting thought to capture this clarity: “I will never find a loving relationship because I’m 50
yearsold and divorced and no one will want someone my age that has been divorced.”

Now I’'mready tosee if there are lies here to release. | can start with examine the evidence. | can do
some research to see how many divorced 50 year olds start new relationships. As | was writing this, |
did a quick Google search and found lots of articles indicating this is a great age to be looking for
love. So that goesin the column of “evidence against” my fear. | can also research how many people
have successfulrelationships after divorce. If | do this, | will likely find that the evidence suggests
being 50 and divorced is nota significant barrier to finding love. | keep doing this until | have a good
list of evidence forand against. | then see which side has the most credible evidence and from that
make a conclusion that either my statementis true or it is false.

Let’'sassume | realize that my assumptionis false. Know that letting go of this lie will not mean |
immediately feelgreat. That’s because | now have to face the scary prospect of dating and it IS scary
to put ourselves outthere and risk rejection. There is no getting overthat. Releasing the lies in fear
oftenjusttakes down the intensity of the fear—it doesn’t completely eliminate it. The remaining
fearneedstobe addressed through courage. That courage comes from deciding this is what | want
and if | don’tgo for it, | will regretit. Subby will try to keep me scared, to protect me from the hurt
of rejection, but | have to remind Subby that these argumentsaren’t believable. Subby may try to
hook me with otherangles, like “no one will wantyou because you’re overweight”. | will feelkicked
in the stomach by this nasty comment, but once | recoverfromthat | will just say to Subby, “Okay,
let me write thatdown and examine the evidence that the only people who are in happy
relationships are slim and beautiful” (guess what Subby, they’re not).

I then pullit all togethersol have something clear and powerfulto say to my brain anytime Subby
tries to derail me from my goal of finding a loving relationship:
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Subby, I appreciate your kind efforts to protect me from the hurt of rejection. Still, | really wanta
relationship so I’'ve decided that I’m okay to risk that hurt —it’s worth it to me. And I’'m really
proud of myself that | decided that. It shows great courage and strength to push through my fear
— I rock! You haven’t given me any solid reasons to hold back. Yes, I’m 50, divorced, and packing
a few extra pounds but so are many many people who are in happy relationships. This will still be
hard, | getit, and will take effort, but| wantit and I’m going for it, so get out of my way!

| would write out my response to Subby and read it regularly to remind me of this truth. It will give
Conny more powerand help me build up my courage.

e | wanta different career but I’'mtoo scared to go for it.

Many people who see me for therapy have a thought like this. This thoughtis completely true. There
are no lies in it. Still it causes pain. If a thoughtis true and causes pain, | need tolook a little deeper
to tease out the lies. In this case, | have to ask myself what do | fear? These are the thoughts that |
needtowork with. Here are some that | might have:

o I'llfailand regret letting go of my current job.
o Idon’tknow how to take the first steps.
o My partnerwon’t be okay with the sacrifices that will be required.

I’ll show you how to break out of the pain of the firstthought because this tends to be the stickiest
one. | would break this thoughtin two. Firstis “I’ll fail”. That is a scary thought. Failing hurts. There
are costs associated with failing. They hurt. | need to validate these truths. Then, as with all
thoughts, | start evaluating the truthfulness of this thought. It is either true, false, or a bit of both. |
am going to start with the assumption that it might be true.

This is the acceptance approach. | say to myself “Okay, let’s say that’s true and | do fail. Will it still
have been worth it? Will I still be glad that | tried ?” Usually the answeris “yes” and that’s because if
we don’ttry things that are important to us, we end up torturing ourselves wondering about what
might have been. Also, when we take healthy risks, we grow in ways that help us. We learn things
and we develop confidence; both are ingredients fora happy life. It is neverawaste to take a
healthy risk and strengthen your courage. Courage helps you fight the survivalinstinct and that is a
major cause of emotional misery.

If my answeris “yes, it will be worth it even if | fail’, thenthe last part of my thought, “I will regret
letting go of my current job” is no longervalid. If | decide that it is worth it to try, | won’t regret that
choice. | might be a bit sad (which is healthy) and a bit annoyed (which would make sense) that|
have to go to Plan B when | would have loved Plan A to work out. But | justtell myself Plan B is still
pretty decentand betterthan neverhavingtried and learned (this of course, assumes | made a Plan
B, which I highly recommend.)

If on the other hand the answeris “no” to my acceptance question of “will it still be worth it to try
evenif | fail”, then | know my path. It is okay to say it won’t be worth it to me. There may be very
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compelling reasons to not take that risk. At this point, | can be proud of myself fortaking the time to
clarify this. Now | know that | have to shift focus and find other ways to address my unhappinessin
my career. Maybe | need to change companies. Maybe I need to learn how to manage my
frustration or anxiety bettersoit is not so emotionally exhaustingto be there. Maybe I need to use
some of my personaltime to do activities thatfill me upin ways my job does not. Maybe | need to
really dig into the philosophy thatit is not our circumstances that make us unhappy but how we
think about them. All of these paths are valid and useful.

Envy is survival fear

When | am envious of the good things others have, this often also is about survivalfear. The brain is
always worried about scarcity, that resources will not be available. We also feelenvy about the status
that others have. We envy that they are admired or beautiful or talented. Thisis fearagain. We can’t
help but long for the status that gives us advantagesin the world. Advantages help us survive. They give
instant belonging and connection, which our survival brain loves, and easy access to resources, which it
also loves.

When | think about corruption in politics, this is the survival instinct running the show. People abuse
powerto address a variety of fears — fear of not beingin control, fear of feeling discomfort, fear of not
beingable to look afterthemselves, fear of not being worthwhile, fear of rejection, and so on. Ifone or
more of these fearsdrive me, | can try to address themthrough power. With power, | can have money
and status and instant acceptance (its fake status and acceptance but Subby doesn’t care). People who
are driven in this way aren’taware of it. They deny that this is why they do what they do. They say
things like they are ambitious because they enjoy the challenge of making money. Yet, an emotionally
healthy human would have some feelings about havingtoo much, especially when others do not. That is
our social instinct coming out. But if our survival instinct is raging, the social instinct is squashed.

Envy contains anger. A common version of the angry thoughtis “It’s not fair”, as in “It’s not fairthat Alex
can afford an amazing car and | have to struggle. He’s a jerk.” Then we have to addressit like any other
angerthought. Sometimesitturns into the despair of “/I’m not good enough.” This is a shame thought
and that’swhere we’llgo next.

Aside: What about the fearsin OCD?

I haven’t talked about obsessive compulsive fears. These are alittle different. They hook the
brain in a differentway and need a differentapproach. If you wantto address obsessive
thoughts and compulsive behaviors, | recommend seeing atherapist who works in this area.

~2 D5



60

Releasing Shame

The brain’s big lie in shame is “I’m not good enough”. Many people do battle with this painful thought.
Rememberwhen I said that the brain is always trying to protect us when it gives us painful thoughts and
feelings? It may seem strange, buteventhe “I’mnot good enough” thoughtis protective. The shame
emotion motivates usto hide. Hiding is a survival strategy when ourworld isn’t safe. If | believe I’'m not
good enough, then | won’t take risks to stand out or assert myself with other members of my group. This
protects me from rejection or otherkinds of hurt from more powerfuland possibly dangerous group
members. Think of it like beinga lower status dog in a pack. | know I’'m not as good as the alpha dog and
that belief keeps me submissive when the alphashows up. That’s a good strategy because it keeps me
safe.

You can already start using this knowledge to change how you feelif “I’mnotgood enough” is one of
your painfulthoughts. Wheneveryourbrain spams you with this thought, you can talk back to it with a
truthful statementlike “Dear brain, I’'m safe. I’m notin a pack, | don’t have to submitto any alpha
animals, so feeling not good enough really isn’t protecting me from anything. So from now on, whenever
you spam me with thatthought, |am going to remind you that I’'m perfectly safe withoutit.” This won’t
be the only thing you need to do to shift this thought, but it is a piece of the puzzle.

The next place to go is to ask your brain why it cares about being good e nough. What is it really worried
about? Why does it matter? Often the answeris “I’m notgood enough so I’llend up alone.” Being alone
is a powerfulhuman fear. We are social animals who rely on connection as a survival strategy.
Unfortunately, the brain often gets mixed up about what is a real threat to connection and what is not.
For example, if as a child you were often told that you were stupid, or selfish, orlazy, etc., or your
caregiversignoredyou a lot, your brain would have made a note of “/ suck”. Once your brain registered
this, it would have started to worry that this suckiness would interfere with your ability to connect with
others and therefore be safe inthe world. So it would push youto be a people pleaser, putyourown
needs second, strive to be perfect, etc., so that others like you. This would help your brain relax because
it would say, “phew, this is the solution to the connection problem. We will just be extra nice and totally
perfectand then no one will leave, even though we suck.”

Do you see what the problem is here though? We don't actually suck! But instead of resolving that
inaccurate belief, the brain creates a work-around, like becoming a people pleaseror a perfectionist. All
this happens because the “I’mnotgood enough” messagetendstogetin us as children, when our brains
are notdeveloped enough to know that this is a bogus message.
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Knowingall this usually isn’t enough to make the “I’m not good enough so I’'llend up alone” thought go
away. We need to use the same kinds of strategies that we used before to help the brain create a new
roadmap. Let’s start with be specific. | need to clarify what| mean when| say “not good enough”. In
whatways? | needto spell these out. Here are some common answers | get when | ask this of people:

e I’mnotsmartenough.
e I’mnot attractiveenough.
e I’'mnot successfulenough.

Now that we are gettingclear, we have a chance of shifting the brain. | now goto examine the
evidence. If Iwork on the “I’m not smart enough” thought, | can do some research to see if being smart
is necessary to find love. | can search on the Internet. | can think about people | know who are about the
same intelligence as me —are they in relationships? | can dothe surveytechnique and ask others what
they think aboutthis. | can do the same approach with attractiveness and success. | will likely realize
that to find love, people don’t need to be smart, or attractive, or successful. They usually just need to be
kind, loving, and brave enoughtorisk puttingthemselves outthere. Beinga “not good enough” human
being does not meanyou will be alone. Instead, the realreasons people end up alone are:

e Theyare afraid so they don’t take any chancesto connect with people. They are expecting
rejection, which is painful, so they avoid that pain.

e Theymay be lacking some relationship skills and don’t realize it or are too afraid to get help for
it. So whenthey try to connect, they make mistakes that push people away.

You can also ask yourself “when did | become not good enough? Was | born that way? s a newborn baby
notgood enough? Whatdid that baby have to do to no longer be good enough?”

Once you start to feelsome give in your brain’s view of yourself, you can keep that momentum going by
giving it a new belief to hangonto. Here are some suggestions.

“I am good enough to notbealone. | don’t need to be betteror perfect to have people like me. Hitler had
a girlfriend. Some people arein relationships with murderers. So if | am alone, it is nothing to do with
howgood!lam. Itis moreto do with my courage and maybe my relationship skills.”

“I do notneed to be perfectto be loved. If am alone it is because my fearis holding me back, not my
lack of perfection. In fact, my perfectionism is a barrier to connection. | can work on my perfectionism.”

“Goodenough to be loved means being kind and wanting to work on a relationship with someone. Those
things are in my control.”

Shame-attacking exercises

David Burns has an intervention called the shame-attacking exercise. Itis a powerfulway to help the
brain let go of the fear of notbeing good enough and related fears of rejection, judgement, etc. | have
done some of them myself just to push myself through fear. In the exercise, you choose to do something
that will make you stand outto others but more in a goofy way than in an offensive way. Forexample, |
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sang Oh Canada on a busy downtown streetin the middle of the day. That may seem pretty tame, but
my heartwas sure pounding with fear. | also walked into a hair stylist’s shop and asked if | could buya
beer. The stylist laughed and told me to come back later and we could have one together. One of my
friendstook on a tougherchallenge and asked the clerk at a nearby convenience store if she could buy
really tiny condoms.

The goal is to help the brain let go of its fearthat people will be angry or judge you harshly or generally
that something bad will happen. Afterlasked forthe beer at the hairdresser’s, I told the man working
there why |l did it —i.e., I'm trying to overcome my fear of looking foolish. He was very warm and kind
about it because he could understand havingthatfear. David Burns makes a great comment about this
exercise that not only do you getto push through fear, but you also give other people a funstory to tell
their friends and family about. That’s a win-win!

Shame is an intensely painfulemotion. It is worth finding ways to shift out of it. It comesinto play when
we need it for self-protection, but once our circumstances have changed, it is time for it to go.

25D



63

The Path to Outer Peace

This book has focused on taming the survival-oriented brain so we can have inner peace. | also believe it
is the pathto outer peace. The lies of our survival instinct push us to do harm to others. Our survival
really isn’t threatened but our powerful subconscious brain reacts anyway. We react instead of respond.
When Subby is driving the bus, we react. When Conny is driving, we respond. There are a lot of Subbys
driving in ourworld because most people justdon’t know thatthey need to manage theirbrains. |1 don’t
blame anyone for that. Our species hasn’t had the luxury before now to even think about emotional
intelligence. We’ve been busy just tryingto get our basic needs met.

This book focused on taming the survival instinct by cleaning out the lies in our brains. But there are
otherthings we can do too, like strengthening oursocial instinct. The compassion exercises of Buddhism
do this. These exercises remind the brain that we all suffer from painfulemotion and that at our core,
we are all alike. This starts shifting Subby into a realization that my group isn’t my family or my
neighborhood or my country. My group is humanity, or even better, all living things. They all become my
family so now | don’t have Subby going into survival panic about not belonging or worrying that
someone is going to take my stuff.  have included some compassion exercises in the Appendix if you
wantto try them out.

Justbecause all living things are my family, that doesn’t mean | want to hangout with themall. | can’t
do that because some are dangerous, like poisonous snakes. The same is true forsome people. They
aren’tsafe because they don’t have theiremotions under enough controlto be reliably kind. | have to
protect myself from emotionaldamage and physical damage. This is why boundaries are essential for
emotional health. (Othertimes| don’t want to hang out with people just because I’'manintrovertand
hanging out with a lot of people is too tiring for my nervous system and that’s okay!)

| am rooting for all people to find theirway and gettheir survival instincts under control. | am happy to
point themtoward the path if they are interested. ButI never pushthemontoit. If | did, that pressure
would trigger their survival instinct and they would be even more stuck. Instead, | just focus onwhat |
needtodo, which is to be kind and compassionate to myself and others, and keep my survival-oriented
brain from grabbing the wheelof my bus.

~2 V5D
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Summing It Up

Here is a summary of the steps to tame the survival instinct:

Every day, look for the signposts of lies: feeling upsetfor more than a few minutes and having
Thinking Traps in your thoughts.

If you are feelingany unpleasant emotion, do your best to survive the moment without creating
more problems or pain for yourself or others.

Afterthe moment, sit down with yourself and see what your subconscious brain was upset
about. Gothrough the 4 step process of: validating your pain; identifying the upsetting
thoughts; identifying and acknowledging the self-protection and good values shown by your
pain; and finally, if it makes sense to goahead, release the lies.

Look forthe signposts of truth: feeling peace, joy, orsadness and no Thinking Traps in your
thoughts.

If there are no lies in your thoughts and you have the signposts of truth, then your pain is
appropriate for the situation. You may just needto let yourself feelthe pain a little bit and then
take a break, as you would for healthy grief. Or you may need a plan to change the situation, as
youwould fora toxic relationship. Once you have a plan, implementit so your brain will stop
bombarding you with painful feelings.

If Subby thentries to bug you, just remind Subby that you don’t believe the lies anymore and
you have a good plan for the other stuff so there’s nothing to talk about. Then get Subby to relax
by doing some lovely mindfulness exercises (seethe Appendix).

| wish you a life of gentle peace. The truth will take you there. | leave you with a beautiful poem by the
Persian poet Rumi.



The Guest House

This being human is a guest house.
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness,
some momentary awareness comes
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all!
Even if they are a crowd of sorrows,
who violently sweep your house
empty of its furniture,

still, treat each guest honorably.

He may be clearing you out

for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice.
meet them at the door laughing and invite them in.

Be grateful for whatever comes.
because each has been sent
as a guide from beyond.

— Jalal ad-Din Muhammad Rumi,
translation by Coleman Barks

65



66

Appendix: Mindfulness Exercises

The brain is like a plasma ball — lots of activity, connections all overthe place, busy,
busy, busy. When you put yourhand on the plasma ball, all the energy channels
toward your hand — it gets focused. Thatis what certain mindfulness exercises do for
your brain. It is like you’ve putyourhand on your brain and said “shhh, quiet, I’'m

here. Let’s focus on this one thing (the breath, a word, a sound, etc.)” As you force your
brain to focus on one thing, all the filing cabinets it has opened aboutall the stuff you’ve been thinking
about slowly get closed. It startsto get more ordered and roomy in there and you begin to feelbetter.

There are many mindfulness exercises you can try. I've included just a few to give you a place to start.
The first set are about focusing your brain. The next exercise, Embracing Feelings, willteach you how to
sit with your brain and not be afraid of what it throws at you. Finally, I’ve included some compassion
practices to help you strengthen yoursocial instinct.

4-4-4 Breath

The body’s action system (i.e., fight or flight) is engaged when we breathe in and its relaxation system s
engaged when we breathe out. So if we spend less time breathingin and more time breathing out, the
body will automatically start to relax.

e Breathe in for a slow count of 4, hold for a slow count of 4, and breathe out for a slow count
of 4. This reduces the time spent breathingin, which limits the time the body is in its activation
system. Do this at least 5 timesin a row. | do it until | feelbetter which sometimes only takes 5
repetitions and sometimes takes more. Often | will do some repetitions, then a bit of normal
breathingjustto take a break, and then back into it.

o Don’tbe afraid to play with the length of time so that it works well for you. The key is to
have more breathing out than breathingin. | sometimes do 4-8-4, or 4-5-6. | also do a 4-
8 Breath, which is breathingin for 4 and out for 8 without holding the breath.

o |l dothis exercise anytime | can’t sleep. It's a great time to practice mindfulness
exercises.
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/ The Breath with Mantras \

Our brains like to create stories aboutour feelings. These phrases help the brain to “let go of the story”.

Start by taking a few deep breaths and then just notice your breath as it returns to normal. As you keep
awarenessonyour breath, you can also say one of the following phrases, oryour own.

e Breathingin, | know I’m breathing in. Breathing out, | know I’m breathing out.

e [fit’s not happening now, it’s not happening.

k e Justthe breath, nothing else. j

Simply Sounds

e Name 5 soundsyou hearright now. Really listen. If5 is hard, name as many as you can.

e Now pick one of the sounds. Keep focused on hearing it, noticing how it changes as you listen.
Don’tlabel or judge the sound. Just restin the sound.

e The mind will wander. When it does, just gently bring it back to listening to sounds.

k The mind is like a puppy. It requires patience, persistence, and kindness to focus it. /

In this Moment

This meditationis a funintroduction to informal mindfulness. In this type of meditation, you use all your
sensesto experience the momentyou are currently living. You can apply this to any momentin your day
(e.g., brushingyourteeth, washing dishes, waitingin a line). It will give you a break from the brain’s
chatter andlet you sit in the peace and quiet of your current experience.

e Getasingle raisin, or a single nut or berry, or a piece of popcorn.
Start with observingit with youreyes. Whatdo you notice aboutits appearance? Approachit as
thoughyou are from anotherplanetand have neverseenone. What colors do you see? What
shapes? How does the light hit different parts of it? How doesit varyin appearance?

e Now useyour sense of touch. How doesit feelin yourhand? Betweenyourfingers? What are the
differencesyoufeelinit?

e Slowly lift it closerto your face. What do you smell? How does the scent change?

e Touch it to your lips. Notice how it feels against your skin. Then take the raisin in your mouth but
without biting it. Again, experience it with as many senses asyou can.

e Slowly beginto chew the raisin. Notice the feel, sound, taste. Notice what you smell. Pay attention

to what your mouth does, what your throat does. Linger overthis and explore it.
e Eventually allow yourself to swallow the raisin. Notice the sensations connected to swallowing. Sit a
minute and reflect on yourexperience of being in this moment with a raisin.
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Embracing Feelings Practice

This practice invites emotionin so it can efficiently give us its message and then be on its way. We
“embrace” emotion by trying to fully experience it, using our attention and focus to really be present
with the sensations of the emotion while ignoring the thoughtsrelated to it.

Exercise 1: Embracing pleasantfeelings

e You can practice first with pleasantfeelings. Think about a time when youfeltreally good or had
a good laugh. Imagine that time now and sit with it a bit.

e Notice what yourbodyis doing as you remember. What kind of sensationsis it giving you?
Warm? Soft? Tight? Narrow? Broad? Where are the sensations? All over? Inyour stomach?
Your heart? Your shoulders? Just observe and notice.

e Sit with the feelingand feelit. Watch it fluctuate in your body. Notice how it changesand
moves.

e What emotion words would you give it? Joy? Peace? Sadness?

e Stay in this place for a couple of minutes, watching whatyour body does as you remember
something pleasant.

Exercise 2: Embracing uncomfortable feelings

e Practicing with uncomfortable feelings willshow you that you can take control overyour
emotionallife. Note thatif youfeeloverwhelmed atany time during this exercise, just bring
your full attention to noticing and namingall the soundsin your environment, orto the feeling
of yourfeet contacting the floor, or to the movement of your breath in and out. Stay with this
anchoring focus untilyou feelgrounded again.

e Start by bringing to mind something that worries or frustrates you.

e Now switch yourfocusto your body. Notice what it is doing. What kind of sensationsis it giving
you? Soft? Hard? Energizing? Quiet? Tight? Pointy? Blunt? Rough? Smooth?

e Asyouobserve the quality of the sensations, also notice where they are in your body. Are they
all over? Are there some in your chest or yourback? Which kind are where? Just observe what
your body is doing with your upsetting thought. How are the sensations movingaround or
changing in intensity?

e Stay in this place for a few minutes, just watching. If your brain tries to hook you into thoughts
or images, justrefocus it onthe sensations.

e |Ifyou are still feelingthe sensations, imagine a little version of you going inside yourself and
sitting beside yourfeelings, offering comfort. This comforting version of you can say to the
feelings “I'm here foryou”, or “I care for this suffering” or “hello my anger” or “hello my worry”
or some othercomforting phrase.

e Stay with your sensations, exploringthem, observingthem, and giving messages of comfort. Do
this for a few minutes or until the sensations have diminished or completely faded away, which
is what they will tend to do.
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Compassion Exercises

These exercises can help shift your brain into a gentler space, out of its survival instinct where fearand
angerrule and into its social instinct where joy, connection, and peace reside.

Sitting Compassion

e Getcomfortable. Take a few deep breathsto settle yourself.

e Start by awakening compassion forsomeone, aperson oranimal, who generates spontaneous
compassion in you. This is someone you automatically feel warmth toward. It can even be
someone youdon’tknow personally. Hold their image in your mind and say to yourself one of
the compassion invoking phrases listed at the bottom of this sheet, such as:

May [name] be free of suffering.
Do this for at least a minute, letting yourself feelwhatyou are saying.

e Nowdo the same for each of the following, holding the image of the beingin your mind as you
say the compassionate phrase:

o Awakencompassionfora friend,: “May [name] be free...”

o Awakencompassionfora neutralperson, maybe a cashier at the grocery store or
someone you saw at the bus stop: “May [e.g., the woman at the bus stop] be free ...”

o Awaken compassion for someone you find difficult: “May [name] be free ....” Note that if
this is too hard, go back to the neutral person and try this step again later or skip it for
now.

o Awakencompassionforall beings everywhere: “May all beings be free...”

e |tis common toinclude a self-compassion step in this meditation, usually before awakening
compassion for a friend. You would say to yourself “May | be free of suffering” and let yourself
feelthe gentle caring for yourself that comes from this phrase. Try including this and see how

youfeel.
Walking Compassion

e Nexttimeyouare walking somewhere, wheneveryou pass by someone, send them asilent wish
of compassion. Say to yourself one of the compassion phrases like: “May you be free of
suffering.” Letyourself feelthat wish for them. You can do this for people or forany living
beings you pass.

/ Othercompassion invoking phrases you can use:\

May you be safe. May you be peaceful.
May you be filled with loving-kindness.
May you be free frominnerand outer harm.

k May you feel loved and valued. /




