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INTRODUCTION

Let’s face it, if anger-management techniques were effective, you wouldn’t be
reading this book. You’ve probably tried it all: positive self-talk, punching a
pillow, and reminding yourself that no good will come from getting angry. But
the next time you feel your blood boiling or you start to fly into a blind range,
see how well counting to ten works for you.

These clumsy attempts to maintain calmness are often futile and sometimes
emotionally draining. Anger-management books typically feature these tried-
and-not-true methods, along with generic case studies, personal anecdotes, and
bumper-sticker slogans. The fact is, either something bothers us (causing
anxiety, frustration, or anger) or it doesn’t. Yes, our objective is to remain calm,
but we can better accomplish this by not becoming agitated in the first place.
When we fight the urge to blow up or melt down, we struggle against our own
nature.

THE MILLION-DOLLAR QUESTION

What makes some people able to handle life’s ups and downs, the twists and
turns, bumps and bruises with steadfast calm and composure, while others
become incensed at the slightest insult, fall apart when facing a minor
frustration, and blow out of proportion a mild disappointment?

In a word: perspective.

Imagine a small child playing with a toy that suddenly breaks. The child’s
whole world shatters, and she may respond by crying or becoming despondent,
sad, or even angry. The child fails to appreciate, let alone recognize, all of the
goodness in her life: that she is still being clothed, fed, loved, and taken care of



—not to mention that an entire world exists outside of her own smaller world.
The child’s parents know the broken toy has no real relevance because they have
perspective that the child lacks.

Intellectually, we may recognize the unimportance and insignificance of
whatever made us angry. Yet the qualities that most of us strive to exemplify—
such as objectivity and patience—are lost to frustration when, in a hurry, we
encounter a checkout clerk with a trainee name tag staring at the cash register as
if it were the cockpit of the space shuttle. We try to maintain our cool, but
negative emotions surface and, once sparked, blaze. Now we face an uphill
battle.

Perspective lies at the crux of our response and explains why we often feel
irritated in the heat of the moment. After a few minutes, our anger subsides. A
few hours later, we feel less angry, and in a few days, we wonder why we got so
bothered in the first place. Time provides perspective, allowing us to see the
situation with clarity. Likewise, as we grow and mature, we look back on our
lives and realize that the summer camp we thought we must attend, the person
we thought we must be friends with, or the office job we thought we must be
offered are no longer musts. Without perspective, we are forever like a child
with a broken toy.

THE MILLION-DOLLAR ANSWER

Mark Twain wrote, “Comedy is tragedy plus time.” When we discover how to
shift our perspective, we see today’s events through the wiser, more balanced
lens of tomorrow. Once we can recognize—in the moment—what really matters,
we no longer need to force ourselves to remain calm. Our thoughts, feelings, and
responses to any situation reshape themselves. Negative emotions like
impatience, insecurity, and anger dissolve—not because we fight to control our
emotions but, rather, because we see the situation for what it really is.

Of course, the question we still face is, “How do we manage what is
relevant?” Yes, we know we shouldn’t “sweat the small stuff,” and the only
reason we do is that we lack perspective. But what about serious things, such as
an illness, an injustice, or a trauma? Objectively, they are a big deal. To handle
such crises with equanimity, we learn to pull back the lens even further, to find
peace of mind regardless of the present or pending situation; and gain the
presence of mind to take responsible action.



Metaphorically speaking, typical anger-management tools are akin to weed
killer: You have to keep spraying all of the time, every time, to keep weeds from
sprouting up—and no matter how vigilant you are, you’ll still miss plenty, and
you are left exhausted. Never Get Angry Again explains how to pull up weeds by
their roots by looking at reality—ourselves, our lives, and our relationships—
with optimum perspective and emotional clarity.

Through a comprehensive, holistic lens, we reveal and illuminate the causes
and components of anger. These often include the gaping hole in our self-esteem
due to a rotten (chaotic or traumatic) childhood, failing or failed relationships
with those important to us, or living a life that lacks any real passion and joy—
all fueled by an undercurrent of resentment as we wonder, where is God in all of
this? Life is unfair, so either He’s not in charge, He doesn’t care, or He simply
hates me. Not exactly self-esteem boosters or anger reducers.

Certainly, even with the proper perspective, we can get caught up in the
moment. High-intensity situations can provoke us to throw reason and rationale
right out the window, as our emotions erupt before we even know what’s
happening. Yet it doesn’t have to be like this. Should an errant weed pop up
under extreme circumstances, you can still maintain complete control. By using
cutting-edge research from the field of neuroplasticity, you can literally rewire
your brain to automatically take over, even when you feel as if you’re losing
your mind.

Now, as the saying goes, “it takes two to tango.” While a challenging life
circumstance is one thing, the truth is, we wouldn’t have to manage our anger if
the people in our lives would manage their stupidity. Some folks—family,
friends, and coworkers—just push our buttons. In keeping with my penchant for
the practical, you will learn step-by-step strategies to redraw boundaries, quash
personality conflicts, and navigate difficult relationships to maintain (or reclaim)
your sanity and eradicate a breeding ground for anger and frustration.

UNMASKING THE ENEMY

Various techniques will help us succeed in controlling our anger, but they can’t
create awareness. Only the complete recognition of the apparatus—and the
foolishness and futility—of anger will organically motivate us to keep our calm.
For this reason, the first several sections of this book are descriptive; they
explain the psychological dynamics of anger and of human nature. The latter



sections are prescriptive, offering a range of psychological tools and techniques
to win the ground war. But do not underestimate the power of understanding the
enemy, anger. In any anger-provoking situation, we would love to ask ourselves,
Why am I really getting angry? But of course, we can’t ask the question because
we aren’t thinking; we are only feeling. At that moment, nobody’s home, and
this is the fatal flaw in the tradition of anger management. However, when we
wholly embrace the answer to this question with every fiber of our being before
the situation arises, even when we lose perspective, the truth is baked into our
very nature, and a calm and controlled response becomes second nature.

THE TAKEAWAY

Never Get Angry Again shows you how to permanently reorient your
perspective. This will automatically take life’s little things right off your radar,
and the big stuff will never again manifest as fiery fits of uncontrollable anger or
rage, but instead be instantly viewed through the lens of authentic acceptance.
Discover the easy way to live anger-free and never get angry again—unless you
want to.



PART I
THE REAL REASON YOU ARE SO
ANGRY



1
How Perspective Takes Shape

Three forces within us are often at odds with one another: the soul, the ego, and
the body. In short, the soul seeks to do what is right; the ego wants to be right
and see itself in an optimal light; and the body just wants to escape from it all.
When you make any decision in life:

* You can choose what feels good.
* You can choose what makes you look good.
* You can choose to do what is good or right.

Doing what feels comfortable or enjoyable is a body drive. Excesses of this
type are overeating or oversleeping—in effect, doing something merely because
it feels good. When we act based on an ego drive, it can run the gamut from
telling a joke at someone else’s expense to making a lavish purchase that’s
beyond our means. When the ego reigns, we are not drawn to what is good, but
to what makes us look good.

We gain self-esteem only when we make responsible choices and do what is
right—this is a soul-oriented (moral or conscience) choice. Indeed, this is how
self-esteem and self-control are intertwined. Emotional freedom doesn’t mean
doing whatever we feel like doing; rather, it is doing what we truly want to do,
despite our desires at the moment. Imagine being on a diet and suddenly feeling
the urge to eat a piece of chocolate. We fight the temptation but eventually give
in. Is this freedom or slavery? We felt like eating a piece of chocolate, and we
did it. Did we like how we felt afterward? When we choose responsibly, we
exercise self-control and increase our self-esteem.

DO GOOD TO FEEL GOOD



Each time we sacrifice what is responsible because we can’t rise above the
whims of an impulse or sell ourselves out to win the praise or approval of others,
we lose self-respect. When we routinely succumb to immediate gratification or
live to protect and project an image, we become angry with ourselves and
ultimately feel empty inside. To quiet the unconscious gnawing that says, I don’t
like me, we do whatever we can to feel good. We long to love ourselves, but
instead we lose ourselves. Unable to invest in our own well-being, we spiral
downward to the hollow, self-destructive refuge of activities that take us away
from the pain: excessive eating, alcohol or drug abuse, and meaningless
diversions and excursions. These ethereal delights mask our self-contempt, and
because the happiness we seek instead results in greater pain, we descend further
into despair—and into hiding.

Let’s look at this another way: Have you ever tried to have a pleasant
conversation with someone you didn’t like? Or to spend an hour or entire day
with someone who gets on your nerves? It’s almost painful. What if you lived
with that person—and that person happened to be you? Everything in life is
draining for the person who doesn’t like who he has become. It’s like working
for a boss we despise; even the most minor task triggers annoyance. Would we
work hard for or invest in—Ilet alone love and respect—an ungrateful, out-of-
control person? You might try to quiet or distract him with pointless pursuits or
endless entertainment, or even help him to get lost in a haze of abusive behaviors
—as long as you don’t have to face him, much less help him.

To the extent that we don’t love ourselves, our willingness to endure short-
term pain for long-term gain wanes. Who wants to put in effort, enduring
heartache and hardship, for someone whom they don’t even like? This mind-set
is understandable but quite problematic. When we too often shirk our obligations
and shun new opportunities, we lose more than we might imagine. Studies show
that our tendency to avoid the pain inherent in taking responsibility for our lives
is at the core of anger, and is central to nearly every emotional ailment, including
anxiety, depression, and addiction.!

PERSPECTIVE = MENTAL HEALTH

As our behavior becomes increasingly reckless and irresponsible, the ego swells
to compensate for feelings of guilt, insecurity, and shame. Our perspective
narrows, and we see more of the self and less of the world—which makes us
ever more sensitive and unstable. To the degree that we refuse to accept the truth
about ourselves and our lives—and overcome our laziness and fear of pain—the



ego engages to “protect” us, and it shifts the blame elsewhere. In other words, If
there is nothing wrong with me, then there must be something wrong with you;
or the world is unfair; or people are out to get me. Seedlings of neuroses and
paranoia then take root. For us to remain unblemished in our own minds, we are
forced to distort the world around us, and if our grasp on reality is flawed, then
our adjustment to life will suffer.2

When a person loses his sanity—the ability to see, accept, and respond to his
world—it means he has lost all perspective. Emotional instability—the seat of
anger—is fundamentally a lack of clarity, the degree to which the ego infects us.

Responsible (soul-oriented) choice — self-esteem increases — ego
shrinks — perspective widens — undistorted reality — see and accept
the truth (even when difficult or painful) = positive emotional health
— act responsibly

Irresponsible (ego-oriented/overindulgent body) choice — self-esteem
decreases — ego expands — perspective narrows — distorted reality
— unable/unwilling to see and accept truth (when difficult or painful)
= negative mental health - act irresponsibly



2
Angry with Ourselves, Angry at the World

None of us wants to admit, even to ourselves, that we are selfish or lazy, much
less a failure or flawed. The ego is thus equipped with an elaborate array of
shields and buffers—defense mechanisms—to thwart the harshness of reality. Of
course, instead of protecting us (rather than itself), these defense mechanisms
lead to increased instability and insecurity. And the wider the chasm between the
truth and our ability to accept it, the more fragile our emotional health becomes.
In Reality Therapy, Dr. William Glasser writes:

In their unsuccessful effort to fulfill their needs, no matter what behavior they choose, all patients have a
common characteristic: they all deny the reality of the world around them.... Whether it is a partial
denial or the total blotting out of all of reality of the chronic backward patient in the state hospital, the
denial of some or all of reality is common to patients. Therapy will be successful when they are able to
give up denying the world and recognize that reality exists but that they must fulfill their needs within
its framework.!

Our ego colors the world so that we remain untarnished. Before we airbrush
reality, however, a collision occurs in the unaccessed caverns of our
unconscious, between truth and falsehood, producing the psychological
phenomenon cognitive dissonance: the feeling of uncomfortable tension and
stress that comes from holding two contradictory ideas simultaneously. It is the
by-product of tension between the soul and ego—when we choose to either
accept reality or reduce dissonance by any number of defense mechanisms. The
most common of these are avoidance, denial, or justification.

Shopaholics are often a good example of cognitive dissonance. Though
cognizant of the dangers associated with this addiction, shopaholics may reduce
the tension by: (a) avoiding the issue, i.e., putting all expenses on a credit card
and not focusing on the money spent; (b) denying that they are addicted and
cannot stop—that it is as if their vehicle drives into the nearest mall of its own



volition; (c) rationalizing their shopping habits (“If I don’t spend time out of the
house, I will go off my diet”); or, the heathiest and most difficult (d) accepting
the truth and taking steps to get the needed help.

“Drew Westen and his colleagues (2006) found that the ‘reasoning areas of the brain virtually shut down
when a person is confronted with dissonant information and the emotion circuits of the brain light up
happily when consonance is restored.’? As Westen put it, people twirl the ‘cognitive kaleidoscope’ until
the pieces fall into the pattern they want to see, and then the brain repays them by activating circuits
involved in pleasure. It seems that the feeling of cognitive dissonance can literally make your brain
hurt!”3

That’s why the ego seizes any opportunity to reconcile internal conflict. The
following anecdote illustrates this process, particularly when our self-concept is
on the line.

A man woke up one day convinced that he was a zombie. When he told his
wife he was a zombie, she tried to talk him out of this outrageous opinion.

“You are not a zombie!” she said.

“] am a zombie,” he answered.

“What makes you think you’re a zombie?” she asked rhetorically.

“Don’t you think zombies know they are zombies?” he answered with great
sincerity.

His wife realized she wasn’t getting anywhere, so she called his mother and
told her what was going on. His mother tried to help.

“I’m your mother. Wouldn’t I know if I gave birth to a zombie?”

“You didn’t,” he explained. “I became a zombie later.”

“I didn’t raise my son to be a zombie or especially to think he is a zombie,”
his mother pleaded.

“Nonetheless, I am a zombie,” he said, unmoved by his mother’s appeal to
his identity and sense of guilt.

Later that day, his wife called a psychiatrist.

The receptionist gave the wife an emergency appointment, and within the
hour, the husband was in the psychiatrist’s office.

“So, you think you are a zombie?” the psychiatrist asked.

“I know I am a zombie,” the man said.

“Tell me, do zombies bleed?” the psychiatrist asked.

“Of course not,” said the man. “Zombies are the living dead. They don’t
bleed.” The man felt a little annoyed at the psychiatrist’s patronizing question.

“Well, watch this,” said the psychiatrist, picking up a pin. He took the man’s
finger and made a tiny pinprick. The man looked at his finger with great



amazement and said nothing for three or four minutes.
“What do you know?” the man finally said. “Zombies do bleed!”*

THE MASK THAT DOESN’T COME OFF

Denying reality comes with a price. Exhausted and on edge, our ego edits our
world to eliminate anything that will hurt or reveal us, either to ourselves or to
others. Preoccupied with potential threats to our self-image, we are on constant
guard. We hide behind a carefully crafted facade, and the identity that we build
to shield ourselves soon becomes a shell encasing us. Over time, we fall into a
hellish gap of unrealized potential, our true self weakens, and we feel hollow
inside. We no longer live for ourselves. We exist only to protect our image, the
ego. This includes all of the games we play and the masks we wear to show the
rest of the world what we believe is the necessary persona.

We may not even realize how much of our attitude and behavior—indeed,
our values and beliefs—we style to avoid self-reflection, to compensate for self-
hatred, and to project an image that betrays neither. In the exchange, we lose
ourselves, contorting to the rules demanded by others to win their praise.
Unsurprisingly, we never feel truly satiated. When we don’t love ourselves, we
can’t give love, and we can’t feel loved. Even when the supply of affection and
adulation is plentiful, we experience a different reality—an endless flow of
tainted love. Ultimately, we remain empty and angry inside.

Imagine pouring water into a cup that has no bottom. As you pour in the
water, the cup feels and looks full. As long as the cup is constantly being filled,
we feel content. But the minute someone stops filling it (with undivided
attention, respect, or adoration), the cup quickly empties, and we are left as
thirsty as ever. A shattered cup will never be full, and our thirst can never be
quenched, no matter how much we receive. King Solomon, the wisest of men,
wrote, “A lacking on the inside can never be satisfied with something from the
outside.”> People who seek self-esteem from external sources can never be truly
content. They are the very epitome of a bottomless pit.

We are hardwired to love ourselves, but when we can’t nourish ourselves
through good choices and thus gain self-respect, we turn to the rest of the world
to feed us. We make a desperate but futile attempt to convert their love and
respect into feelings of self-worth. Our ever-shifting self-image becomes a direct
reflection of the world around us. Our mood is raw and vulnerable to every
fleeting glance and passing comment.

We erroneously and frantically believe, If they care about me, then maybe



I’m worth something, and then maybe I can love me. Yet it doesn’t work, and
herein lies the basis for many failed relationships. When we lack self-esteem, we
push away the very people we so desperately want in our lives because we can’t
fathom why anyone would love someone as unlovable as ourselves. And
whatever affection or kindness forces its way through to us, we hardly embrace
it. Such overtures don’t serve to comfort but, rather, to confuse us; and the ego’s
mandate is clear: reject others before they have a chance to reject us.

To compound matters, the less self-control we have, the more desperately we
manipulate events and people around us, especially those closest to us—either
overtly or passive-aggressively. We intuit that self-control fosters self-respect, so
when we cannot control ourselves, we need to feel as if we are in control of
someone, something, anything, to feel a sense of power (the intricacies of which
are further detailed in Chapter 4). Low self-esteem can thus trigger a powerful
unconscious desire to usurp authority, to overstep bounds, and to mistreat those
who care about us. When we don’t like who we are, we cannot help but become
angry with ourselves. Then we take it out on the world around us and on the
people who care most about us.



3

Isolated from Ourselves, Disconnected from
Others

For better or worse, our emotional, spiritual, and physical well-being feasts on,
and fuels, the quality of our relationships—past and present. The previous
chapter explained that people with low self-esteem have difficulty receiving
love; indeed, they cannot easily give love, either. We can only give what we
have. We give love. We give respect. If we don’t have it, what do we have to
give?

GIVE AND TAKE

Love is limitless. A parent does not love her second child less because she
already has one child. She loves each child, gives to each child, and does not run
out of love. Compare this to someone who acquires a work of art that he “loves.”
Over time, his fascination with the piece wanes, and when he acquires a new
work, all of his attention, affection, and joy are redirected from the old art to the
new art because, in truth, he does not care for his art. He cares for himself, and
his art makes him happy. He is not giving to his art; his art gives to him, and so
he takes. A person may say, “I love cookies.” He doesn’t. He enjoys eating
cookies. If he truly loved cookies, then he would keep them out of sight and safe.
Love is not selfish.

Moving to a more profound scenario, it should come as no surprise that anger
is easily triggered when we focus on our own pain and how difficult life is for
us. For instance, when faced with a present or impending loss, the egocentric
person grieves less for the other, and more for himself. His loss. His guilt. His



woe. The less the ego is involved, the less stuck we will become, because normal
feelings of sadness are processed healthily rather than suppressed, masked, or
channeled away from the healing process. Let’s consider the four stages of grief:
denial, anger, depression, and acceptance. The first three stages are ego-based.
Only when we loosen the ego’s grip can we move toward acceptance.

Herein lies the often-blurred distinction between lust and love. Lust is the
opposite of love. When we lust after someone or something, our interest is
purely selfish. We want to take, to feel complete. When we love, however, we
focus on how we can give, and we do so happily and eagerly. When someone we
love is in pain, we feel pain. When someone we lust after is in pain, however,
our thoughts go to how it will affect us in terms of our own inconvenience or
discomfort. What does this mean for me, not you?

When a person suffers from low self-esteem, he takes what he needs in an
attempt to make himself feel whole, which is why the last person you want
trying to love you is someone who doesn’t love himself. This person cannot
really love, he can only control and take. The more self-esteem we have, the
more complete we are. Receiving, after all, is a natural and reciprocal
consequence of giving. When we only take, however, to fill a constant void, we
are left empty, and are forced to continue taking in a futile quest to feel fulfilled,
which only reinforces our dependency and exhausts us emotionally and
physically.

Since self-esteem endows us with the ability to both give and to receive,
some people with low self-esteem may have great difficulty accepting favors and
expressing gratitude because needing or receiving help can trigger feelings of
inadequacy. If the discomfort is severe, he may develop hostile feelings toward
the very person extending the offering, because the giver brings increased
awareness to his insecurities and shortcomings.!

Through this paradigm, we learn how to tell whether someone has high or
low self-esteem; it is reflected in how he treats himself and others. A person who
lacks self-esteem may indulge in things to satisfy only his own desires, and he
will not treat others particularly well (a product of an arrogant mentality).
Alternatively, this person may cater to others because he craves their approval
and respect, but he does not take care of his own needs (a product of the doormat
mentality). Only someone who has higher self-esteem can give responsibly—
love and respect—to both himself and others.

EMPATHY VS. SYMPATHY



This brings us to another marked distinction, between sympathy and empathy.
The former means that we feel pity for a person’s situation, but we are
disinclined to exert ourselves to alleviate his plight. A person may be very
sensitive to the suffering of others, but if he merely sympathizes, he is consumed
with his own pain and is then motivated primarily to reduce his own suffering—
usually by means of escapism and indulgence—rather than help the person who
actually feels pain. He often wishes he were unaware of the sorrow around him
so as not to suffer as a result.

The typical characteristics of the egocentric mentality are arrogance and
bravado, but even a highly sensitive person who is seemingly void of ego can
also be self-centered and selfish. He is absorbed in his own pain, filled with self-
pity, and he can’t feel anyone else’s pain while drowning in his own. Such a
person experiences no real connection to anyone outside of himself, despite his
seemingly noble nature. Without genuine humility, he will not—cannot—burden
himself unless he receives a larger payout in the form of acceptance or approval.
His taking is disguised as giving. His fear is dressed up as love. (He may also be
motivated by the need to assuage feelings of guilt or inadequacy, yet still, his
aim is to reduce his own suffering, not someone else’s).

Empathy, by comparison, is the capacity to share another’s emotions and feel
his pain, rather than to merely feel sorry for him. The person with empathy feels
grateful for knowing about others’ troubles because he genuinely wants to
alleviate their suffering. Moral development, rather than just moral thinking, is
what moves a person to altruistic behavior. In fact, sociopaths have been shown
to possess excellent moral reasoning but feel no need to act befittingly—this
requires empathy.2

Parenthetically, the ease with which we rise above our own problems and
shift attention to the welfare of another is a reliable marker of emotional health.
While we all are, to some extent, self-absorbed—particularly when we struggle
with personal challenges—the intensity and duration are revealing. Almost
anyone can be warm, kind, and generous when he is in a positive mood.
However, a true indicator of emotional health is when a person can respond to
the needs of another with care and patience even while in a low emotional state
or under physical distress.

A person who is not self-centered feels humility and a connection to others.
The wall of I am me and he is he is broken down, and where there is no ego,
there is connection, a bond. For this reason we naturally feel empathy more
easily for children, the elderly, the sick, or even animals, because we see their



vulnerability via their ego-free appearance. They look the part. We experience
this in our own lives in different ways, to different degrees. A person bangs into
us on a busy street and we turn around, annoyed, only to find that he’s blind or
otherwise handicapped and is simply trying to get past us. We see his limitation,
we feel for him—our “heart goes out to him”—and our anger dissipates. Or
maybe a coworker spills coffee on your desk and dashes away. You’re about to
walk into her office and pounce, only to learn that her child is sick in the
hosptial. Anger cannot exist where there is no separation, no “I” to get in the
way, but when we are self-focused, the ego cuts the cord. Fundamentally, anger
is a disconnection—to avoid pain, to inflict pain.

To be a part of someone’s life we need to create a space for that person. If
one is too self-absorbed, there is no room for anyone else, and such a person is
trapped in the tomb of his own suffering because his capacity to connect with
others is strained, if not altogether severed. Physical isolation—or even simply
being ignored—is painful. In fact, studies show that feeling alone or
experiencing loneliness, more than any other factor, causes extreme stress and an
overall weakening of the immune system. The pain of isolation is not just a
metaphor. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans reveal that two
areas of the brain where we process physical pain—the dorsal anterior cingulate
cortex and the anterior insula—become activated when we experience feelings
of social rejection.? The lower the self-esteem, the weaker the connection to our
true selves—the soul—and to the true selves of others—as such, our ability to
give love and to receive love erodes. We suffer. Our relationships suffer.
Everyone suffers.

SMOKE AND MIRRORS

We should note that people often mistake confidence for self-esteem, but the two
are quite different. Confidence is how effective we feel within a specific area or
situation, while self-esteem is defined as how much we recognize our inherent
worth and feel deserving of happiness and good fortune. Self-esteem is shaped
by the quality of our choices rather than by the assets at our disposal. A person
who attempts to fortify his self-image by taking pride in a specific trait may
exhibit signs of high self-esteem to the untrained eye, but, in fact, such an
individual often suffers from low self-esteem, because all he has is an inflated
ego.



When a person suffers from very low self-esteem, it doesn’t matter how
accomplished he appears, he depends on everyone and everything to boost his
faltering self-image. The research is clear: A person’s inflated sense of self does
not derive from self-esteem, but from self-loathing.# Don’t fall into the trap of
believing that a person with an inflated ego likes himself; ego and self-esteem
are inversely related. No matter how much a person appears to be happy with
himself, if he is egocentric, that person suffers with feelings of inferiority. This
statement is not conjecture, but a law of human nature; it is psychological math.>



4
Step Right Up and Choose Your Reality

Each circumstance we encounter is like a blank book until we write the script
with our thoughts. For instance, when someone acts rudely toward us, it doesn’t
mean anything. This person’s words or deeds cause us to feel bad about
ourselves because of our self-image. What does his opinion really have to do
with our self-worth? Nothing. But that’s just what the ego does—it makes
everything about us. The greater our self-esteem, the less quick we are to take
offense because when we love ourselves, (a) we don’t assume that someone’s
actions mean he doesn’t respect us; and (b) even if we do come to that
conclusion, we aren’t angered, because we don’t need his respect in order to
respect ourselves.

We often unconsciously evaluate a situation to determine how personally we
should take it and thus how offended we should feel. For example, a car cuts us
off on the road, and we are curious to see what the driver looks like. Why?
Based on the driver’s appearance, we try to determine if the action was
deliberate. An elderly man, wearing a gray fedora and driving a 1983
Oldsmobile would not enrage us as much as a young man smoking a cigarette
with music blaring from his car’s open windows. Most of us would assume that
the older gentleman simply didn’t see our car while the young man did it to us
on purpose, because he doesn’t respect us and doesn’t care. Do you appreciate
the absurdity of this? We get cut off on the road, and then we speed up to see
what the offending driver looks like so we can decide how angry we should
become.

Whatever the situation or circumstance—the question we ask ourselves is
always the same: What does this mean? That’s what anger comes down to; it’s
not only that you take it personally. Rather, it’s the belief that, This person
treated me this way because there’s something wrong with me—something



broken or flawed. As we discussed in Chapter 2, if you don’t love and respect
yourself, then you can’t imagine why anyone else would have positive feelings
toward you. I don’t like me, so you must not like me. We connect the dots of
someone else’s behavior to arrive at a place of hurt. We assume that the person
has treated us this way because, They know the truth. This frightful thought
makes us question our self-worth: Maybe I deserve this.

We often experience more pain when we feel disrespected by a smart,
wealthy, or attractive person. Via the ego, we believe that this individual has
more value, and so his treatment of us is of greater significance. Indeed, our
relationship to the person also shapes the impact. If a crazed person starts
screaming at us, we will likely be minimally affected by the encounter—but
what if it’s a close friend, a respected colleague, or a loved one? Why are we
more inclined to feel hurt and prone to become angry? Because this person
knows us inside and out—the good, the bad, and the ugly. This can cause us to
more easily question our self-worth. This person really knows me. Maybe there’s
something to it?

The flaw in this thinking is a corrupted correlation between a person’s
knowledge of us and his treatment of us. Just because someone knows you well,
it doesn’t make him healthy. If a person has one hundred percent self-esteem,
speaking theoretically, he would approach the entire world with love and
respect. When conversing with a rude person, for example, he would be filled
with empathy. His singular thought would be, How much pain must this person
be in to treat someone as wonderful as me so poorly? Again, we can only give
what we have. We give love. We give respect. How someone behaves toward
you is reflection of his own feelings of self-worth and has nothing to do with
your intrinsic worth—unless you (the ego) decide to make it about you.

Likewise, when you’re in a good mood—brimming with transitory feelings
of confidence and control—does it mean that others are suddenly worthier of
your respect and kindness? No one has changed but you. As our mood sours, we
become emotionally stingy and give respect to those we need. We are not really
giving anything, though, but rather taking masquerading as giving.

IT°S NOT ME, IT’S YOU

In the previous chapter, we explained that when we know a person’s limitations,
animosity is diffused because once we see their vulnerability and fragility, we
don’t make his problem our problem. And while the more arrogant a person
appears to be on the outside, the more weak and helpless he feels on the inside, it



is we who determine whether we will see beyond the facade. Once our is ego
deployed, we become fearful—the knee jerk conclusion is, How dare he!—and
the fuse is lit. If, however, we are primed to observe the basis for his behavior—
his feelings of inadequacy and insecurity—then we remain anger free. If not
filled with empathy, than at least with pity. As long as we are alert to the pain of
the other person, the entire interaction is automatically reframed and we will not
feel pained because we will not be in pain. But the moment we become self-
focused we will draw the inevitable conclusion that this treatment is because we
are less—rather than he feels less—and that’s scary. That’s painful.

It’s not the situation that determines how you feel but the meaning that we
attach to it, and that meaning is always based on one thing: how we feel about
ourselves. There is an event and an emotional response, but in between those is
an intellectual process where we assign a meaning to what is happening. The
instant you choose to take it personally—yes, it’s a choice—you’ll be fighting
against your nature. Imagine that you’re at a party and someone starts screaming
at you for being a lying, no-good thief and hurls a string of accusations at you.
The music stops and the crowd stares. You’re feeling mortified until ... he calls
you by the wrong name. Realizing that this is a case of mistaken identity and
everyone now knows it, you move from humiliation to relief as your focus shifts
from yourself to this poor guy and how embarrassed he’s going to be the
moment he learns the truth. In all interactions, if your ego is out of the way, then
you know that, “He’s got the wrong person.” It’s not you. Unless you make it
about you. While it’s true that he may see you as less, that doesn’t make you less
—but if you feel less, then it does make you angry.

THE STORY WE SELL OURSELVES

When someone close to us—our spouse, for example—does something we don’t
like, the behavior itself is one thing, but that is not what drives our anger. Rather,
it is the belief that our spouse’s behavior means that he or she doesn’t love us
enough, really care about us enough, or have enough respect for us. Let’s parse
out the what from the why to see how our ego so easily leads us astray. If you
got upset with your spouse, who then apologized profusely, asked for
forgiveness, and then did everything that he could to make it up to you, would
you have a harder time maintaining the anger? Understandably, you would still
object to the behavior, but should your spouse take full responsibility and
convey that his failings are not due to a lack of love or appreciation for you,
anger is harder to sustain. The reality has not changed, but the meaning that you



assigned to the behavior has, and that changes how you feel about the behavior.
Certainly, we can see how this may apply to minor lapses or offenses, but I
suspect we can conjure up a scenario or two that might have us fuming mad at
the situation itself—ego or no ego. In Part IV, we will explore more deeply how
to uproot anger even in the case of a highly significant event or severe breach of
trust.

But, still on this subject, let’s assume that our spouse does not have respect
for us. Fine. Again, we ask ourselves a single question: What does this mean? It
may mean that our spouse lacks self-esteem and thus cannot effectively give and
receive love and respect. It may mean that we have to look in the mirror at our
own conduct and ask ourselves, Have I been kind and loving to my spouse? Has
my behavior played a role in his attitude toward me? Whatever conclusion we
draw, the one that is never accurate is the ego-based: I deserve this because there
is something wrong with me. Our conduct may have been wrong, but this does
not mean that we are bad and undeserving of love and happiness. If we believe
this to be true at a conscious level, then we live out our lives in victim mode, for
this is the treatment that we deserve. If we harbor this belief unconsciously then
we become enraged at every perceived or genuine lack of respect. Moreover, we
will be looking for signs that we are not worthy of love and respect. If we don’t
find them, we will convince ourselves that we have, by reading into things and
jumping to conclusions. This is, in fact, at the core of jealous thinking: I am not
worthy of you, so you must not be faithful to me. If this is my belief, then I
become hypertuned-in to anything that will fortify my position, and I will “see”
what I need to in order to prove myself right. I will connect dots to complete the
narrative so that it tells my story.

ANGER: THE FINE PRINT

The intricacies of anger are often simplified to the point of being incomplete. To
say that we become angry because we are scared or in pain is like saying that a
lamp works because the light switch is flipped on—true enough, but the
underlying connection, electricity, is left out of the equation. Pain in and of itself
does not lead to anger. Neither does fear. Mountain climbing and crossword
puzzles can be grueling and excruciating. A roller coaster or horror movie can be
terrifying. And yet, these can also be exhilarating and enjoyable. However, an
eighteen-wheeler veering into your lane, your small child running into the street,
a careless person banging into you at work, or your boss yelling at you may very
well provoke anger. What is the difference in these scenarios?: control.



What activates anger is an emotional or physical pain that we cannot control.
Fear comes into play because fear itself is emotionally painful, with fear of the
unknown—which carries a complete lack of control—having the potential to
bring the greatest pain. Opposite sides of the same coin: unpredictable or
uncontrollable pain brings fear, and fear that we cannot predict or control is
painful. Since it is the ego that seeks control, even emotional pain in proper
context (widened, ego-free perspective) is diluted. A close friend receives tragic
news and makes a scene in a public place, but feelings of embarrassment take a
backseat to empathy over their sorrow. A loved one lashes out at us in anger
because we caused him hurt, but rather than feel rejected, we feel for him and
seek to allay his fears.

THE SHAME GAME

Human beings experience two primary emotions: love (which is soul-based) and
fear (which is ego-based). All positive emotions stem from love, and all negative
emotions stem from fear; the fear of isolation, because we are unfit to be loved.
Which brings us to shame. Shame is our conscience, the voice of the soul that
says I am less because of my actions; it is the painful belief that our behavior
makes us unworthy of love and undeserving of acceptance—and by extension,
all that we love is neither safe nor secure. This pain of legitimate shame is to
alert us that we have fallen below our potential. In accepting responsibility, we
not only cancel the emotional debt but we receive the benefit of enhanced self-
esteem; and with it, the capacity to love and to be loved as well as a host of
emotional dividends including trust in our future welfare (see Chapter 11 for
elaboration). However, when we are confronted by either circumstance or
conscience, and deny accountability, we will to varying degrees and levels of
consciousness acquire a stain of shame—because we cannot lie to our deepest
selves. (Part IV shows the process to free ourselves from shame and restore our
feelings of self-worth to pristine condition.) Therein lies the origin of anger: As
the ego compensates for feelings of unresolved shame, we experience a
counterfeit shame: I am less if you think I am less.! Feeling rejected in any way
(embarrassed, criticized, unwanted, mocked, and the like) is excruciatingly
painful and intensely feared because it feels to us (the ego, the false self) like
genuine shame. The egocentric psyche translates any rejection to mean that I am
inadequate. I will not be safe and accepted because I am unworthy of love and



undeserving of good. A further aberration explains misplaced shame, which is
rooted in the corrupted belief that says: I am responsible for the behavior of
others. In which case, we are never blameless for whatever is done to us,
because we are a coconspirator—both victim and abuser. In Chapter 14 we
explain that because children are egocentric by nature, it is normal for them to
ascribe a failure within themselves as the reason behind the behavior of others.
Therefore, if we, as children, grew up believing that we were never good enough
to merit our parent’s love and approval, or we are mistreated, held to unrealistic
expectations, or forced to assume responsibilities that weren’t ours, shame—the
feeling that we have failed, fallen below our potential, is imprinted. We all
transition to adulthood having absorbed some shame (which is why we feel
ashamed for inherent flaws and faults, which we neither caused nor contributed
to—and of course, that we all have); and the more damaging the childhood, the
greater the ego and accompanying shame.

The ego is on the lookout for any situation that calls into question our worth,
fearful that we are not lovable and may be rejected. Hence, the opposite of
control—feeling vulnerable or even being stared at, let alone being disrespected
or ridiculed, can send the egocentric psyche into overdrive. It becomes clear then
why relationships, particularly with those closest to us, can result in unrelenting
anger—it sets off so many emotional triggers. Take a simple scenario: a child
does not listen to a parent.

* Guilt (Maybe I've done a poor job parenting.) » Disrespect (How dare he not listen to me!) ¢
Rejection (He doesn’t love me.) « Embarrassment (If others are around, what do they think of
me?) « Fear (What’s going to become of him? What will become of our relationship?) ¢ Injustice
(After all I’ve done for him.) Whenever there is a threat to our emotional (or physical) selves, the
lower our self-esteem, in general—and how much the uncomfortable truth hits a raw nerve and
affects our self-image, in particular—the more fearful we become of feeling that pain; as a result,
our need to exert control surges. Authentic control is actuated when we rise above our nature and
exercise self-control, thus rendering the fear/pain mechanism inert. Anger is the illusion of control
because physiologically, the release of the neurotransmitter noradrenaline and the hormone
adrenaline increases awareness, energy, and strength. Emotionally, anger redirects our attention
away from the fear/pain, which also mimics the sensation that we have seized control. The reality,
of course, is that we spiral out of control and become weaker with each intense, anger-driven
thought or action. Our personality will dictate how our anger manifests (explained further in
Chapter 21) and mirrors the fight-or-flight response to a physical threat.

+ Assertive aggressive (fight): We come out fighting attempting to control the situation overtly.

* Passive aggressive (flight): Anger leaks out in more subtle ways. Unable to confront directly, we
seek control stealthily.

* Surrender or Suppression (flight): We are unable to consciously acknowledge our anger, so we
control it by either (a) telling ourselves that we are not worthy of asserting ourselves or (b)
suppressing our emotions and telling ourselves that we are not angered to begin with.

» Immobilization (freeze): Feeling powerless, we close down to insulate ourselves from the pain. I



can avoid. I can shut out the world. I will be safe. I will be in control.

The fight-or-flight response is a physiological reaction to a perceived threat,
and is triggered whether the danger is real or imagined. For example, whether
we see a bear in the woods or believe that we see one, the response is the same:
The sympathetic nervous system activates the adrenal gland, which releases
adrenaline, noradrenaline, and cortisol into the bloodstream and reroutes the
threat from the prefrontal cortex (the thinking brain) to the amygdala (the fear
and anxiety response center). The moment, however, that we realize that there is
no bear, the response disengages—because the danger no longer exists.
Likewise, becoming aware that we are not experiencing shame, but its
counterfeit, neutralizes the threat. We have nothing to fear and no need to exert
control because the pain is not real. We are not in danger. We are already safe.?



PART II
THE COST OF LIVING, THE
PRICE OF ESCAPING



5
Why Smart People Do Dumb Things

A man known in medical literature as Elliot became a famous figure in brain
research when he suffered damage to the frontal lobes of his brain as the result
of a tumor. Although he enjoyed a superior IQ, he would become lost in
triviality and foolish pursuits. After giving Elliot a battery of tests, his physician,
leading scientist Dr. Antonio Damasio, realized that the man was incapable of
emotional expression. Although intellectually he could weigh the pros and cons
of any decision, when it came time to actually decide, he was completely lost.
Damasio states, “His decision-making landscape was hopelessly flat.”! In his
book Descartes’ Error, Damasio describes trying to set up an appointment with
Elliot: I suggested two alternative dates, both in the coming month and just a few
days apart from each other. The patient pulled out his appointment book and
began consulting the calendar. The behavior that ensued, which was witnessed
by several investigators, was remarkable. For the better part of a half hour, the
patient enumerated reasons for and against each of the two dates: previous
engagements, proximity to other engagements, possible meteorological
conditions, virtually anything that one could think about concerning a simple
date. [He was] walking us through a tiresome cost-benefit analysis, an endless
outlining and fruitless comparison of options and possible consequences. It took
enormous discipline to listen to all of this without pounding on the table and
telling him to stop.?

Indeed, it did stop. All it took was for Damasio to interrupt the man’s
deliberations and assign him a date and a time to return. Without hesitating, the
patient said, “That’s fine,” and went on his way.

VULCANS NEED NOT APPLY



When we have no drive to mobilize our passion, nothing reinforces the
intellectual process that moves us in one direction or the other. This is one
primary function that emotions serve: to energize our behavior and motivate us
to take action. We need emotions, but when we lead with our feelings, our
intellect then fortifies a distorted conclusion. To choose wisely, we must first see
clearly through the lens of the intellect and afterward align our emotions—
preferably, positive ones. A person is always better off identifying with the love
of the virtue for which he is fighting than acting out of anger, which is always
ego-based. Meaning that focusing on our passion for what is right, rather than on
our disdain for what is wrong, will help us to see more clearly and to act more
responsibly because we are not blinded by outrage. This is not a pacifist
approach but one that allows for an optimum response. No one ever walked
away from an argument and thought, I wish I had gotten angrier, I would have
been able to handle myself so much better.

Later in the chapter, we will see how anger robs us of our intelligence—the
faculty to process reality—but first we will see how it distorts our ability to see
clearly. Wisdom is a function of both intellectual and emotional clarity. To the
degree that our ego is engaged, we unconsciously distort (or consciously ignore)
reality and gravitate toward the less-responsible choice. Therefore, in any given
situation, it’s quite possible for a smart person to make an astonishingly poor
decision while his less-intelligent counterpart will make the wiser, more prudent
choice.

Self-esteem and emotional health (aka wisdom, which is synonymous with
an expanded perspective) go hand in hand. Intelligence, however, is largely
unrelated to either self-esteem or emotional well-being. An overweight diabetic
with low self-esteem knows she shouldn’t eat chocolate cake for dinner, but she
eats it anyway. Her low self-esteem is directing the choice she makes. In that
moment, she’s more interested in the chocolate cake than in her physical health.
The hallmark of emotional maturity is the ability to delay gratification—to bear
some pain now (or to give up a lower-level pleasure) in exchange for a greater
pleasure later (or to avoid a small pain from becoming a bigger pain).

Intelligence does not make a person rational. Intelligence can only put us in
the driver’s seat with a map in hand. Wisdom opens our eyes to see what we
wish would not exist; to accept with grace; and to respond with clarity and
confidence.



SELF-ESTEEM AND DELAYING
GRATIFICATION

Self-esteem stimulates the desire to invest in ourselves and provides the energy
for self-discipline. When our self-esteem is low, our interest and attention shift
from long-term to immediate gratification—if it feels good, do it, regardless of
the consequences. The most appealing choice will be the one that satisfies our
immediate urges. We resemble the child who would rather have one lollipop
now than five lollipops tomorrow. Five lollipops, of course, is the better bargain,
but the child doesn’t think about that. His focus is short-term, shallow, and
narrow. He is occupied with the here and now, often forsaking his long-term
self-interest—Ilet alone the bigger picture or, even more so, the needs of others.

It is significant to note the landmark experiment dubbed “the marshmallow
test,” which looked into the ability of children to delay gratification, and the
resulting long-term correlation and consequences. Conducted at Stanford
University, researchers gave a marshmallow to each child participating in the
experiment with the following offer: Either eat this one marshmallow right
away, or wait a short while and receive an additional marshmallow. The
researcher then left the room, and the child was alone with a marshmallow in
front of him. In follow-ups a decade later, the children who delayed their
gratification were more successful both academically and socially.® Analysis
concluded that they reported fewer pathological symptoms (including obsessive-
compulsive patterns, depression, anxiety, hostile anger, phobic anxiety, paranoid
ideation, and psychoticism) and exhibited higher self-acceptance and self-
esteem.

ANGRY PEOPLE BEHAVE STUPIDLY

Research finds self-regulation failure is central to nearly all the personal and
social problems that currently plague the modern, developed world. These
problems include drug addiction and abuse, alcoholism, smoking, crime and
violence, underachievement in schools, gambling, personal debt and credit card
abuse, lack of financial savings, anger, and hostility.*

Among the most important triggers of self-regulation failure (in plain
English, what makes us lose self-control and give in to our impulses) is anger.>



The following excerpt from a benchmark research paper summarizes the
unsurprising range of self-destructive behaviors that anger spawns.®

When people become upset they sometimes act aggressively,” spend too much money,? engage in risky
behavior,? comfort with alcohol, drugs or food, and fail to pursue important life goals.'® Anger is related
to relapse for a number of addictive behaviors, such as alcoholism, gambling and drug addiction;'! and
increased eating by chronic dieters'2 and greater smoking intensity by smokers.!3

Anger releases a stress hormone called cortisol. Long-term elevated cortisol
levels have a detrimental effect on us, both physically and mentally. Specifically,
cortisol damages cells in the hippocampus and results in impaired learning. In
the short term, cortisol interferes with our ability to think and process
information. Or, to put it another way, getting angry actually makes us dumb.
Biochemically, anger, as we know, initiates the fight-or-flight response and the
production of adrenaline, which reroutes blood flow away from the brain, and
with it oxygen, which further muddles our thinking.

Wisdom is one of the most powerful by-products of emotional health, and it
gives us the capacity and fortitude to see the situation objectively and then
respond calmly and logically, rather than allowing anger to corrupt our
observation, assessment, judgment, and conduct.



6
A Fight to the Death

Even the healthiest among us are not immune to being swayed by our emotions.
We often require little convincing to do what we feel like doing, and we
frequently act against flawless logic when we find it convenient or comfortable.
It’s not about reason and rationale, it’s about emotion and desire. With cigarette
warnings of severe consequences in plain view, tens of millions of people still
smoke. An avalanche of literature on the hazards of obesity and the importance
of exercise is ignored by 67 percent of the population, who remain overweight or
obese. Hundreds of studies bring us to near-universal agreement that money
doesn’t buy happiness, yet 55 percent of the adult population is in debt—trying
to buy their way into happiness. What does logic have to do with it?

As self-esteem fades and the ego’s noose tightens, our entire decision-
making system falls prey to corruption. We descend from thinking to feeling and
too often respond by shooting first and asking questions later. We become stuck
in a perpetual cycle of bad decisions, and then we feel further compelled to
justify our previous actions, regardless of the consequences. We eat food that we
don’t want because we ordered it. We read a book that we don’t want to read
because we walked all the way to the library in the rain to borrow it. Ralph
Waldo Emerson poetically condensed the folly of this mind-set: “A foolish
consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds.”?

Growth is internalized when we tell ourselves, I was wrong, and now I will
do what is right. We must be able to accept that we have been doing something
that never made sense—or no longer does—instead of hiding behind a wall of
explanations and rationalizations. Those whose egos reign lack self-esteem and
can’t afford to question their own judgment, worth, or intelligence. Justification
then binds them to the past and drags their mistakes into the future.?



TWO WRONGS DON’T MAKE A RIGHT

As hard as it may be to admit defeat and throw in the towel, investing additional
resources in a pursuit or project that’s going nowhere is certainly not productive.
We need to cut our losses and channel our energy into more constructive
options, but the ego forces us forward—clinging tight to false or damaging
beliefs and behaviors, even when they’re hurting us. Loss aversion refers to our
ego’s tendency to lean toward avoiding loss, rather than acquiring gains. It’s not
just that we can’t stand losing; we can’t stand even the possibility of losing,
admitting defeat.

Why do rational people sometimes make irrational decisions? Why do we
willingly throw good money after bad? As any master stock trader will advise,
we start losing money the second we allow our emotions to influence our trading
decisions. When investors put on blinders, ignore empirical evidence, and
dedicate themselves to recovering as much of their loss as possible, we say
they’re “chasing a loss.” It’s one thing to do this with a stock, but it’s quite
another to do this with our lives.

Our commitment to stubborn persistence tends to become stronger once we
have invested time, money, or energy into something—whether it’s a tumbling
stock, a doomed relationship, or a dead-end job. If we make a hopeless
investment, it’s easy to succumb to the sunk-cost fallacy: I can’t quit now
because I'll lose everything I’ve already invested! This is true, of course, but it’s
irrelevant to whether we should continue to invest. Everything we have already
invested is lost. We can’t do anything to change that. Misguided commitment is
nothing more than a delay tactic, which is the toxic offspring of denial—a
refusal to accept what is.

RIGHT TO THE END

Even after the facts become obvious, an intelligent but ego-oriented person
might stay the course of a bad decision and persist in outright self-destructive
behavior. Unable to emerge victorious, the ego shrewdly switches tactics and
declares us to be a casualty of fate, circumstance, or others’ cruel conniving, to
avoid taking responsibility for our actions and our lives. We become locked into
these patterns and too often manipulate events to unfold in accordance with our
expectations. It’s how we need the world to be. Being right becomes more of an
emotional priority than doing what is right. We act against our own best interests



because, unconsciously, we need to prove to ourselves and to others that we are
victims. In this way, we perpetuate our own misery. We align the entirety of our
lives to accommodate our story.

Renowned psychologist Dr. Nathaniel Branden wrote about a woman he
once treated who grew up thinking she was “bad” and undeserving of kindness,
respect, or happiness. Predictably, she married a man who “knew” he was
unlovable and felt consumed by self-hatred. He protected himself by acting
cruelly toward others before they could be cruel to him. She didn’t complain
about his abuse because she “knew” that abuse was her destiny. He wasn’t
surprised by her increasing withdrawal and remoteness from him, because he
“knew” no one could ever love him. They endured twenty years of torture
together, proving how right they were about themselves and about life.>

When we suffer from low self-esteem, we’re often afraid that something bad
will happen to us after something good occurs in our lives. When fortune
unexpectedly smiles on us, we feel anxious because of our sense of
unworthiness. To alleviate our emotional tension, we might even sabotage our
success so that we can fulfill our personal prophecy: The world is as we
predicted. We feel secure because our beliefs—no matter how damaging and
distorted—have been reaffirmed. We will be right, even if it kills us.



7
Reality Isn’t Going Anywhere

All roads out of reality lead to the Land of Suffering. Avoidance is not coping.
It’s crashing in slow motion. It’s easier, too, for us to ignore reality than it used
to be. In days of old, we tended to make better choices because the consequences
of our poor judgments were immediate and trickier to conceal. Today, we have a
“buy now, pay later” mentality. Suffering indigestion because we ate more than
our body can metabolize? Take an antacid. Lactose intolerant? Take Lactaid. If
we ingest too much of the wrong thing, don’t worry. There are laxatives for
constipation. Antidiarrheal for diarrhea. Aspirin for headaches. And calcium
carbonate hangover prevention supplements to nip those hangovers in the bud.

Interest may be deferred, but that balloon payment will come due sooner or
later. This mentality is nicely captured in an old joke: A man jumps from the top
of a twenty-story building, and as he falls to the ground, a woman at the tenth
floor sees him from her window and shouts, “How’s it going?” The man replies,
“So far, so good.” Making things more problematic is that we have far more
means of escapism at our disposal, allowing us to blithely ignore our reality.
Technology—arguably, an addiction in itself—has become a popular enabler,
the new Great Escape. Computers, televisions, smart phones ... everywhere we
turn, we find convenient vehicles for mindless distraction. Instant shrink-
wrapped entertainment offers escape into other worlds, a never-ending labyrinth
of video games, movies, TV shows, blogs, and forums where we can dissociate
from the pain du jour. We need to be distracted, to be taken away from
ourselves. The uncomfortable noise of self-reflection muted, and the volume of
illusion turned way up.

The addictive nature of technology magnifies not just the emotional lure, but
the physiological pull. The inevitable multitasking leads to overstimulation, and
creates “a dopamine-addiction feedback loop, effectively rewarding the brain for



losing focus and for constantly searching for external stimulation.”* These
effects contribute to impaired emotional processing, lack of concentration, high
stress and anxiety levels, and impaired decision making.?

MEANING = PLEASURE

As life becomes increasingly more comfortable, we’ve fallen out of the habit of
exerting ourselves. We’ve come to believe that comfort is the path to happiness.
Perhaps even more damaging is the notion that comfort is happiness. The idea of
sacrificing our creature comforts to pursue our goals and dreams has become
foreign to our thinking. In our minds, life should be easy.

Lying on the couch and watching TV is undoubtedly comfortable, but hardly
meaningful, and so, by definition, offers no genuine pleasure and certainly no
fulfillment. To be more precise, the feeling is not really pleasure at all, but mere
comfort, which is the avoidance of pain. If we seek to avoid the pain, though, of
legitimate challenges, then we are, in essence, avoiding life, and rather than
minimizing pain and maximizing pleasure, we will maximize suffering and live
exceedingly unfulfilled lives.

How would you feel if someone pulled a few strings to get you a great job?
You would probably feel pretty good. How might you feel if you found out, after
thirty years on the job, that everything was fake; that you had pushed buttons not
attached to any working machine, and your phone calls had been answered by
actors who were merely playing along? In fact, you were wildly successful at
your job, but none of it was real. Most people would be devastated—but why?
The answer is simple: Your work was not real and had no meaning, therefore
was not pleasurable. So goes meaning, so goes pleasure.

The more engaged we are in life and the pursuit of meaningful goals, the
greater our pleasure and ultimate sense of satisfaction. Do we really want to live
superficial, comfortable lives that lack meaning? No matter how much effort we
expend, our satisfaction dissipates if the objective is not purposeful. Being
comfortable and having fun are not enough. Our soul gnaws at us not just to do
more, but to become something more. Make no mistake, the pursuit of ego-
oriented objectives—those that bring money, power, and fame as a means unto
themselves—takes us out of reality as completely and as quickly as the pursuit
of amusement and recreation unto themselves. Viktor Frankl described this as
“an unheard cry for meaning,” and Freud writes, “It is impossible to escape the
impression that people commonly use false standards of measurement—that they
seek power, success and wealth for themselves and admire them in others, and



that they underestimate what is of true value in life.”

CHASING COMFORT = PAIN

Our fruitless attempts to hide from life not only deny us pleasure, but also move
us into the waiting arms of emotional disease, because in the attempt to bypass
pain, we short-circuit our mental health. Research shows that the more modern a
society, the higher its rate of depression.? Technology leaves idle hands and frees
up many hours each day. With this freedom, we can fill our lives with either
time well spent or time misused, abused, or utterly wasted.*

Unsurprisingly, people without work are more likely to suffer psychological
trouble and stress-related illnesses such as diabetes, heart disease, and stroke.
They also have diminished life expectancy.> In fact, even at work, a person can
literally be bored to death. In a UK study, 7,500 London civil servants ages 35 to
55 filled out a simple questionnaire in which they were asked if they had felt
bored at work during the previous month. The researchers followed up to
determine how many of the participants had died after approximately ten years.
Workers who reported they had been “very bored” were two and a half times
more likely to have died of a heart-related ailment than were those who had said
they were “not bored.”®

Depression is often described as a taste of death. When we die, our soul—the
real us—separates from the body. A person who doesn’t grow and move forward
in life will force a rift between the body and the soul—the very experience of
death itself.” We feel this lack of harmony as depression. Our soul aches to grow,
and stagnation feels like death because it is—a spiritual death. The
accompanying feeling of futility—that what we do doesn’t matter—Ileads to the
inevitable, excruciating conclusion that we don’t matter.
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Our soul is rigged to revolt against negligence and indifference, and the system
will faithfully keep dishing out new symptoms—both emotional and physical—
to remind us that we exist in this world for a reason. Every soul has a distinct
mission, infused with its own spiritual DNA. It longs to rise from the masses and
to light up creation by unleashing its unique spark of the Infinite. For this reason,
we feel more distraught to learn of the injury or the death of a young person than
we do of an elderly person. Loss of life is unequivocally sad, but we find the loss
of potential particularly heartbreaking. The wider the gap between potential and
actualization, the sadder it seems. Likewise, the extent to which we fall short of



our own potential, the greater the waste and the more frustration and shame we
experience.

NO ESCAPE FROM REALITY

Living in reality is more than just choosing between “right” and “wrong.” In a
larger sense, it is a choice between life and death. Choosing responsibly means
engaging life, rather than neglecting life and dying, ever so slowly.

HAMLET: ACT 3, SCENE 1

To be or not to be, that is the question.
Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing, end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks ...

Hamlet speaks of the pain and distress that permeate human existence. He
contemplates his choices: Either I endure the trials of life, or I end it with
suicide. And by suicide, we don’t mean one tormented act to end it all but,
rather, the discrete death of escapism. That is the challenge we confront each
day. Will we rise to meet life head-on or turn away and sink into the deceptive
comfort of a counterfeit existence?

Emotional health demands allegiance to reality. Any time we move away
from the swift current of life, we become less stable because we disconnect from
truth. Should we move too far into our own world, even an insignificant event
shifts our fertile imagination into overdrive, consuming us with mushrooming
fear and anxiety. Our lives overfill with tragedies that never happen.

Paradoxically, the more neurotic a person is, the more he believes in his
ability to see, know, and predict the world around him. In actuality, he is less
able to recognize cause-and-effect relationships. To compensate for his
impairment, to feel some sense of control, he creates his own associations
between action and consequence. Naturally, this compounds his neurosis,
because when the inevitable breach occurs, he retreats deeper into his
assumptions.® Superstition is nothing but a diluted form of paranoia—the desire
to make connections where none exist. All of reality is an undifferentiated facet
of the whole, so patterns and connections are everywhere, but when a person



can’t see beyond himself, the soul’s desire to make connections is supplanted by
the ego’s own self-oriented correlations. Because the individual can’t find
meaning, he invents it.

Further compounding our emotional strain is mistaking affliction for
accomplishment. Sometimes we seek distress, rather than success, and tell
ourselves that pain equals progress. So we might unconsciously create obstacles
to give ourselves the illusion of forward movement. Here’s an example of a
common tactic: The file that we absolutely can’t afford to lose, our cellular
phone, our vehicle registration—just about everything and anything that we can
misplace, we will misplace. Essentially, we manufacture a challenge in a
controlled environment that, once overcome, gives us a sense of excitement and
accomplishment. It is a feeble attempt to feel the rush of life without making the
effort of living. In some instances, we devise these challenges because,
unconsciously, we want to inconvenience ourselves. Feelings of guilt and self-
recrimination cause us to inflict harm on ourselves—the very epitome of self-
destruction.

THE ADRENALINE JUNKIE
CONNECTION

Sometimes people engage in high-risk behavior to feel alive. Even though they
may be tremendously successful by societal standards, there is a lacking on the
inside, a disconnect from the soul that makes them feel half-dead. They risk
death for the jolt—the adrenaline rush—so that they can, at least in the moment,
feel alive. Adrenaline, as noted earlier, is a stimulating hormone naturally
released by the brain in response to extreme stress or anxiety. Its purpose is to
send a surge of awareness and strength during a dangerous situation or crisis and
creates a temporary natural high, elevated senses, and a feeling of power and
control. (Neurotransmitters, such as endorphins and dopamine are also released,
and they add to the experience.) What makes this fact most relevant is that
intense anger triggers the fight-or-flight response and produces a similar sense of
euphoria. Hence, the more one lives in accord with the soul, the less he needs the
drug of anger to make him feel alive.

Imagine a thimble and bucket each filled with a liquid. The thimble feels as
full as the bucket. Can we say that the bucket is fuller than the thimble? In



relative terms, the bucket has more liquid; in absolute terms, they are each full.
The same can be said for human beings. Some people are miserable, even
though by all accounts they make good choices. This is because we each stand
on a never-ending ladder of attainment, whose starting point is irrelevant. We
might be capable of climbing easily, but we choose to be complacent and climb
only a few rungs at our leisure. We can measure our genuine progress—and
therefore our self-esteem and emotional health—only by looking at our effort in
relation to our ability. Maslow succinctly summarizes this point: “If you plan on
being anything less than you are capable of being, you will probably be unhappy
and angry all of the days of your life.”®
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The Meaning of Pleasure, the Pleasure of
Meaning

Living a life with meaning not only brings pleasure and bolsters our emotional,
spiritual, and physical health, but it also results in less suffering. That’s not to
say that difficulties don’t come or that people who endure misfortune or trauma
in any way bring it upon themselves. Such painful circumstances are too often
beyond our finite understanding, and are not necessarily the result of our actions.
Yet pain is not the same as suffering. Suffering is the emotional consequence of
our choices.

How we feel about ourselves determines how long pain lingers and whether
it morphs into suffering. The equation is simple: Being self-centered = suffering.
This explains why an emotionally immature person, one with low self-esteem (or
a child, perhaps), becomes agitated over every little thing that goes wrong. In
fact, the attributes of someone with a narrow perspective can be characterized as
childlike. Small children are egocentric beings. They react to their environment
with sudden tantrums, mindless exuberance, wild mood swings, and an absolute,
black-and-white view of events. They are quick to misread or misinterpret
others’ behavior, and they overreact to perceived insults, slights, and criticism.

Without the emotional shock absorber of perspective, we feel only pain—and
pain that persists is suffering. That’s because perspective provides context, and
context allows us to more easily attach significance and meaning to challenges.
We can see how seemingly disparate facets integrate into a larger whole, and
each new piece of the puzzle that we identify helps clarify and define what we
already know. Imagine the wings of a butterfly magnified a thousand times.
Being so close to it, we can’t tell what it is, what it does, or why it exists. It’s
necessary to take a step back to see what it really is. Then its design, details, and



meaning become clear. The wings are part of a larger organism. Everything
begins to make sense when we have perspective.
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Research on physical pain management also shows us that pain severity depends
on the context in which the pain occurs. The pain threshold—someone’s ability
to bear pain—increases as the person better understands the body’s healing
process and the role of pain in healing. This explains why people who suffer
from major depression have a lower pain threshold.! As an individual becomes
increasingly focused on himself, he loses perspective, then context, and then
meaning. He is left with only pain, and much of life—living itself—becomes
hard.

When we buy a gift for a loved one, we can’t wait to give it, to see the
pleasure it brings. We can work tirelessly for someone we care about or for a
cause we believe in and not feel the pain—and perhaps experience great joy—
because our focus is on the larger, meaningful objective. Hours fly by, and we
don’t realize it. Similarly, when we love ourselves, we can invest in our long-
term satisfaction and well-being with maximum effort and minimal pain. Even
though we expend a great deal of energy, self-esteem taps us into the Infinite, a
limitless source. How we feel about ourselves determines whether we are
focused on the pleasure or on the pain—and defines the entirety of the
experience.

WHAT DOESN’T BREAK US

We all know people who led charmed lives, with every advantage during their
youth and upbringing, but later made a succession of stunningly irresponsible
choices that dragged them down a path of misery. We are equally mindful of
those who have been dealt one challenge after another yet soared above even the
most daunting heartaches, embracing their futures with steadfast courage and
optimism.

A range of ceaseless heartaches and anguish—imprisonment, betrayal,
treachery, and murder—awaited every great figure in the Bible without
exception: Adam, Noah, Sarah, Rachel, Leah, Joseph, Moses, Aaron, King
David, King Solomon—and the list goes on. Who could argue that the lives of
these Bible giants were not difficult? Yet who would say that their lives were not
the paradigm of meaning and fulfillment?

King David writes, “Had I not been preoccupied with Your Bible, I would



have perished in my suffering.”? Despite his life full of trials and tribulations, his
psalms exude joy and gratitude, because when one lives a meaningful life, pain
and pleasure coexist.? It’s essential to understand that pain does not make a
person unhappy—suffering does, and suffering is a consequence of our choices,
not of our circumstances. Meaning fills our lives with pleasure and douses the
flames of suffering. Struggles and setbacks are a part of life, but without
perspective, they become our lives. Of course, we feel pain. It’s part of the
process—but we don’t suffer unless we get stuck along the way.

I’VE GOT THE WHOLE WORLD IN MY HANDS

Humility does not spring from a sense of inferiority but bubbles forth from the
fountain of reality. It’s too easy to make the mistake of believing that humility is
weakness; rather, it is strength. An arrogant person only takes from others. He
has no capacity to give and so is not free. He is an emotional junkie, depending
on others to feed his fragile ego—he’s a slave to his own impulses, which he
cannot rise above. When a person has humility, he is free because he is full—
filled with gratitude; and gratitude and joy are intimately linked. If we think
about the people we know who have a sense of gratitude, these same individuals
are the most joyful. By contrast, those who lack appreciation for what they have
live in a cycle of unrealized expectations and perpetual disappointment. They are
filled with anger and resentment not because of anything major, but because
their entire focus is on trivial matters that consume them with negativity. Let’s
connect the dots:

The more responsible your choices (soul-oriented) — your self-esteem
increases — your ego shrinks — your perspective widens — you
perceive a greater context — your life (and life’s challenges) has more
meaning — [which results in pleasure] your humility stirs — your
gratitude surges — and your joy flows.

The less responsible your choices — your self-esteem decreases —
your ego expands — your perspective narrows — you perceive a
diminished context — your life (and life’s challenges) loses meaning
[you feel numb, depressed] — your arrogance grows — and this fuels
frustration, anger, and resentment.

A healthy perspective fosters an organic attitude of gratitude, which itself
changes the quality of our lives. (A summary of research findings on the benefits



of gratitude is discussed in Chapter 28.) The only thing we truly have domain
over is the quality of our choices, how we choose to live our lives. The wider
and deeper our perspective in life, the more permanent and deep our gratitude.
Nothing needs to happen to make us feel good. We simply appreciate what we
have. When we are egocentric, we become angry and frustrated with life for
disappointing us. Our expectations are never met, and we’re consumed with
thoughts of what we lack and what is owed to us. Happiness eludes us. We’re
always one step away from feeling complete, and we’ll search endlessly for that
next great thing that promises to bring us lasting fulfillment. Life becomes
insufferable because as much good fortune as we receive, we are never fulfilled,
because our focus is on what’s missing and what’s not good.

The egocentric psyche is not even deterred from pursuing an irrational or
useless gain. So insidious is its desire for more, that even when we’re racking up
a high score on a video game, where our goal is the mere accrual of points, the
brain’s expectation mechanism is just as active. The ego doesn’t care how useful
something is—where there is something to be had, it wants it.*
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Research shows that circumstances don’t relate to life satisfaction, but subjective
feelings do—and subjective feelings directly reflect our choices, not our
conditions. The results of a study conducted at Harvard University bear this out.
“Once we realize how much our reality depends on how we view it, it comes as
less of a surprise that our external circumstances predict only about 10 percent of
our total happiness.”>

If we look around, we will notice that there are certain people who, no matter
how fortunate their circumstances, are angry and unhappy, while there are those
who endure unimaginable ordeals and move through life with an unshakable,
deep sense of appreciation and joy. More important than the road we travel is
who we become along the way. The ego too easily tricks us into accepting that
what happens to us is the yardstick of significance. Yet it isn’t the challenges we
face, but how we face our challenges, that determines the true nature of the
experience, and this is something we always have complete control over.



PART III
MAKING SENSE OF PAIN AND
SUFFERING
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Here Comes the Pain

Parts I and II of this book explored the psychological equation: The quality of
our choices = the quality of our lives. In this section, we’ll channel our
psychological understanding into a larger spiritual context, to gain a deeper
understanding of emotional health, in general, and of anger, in particular. As
Abraham Maslow reminds us, “The spiritual life is part of the human essence. It
is a defining characteristic of human nature...”

When a person experiences physical pain, he’s unable to let his mind drift.
He can’t help but be absorbed in the present moment. Emotional pain has the
same capacity to bring us into the present.! Pain, however, only acts as a
fulcrum. It doesn’t move us, but it gives us the opportunity to respond in one of
three ways: (1) we can choose to avoid or dull the pain with endless distractions
and excessive indulgence; (2) we can fortify our false self and become indignant,
to compensate for feelings of weakness and vulnerability; or (3) we can act
responsibly, accept the outcome, and seek meaning in the experience. If we see
and accept a difficult reality—and get the message—then the pain pierces our
shell, the ego. Instead of merely denting our image, the experience penetrates
straight through to our soul. And we grow. Eminent psycholgist and Holocaust
survivor Frankl writes, “When we are no longer able to change a situation, we
are challenged to change ourselves.”?

We feel pain and label it “bad,” but something that causes us emotional pain
is not necessarily a bad thing. Is a person lying in a vegetative state, oblivious to
pain, better off than one who endures life’s daily struggles? Pain does not
obstruct our growth. Pain functions as a necessary catalyst for growth, and
growth is not negotiable—it is why we exist in the world, and without its
prodding, we would never budge. Concerning the benefits of physical pain—
how dangerous would life be if we didn’t have pain receptors? If we accidentally



leaned against a hot stove and didn’t feel the heat, our flesh would burn. After
falling, we might limp around with broken bones and cause ourselves more
damage. Could we say that a person is better off not feeling the pain?

THE REAL YOU

To gain a greater understanding for life’s difficulties, we need to pull back the
lens further and look at this life within the larger context of our soul. Or, to put it
more accurately, within the larger context of the real us. Because the truth is we
do not have a soul. We are a soul, and we have a body.?

As we learned, challenges, in and of themselves, do not impinge on our
happiness, nor do they cause us to become an angry person—but suffering does.
Suffering is, as we discussed, the emotional consequence of ignoring reality and
the opportunity for growth. Therefore, even if one doesn’t embrace the soul’s
need to perfect itself, from a mental health standpoint the surest, swiftest, only
real path to a satisfying, fulfilling, and pleasurable life is to greet reality with
open arms. As we noted in Chapter 1, the research is definitive: Our tendency to
avoid the pain inherent in taking responsibility for our lives is at the root of
anger, and is central to nearly every emotional ailment. (We say pain rather than
challenge because we don’t shy away from encounters—even challenging ones
—that we want to take on. Indeed, we may seek them out enthusiastically; and,
too, we may run from tasks that are boring or arduous, but not because they are
inherently difficult, but painful in that we find them uninteresting or
uninspiring).

Let’s remind ourselves that the more responsible our choices, the greater our
self-esteem; the ego shrinks, and our perspective widens. We then gain context
and meaning, which in turn give us pleasure (and reduce suffering), as well as
the ability to feel empathy for others—to connect, to give love, and to receive
love. Yet even with intense emotional pain, we still have the choice: We can
suppress the pain and distract ourselves, feel angry and arrogant about our
situation, or try to see the meaning in the experience and use it as an opportunity
to grow. Should we resist reality, our struggle will be in vain. If we fail to act
responsibly, all pain swells into suffering, and all suffering gives birth to anger.
We sink lower and destroy ourselves from the inside out until we allow the self-
correcting mechanism of pain to penetrate our shell and steer us in a healthier,
more responsible direction. Some people respond when they see the light, others



when they feel the heat, and still others will not budge until they get burned—
and at times, not even then. What kind of person do you want to be? The answer
to that question will determine the kind of life that you are going to lead.

WHY IS THIS MY CHALLENGE, ANYWAY?

Sometimes life just seems unfair. Outright painful. Downright difficult. Unjust.
Yes, we control the quality of our lives and our emotional response to any given
situation, but a major source of anger derives from the belief that we have
received undeserved and excessive hardships. When, objectively speaking, we
experience a double or triple helping of struggles that others are spared, this
understandably challenges our sense of fairness. Even if we accept that certain
ordeals inspire self-reflection and growth, why is a particular flaw inherent in us
—the soul—in the first place?

In the following chapter, we’ll explain this, as well as the force that protects
the soul’s mission, which helps us advance along the path we must travel and
helps explain not only why seemingly bad things happen to good people, but the
perhaps more nagging question, often paired with the first: Why do good things
happen to bad people?
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Why Good Things Happen to Bad People

Each of us has a unique purpose in this world, and our talents and strengths—
and many of life’s challenges—are tailormade to help us accomplish what the
soul requires. The word that most precisely describes this synced system is the
Hebrew mazal. Mazal, literally “constellations,” means the astrological influence
that a person is born under (and refers to an inscrutable correlation between the
natural world and a person’s nature, having little to do with modern-day
astrology, fortune-telling, and horoscopes.) The word mazal is often translated as
“luck,” because, from our perspective, what happens to a person frequently
appears to be random. What we fail to recognize is that for a person to complete
his task in this world, he may, for example, enjoy undeserved riches or be faced
with abject poverty. Therefore, one individual may do all the right things, yet
still not seem to “catch a break,” while another person effortlessly achieves
success at every turn, sometimes despite himself. Mazal is more accurately
defined as the confluence of conditions and circumstances that we require to
complete, to perfect, ourselves. Before a person is born into this world, the
instruments—the qualities and characteristics, the physical and mental abilities,
and the means at his disposal—are synchronized to optimize the soul’s path
toward perfection.

Mazal is influential but not irrevocable or inescapable. We cannot expect that
fate will swerve to intercept us, and that regardless of our efforts, good fortune
or crisis will simply materialize to reveal an unalterable destiny. While mazal
exists to expedite needed growth for the soul, we have to do our part, and we
certainly cannot be negligent. Imagine, for instance, a person whose mazal
dictates great wealth, but who chooses to spend his time with trivial pursuits. As
fate would have it, he inherits one million dollars, which he promptly gambles at
the racetrack. His mazal holds firm, and he wins. However, then he bets it all



again and again and again. At some point, his mazal will run out. Our mazal
helps us advance the path that we must travel and is synchronized to our life’s
purpose. Therefore, a person who forsakes accountability may lose whatever
positive protection their mazal afforded him.

Due to the hidden influences of our soul, we’re unable to gauge what is in the
overall best interest of each soul and its purpose in this world. We can never say
that a person injured or killed by a seemingly random event has abdicated his
role or responsibility, for many great people have met with tragic, untimely
deaths. A shared fate does not mean a shared spiritual level. We must never
presume otherwise. Likewise, because we are each on our own level, a choice
for one person is not necessarily a choice for another. Hence, the familiar dictum
not to judge another person until you walk a mile in his shoes.
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Naturally, people have different leanings and inborn desires which, Edmund
Burke elegantly wrote, is not explained by reason, but rather “captivate the soul
before the understanding is ready either to join with them, or to oppose them.”
We come into the world with a unique set of traits, none of which are inherently
good or bad, but which can be channeled to be either constructive or destructive.
Even the basest traits can be used for good. The preeminent psychologist Carl
Jung explains, “Creative powers can just as easily turn out to be destructive. It
rests solely with the moral personality whether they apply themselves to good
things or to bad; and if this is lacking, no teacher can supply it or take its place.”!
Maslow, who established self-actualization as the pinnacle of human need, sums
up the principle: A musician must make music, an artist must paint, a poet must
write if he is to be at peace with himself. What a man can be, he must be. This is
the need we may call self-actualization ... it refers to man’s desire for
fulfillment, namely to the tendency for him to become actually in what he is
potentially: to become everything that he is capable of becoming.2

Therefore, he should find a positive outlet for his inborn drives. He must
direct any and all tendencies toward his growth, and if he fails to capitalize on
their positive use, he will ultimately surrender to his unbridled desires and be
governed by them.

Just as each person has a unique purpose with tailormade strengths, our
weaknesses too are fashioned to maximize our potential; as Sigmund Freud
writes, “Out of your vulnerabilities will come your strengths.” Which means that



a struggle for some people may not be for others. The challenges we face are
sometimes universal and generic—for example, overcoming anger and laziness
—and at other times unique to us, such as dealing with a specific physical
limitation or emotional sensitivity. These factors set the tone for our experiences
in life, but as we will recall, they remain irrelevant to one’s satisfaction in life.
Let’s now remind ourselves what is explained in Chapter 8, because it’s too easy
to be fooled into thinking otherwise.

A VICTORY IN APPEARANCES ONLY

Should a person abdicate all personal responsibility, he may be successful in
specific areas, but such prosperity is a hollow victory. It is indisputable that a
person who lives irresponsibly moves away from his purpose and potential and
will de facto suffer from a range of mental health issues that will hinder his
enjoyment for what he has achieved or received. A blessing of long life to the
depressed person becomes a self-imposed curse. The same is true for riches one
uses to indulge in self-destructive vices. And although having a family is a
blessing, it quickly becomes the opposite if we spend all of our time arguing
with, or are estranged from, family members. In that case, it only wears on our
emotional, spiritual, and physical health. Without perspective, our coping
mechanism is disabled, and we simply feel as if the universe has heaped trouble
after trouble upon us. All of the good in our life remains out of focus and we are
left in a state of restless desire, goaded on by a sense of entitlement, with a
predictable finale: disappointment and despair.

Regardless of what life serves us, we can make the bitter pill more palatable
and perhaps, if we choose to be extraordinary, turn it into a lavish feast. The
soul’s mission and corresponding mazal affects happenstance, but as we learned,
our happiness and emotional health are a function of choice. Life’s challenges
are not equally distributed to everyone, but the power of choice is the great
equalizer.
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Staying Sane in an Insane World

When we know a matter is insignificant, we obviously keep our emotional
investment to a minimum. Although a person with perspective sees the
irrelevance of an event that might overwhelm his egocentric counterpart, the
question everyone faces is, “How do we manage what is relevant?” To answer
this, we’ll turn to the subject of trust, and explore more deeply how the quality
of our choices gives us access to a deep level of calm.

ENTER GOD

Difficult times and tragic events challenge our coping skills. As humans, our
perspective is finite, which makes it difficult for us to see the bigger picture.
Still, we can gain peace of mind and derive comfort during trying times when we
develop the capacity to trust, which then serves as a surrogate to our sight. In
that way, we become immune to distress because we don’t have to see
something with our own two eyes in order to accept that the outcome is for our
ultimate benefit.

We can have faith that things will work out for the best, but we may still be
plagued by worry and moments of doubt. When we have trust, however,
negative thoughts don’t fill our mind. We don’t dwell on, or become consumed
with, the outcome. Trust is an intellectual process, a natural outgrowth of our
positive choices, and it exists independently of our mood or emotional state. The
difference is profound. If you have faith that a rickety bridge will hold you, you
might walk across it, but with some trepidation. Trust, in contrast, is unequivocal
and unwavering and means that you choose to walk across the bridge without
hesitation, with much less anxiety or fear. This is important to understand



because as we know, fear breeds anger, so if we turn off the faucet of fear, then
we shut down the flow of anger.

How do we move from faith to trust? No leap of faith is required. The
decision to exercise self-control eliminates anger and anxiety because it moves
us beyond faith in God and into trust in God. Here’s how it works: We can’t
trust in God beyond the scope of our behavior. When we make a poor choice—
meaning that we refuse to accept reality and respond properly—we are not
acknowledging God, and to the degree that He is not in our lives, we can’t have
a relationship with Him, let alone trust in Him. The chasm widens afterward
when we justify our actions; this behavior further torques the ego and pushes
God still further away. We feel this distance as a lack of faith. Yet we don’t lose
faith in God without first losing faith in ourselves. It is we who have changed.
When we turn away from what is right, all of our relationships inevitably suffer
—including our relationship with God.

Someone who is in the habit of ignoring reality cannot simply bring God into
his life, conjure Him up, and trust in Him at the moment of his choosing to
soothe an anxious thought or calm a troubled mind, because the ego is precisely
what blocks trust in God. Trust is a natural by-product of humility, not of
arrogance. Fear breeds in the waters of disconnectedness, between our awareness
of the truth and our behavior, and the greater the disparity, the greater the fear.

Productive living is the heartiest expression of our trust in the future, in God,
and in ourselves. A person who feels too afraid (of the pain) to make long-range
plans and to invest in his life sends a message to his subconscious that he does
not have trust. Then, imperceptibly and unintentionally, he seeks to validate his
fears and becomes attuned to whatever in his world offers him proof that he is
right. Because of his ego-based decision to avoid legitimate pain—and opt out of
life—his ego must now prove him right.

In short, action converts faith into trust. We can’t establish trust in God if we
don’t live our lives in a way that demonstrates our belief in God. Abraham’s ten
trials nourished his relationship with God, each adding a strand of trust in a bond
that culminated in total submission to His will, without question or compunction.
With the first test, God sought to assure Abraham, “I will make of you a great
nation; I will bless you, and make your name great and you shall be a blessing.”!
By the last test, such reassurance had become unnecessary, even though the
command itself was exceedingly more difficult and seemingly contradicted
God’s initial assertion.? Such is the bond of trust.



SELF-CONTROL = PEACE OF MIND
We intuit—via our conscience, the soul—that with each of our acts, a natural
consequence occurs. When we engage in conduct that we know to be wrong, no
matter how masterfully we justify it, the voice of our soul cries out in shame.
Although the ego often muffles the soul’s cry, we unconsciously wait for the
universe to drop the other proverbial shoe.

Imagine the following scenario: A thief walks into a grocery store, steals a
loaf of bread, and then flees, probably looking over his shoulder nervously for
the negative consequences of his action. For a while after the adventure, he will
be tormented by what might happen. Just as a person braces himself physically
in anticipation of being hit, so, too, do we brace ourselves emotionally when we
feel vulnerable. If the thief had not stolen the bread, such anxiety would not
exist.

Individuals with high life-change scores (that is, they experience multiple life
changes at one time) are more likely to fall ill. Yet most surprisingly, studies
reveal that the illness correlates with any type of change.> Whether we perceive
the event as positive or negative has no effect on the stress we experience;
rather, the stress level is determined by our need to control what is happening.
This is why we may find ourselves engaging in self-destructive behavior, even
when things in our lives go particularly well.

The path to living anger free is paved not by circumstances, but by choice.
An individual who controls himself recognizes that he doesn’t control the world,
and so he is not anxious. In fact, this understanding offers solace because all he
has to do is exercise self-control, and God will take care of the rest. Conversely,
one who cannot control himself falsely believes—courtesy of his ego—that he
is, or should be, in control, and so becomes anxious in uncertain times and angry
when reality unfolds against his expectations. His foolish quest to control that
which is beyond his control will only lead him to lose more control over himself.
This is a nuanced, yet critical, point. The more self-control we have, the more we
see—and accept—what is within our control and what is not. Therefore we can,
as the saying goes, let go and let God, because we know that when we have done
all we can, God will do all we can’t.

Whatever the character trait, if we don’t possess it, we can’t see it in others
or feel it in ourselves. A person who doesn’t love himself can’t fully love others
or feel their love, and a person who doesn’t trust himself distrusts others and is
often not trusted by others. Those who lack self-control have no concept of trust.
How can they trust in God when, in their world, “trust” is a theoretical concept



and not part of their inner reality? God is infinite and unchanging. If we want to
see His hand in our lives, if we want to trust in Him, it is we who must change.
We must make different choices. There is no alternate truth.

TRUST = ACCEPTANCE = ANGER FREE

Acceptance means we do not ignore reality, and if the reality is that we are in
pain, then the height of responsibility is to recognize that this is a moment to be
in pain. It’s perfectly healthy, even obligatory, to feel this way. If we process the
experience with patience and compassion for ourselves, then we move more
swiftly to acceptance. If, however, the ego is active, then we become filled with
self-pity or false shame, we delay acceptance and add an unnecessary layer of
suffering. Self-pity judges our pain to be unfair—poor me. I live an unfair life in
an unjust world, suffering a cruel, undeserved fate. False shame declares our
pain is justified because we are unworthy of good and of happiness.

The upcoming process in Part IV is critical because it allows us to see and
accept that a painful ordeal does not mean that God has rejected us or abandoned
us because we are unworthy of His love. God’s love for us does not diminish
because we feel unworthy—but our capacity to feel His love for us, does. As we
have learned, people who do not love themselves conclude that others don’t
either. They feel that people do unkind things to them intentionally, rarely
assigning a benign motivation to such behavior. Their worldview is similarly
skewed, which further distances them from God and shatters their self-esteem.
They tell themselves, If God is doing this to me, then I must be bad. This idea
perpetuates a negative self-image, spiraling them further away from their
potential and any motivation to invest in themselves and in their future.

If we are angry at God because of our own faults and limitations, trials and
tribulations, then we are not living in the world of truth; we will constantly take
out our frustrations on ourselves and everyone around us. The famed philosopher
Friedrich Nietzsche writes, “He who has a why to live for can bear almost any
how.” Fundamentally, trust in God means the acceptance and recognition that all
our experiences come to us directly from God, all out of His love for us. It
means knowing in one’s heart that there is no such thing as chance, and that all
of our life experiences are under complete and total Divine supervision.

Unlike faith, trust directly reflects our relationship with God. The closer we
are to Him, the stronger our trust, and the greater our recognition that everything
He does is specifically for our good. The message is, “You matter to Me.” The
entire mechanism of self-esteem is geared toward creating ourselves into a



vessel that is capable of recognizing and receiving God’s love for us. Only then
do we live with the perpetual awareness that He takes an intimate and personal
interest in every aspect of our lives, and that everything we do matters deeply to
Him. Absent self-esteem, we cannot help but feel that we do not matter to God,
that we are irrelevant. Nothing is more painful or false.



PART IV
MAKE PEACE WITH THE PAST,

FOR GOOD
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Planes of Acceptance

We have discussed that to the extent we refuse to accept the truth about
ourselves and our lives, we are forced to distort the world around us to align with
our preferred, less-painful version of reality. Therefore, to accept reality, we
must accept ourselves; and to fully accept ourselves, we need to make peace
with our past and plan for our future. First things first.

SELF-ACCEPTANCE

The truth cannot be offended or upended by reality. Images need protection. The
truth does not. If we fully accept ourselves, we have no need to project an image.
We have nothing to protect and nothing to hide from. We become more real,
through and through. Shakespeare lyrically rendered this creed in the following
verse:

This above all: to thine own self be true,

And it must follow, as the night the day,

Thou canst not then be false to any man.!

Jung stated that every part of the personality we don’t love will become
hostile to us. Becoming more courageous means that we must face ourselves,
because it is self-discovery that we actually fear. This is self-evident. We are not
easily offended when faced with a truth that we fully acknowledge, nor are we
bothered by a blatant, bold-faced lie. Only when presented with a truth that we
refuse to recognize do we become sensitive or self-conscious. Total self-
acceptance ensures that we don’t connect the dots to let another person’s actions
point to a deficiency within ourselves.



Have you ever noticed the following to be true? Once you’ve fully accepted
a facet of yourself or of your life, you don’t hide from it anymore. You don’t
care who knows, who finds out, and you certainly don’t let it hold you back.
Now imagine a life where there is total and complete acceptance. No masks. No
games. No pretending. When you no longer hide from yourself, your false
identity dissolves because its only purpose was to keep you from seeing
yourself. At this point, your fears dissolve because there is no longer the threat
of exposing your real self to yourself, or to others. You become free because you
are shame free, and with this freedom, you become anger free.

ACCEPTANCE IS NOT APPROVAL

We often confuse acceptance and approval. This erroneous thinking not only
negates the concept of unconditional love, but also impairs our ability to accept
ourselves, faults and all. Acceptance doesn’t mean that we sit back and resign
ourselves to victimhood. To the contrary, acceptance is the path to growth. If I
want to go from Point A to Point B, I first need to acknowledge that I’'m at Point
A. If T hide from myself—who I am and where I am—then I will never be able
to move forward. Acceptance is not passivity, but the seed of change, because
we cannot grow beyond that which we refuse to accept even exists. The
paradoxical theory of change states that “Change occurs when one becomes
what he is, not when he tries to become what he is not.... One must first fully
experience what one is before recognizing all the alternatives of what he may
be.”2

Let’s introduce another quote by Carl Jung: “Everything that irritates us
about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves.” If we accept
ourselves, we also avoid a powerful anger trigger—the mirror effect. It has often
been said that we feel annoyed by traits in others that we ourselves possess. This
isn’t quite true. The very reason that we’re able to perceive certain faults in
others may be because they lie within ourselves, but observing the trait and
becoming upset by it are two very different things. Our intellectual observation
becomes emotionally charged only when we have not yet accepted this fault
within ourselves. If we accept a failing in ourselves, seeing it emerge in another
evokes great empathy, because we know just what this person is going through.
We can see through the lens of love and kindness, and we can better help him
become more self-aware.



When the person sees that our motivation is pure and out of love, it’s an
entirely different conversation than if our ego is involved, because then our
words will feel like an attack rather than an act of kindness. Any rebuke that
comes from a place of anger or resentment is not going to be offered or received
as a loving observation. In Proverbs, King Solomon wrote, “Just as water
reflects a face to a face, so does the heart of man reflect one to another.”?

SEALING THE ENERGY LEAK

The quality of our lives hinges on the quality of our choices. True enough—but
is this enough? Many of us walk around bruised and battered by—take your pick
—trauma, tragedy, an abusive childhood, abusive relationships, or sick or evil
people who have walked through our lives and walked over us. What can we do
with that message playing over and over in our minds—a message that courses
through our veins, saying, “I’m worthless”?

As was discussed in Chapter 8, perspective gives us the natural ability to
frame a trauma in a meaningful context before it becomes fused with our identity
and part of a self-sustaining story that defines us. Yet when the trauma occurs
during our formative years, it’s difficult to break free because the story is all
controlling and all consuming—it’s the only narrative we know. To move our
lives forward we must face ourselves; and to love and accept what we see—we
must face our past.
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Trauma, Tragedy, and Triggers

When we feel powerless over the unknown, we may become angry to feed the
illusion of control—even if that anger is directed at ourselves. Have you ever
heard someone say, “The worst is not knowing?” Even bad—painful—news
may be welcomed over the unknown. Similarly, the world hurts me in ways that
I cannot predict or control, but by harming myself I gain control over my own
pain. We will inflict pain upon ourselves—completely self-destruct, if we must
—simply to be in control of it. In doing so, we have removed the greater threat:
the debilitating, merciless pain of fear. We have made our pain predictable and
known. Feelings of guilt (“I have hurt another; I did wrong”) and shame (“I am
bad; I am less”) intensify our motivation for self-harm because we want to
punish ourselves, to exact justice, to right the wrongs.

This deeply flawed approach to pain management takes an inevitably crueler
turn, because the fear of uncontrolled pain is eclipsed by the pain of feeling
nothing at all. When we attempt to bypass the pain of living we become numb to
life itself and the real tragedy is not that we have lost our way, but that we do not
care that there is a way.

THE POWER OF DECISION

Whatever the situation, whatever the horror—neglect, humiliation, abandonment
—when we understand that anger is a choice, we begin to seal the breach in our
self-esteem. Many people might have treated us poorly, even abusively, and no
doubt bear fault for our ensuing self-destructive behaviors. Yet right here and
now, blame won’t move us forward in life. It won’t make us one bit happier or
more fulfilled. Taking responsibility now, however, will. This isn’t a question of



whether we delay deciding or do it immediately. We are making a choice every
moment of every day to hold on to resentment or let it go.

The quality of our lives is directly proportional to the amount of
responsibility we willingly accept for what we can control. Living responsibly
means that you maximize that control. In every instant, you have a say in what
happens. You make a choice. In magical moments, you stop repeating the futile
mantra of “How did I get here?” or “I can’t help myself,” and instead open
yourself up to a new possibility: “What is within my control right now that will
help me to value who I am? To remind myself that I am a person of dignity and
worthy of self-respect.”

RETHREADING THE GIFT OF
ACCEPTANCE

Total acceptance includes the acknowledgment that some of life’s most painful
ordeals are beyond our understanding, much less our comprehension. Once we
come to this place of acceptance, the ego will no longer force its own destructive
narrative. The ego demands to know why. If we accept or, better still, embrace,
the unknown—that although we cannot fathom why, we know that the why is
geared toward the soul’s ultimate good—then we are free. If we allow our ego to
get the better of us, then it will take over our worldview, highjacking our values
and distorting our beliefs in a futile attempt to forge a known out of an unknown.

It is normal and natural—as well as healing and healthy—to mine our
experiences for meaning, to try to gain insight and understanding. Yet, to
whatever degree we fall short, we cannot fabricate a reason, because that reason
is false, and this falsehood puts a stranglehold on the entirety of our lives. Then
what passes for living one’s life is really a response to trauma. Let’s look at the
psychology involved.

Statistically speaking, a woman who is highly promiscuous and engaged in
rampant, casual sex or prostitution was most likely sexually abused, in some
fashion, as a girl or young adult—more than 85 percent of prostitutes have been
sexually abused in childhood. To reconcile and make sense of what happened to
her, this woman is forced, albeit subconsciously, to reduce the significance of
the event. By diluting the value and sanctity of sexual relations, her willful
promiscuity makes what happened to her feel less painful. Simply put, the value



of what was harmed, or taken from her, has been reduced. (Though futile, the
ego also attempts to dilute associated feelings of vulnerability and helplessness
by experiencing the re-expression of the trauma again and again, but with her in
charge each time.)

Devaluing intimacy to the point of insignificance reinforces her attitude that
it does not matter; or perhaps she will conclude the she doesn’t matter, in which
case it also makes sense. What’s the harm in damaging someone who is
worthless? If this is her conclusion then a host of self-destructive behaviors will
quickly follow suit to reinforce that she is indeed nothing, and not worth
investing in, caring for, or protecting. Certainly all is well and just in the world if
a worthless person is abused. Where’s the harm in that? Throwing garbage into a
garbage can makes sense. Of course, courtesy of misplaced shame, she may
conclude that she is to blame, in which case she did this to herself. The ego can
live with that. (Parenthetically, this is not unlike the warped solace one may take
upon learning that an accident victim contributed to his fate. He was drinking; he
was an abusive person. This makes sense to us. He was not an innocent random
casualty of an undeserved fate. He had it coming.) The soul recognizes absolute
justice lies beyond the veil of the finite, but the ego insists on drawing
connections and concocting conclusions to explain the unexplainable—and to
remove a stain of shame that doesn’t exist.

There is not always a why that we can understand from our limited
perspective. Once we are willing to accept this, we no longer live in a
personality created with the singular objective of making sense of that which is
unknowable. We move toward freedom. We move toward life.
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It’s Not Too Late to Have a Happy Childhood

Even when we strive every which way—to be good and to do good—we can
find a hole in our self-esteem thanks to childhood. Before we begin laying
blame, it’s important to recall that even a child whose parents do everything
right (theoretically) will still transition to adulthood with imperfect self-esteem.
A person’s self-esteem may have been injured by academic issues, social factors,
or health problems; but in and of themselves, none of these are more detrimental
than growing up in a house with a parent who suffers from low self-esteem—and
not necessarily because of overt abuse.

Children who are raised in a loving and nurturing environment can also
suffer emotionally if a parent becomes unusually overprotective. This instills a
climate of fear and dread into every aspect of life that is unknown or
unpredictable, and causes children to be overly self-conscious and anxious—and
fear, we know, is the precursor to anger. Such children typically develop into
adults who are sensitive to rejection, emotionally fragile, and who lack
confidence. While well-intentioned, overprotective behavior is indicative of the
parent’s own lack of self-esteem, with any one or more of the following
motivations and manifestations: The parent a) cannot bear for his child to be
afraid or hurt (a projection of his own fears and insecurities); b) is fearful that
the child will not love him or will become angry with him if discipline is used; c)
wants the child to be his friend and is uncomfortable exerting appropriate and
responsible authority; and/or d) desires that the child be forever dependent on the
parent so he can fill his own emotional holes by feeling useful and/or
maintaining control over the child’s life.!

The above notwithstanding, a pronounced impact to an adult’s self-esteem is
often owed to his suffering from lack of properly expressed love or experiencing
intense turmoil at an early age. For egocentric beings (children), it is easy to



ascribe a failure within themselves as the reason behind a parent’s behavior.
What seven-year-old child is going to say to himself, Wow, Dad just lost that big
account at work, so he’s letting off a little steam and taking it out on me. But
that’s okay; I know it’s got nothing to do with me. He’s just having a hard day.
A parent becomes angry with the child, and so the child naturally concludes that
there is a flaw within himself. Enter, shame. He translates his parent’s anger
into, “I am unworthy of his love,” which soon becomes, “I am not worthy of
being loved.” Now, if a child can form these conclusions—as many do—with
loving parents, imagine how easy it is for the child to draw the conclusion that
he is unlovable or bad when he is being raised by abusive parents.

If we did not receive love from our parents as children, or felt that our lives
were out of control due to trauma or domestic volatility, we may needlessly
spend the rest of our lives thirsting for love and acceptance. Everything we do is
intended to bring us to that end; but there is no end because you cannot fix what
is not broken. We are already whole. We have always been whole.

The love that parents give children is determined by their own limitations,
not those of the children. It never occurs to us as children that maybe it has
nothing to do with us. If a mother is capable of love, she will be loving to all of
her children, even one who turns out to be a murderer. But if she lacks the ability
to love, then even an innocent well-mannered child will be subject to her
hostility, because she is incapable of giving. As adults, we can still find it
difficult to appreciate that our self-worth is not contingent on our parents’
acceptance of us. Recall that the ego concocted the equation: How someone
treats me is a reflection of my self-worth. This is not so. We are not less because
someone can’t love us.

If we saw a person in a wheelchair, we wouldn’t get mad at him because he
can’t get up and walk. Somebody who is emotionally handicapped is equally
challenged. Does it make sense to resent a parent for not being able to give us
something that he or she doesn’t have? Do we want to hold on to anger because
our mother or father was, and still may be, incapable of loving us? People give
love. If they don’t have it, then they can’t give it, regardless of how desperately
their soul yearns to love their own child. As we discussed in Chapter 4, how
someone treats us—even if it’s our parents—provides a window into their own
feelings of self-worth or lack thereof, but it reveals nothing of our self-worth.
The question we want to ask ourselves is, “What kind of person would I be
today, if I were treated differently as a child?” Whoever that person is, is who
you really are.



DOUBLE WHAMMY

Relationship issues with our parents often affect our relationship with God for
two interlacing reasons. One, a poor—let’s call it complicated—relationship
with a parent (or parents) often injures the child’s self-esteem, in which case he
will have difficulty feeling and accepting God’s love for him; inevitably, the
choices he makes will further entangle the ego and continue to squeeze God out
of his life. Second, a parent is the first authority figure in a child’s life, so a child
who was mistreated by a parent (or by anyone in authority) may have difficulty
accepting, let alone trusting, the ultimate authority of God.

The Ten Commandments are divided into two categories: The first five
contain the man-to-God commandments, and the second five, the man-to-man
commandments. Revealingly, the fifth commandment to honor our parents is on
the man-to-God side of the tablets. This is because we don’t find it easy to love,
and to feel loved by, the Creator of the universe while holding on to anger
toward our parents. On many levels, the relationship between child and parent
symbolizes and, often determines, our relationship with God. By honoring our
parents (or at least not hating, and acknowledging that they have their own
“baggage” and are suffering themselves) we cultivate an appreciation for, and an
understanding of, how much our parents love us (or perhaps long to), despite
their limitations. This awareness then enhances our relationship with God
because it helps us to recognize that there are no limitations to God’s total and
unconditional love for us.

An emotionally healthy person will not have considerable unresolved anger
toward a parent. It is highly improbable that anyone can enjoy positive, let alone
deep and meaningful, relationships while this anger exists. Anyone who feels
anger toward a parent must make it a priority to move past it—or, better, to
reframe the negative feelings into more accurate and positive feelings.

REFRAMING THE PAST

A shift in perspective now allows us to undo our perception of the past by
reframing it—and permanently alter how we see ourselves and our world. Recall
that context gives rise to meaning, so by reframing the past and putting it into a
different context, we change what it means—instantly and automatically. Let’s
take a banal example from everyday life. How often does a book’s ending make
or break the book? Do we find it less enjoyable because of a silly ending? Sort



of. We read it and enjoy it, but the ending changes the enjoyment of what we
have just read. And, too, an exciting twist at the end shines a new light on the
entire story—we replay in our minds the scenes we thought meant one thing, but
ahh, now we see something else entirely. Everything changes.

It’s difficult for us to grasp the concept that reality is not linear and that a
shift in perspective can create retroactive changes in our attitude, feelings, and
thoughts. But let’s imagine an elderly woman who, after believing that she was
happily married for sixty years, is told on her deathbed that her recently departed
husband never loved her—that her parents had paid him $10 million to marry
her, and, on top of that, he had a secret life with another wife in a different city.
Can we say that she was happy her entire life and that only her last thirty
seconds were difficult? Did the birthday celebrations, anniversaries, walks,
conversations, laughter, and memories of beautiful vacations disappear? No.
They are there in her memory, but they’ve changed. Her past is now different. If,
after she heard this revelation, someone were to ask this woman, “How was your
life?” what would she answer? Would she easily say, “Wonderful”? More likely,
she would say, “Awful, sad, and heartbreaking.” The characters and the events
are still fixed in time, but we can glimpse how the “now” has an impact on what
came before it.

That’s not to say we should try to convince ourselves that our past carries no
meaning. Instead, we should simply allow for the possibility that the meaning we
assigned to events might not be true, and that how we feel about ourselves based
on a damaged relationship or trauma is an inaccurately formed conclusion. We
don’t have to hate ourselves because someone else hates us. We don’t have to
harm ourselves because some else harmed us. We are not unlovable because
someone is incapable of loving us.

A RETURN ON OUR INVESTMENT

Research shows that forgiveness not only restores positive feelings toward the
offender, but also, “may spill over beyond the relationship with the offender,
promoting generalized prosocial orientation.”? In other words, when we forgive
someone who has hurt us, all of our relationships seem to benefit. The opposite
is also true. Unresolved anger from a soured relationship will seep into our other
relationships.

This is a function of human design, whereby we hold on to painful



experiences (physical, as well as psychological), in order to learn from those
experiences and to avoid repeating them. Until we acknowledge them, they
remain part of us. Think of the events in your life that you refuse to release, and
contrast them with those you have accepted. The brain develops specific
pathways to alert you to a potential threat, and the wiring remains in effect until
you process out the emotion.? The more we ruminate and re-energize the
wrongs, the stronger the neural pathways become, and we wire ourselves to
become angry and resentful people—to everyone. When we hold on to anger, we
are the ones who suffer—emotionally, spiritually, and physically. Biofeedback
shows an instant increase in stress when a person has anger-producing thoughts
or recalls memories of insult or resentment. Correspondingly, feelings of
forgiveness instantly lower stress levels, producing a host of chemical and
neuromuscular changes in the person.

The physical and emotional benefits of forgiveness are well documented.
Forgiveness is directly correlated to a person experiencing less anxiety, stress,
and hostility, as well as fewer symptoms of depression, and less risk of alcohol
and substance abuse.* Other research finds forgiveness to be positively
associated with five measures of health: physical symptoms, medications used,
sleep quality, fatigue, and somatic conditions.>

GIVING AND LOVING

When a person gives, he loves the person he gives to even more—and so he
plants love, and it grows. A child primarily receives and a parent typically gives
—which person usually loves the other more? Some children can’t wait to get
out of the house, while the parent remains forever concerned with the child’s
well-being. Every positive emotion stems from giving and flows outward from
us to others, whereas every negative emotion revolves around our taking from
others.

Studies prove that we are inclined to dislike others more after we do them
harm because we are unconsciously driven to distance ourselves emotionally in
an attempt to reduce the cognitive dissonance. The internal conflict we create is,
Why did I do this to this person? The justification must then become, It must be
because I really don’t like him and/or he deserves it! Otherwise, we are forced to
consider the possibility that perhaps we are not such good people or act unfairly
and unjustly. This principle works in reverse, too. We like people more after



doing something nice for them. If we do someone a favor, for example, we’re
likely to have positive feelings toward that person. An excerpt from Benjamin
Franklin’s autobiography:

My first promotion was my being chosen, in 1736, clerk of the General Assembly. The choice was made
that year without opposition; but the year following, when I was again propos’d (the choice, like that of
the members, being annual), a new member made a long speech against me, in order to favour some
other candidate. I was, however, chosen, which was the more agreeable to me, as, besides the pay for
the immediate service as clerk, the place gave me a better opportunity of keeping up an interest among
the members, which secur’d to me the business of printing the votes, laws, paper money, and other
occasional jobs for the public, that, on the whole, were very profitable.

I therefore did not like the opposition of this new member, who was a gentleman of fortune and
education, with talents that were likely to give him, in time, great influence in the House, which, indeed,
afterwards happened. I did not, however, aim at gaining his favour by paying any servile respect to him,
but, after some time, took this other method. Having heard that he had in his library a certain very scarce
and curious book, I wrote a note to him, expressing my desire of perusing that book, and requesting he
would do me the favour of lending it to me for a few days. He sent it immediately, and I return’d it in
about a week with another note, expressing strongly my sense of the favour. When we next met in the
House, he spoke to me (which he had never done before), and with great civility; and he ever after
manifested a readiness to serve me on all occasions, so that we became great friends, and our friendship
continued to his death. This is another instance of the truth of an old maxim I had learned, which says,
“He that has once done you a kindness will be more ready to do you another, than he whom you
yourself have obliged.” And it shows how much more profitable it is prudently to ... return, and
continue inimical proceedings.®

In Chapter 23, we explore a fascinating phenomenon called facial feedback
hypothesis, which states that an incongruous expression or behavior forces the
subconscious to recalibrate our feelings and beliefs, in order to reconcile itself.
Not only is this effective in the moment, but it also helps mitigate our hostility or
disdain toward another person. This is particularly effective to use with people
closest to us, whom we might behave passive-aggressively toward. It’s a
powerful way to uproot our latent anger.

Regardless of the relationship status, even if we want nothing to do with this
person, we will still find it highly useful to forgive, because forgiveness allows
us to let go of the past and ease our lives forward. Even if the person is no longer
alive, we can best melt away our resentment by doing something in this person’s
memory—give to a charity, perform an act of kindness, plant a tree, bring
flowers to the grave. We need to do something, anything, to reinforce our desire
to let go and to move on.

There comes a time when we have to ask ourselves, How much time and
effort does it take for me to stoke the flames of anger, and how much more of my
life will T devote to doing this? Even in the case of serious and significant
wrongdoing, forgiveness doesn’t mean that we deny the hurt, forget that it



happened, or recuse the offender of responsibility or accountability; it means that
we’re not going to allow this person to destroy our potential, to harm us
anymore. At its core, forgiveness is a choice to give up our role as a victim.
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My Apologies, Please

Most of our anger issues stem from our unwillingness to deal—aka face the pain
—with either something someone did to us (producing anger), or something we
did (producing guilt or shame—which is anger turned inward). Unless we act
responsibly now, to “right our wrongs,” we will find a steady leak in our self-
esteem.

FORGIVENESS BEGINS AT HOME

Have you ever noticed that when you’re angry with yourself, you’re more prone
to bang into things or knock them over? Through such behavior, we
unconsciously attempt to get back at ourselves for making a decision that we
have remorse over. Guilt, a negative force, weighs us down, causing us to
engage in unconsciously motivated self-harm. According to research—and
common sense—guilt gives rise to self-destructive tendencies and makes us
desire to suffer or be punished.!

We must be able to forgive ourselves for the damage we’ve done to others
and to ourselves. Taking responsibility is not about being perfect—it’s what we
do when we discover that we have faltered, and how we move forward to make
things right after we have done wrong. The ability to forgive ourselves, rather
than self-flagellate, increases our accountability—which then leads to regaining
our self-control and initiating a course correction.? Using an MRI, scientists
demonstrated the neurobiological basis for why self-compassion helps us self-
regulate. When we show warmth and compassion to ourselves, we elicit
neurodffective responses similar to those stimulated by an encouraging,
supportive other.3 This then helps us feel loved and supported, making us aware



that we deserve better, and it instills in us the will to invest in our long-term care
and benefit.* In addition, the more forgiving you are of your own setbacks—
when you let yourself down—the easier it will be for you to forgive others when
you feel they let you down.

Guilt (“I have hurt another; I did wrong”) and shame (“I am bad; I am less
because of what I did”) are useless unless they create the impetus for action, in
which case what we really feel is regret. We can’t “talk away” or rationalize our
behavior, but we can transform our negative feelings into positive emotions by
turning guilt or shame into regret and regret into action.

First, we must resolve in our hearts never to commit the same act again. If it
was a one-time action, then there is nothing more to stop. However, if we still
keep engaging in the behavior that we feel bad about, then we must stop it. If we
can’t refrain immediately, we must create a plan to stop this behavior over a
period of time, and we must stick to the plan. We need to create deterrents for
ourselves, to avoid repeating the same transgression. In this way, we make a firm
declaration to ourselves and others that we have really changed, and we’re doing
what we can to ensure that our new-and-improved self thrives. Finally, we have
to right our wrongs as best we can (see subchapter below).

The ego favors suffering that is known, so we retreat to the relative sanctuary
of self-inflicted wounds. But the genesis of growth—the key to getting unstuck
—begins the moment we look at ourselves, not with condemnation, blame, and
judgment, but with love, compassion, and patience. We will come to discover
that we are not bad. We are in pain from what has been done to us, and by us.
We are hurt and we have caused hurt.

A person who holds on to guilt or shame is not being noble, he is being
selfish. Indulging his despair is the height of irresponsibility, well beyond
whatever act led to feelings of guilt in the first place. He wraps himself in the
comfortable numbness of self-pity—the drug that’s always within reach and
never runs out—to avoid facing the pain of himself, his actions, and his life. He
declares that he is worthless—so damaged, bad, and broken that he is beyond
repair or reproach. This unconsciously motivated, ego-driven tactic cleverly
recuses him of responsibility because he doesn’t deserve to be happy. He thereby
avoids the pain of accountability and the burden of obligation.

SETTING THINGS STRAIGHT



Forgiving and apologizing both give us a taste of emotional freedom. This is
why we typically feel good afterward. We give an apology, and we give
forgiveness. Only when we are free can we give, and this single act promotes our
independence and builds our emotional immunity. Yet before we attempt to gain
forgiveness for ourselves, we must move forward with the utmost delicacy.
When we’ve clearly violated the respect, trust, and rights of another, the path to
forgiveness lies in restoring balance to the relationship—be it personal or
professional. In balance, we find justice, and in justice, we find forgiveness.
Follow this six-phase protocol as best you can to do your part in bringing peace
to your relationships and yourself.

Phase 1: Humility and Respect If we enter the situation with anything other
than complete humility, we likely won’t receive forgiveness. We must negate our
ego. It’s not about us, it’s about the other person. This means we should not
argue and scream our point or show up at someone’s office demanding that he
listen to our side of the story. Rather, we should ask permission before we speak
to him and perhaps even prior to initiating personal contact—via a note or
intermediary—if the relationship is severely strained. Approaching the person
with extreme deference and even reverence is a requisite for the process. We
want to ask for permission before we do anything. We should leave right away if
he doesn’t want to talk to us. We can try again another time. (And if we’re there
only to be yelled at, that’s fine, too.) In our anger, we often do the opposite of
this, and say such things as, “I drove all the way here, so you darn well better
talk to me. I said I was sorry! What more do you want?” This adds fuel to the
flames as we further demonstrate lack of respect. We almost don’t have to say
anything, as long as the other person sees that we’re doing everything possible to
make things right again.

In a situation where the person won’t even talk to us or we haven’t been in
contact for some time, we might need to jump-start the relationship and put in a
great deal of effort, such as flying to where the person is, dropping off a letter of
apology, and then leaving without speaking to the person. If we can make an
investment—emotionally, financially, or any other way—and show genuine
effort, even without immediate success, we will gain traction.

Phase 2: Be Accountable It’s important for us to take full and complete
responsibility for our actions. We must not shift the blame or make excuses—
this will only exacerbate the situation. We shouldn’t say, “I got so upset because
we did...,” or, “I didn’t think it was a big deal to...” We must not blame the



person for anything—his actions or ours—and we mustn’t minimize our role.

Phase 3: Sincerely Apologize Sometimes we forget to actually say the words
I’'m sorry. Though these words are rarely enough, they are necessary to gaining
forgiveness. Moreover, we must acknowledge that our actions hurt the other
person: I’m sorry, I know I hurt you and caused you pain. We need to ensure that
our sincerity comes across. An insincere apology won’t be believed; and if we’re
not believed, we won’t be forgiven. If we aren’t truly sorry and remorseful, then
we may repeat our behavior and put this person through more pain—in which
case it might be time for us to reevaluate the relationship and ourselves.

Phase 4: Be Willing to Accept—and Even Offer—Consequences It’s one
thing to talk the talk, but things can fall apart if he thinks that we’re trying to
escape unscathed. Let the other person know that you’re willing to face and
accept all consequences of your actions. Putting ourselves in the hands of
someone we have harmed and being answerable for our conduct and the
aftermath will help to mitigate that person’s feelings of vulnerability and
insecurity. Our initial act, which requires forgiveness, pulled the emotional rug
right out from under him. Our behavior violated trust, which is the cornerstone
of a relationship. By putting this person in charge of your fate and the entirety of
the relationship, you help to reestablish a sense of security and give back, in a
way, the power that you took.

We can start by saying something like, “I know what I did was wrong. You
have every right to be angry with me. I’'m willing to accept the full repercussions
of my actions.” We must begin to cede control with our words, or he may further
castigate us as his way of setting things straight.

Phase 5: Make Things Right If we profited in some way, then we must give
back what doesn’t rightfully belong to us, in order to set things straight—
whether it be money or other items. If we don’t have what we wrongfully took
but we can replace it, we must make every effort to do so as soon as possible—
and when feasible, we have to let the person know our plan and our progress.
And remember: It’s essential to continue on this path even if he still isn’t talking
to us.

Regardless of our relationship with the person, by doing what is right, despite
not getting what we want (the relationship), we can prove that we are the kind of
person he wants back in his life. It is important to stress here that whether or not
there is something tangible to return, we are obligated to work on the character



flaw or emotional issue that led to our hurtful actions. Only in this way can we
authentically declare what we are now—or are working hard toward becoming: a
different person who is no longer capable of such abhorrent conduct.

Phase 6: A Painless Game Plan Let the person know that he has full power
over how things proceed, that he is in control every step of the way. You suggest
a game plan that moves slowly but surely toward reestablishing the relationship
while ensuring that at any time, he can opt to continue, stop, or change course.

NOT SUCCESSFUL, NO PROBLEM

Have you ever driven by a bad traffic accident and noticed that the passengers in
your car suddenly become nicer to one another? There’s a sort of quiet kindness
that permeates. Have you ever been to visit a friend at the hospital, and the
second you walk out the lobby doors you look around and see the world just a
little bit differently? You feel a mixture of relief, sadness, and optimism. The
experience produces a shift in perspective. You feel happy to be alive, grateful
for what you have, and in a more giving and forgiving mood.

Indeed, studies confirm that people are more charitable and forgiving after
they have spent some time contemplating their own mortality.> Therefore, be
alert for any such opportunity to try to make peace with the person you wronged.
It doesn’t have to be something sad, but rather any significant event—be it a
birth or death, a wedding or a divorce—that brings a little perspective into his
life. During these critical life-cycle moments, our values and priorities become
realigned, and this provides the opportunity to open the gateways of
communication. Any action—a phone call, card, gift, or something, anything—
gives you a chance to reconnect and pave the way for a resolution.

If, over time, we make several attempts at reconciliation yet continue to meet
with great resistance, then it might be necessary for us to move on. The quality
of any relationship is determined by the one who wants it the least, not the most.
But there’s a difference between someone not wanting to forgive and someone
who is uninterested in having any type of relationship. If the other person has no
interest in reconciling, perhaps it’s best to let things be. If, however, the other
person’s hurt feelings are too intense for him to move past them now, we should
revisit the situation after a few months or a year, depending on what happened,
and try again. Because in this instance, it’s the freshness of the pain, rather than
a lack of desire to reconcile, that impedes reconciliation. If we still meet with
resistance, remember that we can only give away what we have. If we want to be



forgiven, we may need to forgive others. If we hold on to ill will over what
someone has done to us, we can’t be authentic with the person we have injured.
If we can resolve any anger we’re sustaining—be it toward ourselves or toward
another person—we will find a smoother path ahead to achieving peace in the
current situation.



PART V
HOW TO LOVE BEING ALIVE
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A Date with Destiny

Although we shouldn’t preoccupy ourselves with thoughts of our demise, the
only way we can live with intellectual honesty is to acknowledge that one day
the sun will rise and set without us in this world. If we find this depressing,
rather than motivating, we are not alone. In truth, we belong to the
overwhelming majority.

The approaching threat of death as a positive motivator has zero traction in
the lives of those who have no life. On the contrary, thinking of death doesn’t
make them want to live, but, rather, they welcome their final exit, so that they
can permanently escape. Dr. Dean Ornish, Harvard professor and president of
the Preventive Medicine and Research Institute, writes:

People may initially get interested in changing their lifestyle because they are hurting, but what sustains
these changes is not fear of dying, it’s joy of living.... What often lies at the root of self-destructive
behaviors is loneliness, depression, and isolation. The number-one epidemic in America is not obesity or
heart disease, it is depression. The most commonly prescribed prescription drugs last year were
antidepressants. We assume that people want to live longer, but telling somebody that they will live
longer if they just quit smoking and change their diet is not very motivating if they feel depressed,
stressed out, and unhappy.

People are trying to kill themselves because they want to die, and being
informed that their actions will hasten their death incentivizes self-destructive
behavior. When death is not a deterrent, it doesn’t stop their self-destructive
behavior and only incites their insolence in regard to life.

THE KEY TO SELF-CONTROL

A well-lived life gives meaning to death, and in exchange, death gives renewed



meaning to life. Therefore, the constructive power of contemplating death is in
force only when we appreciate life itself, and our lives in particular. Otherwise,
we experience no real shift in our mind-set; we just slide along the spectrum to
another shade of gray. Coupons have an expiration date to force us to act, but if
we’re not interested in the products, then the coupons are just as useless to us
before the date as they are after the date.

Having purpose in our lives gives us a broader perspective on life and on
death. This is crucial, because a pivotal factor in our ability to exercise self-
control lies in how we manage our fears. Terror management theory explains
that we deal with the fear of death and the resultant anxiety in one of two ways.
When we live full, robust lives, we tend to embrace our values and beliefs—
whatever brings meaning into our lives. Known as the mortality salience
hypothesis, it promotes self-regulation. Alternatively, if we already have one
foot in the Land of Escapism, we are inclined to pacify our fears by further
indulging ourselves—in anything from chocolate to extravagant vacations. This
is known as the anxiety buffer hypothesis. For this reason, stories on the news
relating to disaster and death make viewers respond more positively to
advertisements for status products, such as luxury cars and designer clothes.!

A shrinking world compounds our prospects for experiencing emotional
distress because terror management is no longer confined to our own lives and
experiences. Thanks to the technological age, our brains must process a
confounding number of calamities and catastrophes—all of which we log and
lodge as clear and present dangers. In the days of our ancestors, or even through
a good portion of the 1900s, by the time one heard the news, it was not news
anymore; our forebears’ senses were not constantly overwhelmed with photos
and videos of every natural or manmade disaster that took place within the past
twenty minutes. We are too easily overloaded by all the horrors we witness via
technology—right in our living rooms, bedrooms, or even cars. As we become
aware of the myriad mishaps and misfortunes happening all around us, our
brains react as if we’re experiencing them in real time.

The dry cough that turns out to be lung cancer for 1 in 3.5 million
nonsmokers becomes the source of incessant worry because we “know so many
people” who had such a diagnosis. We turn away from the statistically
improbable in favor of fear because of all of the people “in our lives” whose
stomach aches turned out to be a tumor, who were randomly attacked in broad
daylight, or who became paralyzed from a mosquito bite. An endless onslaught
of unpredictable and unavoidable horrors awaits us at every turn. It’s to be



expected that neurotic has become the new normal.

THE EVIDENCE

The consequences speak for themselves. An estimated 67 percent of the
population is overweight or obese. The result: Cardiovascular disease, cancer,
and diabetes account for nearly two of every three deaths in the United States.
Sales of antidepressant, antianxiety, and mood-stabilizing drugs have hit record
levels, and today, one in four Americans suffers from mental illness (and
Americans today are ten times as likely to suffer from depression as they were in
the 1960s, even accounting for increased awareness and diagnosis).

Our coping mechanism for physical pain has been similarly compromised. In
the United States, the number of prescriptions written for major painkillers rose
90 percent between 2003 and 2011. In total, according to the New England
Journal of Medicine, 116 million Americans suffer with persistent pain—an
astounding 1 out of 3 people. Our tolerance for reality—much less pain of any
sort—is crippled.

This crystallizes the crucial necessity to know exactly what we are living for.
Nothing other than a clearly defined purpose with meaningful growth will
insulate us from the quakes of insanity that would otherwise shake our emotional
foundation and force us to flee from reality. Our lives fill with ever-vivid
reminders of the true nature of this world. As we snap into heightened
awareness, so much seems irrelevant—at least, in the moment. Our soul wants to
attach to the one true reality, where we find permanence and meaning. Yet
without a sense of purpose in our lives, we don’t have the anchor of trust, and
without this unspoken assurance, we shift to a mentality of “Let us eat and drink;
for tomorrow we shall die.” The Achilles’ heel of anger control—the
foundational trigger of all susceptibility—Iies in how we manage our fears.
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Becoming Extraordinary

King Solomon tells us throughout Ecclesiastes that all suffering comes from
trying to give permanence to the temporary. The soul seeks permanence through
giving—investing in a commodity that is forever ours. It recognizes that we keep
whoever we become, and that is ultimately shaped by what we give, not by what
we take. Our soul is drawn to reunite with Immortality, but the aberration of this
quest is the ego’s search for permanence through taking. The ego lunges after
longevity through influence, power, and control, while the soul yearns for true
independence—freedom over the lower self—that enables the apex in self-
expression.

The ego relishes creative acts in order to make its mark on the world—an
illogical pursuit of monuments and awards, anything that will stand the test of
time. (It’s illogical because even while the person rejects a world beyond this
one, he desires to be remembered. But why? If he has no existence beyond the
physical world, why should he care whether people who come after him are
aware of accomplishments? What good does this do him? None, according to his
own logic, but his soul knows differently.) Our ego thirsts to be special,
desperately longing to set itself apart, even if it tears us apart. It doesn’t care
whether the goal is accomplished through productive or destructive means. It
seeks only to make a big splash.

Ironically, the ego chase leaves us with a homogenized, blended existence
that merely blurs our uniqueness. When we follow a destructive path in a futile
attempt to be different, we end up as carbon copies of all other ego-oriented
people and are confined to an automated existence and a generic personality.
When our ego dominates, our lives are indeed programmed—but we are the
programmers.

When a person stays busy building an image or succumbing to cravings and



impulses, he never rises above reactionary living. He doesn’t create anything—
certainly not himself. When we are independent, we are partners in our own
creation and in creation itself, exercising the height of free will. The desire to
create burns deep within us. We derive intense, unparalleled satisfaction from
creative thought and action. They rivet our attention and unleash our
individuality. We notice how much pleasure a small child receives from drawing
a picture. We are driven to be unique, to express ourselves.

WHO ARE YOU LIVING FOR?

There is no status quo in nature. The law of conservation states that organisms
die if they don’t grow. Moreover, just as every person is one of a kind—from his
fingerprints to his face to his DNA—we are all born with a specific purpose,
unique to each one of us. To obtain the highest level of fulfillment, we must
move toward that which our soul desires—which Maslow explains as self-
transcendence, to go beyond the ego. Too often, we confine our options to a
small space, not fully recognizing the range of possibilities that extends beyond
our comfort zone. Our egos lead us to believe that we are boxed in and can’t go
beyond our circumstances, or can move only a little, gradually. Lack of
inspiration really amounts to lack of enthusiasm for the direction, speed, and
distance that we believe we can move.

To become reenergized, we need to expand our thinking. Saying I hate my
life doesn’t produce an answer that moves us forward. It’s not even a question,
but a statement that reinforces our complacency. We must open ourselves up to
the field of possibilities by asking ourselves, What do I want out of life? The
following additional questions nudge the ego out of the equation and help us to
further crystalize our thinking. When you ask yourself these questions, give
thought to what answer satisfies most of them or, even better, all of them.

1. What would you do if you could not fail?
2. What would you do if you didn’t have the problems that you have?
3. What would you do if you had all the money that you ever needed?

4. What would you do if no one would ever find out/if everyone would find out?

Check your motivation. We must be honest about why we want what we
want. So many people feel miserable because they set goals based on someone
else’s expectations. They had every reason to do what they did, except for the
right reason: Because they considered it important for their own growth and to
create the future they truly wanted.



ARE WE ALL ON THE SAME PAGE?

Living in a way that contradicts our core values and soul-inspired passion drains
us because it creates a division within us. No reasonable parent would consider
selling his or her child for any sum of money, but this same parent might spend
very little time with that child. We cannot simultaneously value X as all-
important, then spend our time, energy, and effort on a goal Y, without creating
an internal tug of war. Equally vital is that the totality of our goals are
compatible amongst themselves, in addition to being aligned with our values.
Renowned psychoanalyst Karen Horney writes,

We have to make sure our goals are synergistic—living with unresolved conflicts involves primarily a
devastating waste of human energies, occasioned not only by conflicts themselves but by all the devious
attempts to remove them. When a person is basically divided he can never put his energies
wholeheartedly into anything, but wants always to pursue two or more incompatible goals. This means
he will either scatter his energies or actively frustrate his efforts.... [N]o matter how potentially gifted
he is—his efforts] will be wasted.... Divided energies also cause him to unconsciously rebel and insist
on perfection, forgetfulness, overworking, etc., neurotic inertia is a paralysis of initiative and action.!

Other findings share this conclusion and reveal that people with conflicting
goals worry more and get less done. They also have “fewer positive emotions,
more negative emotions and more depression and anxiety ... Even just plain
physical sickness was higher among the people with conflicting goals. The more
the goals conflicted, the more the people got stuck, and the more unhappy and
unhealthy they became.”?

%

In the gap between where we are and where we want to be, we find instability—
the breeding ground of anger. Three intersecting reasons are involved: First, the
extent to which we live responsibly and meet our obligations—in accordance
with the soul, rather than ego—shapes our initial perspective. It determines our
entire worldview, because the ego forms false or unhealthy beliefs and values to
protect us, based on our limitations. Second, when we have self-respect, we
optimize our relationships and interpersonal interactions: we don’t take things
personally; we forgive and apologize with ease; we see others’ points of view;
we are not prone to anger or offense or inclined to jealousy or envy; we can
empathize, see the good in others, and judge favorably; and certainly, we don’t
need to be right. Third, the more frustrated we feel with ourselves and in our
lives, the more readily we become annoyed by others. Indeed, the person who is
going nowhere in life often seems the most bothered by slow-moving traffic.
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Escaping the Trap of Procrastination

Living one’s life with authenticity—meaningful goals aligned with our values—
allows us to overcome the single greatest obstacle to moving our lives forward in
a significant, purposeful direction: procrastination. Let’s see how this is so.

Scattered or misdirected ambition is as debilitating as inactivity itself.
Movement is useless without a plan—we need a place to go and a path to get
there. We must not live our lives like the person who shoots an arrow at the side
of a barn and then draws a circle around it after it embeds itself. Caring little
about what he aims for, he proudly convinces himself and the world that he has
succeeded. Many people indeed feel reluctant to plan their lives. They might
have a vague idea of what they want to accomplish, yet they shy away from
preparing for their future. This is true for two interlacing reasons.

What exactly does planning for the future involve? At the most elementary
level, we must acknowledge where we are and then decide where we want to go.
The challenge here exists as much in the first half of this process as in the
second. Yes, the future holds many unknowns and uncertainties, but our hidden
fear lies in not wanting to see where we are. We are afraid to examine our lives
too closely and to come face-to-face with who we have become, and with what
happened to our finest intentions. The reluctance to set goals and plan for the
future relieves us of the burden of self-examination. However, another deep-
seated constraint exists.

To move forward, we need to weigh different possibilities and directions our
lives can take. To do this, we must know what we are living for. In other words,
we must commit. Yet we would rather get lost in the grand scheme of
daydreaming than be forced to make choices that will forever define who we are.
(It’s interesting that the English word decide has the same etymological root as
homicide: the Latin word cadre, meaning “to cut down” or “to kill.”) But we half



believe that if we never make a choice, we won’t have to live with failure or
regret. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) has shown that when we
make decisions couched in uncertainty, it stimulates the amygdala—the “fear
and anxiety response center.” Our brains are literally afraid of being wrong.! So
rather than move our lives forward, we leave ourselves open to every possibility,
with the misplaced hope that the perfect opportunity will present itself. And
don’t think that our intelligence or talent shields us against the crime of
procrastination. On the contrary, intelligent people can always find endless
rationales that support different courses of action.

It’s human nature to want to keep our options open, and as the ego looms
larger, it magnifies the fear of commitment—we can’t fail, be wrong, or feel
restricted. It always looks for a way out, should we want to escape. Yet the ego
built this back door out of fear, and indecision doesn’t free us, it keeps us
trapped and bends us into someone who is afraid to live. Nothing will become of
our lives—NOTHING—until we decide what we want out of life and are
prepared to make a profound commitment to that decision. If we don’t recognize
this truth, we can’t go any further.

THE ANTIDOTE: AN AUTHENTIC SELF

People typically rank public speaking as their number-one fear. Death ranks at
number two. To eliminate jitters associated with public speaking, one need only
focus on the audience and their needs. We cannot be self-conscious if we are not
thinking about ourselves. When the speaker’s thoughts are geared toward others,
he moves from taking to giving. And where there is no ego, there is no anxiety.
If the speaker is consumed with how he is going to come across—Will they like
me? Will I make a fool of myself>—he can’t help but become nervous. In our
own lives, the greater the difference between the image we wish to project and
our true self, the greater the fear.

As we previously discussed, living authentically allows the false identity to
dissolve because its only purpose is to keep you from seeing yourself. At this
point your fears dissolve. We go after what we want without the reins of self-
doubt, because when it’s not about us, we can access any trait we need, to
accomplish what we wish. When there is no ego, we can rise above any fear; and
when there is no fear, there is no delay. To keep an irrational quest for perfection
from becoming an excuse for procrastination and a source of unrelenting anger
and frustration, you have to get real with who you are—only then can you
fearlessly pursue what you want.



In the words of Emerson, “To be yourself in a world that is constantly trying
to make you something else is the greatest accomplishment.” When our goals are
tainted by the ego, we play it safe and convince ourselves that we’re playing it
smart; but we aren’t living life, we’re hiding from ourselves. The only fear we
should occupy ourselves with is the failure to actualize our God given abilities,
because shame lives in the home of unrealized potential.



PART VI
RECLAIMING OURSELVES AND

REDEFINING OUR BOUNDARIES
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Redrawing the Lines with Boundary
Breachers

If you want to live anger free, then you’ve got to know who you are, be who you
are, and stand up for who you are. So, here we are again, back to talking about
relationships. When it comes to unleashing our most base nature, no area in life
tries us more than our relationships. And while we can cultivate character in
serenity and solitude, the true measure of our greatness and growth—where the
rubber meets the road—is in the domain of relationships.

It is therefore the height of arrogance to presume that if all of the difficult
people in our lives would simply disappear, we would be more productive,
happier, and more successful. We bemoan these emotional vampires who drain
our life’s blood and exhaust our time, money, and energy, but these relationships
provide the necessary soil for us to develop our full potential. Putting the
spiritual component aside, however, we must remind ourselves of the inexorable
link between our mental health and the quality of our relationships. As was
discussed earlier, a person with low self-esteem has difficulty maintaining
healthy relationships. Yet equally compelling is that even the healthiest among
us have to beware, because people in our lives with low self-esteem can wear on
our emotional heath, despite our best efforts to work on ourselves. If we learn
how to navigate these relationships, it will go a long way toward preserving our
sanity and our ability to maintain our calm.

GOOD FENCES MAKE GOOD
NEIGHBORS



Because the quality of our relationships and our mental health are intertwined,
boundaries are not simply a nice idea, but integral to the totality of our well-
being. Poor boundaries may lead to a breakdown not only of the relationship but
of the individual—of ourselves—as well. Unless and until we establish proper
boundaries, we are allowing other people, who are quite possibly unwell, to
define us and the relationship.

A poor self-image often translates into porous borders—because if a person
does not have a clear definition of himself, he is unable to recognize what is
proper between him and others. This may manifest as the chronically needy
person who asks to be rescued from every self-made crisis; or as the controlling,
pushy personality who hides his insecurities with arrogance and bravado.
Healthy boundaries are not created to keep people out, but rather to define our
space and our sense of personal responsibility.
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If someone in your life suffers from an emotional illness, recognize that you
cannot make it your life’s work to cure the person or even to educate him,
because this is most likely not even within your ability. Instead, you should
focus on maximizing the potential of the relationship. Certainly, to the degree
that someone can accept constructive criticism, you have an obligation to help
him see the consequences of his behavior, but only if you feel that you might
succeed.

Once you come to terms with the reality of his condition and his limitations,
you’ll find it easier to accept this person into your life. Still, just because two
people are related or have contact with each other doesn’t necessarily mean they
have a relationship—at least not in the traditional, healthy sense. A genuine
relationship involves two people who give and take. Yet if the other person is
incapable of giving, then our expectations will routinely exceed the limits of his
ability—and we will always feel frustrated.

Apart from immediate family, if, instead, we reframe the dynamics and
consider it kindness, then we won’t rely on him to reciprocate our efforts or
fulfill his obligations according to the definition of a normal relationship. Our
mind-set largely depends on our expectations. How we frame our interactions
greatly affects our attitude toward a person. It is essential to requalify this
guidance because when it comes to immediate family members, we can’t simply
recuse ourselves of our obligations by redefining the relationship and calling it
something else. Although we can’t let unwell people draw the boundary lines,



for our own emotional health, we must make every effort to maintain the best
working relationship possible.

THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME

In certain instances, we must say, “Enough is enough.” Yet we shouldn’t believe
that the larger solution means cutting difficult people out of our lives. Rarely is
this required. Only when we react to another’s cruelty with similar behavior do
we move to a mode of dependence, and to suffering. Recall our overarching
theme: We must act and interact responsibly by moving the ego out of the way.
That’s it. If we act out of anger, we will suffer. We cannot get around this. Guilt
and shame will seep in, our ego deploys to fortify our response, and all the
while, our self-esteem and emotional well-being slowly melt.

In our own lives, we know that we don’t often feel complete when we feud
with, or become estranged from, a member of our immediate family. If,
however, we do everything that we can, when we can, for as long as we can, to
have the healthiest relationship possible, and it’s still not enough, then we may
experience sadness over the broken state of the relationship, but we remain
whole—emotionally and spiritually intact, undivided by guilt, shame, or
resentment. In no way does this mean that we become a doormat and welcome
every intolerable person into our lives. Ego negation means that we bring our
true self out and into our relationships, with the singular goal of taking
responsibility and being responsible. Whether that takes us deeper into or further
away from a particular relationship is not at issue. Doing the responsible thing is.
Our willingness to do what is legitimately required to foster healthy relationships
ultimately gives us peace—allows us to remain whole—regardless of the
outcome. Moreover, each time we rise above our nature for the sake of peace,
we fortify our wholeness, because all acts of giving refresh our emotional
reserves and boost our self-esteem.

TRUE PEACE

True peace does not mean the absence of difference, but the symphony of unique
expression. If we forcibly diminish our individuality, this doesn’t produce peace
—it produces problems. We might easily acquiesce when we subjugate
ourselves, but inevitably resentment builds and relationships suffer.

Seeking peace doesn’t mean that we let people push past the boundaries of



acceptability. At times, the right thing to do is not remaining silent, but to speak
up—and stand up—for ourselves and what is right. An obligation to the truth at
times supersedes a transient peace, and we can’t default to a position of
wholesale compliance when common sense dictates that our voice be heard and
our position be known—even when it will cause friction. Authentic peace
without truth is an oxymoron. It doesn’t exist, and those who would recklessly or
sheepishly sacrifice the truth will lose both truth and peace—and instead be full
of anger and resentment.
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How to Talk to People Who Don’t Listen

“But he’s smart! Successful! Talented!” All of this is irrelevant. We must not
confuse intelligence with emotional health. As was discussed in Chapter 5, in
any given situation, a smart person can make a poor decision, while his less-
intelligent counterpart might make a wiser, more thoughtful choice. Our self-
esteem, not our intelligence, determines the direction of our behavior. An
intelligent person has the potential to make better choices, but his motivation and
capability to do so are determined by his perspective or emotional health.

The egocentric person will often pride himself on his instincts because he
will routinely disregard logic (though he paradoxically sees himself as a man of
intellect). He’s someone who says, “You have to go with your gut” and “Trust
your intuition, no matter what.” When the facts invariably conflict with his
position we wonder, How can he be so foolish? We’re looking for the logic
behind a rationale that doesn’t exist, reason in a psychological landscape devoid
of reason. If we become frustrated because someone else simply doesn’t get it,
we’re behaving even more irrationally than he is. The other person can’t help
himself, but we know better and can choose to end this exercise in futility.

We would do well to abandon the belief that we are only one perfectly
crafted sentence away from showing this person reality—that he is wrong and
we are, in fact, right. We often persist in believing that if we just present a
rational argument and explain the facts clearly and logically, the other person
cannot draw anything other than the right conclusion and will then see things our
way—the right way. It’s similar to an individual who, when conversing with
someone who doesn’t know his language, speaks slower and louder, enunciating
each word and making animated facial expressions. On one level, he recognizes
that the other person doesn’t understand a single word that he utters, but his
emotional self cannot fathom how this can be, when the words seem so clear to



him.

When dealing with someone like this, we need to muster up as much
empathy as possible. Such a person is disconnected from his true self—the soul
—and from others, and suffers from intense feelings of loneliness, regardless of
the crowds around him. As we explained in Chapter 3, his inability to connect
with others is extremely painful and isolating. Moreover, despite what we may
want to believe, this person probably doesn’t wake up in the morning with the
thought, How can I make your life miserable today? Hurt people hurt. Not
because they are bad, but because they are in pain. Though we all bear
responsibility for our behavior, we must not assume a conscious intent in others
(and if the behavior is conscious, all the more reason to have empathy, because
this person is quite unwell).

DEALING WITH BOUNDARY
BREACHERS

Boundaries are not selfish—they are responsible. We need to establish healthy
boundaries to give the relationship a chance to survive and perhaps even to
thrive. Moreover, our efforts help the person become more self-aware and
prevent him from doing psychological harm to himself. How? Because it
damages him emotionally every time he takes advantage of us, and it reinforces
his corrupted thought process, not to mention the quality of the relationship.

Because of porous boundaries, he will try to take things that don’t belong to
him without compunction—our time, our energy, our attention—in much the
same way that a thief would take our money or possessions. We need to
remember that words are rarely enough, and we will find it futile, time and
again, to merely state, Please do not cross this boundary. The same applies to
physical boundaries. If we don’t want someone to break into a sensitive area,
such as private building, we put up a fence and install an alarm; we might even
remind the would-be thief that trespassing is a punishable crime—and spell out
the exact penalty. We wouldn’t, however, put up a sign that says, Do Nort
STEAL. Those who respect boundaries don’t need it, and those who do not won’t
respect the sign.

To set boundaries with unhealthy people, we cannot tell them what to do.
Rather, we must tell them how we’ll respond if they breach our boundaries. To



be certain, we don’t have to convey this harshly or bluntly—to the contrary.
With kindness and compassion, we want to explain our boundaries and the
consequences for violating them with unacceptable behavior.

DRAW THE LINE AND STAY STRONG

Low self-esteem will make us wary of confrontation, fearing that we will be
rejected or abandoned; but we can’t shy away from being responsible because
someone might be upset with us. He probably will act irrationally (and become
angry) if we don’t do what he wants (which is, in fact, irresponsible). We cannot,
though, give in to his demands (and act irresponsibly) to prevent him from acting
irresponsibly. Do you see the lunacy of this? It is sheer foolishness and utterly
pointless for us to deviate from behaving responsibly simply because someone
will get angry at us if we do. We cannot allow another individual to force us to
do something that is wrong merely because he’ll respond unreasonably if we do
what is right. In that case, not only would we be acting irresponsibly to avoid his
anger, we’d end up getting angry with ourselves and become resentful toward
him.
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As we explore the psychological dynamics more closely, we find that what
really bothers us is that we get bothered; what really annoys us is that we get
annoyed. If we become angry—or act otherwise negligently—we move to a state
of dependency, because someone “causes” us to respond in a way that we do not
choose. Unpleasant circumstances in general, and difficult people in particular,
push us toward an irrationally charged reaction. Choosing to respond calmly,
irrespective of our negative emotional state, epitomizes mental health. Whatever
such a person asks of us, we either say, “Yes,” with joy or “No,” calmly and
guilt free. Giving in out of fear or guilt does nothing to enhance our self-esteem.
To the contrary, giving in diminishes it. Such a situation is not really giving; it is
the other person taking.

You probably know from your own life experiences that when someone tries
to guilt you into doing something and you stand up for yourself—just say no—
you feel better about yourself. You also experience a similar empowerment
when you say yes to a request that you believe you should accommodate, even if
you aren’t in the mood. The bottom line is that whatever you say or do, if it’s
from a position of strength—that is, you choose your course of action—you will
infuse yourself with an unwavering sense of self-respect.
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Speak Now, or Forever Be in Pieces

In learning how to express ourselves, it’s useful to be aware of our usual modus
operandi, or method of operating. People respond to conflict in one of five ways:
(1) by accepting it; (2) by retreating from it; (3) by surrendering to it or
suppressing it; (4) by fighting; or (5) by shutting down.

Acceptance is the healthiest response. This person sees and accepts the
situation for what it is and doesn’t become angry or allow his emotions to dictate
his response. Rationally and objectively, he weighs the options and then fortifies
his decision with the necessary emotional weight. Retreat is typical of passive-
aggressive individuals, who withdraw to avoid confrontation. The passive-
aggressive person lacks the confidence and courage to face the situation head on,
so he backs down in the moment, but gets back at the person in another way, at
another time. His retaliation, or revenge, may take the form of being late,
“forgetting” to do something important for the other person, or just generally
inconveniencing the other person in some way.

The person who surrenders his anger simply gives up and gives in, a
response that often reflects codependency and a doormat or compliant
personality type. He doesn’t feel worthy enough to stand up for himself and/or
feels incapable of advancing his own agenda, needs, and wishes. If he is not
conscious of these thoughts then he suppresses his anger and is unaware that it is
eating him up inside; in fact, he may declare—to both himself and to others—to
be a very calm and easygoing person who just “rolls with things,” and doesn’t
get too ruffled (while the anger manifests into myriad physiological and
emotional issues). The distinction between this class and the passive-aggressive
is that the latter doesn’t feel entitled to assert himself while the former does, but
feels unable to do so directly. The fourth potential response, fighting, produces
direct, unhealthy conflict. This person, emotionally charged and enraged,



chooses to battle it out head-on without the benefit of composure and reason.
Finally, if one’s emotional state is fragile and the circumstance too
overwhelming, he may shut down in an attempt to shut out the pain.

EXPRESS YOURSELF

Whether we are the type to convey our anger passively or openly—or to swallow
it or wallow in it—we must learn to express ourselves in a way that optimizes
how the other person will hear what we say. As we discussed, we want to
approach the person with humility and respect, and calmly communicate how we
feel without necessarily assigning blame or assuming a malicious intent. Most
importantly, we have to say something! The single biggest killer in any
relationship is resentment. Resentment is frozen anger from the past that
continues to rear its head. When something distresses us, and we can’t deal with
it on our own in a healthy way, then it’s time to do something; because if we
don’t speak up when necessary, we may act out in inappropriate ways.

Need a little help asserting yourself? Here’s a simple technique from cutting-
edge research, and in an upcoming chapter we’ll learn an additional strategy to
radically transform our self-concept to become more confident, which makes it
considerably easier to assert ourselves.
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Research out of Harvard University has found a direct correlation between body
language and the release of hormones. For both men and women, higher levels
of testosterone increase feelings of confidence, while lower levels of cortisol (the
stress hormone) reduce anxiety and improve your ability to deal with stress. In
just two minutes of maintaining a high-power pose—which is open and relaxed
—hormone levels shift dramatically, with a 20 percent increase in testosterone
and a 25 percent decrease in cortisol." The Wonder Woman stance is a good
example of the power pose: Stand with feet apart, hands on hips, shoulders back.
Holding this stance for just two minutes offers immediate results, because you
will be physiologically primed and inclined to assert yourself with greater ease;
and practicing this pose several times a day can increase our confidence levels in
the long-term. Because the research is new, conflicting findings question the
extent of hormonal fluctuations, but what remains certain are the multitude of
studies with unanimous agreement that such postures and poses have a direct
impact on mood and produce a wide range of near-instantaneous cognitive and
behavioral changes. For example, in one such experiment, subjects were



randomly assigned to adopt one of two postures—either slumped in their seat or
sitting straight up—while filling out a mock job application. Asked for an honest
self-evaluation, those in the latter group rated themselves more competent and
capable than their slouching counterparts.2

UNFREEZING RESENTMENT

There’s a right and a wrong way to express ourselves, and our approach can
make all the difference in the world. As we know for ourselves, sometimes
we’re more open, and other times, the slightest critical comment can send us
crawling under the nearest rock or make us defensive and argumentative. What
we say, how we say it, where we say it, and when we say it will influence how
other people receive our comments. The following ten steps will help ensure that
we express our words in the optimum ego-free manner, so that people hear them
in the kindest way.

If, despite our best efforts, we know the person will become defensive and
angry with us, a great technique is to preface our words with something like this:
“I’d like to talk with you about an important issue, but I’'m concerned that you
might get upset with me for bringing it up.” Usually, curiosity will get the better
of him, and he will assure you that he won’t get angry. Believe it or not, this
assurance will likely hold true, because his ego won’t want him to feel foolish by
going back on his word.

According to research, people who are in a good mood are more likely to
purchase a lottery ticket.> When we are joyful, we tend to be more optimistic and
are open to possibilities.# Try not to allow your desire to speak your mind derail
your ability to successfully plan your approach. Wait until you’re both in a
positive mood, so you both have the capacity to give. When we’re in a bad mood
or constricted state, we are only capable of taking, making it difficult to see the
situation from the other person’s perspective. When either one or both of you are
hungry, tired, or plainly angry, do not expect that you will have a productive
conversation. It’s not going to happen too often, if ever.

TEN STEPS TO EGO-FREE COMMUNICATION

1. They Don’t Care What You Know, Till They Know That You Care

Without making a big deal about it, let the other person know you’re saying this
because you care—you care about him and your relationship. There is an age-
old maxim: “Words that come from the heart enter the heart.” Indeed, only a
sincere and heartfelt expression of feelings—and more so, criticism—has a



chance of being effective. If you communicate your genuine concern for, and
interest in, this person and your relationship with him, he’ll receive your words
the way you intended.

2. Privacy, Please

Always express yourself in private. Even if you feel that he wouldn’t mind
others hearing your comments, do it behind closed doors.

3. Always Begin with Praise

First, emphasize the person’s many good qualities and remarkable potential, to
pave the way for him to hear your point with equanimity. When this person
knows that you have genuine respect and appreciation for him—perhaps even
reverence or awe—then he’ll hear your comments in a way that doesn’t engage
his ego. For instance, “You’re one of the most productive employees, and I’'m
continually in awe of how you do what you do. I was just wondering about...”

4. Depersonalize the Impact

Comments and critiques should address the act, not the person. In other words,
instead of saying, “You’re incompetent or reckless,” it’s better to say, “You’re
such a wonderful person, and this behavior doesn’t seem suited to someone of
your principled character.”

5. Accidents Happen

Don’t assume or insinuate that this behavior is something that he’s doing
knowingly, consciously, or deliberately. If the situation allows, approach it as
something he’s doing unwittingly, or even unconsciously.

6. We’re In This Together
Share some of the responsibility, if you can. The approach of shared
responsibility makes it you and him against this “thing”—not you against him.



You might say something like, “I should have been more specific when we
covered this.” This approach is, of course, more effective than “I hate it when
you...” Or try, “I’m having a hard time when you...” rather than, “You have no
right to...” or “Because you don’t care enough...”

7. Identify the Problem, and Put Energy into the Solution

Expressing ourselves can be both empowering and cathartic, even when the
other person is unable to fully understand what we’re saying or how we’re
feeling. But if we are speaking out only to correct this person’s behavior, then
we want to be solution-oriented. If there is no answer, then you should never
have brought it up in the first place, because it serves no purpose. And if you
believe that no matter what you say, he won’t take your advice, then it’s also
best not to bring it up. If you do, then you only serve your own interests, and you
won’t help the situation.

8. You’re Not Alone

Criticism is most effective when you tell him that he’s not alone. If you convey
that whatever he has done or is doing is very common (and perhaps even
something that you’ve done yourself), this diffuses the impact on his ego, so that
he won’t take it so personally. And that’s really the reason he might become so
offended. When we openly acknowledge our own faults to the person we
criticize, our humility then keeps the other’s ego from engaging. Conversely, an
attitude of self-righteousness will automatically galvanize the other’s ego, and he
will likely become defensive.

9. Speak Softly and Forget the Stick

Be calm and pleasant. King Solomon stated, “The words of the wise, when
spoken gently, are accepted.” When these conversations take a turn for the
worse, it’s got less to do with who’s right and who’s wrong, and more with the
wrong tone of voice. Speaking softly and politely will help the person digest
your message in the manner you intend. Relationship expert Dr. John Gottman
reports, “Ninety-six percent of the time you can predict the outcome of a
conversation based on the first three minutes of the fifteen-minute interaction. A
harsh startup dooms you to failure. The rule is, ‘If it starts negative, it stays
negative.’”>

10. Far and Away, Then Bomb’s Away



The best time to criticize is when you are distanced from the event in proximity
and in time. Being removed from the environment and putting time between the
event and your criticism produce quite different results from speaking up
immediately. Although you may verbally assure the person that the criticism is
no big deal, you don’t convey that attitude by offering your observation in the
moment. By waiting a few days, you reduce his ego attachment to the situation,
and he feels less sensitive to criticism. But the closer to the event (in both time
and proximity) that you criticize, the more he identifies with his behavior, and
the more defensive he will become.

Expressing our displeasure is, at times, required and beneficial for our
emotional and physical health. Yet articulating our feelings isn’t the same as
unleashing a torrent of unrestrained anger. When an objective assessment
dictates that we should speak up, both our emotional health and the relationship
can be enhanced. Yet without substance and sincerity—much less calm and
composure—our words won’t be productive to either the relationship or
ourselves. Difficult people are not in our lives to add to our woes but to help us,
and we need to realize this, or they will keep coming around again and again—
and so we might keep coming around, again and again. On a simple level, it’s
true that we should help others, but we must also understand the larger picture
and ask ourselves the important question: “What lesson can I learn from this
person?” While we remain in “blame mode,” we are not solution-oriented and
therefore can’t see, let alone investigate, ways to improve the situation.
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Note: Do you still have trouble seeing yourself as a healthy, assertive type?
Chapter 24 shows you how to literally rewire your brain not only to control your
anger, but also to turn positive assertiveness into your second nature.
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Successful Relationships with Impeossible
People

Because our emotional health and the quality of our relationships are
intertwined, it’s beneficial to do what we can to improve our relationships, even
with people who are burdensome. As we learned, this doesn’t mean that you
have to include every difficult person in every aspect of your life, but to remove
your ego from the equation when dealing with such a person. The following
principles describe how to change the foundation of a relationship and enhance
the way you interact and communicate with another person, whether you are
seeking to improve a relationship with a friend, family member, or coworker.

1. R-E-S-P-E-C-T

Aretha Franklin sang the truth! Many personality conflicts arise as a result of
someone feeling disrespected. You may have unintentionally not given someone
your full attention, or they misinterpreted something you said or did. Although it
doesn’t take much for a person with low self-esteem to imagine that a person
doesn’t like them, this is true for all of us, to some degree. There are aspects of
ourselves that we dislike, and we project our own disdain with these qualities
onto others. We believe (albeit unconsciously) that others must see these faults
and dislike us as well.

An effective way to show someone that you hold them in esteem is to tell a
third party, maybe a mutual friend, what it is that you genuinely like and respect
about this other person. Or you could commend this other person directly for
something they have done, or for something they stand for. Once the person sees



your admiration, the barriers of hostility will begin to break down. After all, it is
hard to dislike someone who not only likes us but also respects us.

Have you ever had the experience of having someone whom you don’t
particularly like pay you a huge compliment or ask your advice about
something? Suddenly you find yourself forced to reevaluate your feelings toward
them to something more favorable. We would rather adjust our thinking about
someone than believe that their high opinion of us is flawed. This form of
appreciation is known as reciprocal affection. We tend to like someone once we
are told that they have the same feelings for us. To further this, avoid gestures or
comments that indicate a lack of respect. Specifically, when someone is
speaking to you, give them your undivided attention. Being half-listened to, or
more accurately, being half-ignored, does not cultivate warm feelings. Perhaps
you’ve had the experience of conversing with someone at an event when you
suddenly become aware that their eyes are roving the room behind you, even as
they’re listening to you. Listening—really listening—is about respect. It might
seem trivial, but this type of consideration for another person’s honor
significantly impacts a relationship. Imagine having a conversation with
someone and their phone rings, but they choose not to answer it. And when you
say, “Do you need to get that?” they simply say, “Don’t worry about it. I’'m only
interested in talking to you right now.” Wouldn’t this make you feel good?

2. Let Them Give to You

We tend to believe that the way to get people to like us is to do nice things for
them. Although this is true, people actually like us even more when they do
something for us. This is due to the following two reasons: (1) Whenever we
invest—time, money, attention—into anything, particularly a person, we care
more about and feel more connected to the recipient of our giving. (2) When we
allow others to give, they feel better about themselves because giving reinforces
the feeling that they are in control and independent.

There is no greater way to bond with someone than by allowing them to be a
part of your life and give to you. Ask a person for advice and input whenever
you think they might have something worthwhile to contribute.

3. Show Your Human Side



You should never be afraid of responsibly opening up to the people in your life.
When you show your vulnerability, a wall between yourself and the other person
dissolves, and empathy emerges; that person is then driven to respond to your
needs as if they were his own. Often, in an attempt to get someone to like us, we
employ what is called self-enhancement behavior; this is when we tell and show
the other person how accomplished and wonderful we are, so that they will like
us. Yet research clearly indicates that when you’re dealing with a person who is
insecure and feels threatened, self-deprecating behavior is the optimum
approach. This would mean that you offer information about yourself that isn’t
flattering, but this admission shows humility, honesty, and trust—three traits that
help provide a successful resolution to any personality conflict.

4. Recognize That Like Attracts Like
Contrary to popular opinion, research in human behavior confirms that opposites
do not attract.! We may find some people interesting because of how different
they are from us, but we actually connect more with people who are similar to us
and have similar interests. Analogous to this law is the principle of comrades in
arms. People who go through life-changing situations together tend to create a
significant bond. For instance, soldiers in battle or those in fraternity pledge
classes who get hazed together usually develop strong friendships.

It’s for this reason that two people who have never met but who have shared
a similar previous experience—whether it’s an illness or winning the lottery—
can become instant friends. When you speak to this person, talk about what you
both enjoy and what you have in common.

5. Show Genuine Enthusiasm

Psychologist Daniel Goleman writes: “It happens that smiles are the most
contagious emotional signal of all, having an almost irresistible power to make
other people smile in return.”? Smiling at someone not only helps them feel good
about themselves, but also makes you feel good about yourself. The importance
of immediately setting the right tone at the beginning of a conversation cannot
be overstated. In every type of relationship, whether you are returning home to
your spouse or greeting a coworker, those initial few moments together will
dramatically shape the quality of the rest of your encounter.
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It’s unfortunate, but it seems that in many of our relationships, the only time we
say something nice is when we’ve done something wrong. Be proactive from
time to time; one kind word in the bank is worth a hundred after the fact. In
research examining sixty-nine studies about influencing impressions and getting
a person to like us, the most successful tactic was found to be simply making the
other person feel good about themselves, whether through a sincere compliment
or praise. The bottom line is that people crave feeling good about themselves,
and most people are forced to rely on others to sustain them. One terrific and
simple way to implement this with those closest to us is to express once or twice
a day—via text, email, call, a short note, or in person—your admiration, respect,
or appreciation for something specific.

7. Be an Ally

If you learn that someone has made a mistake, reassure them that it could happen
to anyone, and tell them they shouldn’t be so hard on themselves. Whatever you
do, don’t criticize or condemn. In a situation where someone is having a
disagreement, defend them when you believe there’s merit to their side of the
argument. And when the two of you have a disagreement, you don’t win
anything by proving that you’re smarter than they are, whereas if you
acknowledge that they’ve made an insightful point, and validate their feelings,
you have everything to gain, even if you disagree with them.

8. Either Side of the Aisle

Sometimes the source of conflict is rooted in something deeper: ideals.
Objecting to a person’s ideology does not usually give you the permission to
sever the relationship, or to hate the other person. However, the reason the
relationship suffers is the way the two parties treat each other as a result of this
divide. Invariably, with each disrespectful comment or disapproving glare, each
side feels even more justified in disliking the other. It is this cycle of disrespect
that gives way to ingrained hostility. The root of the conflict could be tolerable,
even manageable, but because of the charged atmosphere, the two parties often



allow their relationship to deteriorate to the point of no return. Even if a great
deal of time has gone by, you can still reverse the situation by showing complete
respect despite the other’s comments and attitude. This method engages two
psychological principles:

The first psychological phenomenon is the previously discussed cognitive
dissonance. If you’re treating a person well in spite of how badly they’re treating
you, then they have to reconcile why they’re being rude and intolerant to
somebody who is kind and respectful. To resolve the contradiction, they will
often be forced to conclude that you must be a good person who holds a flawed
belief, rather than a bad person who should be ignored. The second
psychological phenomenon is guilt reduction. Studies show that a person will do
almost anything to eliminate feelings of guilt. When you’re treating another
person kindly but they’re treating you poorly, they will, on some level, feel
guilty. In order to reconcile these feelings, they will be inclined to change their
behavior and become more tolerant.

Many people have friendships and relationships with people whose beliefs
are fundamentally different from their own. The secret is to stay away from
contentious subjects. Not every issue needs a thorough, complete, and intensive
investigation. If you want to find something else to argue about, you will have
no shortage of topics.



PART VII
ADVANCED PSYCHOLOGICAL

STRATEGIES TO LIVE ANGER
FREE
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The Power of Neuroplasticity

In the middle of a taxing circumstance, we might find it difficult to present a
composed demeanor—Ilet alone to feel calm. But little by little, our capacity to
do so develops. By choosing a different response to anger now, we can better
control ourselves the next time we feel provoked.

For many years, conventional thinking likened the mind to a steam kettle, in
which pressure would build until the lid blew off. Psychologists thus encouraged
people to release the buildup of pressure by venting their anger. Yet after
extensive research on the subject, it turns out that expressing anger is not only
unproductive, but also destructive. “When people vent their feelings
aggressively they often feel worse, pump up their blood pressure, and make
themselves even angrier.”! Multiple experiments confirm that fits of rage are
more likely to intensify anger.? This happens because we unconsciously validate
our reaction by convincing ourselves that the situation requires our emotionally
charged response. In turn, our anger flares, and our self-justification increases
our aggression. When we hold on to anger, we suffer; and the more we unleash
it, the more it consumes us.

The name given to this phenomenon, facial feedback hypothesis, extends to
all physical expressions (and falls under the principle of embodied cognition,
which posits that thought is not merely influenced by physiology, but actually
originates from it). In a series of studies, researchers asked subjects to look at
disgusting images while hiding their emotions or while holding pens in their
mouths in such a way to prevent them from frowning. A third group was given
no instructions and told to react naturally. As expected, the subjects who
restrained their emotional expression reported feeling less disgusted afterward
than control subjects did.> Our minds, seeking to reconcile our behavior with our
emotional state, conclude that how we express ourselves must be a result of how



we feel about the situation (or about whatever behavior we’re engaging in).

The tenet that our external actions mold our emotional world is at the root of
the psychological principle that “the outward act awakens the internal” and
“minds are shaped by deeds.” Aristotle is quoted as saying, “We acquire virtues
by first having put them into action.” Today, behavior therapy (also referred to
as behavior modification therapy) is built on just such an approach. This type of
therapy focuses on changing undesirable behaviors by identifying and
substituting them with more positive and healthier behaviors. Not only is the
symptom being treated, but the behavior modification can also alter the person’s
personality from the outside in.

MIND YOUR BRAIN

We are born with only two primal fears: the fear of falling and the fear of a loud,
startling noise. Every other fear is learned. Our emotional response to any
situation can be rerouted—for better or for worse. We find an apt illustration in
PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder), a severe anxiety disorder that can develop
after a psychological trauma. A person who returns from war, for example, can
suffer from such acute PTSD that the sound of a helicopter or a slamming door
may cause sudden panic—because the brain has literally rewired itself, based on
a false conclusion. In such instances, adrenaline hijacks the brain and redirects
the perceived threat from the prefrontal cortex (the thinking brain) to the
amygdala (the fear and anxiety response center). This fear-based disorder bears a
striking similarity to an instinctive angry reaction. In the latter, our ego identifies
a threat to our emotional selves, rather than to our physical selves, and we don’t
think, we just react.

Recent discoveries in molecular biology provide us with an understanding of
the connection between behavior and circuits of the brain. While the mind
creates emotional reactions, these are reinforced in the brain. For instance, if we
become upset at someone who treats us impolitely, we will likely react more
strongly the next time we encounter a similar situation, because the neural
connection between rude people and our anger has been strengthened.

Whatever we repeat strengthens the neuronal connections—whether
practicing a musical instrument, becoming angry, or remaining calm. Every
brain cell (neuron) adapts to its surroundings—or, more precisely, to the signals
the neuron receives from neighboring cells. When two neurons fire repeatedly at



the same time, this reinforces the connection between them. Hence, the common
idiom in biology: “Neurons that fire together wire together.” In fact, this proves
true for both emotional and physical responses to stimuli, as a study in
Psychology Today explains:

Just like muscles, brain circuits grow stronger when we use them—great when you’re learning to play
the piano, but terrible in the case of a constantly aching joint. “Pain pathways are like a trail in the
forest,” says Gavril Pasternak, director of molecular neuropharmacology at Memorial Sloan-Kettering
Cancer Center in New York City. “If you have a path that is already worn, it is easier to follow and it
becomes strengthened.”

Through the same neurological process that makes you gradually get better at hitting a racquetball or
driving a stick shift, your brain “gets better” at perceiving the pain—you become more sensitive and
more likely to register a poke or a twinge as painful. Eventually, people with chronic pain disorders such
as fibromyalgia (which affects joints and soft tissues) can find even mild sensations agonizing. Imaging
studies reveal what’s going on: A gentle touch causes brain areas that process pain to react. Similar
findings have been reported in people with unexplained chronic lower back pain. It’s not a conscious
process—it’s one way the brain naturally responds to repeated stimulation.*

Returning to our immediate discussion, learning a new response—such as
remaining calm when in the face of insult or when we feel otherwise
disrespected, anxious, or out of control—stimulates the associated neurons to
grow extensions (dendrites) to connect with one another. (Dendrites, the
branched projections of a neuron, deliver information to and from the cell.) The
greater the number of dendrites, the faster and more smoothly we can understand
related information and integrate what we learn into our knowledge base. We
literally become smarter, more efficient, and more effective in this area. The
inverse equally applies. Underused connections gradually deteriorate and
eventually fade.® Using an electron microscope, we can even see how the
inactive connections in the brain gradually disappear.® A person can thereby fuel
the self-control coffers by maintaining control, or unwittingly deplete his
capacity to restrain himself with willful, repeated, prolonged outbursts of rage.

HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE?

Neural pathways are in constant motion. When a blind person compensates for
his lack of sight by developing his sense of touch to learn Braille, the borders of
the brain begin to realign in just minutes, expanding areas of the cerebral cortex
that control the index finger.” How long it takes to fully impress a new neural
network depends on the intensity, duration, and frequency of both the
established routine and the new replacement behavior. Conflicting conclusions
exist, in part because we must consider a multitude of factors. Traditionally
accepted findings state that constant, repetitive action reconfigures our brains



once the neural pathways are bombarded for twenty-one consecutive days. More
recent research from the European Journal of Social Psychology finds that it
takes, on average, sixty-six days of continuous activity to ingrain a new habit
into our physiology. Then, with sufficient repetition, the new behavior becomes
automatic. Still, other research suggests that the brain requires focused repetition
for six months for neuroplasticity to effect complete change, so that we
instinctively respond differently. However long it takes, this doesn’t mean that
we won’t experience slipups after this point. Yet it does mean that we will have
a physiological advantage in every situation right from the start.

Anger begets anger, and silence begets calm. King Solomon said, “A gentle
response turns away anger; a harsh response increases anger.”® Most people
traditionally interpreted this as referring to the person we speak to, but the anger
he refers to is also our own. We can retrain our brains by establishing a different
meaning for the situation—an intellectual or cognitive approach, in which we
ask ourselves, “What does this mean?” and come to the non-ego-oriented reality
that we have spoken about in the first several sections. This then resets our
emotional response. Another way we can retrain our brains is by forcing
ourselves to go beyond aiming for a neutral, calm demeanor, and display the
opposite behavior. If you recall the previously mentioned phenomena of facial
feedback hypothesis, the very act of smiling sends the brain a message that the
situation is nonthreatening—not only that it’s safe to relax, but also that we’re
already relaxed. In Chapter 27, we will examine a highly effective application
for this: to calm ourselves in the heat of the moment.
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Change Your Self-Concept, Change Your
Life

Self-esteem reflects how we feel about ourselves, while the self-concept refers to
what we know about ourselves. Up until now, we’ve focused on increasing self-
esteem, but now we’ll introduce a way for us to positively reshape the self-
concept, and rather than change the lens through which we view ourselves, we’ll
change who we look at.

Researchers posed as safety inspectors and asked homeowners whether they
would allow the inspectors to place a large DRIVE CAREFULLY sign in their front
yards. Only 17 percent gave permission. Other residents, however, were first
approached with a smaller request. The “safety inspectors” asked them to hang a
three-inch BE A SAFE DRIVER sign in a window. Nearly all homeowners
immediately agreed. A few weeks later, the inspectors asked these homeowners
to place the gigantic sign on their front lawns. This same group overwhelmingly
agreed—76 percent consented to having the unsightly sign in their front yards.!
Why the radical discrepancy between the two groups? It’s simple: Those who
first agreed to the smaller request had reshaped their self-concept and now
defined themselves as being serious about driver safety. Therefore, by agreeing
to the larger request, they signified their ongoing internal commitment to the
cause.

Human beings feel driven to act in accordance with how they see themselves.
Like a rubber band, we will stretch only so far before snapping back into our
original position. Yet revising our self-concept doesn’t happen only through our
actions, but via the faculty of imagination. Visualization has an amazing ability
to transform us because the subconscious mind can’t distinguish between
imagination and an actual happening. In fact, neuroscientists have identified



which parts of the brain light up when a person has a genuine experience and
found that the same regions activate when the person simply imagines the
experience.

Visualization is so potent that experiments show it producing changes in the
body as well as in the mind.? For instance, our muscles gain similar strength
whether we actually do an exercise or merely visualize ourselves doing it. One
study found that if participants imagine doing finger exercises, their strength
increased by an average of 22 percent. By comparison, another test group that
actually physically did the same regimen increased their strength by an average
of 30 percent.>

Repetitive action patterns also have long-term neural consequences.
Scientists have observed these effects at the cellular and the systemic level, even
extending to the motor cortex, the muscles that people imagined exercising,
along with related muscles. Sixty studies on the power of mental imagery show
that the effect was least significant on strict strength tests, better for motor tasks,
and best of all for performance with a mental component—most notably, to
exercise control over our anger.*

We don’t need to wait for a challenging situation to occur and then rely on
sheer will to overcome our emotional reaction. If we imagine ourselves
responding in a certain way, it reshapes our self-concept and produces the same
changes in the brain that the actual behavior does. Mentally rehearsing a calm,
patient response, for instance, will help our brain reset itself and can accelerate
our ability to maintain self-control, even under the most daunting of
circumstances.

We can also benefit by reflecting on actual or imagined instances when we
displayed a particular trait. A mental peculiarity called availability heuristics
shows that people often base their self-concept on availability, or how easily
they can bring information to mind. For instance, if we could think of several
times when we acted calmly and could recall these events quickly, then we
would see ourselves—at that moment—as someone with self-control. However,
if we had difficulty recalling ever being in a calm state, we would feel that we
characteristically react anxiously or angrily. For this reason, some people have a
warped perspective of themselves. They have a computer-like memory for
remembering their failures and mistakes in life, so they see themselves as
failures. Even if our triumphs far outweigh our mistakes, what we readily
remember will dictate how we see ourselves.

We can accomplish something else by using this technique: We can become



more at ease in asserting ourselves. By rehearsing those times when we stood up
for ourselves and expressed our thoughts in a calm and clear way, our memory
will be flush with these scenarios, and our self-concept will shape itself around
this persona and prime us to behave in this way. Simply recall five to seven
times that you asserted yourself and string them together to create a vivid sixty-
second “movie trailer” that you can play in your head several times throughout
the day, and at those times when you need a turbo boost of assertiveness.

THE COST AND THE CONSEQUENCES

The most valuable way to use visualization is not simply to uproot individual
traits, but to acquire the habit of stopping, thinking, and feeling the
consequences of our conduct—to fully absorb where our choices will lead us. If
we want to control our anger, we want to get real. We must recognize what’s at
stake, and permit ourselves to feel the unadulterated pain of the wrong choice—
as well as the purity and pleasure of choosing responsibly. As we move beyond
rational arguments about long-term costs and benefits, it’s essential that we
immerse ourselves in the travesty of the trade-off and the actual harm to us and
to our loved ones.

We need to vividly imagine the painful consequences and become realistic
about what our behavior has cost us thus far. We must visualize what our lives
will look like—in five years, in ten years, or in old age—if we don’t change our
ways. We should also reflect deeply on how we will feel about ourselves and
how different our lives can be if we become anger free.

The research is definitive. In his book We Have Met the Enemy: Self-Control
in an Age of Excess, Daniel Akst writes, “... what matters, when it comes to self-
control, is not so much willpower as vision—the ability to see the future, so that
the long-run consequences of our short-run choices are vividly clear. In that
sense, our shortcomings in this arena are really failures of imagination.”>
Drenching ourselves with total awareness of the consequences is a powerful
remedy for impulsiveness.®

Yet consequences matter to us only if we matter to ourselves. Strategies can
help us exercise self-restraint, but the only way to rouse our emotional forces is
to remind ourselves that we have a higher, more noble purpose.” Reaffirming our
core values—knowing what we are living for and who we are (a soul, not a body
or an ego)—is the strongest factor in replenishing strength of will.8
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Taking Advantage of the Mind/Body
Connection

Anger inhibits our ability to see clearly (because the ego distorts our perspective)
and our ability to intellectually process information (due to the impact of
elevated cortisol levels). Moreover, coping with any kind of stress depletes our
willpower, and a chaotic mind and tense nervous system strain our efforts to
maintain our calm, regardless of our finest intentions.! Common sense testifies to
the conclusion of innumerable studies: The calmer we are in ordinary times, the
easier it is for us to control our anger in difficult times. The following
physiological factors are highly beneficial in reducing our overall stress and
anxiety level.

MEDITATION

One effective way to relax the nervous system is through meditation, which,
interestingly, has deep roots in almost every major religion or spiritual practice.
While a variety of effective stress-management strategies can help us exercise
self-control, meditation has proved to be especially useful, and you can enjoy the
dividends remarkably fast.? Studies show that people who meditated for about
thirty minutes a day for eight straight weeks had noticeable increases in gray-
matter density in the prefrontal cortex. At the same time, MRI brain scans
showed a reduction of gray matter in the amygdala, a region responsible for
anxiety and stress.

More than one thousand independent scientific studies conducted at two
hundred universities and institutions in twenty-seven countries, published in



leading scientific journals, attest to the psychological and physiological benefits
of meditative practice. Herbert Benson, M.D., a professor of medicine at
Harvard Medical School who has authored or coauthored more than 170 papers,
reports that frequent meditation reduces the level of anxiety, worry, and
unconstructive thoughts and fears, as well as increasing the individual level of
happiness.? He writes, “Meditation induces a host of biochemical and physical
changes in the body collectively referred to as the ‘relaxation response.’” The
relaxation response includes changes in metabolism, heart rate, respiration,
blood pressure, and brain chemistry.”# Other findings show that meditation
promotes overall psychological health, with benefits that include enhanced
confidence and greater self-control, empathy, and self-actualization, as well as
decreased anger in high-intensity situations.>

BREATHING MEDITATION IN 5 QUICK AND EASY STEPS

Breathing is most effective because it is among the few biological processes that
are involuntary and unconscious and yet, we can easily alter it through conscious
thought—thus creating a bridge between the unconscious and the conscious
minds. In time, this helps us gain control over untamed and unwelcomed
thoughts and feelings. Here are the basic steps:

Step 1: Make the atmosphere conducive. You can step out and feel the warmth
of sunlight or go for a darkened room. Look for a quiet and serene place that is
completely free of distractions or just from extraneous noise. This could be an
extra room in your house, the woods, or anywhere that is tranquil.

Step 2: Take a comfortable position. The traditional cross-legged lotus position
is fine but unnecessary. The objective is to be comfortable and to assume a
position that will not make your body ache or cause distractions during your
breath meditation. The simplest position is to sit in a comfortable chair with your
feet flat on the floor, hands resting on your lap or armrests.

Step 3: Start by slowly breathing in through your nose and out through your
mouth. Each breath in should be held for about four to six seconds and then
slowly released. Be mindful of your breath, how it feels as you inhale, then as
you hold it, and then as you slowly exhale. After five minutes or so move on to
the next step.

Step 4: Now breathe effortlessly without any interest in managing the pace or
rhythm. Your attention is still on your breath, but do not be concerned with how



and when to breathe in or out.... Just breathe comfortably, naturally. It is
inevitable that your mind will wander and thoughts will enter, and that’s okay.
Whenever you become aware that your attention has drifted, gently turn your
focus back onto your breath.

Step 5: After fifteen or twenty minutes (or even after just a few minutes, if you
are pressed for time), end your breath meditation session by slowly opening your
eyes and taking a moment or two to acclimate to your surroundings.

ADRENALINE AND EXERCISE

Caffeine activates the body’s fight-or-flight response, triggering the release of
adrenaline and cortisol just as it would for any stressful situation. Indirectly, yet
equally injurious, is the role of glucose. When we eat foods high in sugar or
refined carbohydrates, blood sugar spikes and then sharply decline, which then
stimulates the adrenals to regulate blood sugar levels. While the cumulative
effect can wreak havoc on the nervous system, the immediate impact is
staggering. A Yale University study found that a single serving of a sugar-
sweetened beverage caused adrenaline levels to double in adults and quadruple
in children. Recent studies also show that those who suffer from
obsessive/compulsive disorder (OCD), panic attacks, and anxiety may find relief
with a diet low in refined sugars and simple carbohydrates. Our diet is important
for another, unrelated reason. Anger-prone moments require the mental muscle
of self-control or willpower, which, much like physical muscle, utilizes glucose.®
Findings show that we are most susceptible to losing our temper when glucose
levels are low or not metabolized properly.” A diet rich in complex
carbohydrates, healthy fats, and proteins helps to reduce the fluctuation of
glucose levels, and thus tilts physiology in our favor.

The stress-reducing effects of physical activity are well-documented in cross-
sectional studies. Regarding anger specifically, Dr. Nathaniel Thom, a leading
stress physiologist, finds that “exercise, even a single bout of it, can have a
robust prophylactic effect” against the buildup of anger.? Prudence, however, is
advised, as a worldwide study published in the American Heart Association’s
journal Circulation cautions that a person should not exercise while they are
angry because it can triple the risk of a heart attack within the first hour.?

DEEP BREATHING & PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION



And we’re back to breath. As we noted, anger is directly associated with the
fight-or-flight response, and deep breathing and muscle relaxation exercises
outside of a high-arousal situation are effective at reducing our anger within the
situation. Notice how high-strung, nervous people carry themselves. Their
bodies are often tense and stiff. The central nervous system is made up of our
brain and spinal cord, and it is difficult to completely relax the mind unless we
relax our physical selves as well. A daily five-minute breathing and muscle
relaxation routine will be beneficial to raising your overall anger threshold. Let’s
take a quick look:

DEEP BREATHING

This highly effective technique can quickly relieve tension, increase
oxygenation, and release toxins.

Step 1: Find a quiet spot where you can either sit comfortably or lie down.
Breathe normally, focusing on your breath.

Step 2: After a minute or so, inhale deeply through your nose, filling your lungs
with air.

Step 3: Once your lungs are full, slowly exhale through your mouth, with your
attention on your breath. Continue to breathe in for about six seconds through
your nose—hold for four to six seconds—and breathe out for about six seconds
through your mouth, slowly. Repeat for several minutes.

Most of our breathing is shallow and constricted, so if you are not familiar with
deep breathing, you may find it easier to practice lying down and to place your
hand on your stomach; as you slowly inhale, expand your chest and abdomen
and feel your hand rise and then fall with each exhale.

PROGRESSIVE MUSCLE RELAXATION

This exercise offers relief for a wide range of emotional and physiological
ailments, as well as for overall stress reduction. Through practice we can better
recognize when we are experiencing physical tension and learn to quickly relax
those muscles to ease the accompanying stress and anxiety. We start by slowly



tensing and then relaxing each muscle group and progressively working our way
up the body. Here are the areas to focus on: a) each foot; b) each thigh; c)
buttocks; d) stomach; e) each hand; f) each arm/bicep; g) neck and shoulders; h)
jaw; and i) eyes and forehead.

* Find a quiet place to lie down and loosen any clothing that might prevent you from relaxing
properly.

* Next, close your eyes and take a few deep breaths and begin to feel the tension flow out. Relax
your jaw, your eyes, your forehead, and slowly scan your body, relaxing those areas that are tense
and tight, and let yourself sink down. The entire first step should take no more than two minutes.

* Now, focus on your right foot. Slowly move it around and notice how that feels. Tense your foot
muscles gradually until you feel as though they are as tense as possible (without causing yourself
pain), count for about five seconds, and then release the tension slowly. Notice how limp your foot
feels.

* Relax for 30 seconds, breathing deeply and slowly.

* Then place your attention on your left foot. Follow the same pattern of gently moving, tensing, and
then releasing.

* Make sure to take 30 seconds or so to relax with some deep breaths before moving on to your calf
—and in between each body part—and then progress gradually up through your body, contracting
and relaxing the muscle groups along the way.

WHOLESALE VISUALIZATION

When you have the time, fold in this quick visualization exercise. Close your
eyes for a moment, and get comfortable. Now imagine moving through your day
anger free and the impact that has on various aspects of your life and
relationships. What do you look like? How do you feel about things? What are
you saying to yourself? What is your environment like? Has it changed?

Who are the people you are surrounded with? How are they looking at you?
What are they saying to you? How do you react and interact with them? Now
take a moment and step back into your own body, feeling both calm and
energized about who you can become.
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Getting Real with Meditation and
Visualization

The previous two chapters discussed methods of visualization, breathing, and
meditation. Here we incorporate these practices with two techniques to help us
break free from even decades-old resentment—encased anger that encrusts us
long after the situation has passed.

It’s normal to think about a painful experience long after it has passed—to
process it, to work through it, and perhaps to gain some insight, meaning, or
message. The question researchers sought to explain is why it works sometimes
—and we feel better—while other times, we become stuck and the negativity
becomes more intensely ingrained. They write, “Although engaging in this
meaning-making process leads people to feel better at times, it frequently breaks
down, leading people to ruminate and feel worse. This raises the question: What
factors determine whether people’s attempts to ‘work through’ their negative
feelings succeed or fail?!

The answer to this question is concisely summarized by psychologist Guy
Winch, who explains that we tend to think about painful experiences from a
first-person, ego-oriented perspective—ijust as we experienced it, unfolding
through our own eyes. However, replaying the emotionally painful memories
from a third-person perspective—where we are a witness to the scene, watching
ourselves, as it were, from the perspective of an outside observer, produces a
profound effect. He writes, “Participants reported feeling significantly less
emotional pain when they envisioned the memory using a third-person
perspective than when using a first-person perspective. Further, utilizing a
psychologically distant vantage point also allowed them to reconstruct their
understanding of their experiences and reach new insights and feelings of



closure.”?

The findings dovetail with the essence of our discussion: The more “I” we
bring into an unpleasant event, the more pain we feel. Likewise, we sink more
deeply into the negativity when we remember it from our own—the first person
—perspective. It is, as we know, not the situation or event that make us angry,
but the degree to which we take it personally. This technique (credited to the
science of neurolinguistic programming) engages the power of visualization to
depersonalize the impact, producing a permanent shift in our feelings toward any
situation.

THE PERCEPTUAL POSITIONS EXERCISE

1. Find a quiet place where you can relax undisturbed. Close your eyes and get comfortable.
2. Recall an experience that you feel anger about.

3. This is where you consider the situation from your own perspective, through your own eyes, as if
you were looking at the other person and/or scene. How are you behaving? How are you feeling?
What do you see? What do you believe about the situation? Feel the effects on your body: the
tightness, the physical tension, and the accompanying feelings—and simply observe.

4. Next, zoom out and view the situation as if you were an observer, replaying the scene once more.
Talk to yourself and think about why “this person” is so angry. As we know, anger is rooted in the
themes of fear and control. Ask yourself: What exactly am I afraid of? What is the underlying fear
behind the anger? What need of mine is not being met? Spend as much time as you’d like
examining your behavior and underlying motivation.

5. Now we will integrate a brief relaxation exercise to help us own our revised feelings. Feel your
body and breathe (bring in the two exercises in the previous chapter on deep breathing and
progressive muscle relaxation).

6. Come back into yourself and spend a few moments appreciating your choice to do something

about the anger—to release it rather than to let it define you and confine you. Smile.

The following NLP (NeuroLinguistic Programming) exercise is an enhanced
spin-off of the previous technique and changes our internal representation by
stripping away the intensity of the associated emotions. It accomplishes this
through a dual psychological and physiological mechanism, which is explained
afterward.

THE MOVIE EXERCISE

1. Find a quiet place where you can relax undisturbed. Close your eyes and get comfortable.

2. Picture yourself sitting alone, inside of a movie theater, front row and center. The screen is frozen



on the first frame of the movie and it is in black and white. The first frame is a picture of you in a
situation where you were previously angry. You are about to relive this moment with two (visual
and auditory) differences: (1) from another vantage point and (2) with an incongruent, amusing
soundtrack.

3. Imagine that you’re floating out of your body and into the projection booth, so that you can see
yourself (from the back) inside of the cinema and watching the screen ahead. Take a moment to
take in the scene—how you’re sitting, the clothes that you’re wearing.

4. Now replay the memory on the screen ahead while listening to an amusing soundtrack, such as a
cartoon theme or of some comedic melody. Pay attention to not only the screen, but to yourself
watching the screen.

5. When you get past what is the worst of this experience, freeze the film. Float inside the movie and
view everything through your own eyes, replaying it as above with the incongruent soundtrack.
Afterward, run the movie at high speed, then again backward, in color, with you experiencing it in
the first person. You will see everything happening in reverse; people and things will walk, talk,
and move backward. The same soundtrack will play backward at top speed and the whole movie
will be over quickly. Replay the scene again, and this time more quickly; and then again with the
last replay taking no more than five seconds.

6. When you reach the beginning of the movie, black out the screen.

7. Repeat steps 5-8 once or twice more, until you feel little or no anger toward the person or the
experience.

This technique works by disrupting our internal representation of the event,
inhibiting the intensity of emotion and neutralizing the negative association.
Research finds that our memories are highly malleable and possibly never
completely solidify—which means that we can strengthen or weaken them at
any time. When we experience a trauma, our feelings of terror and vulnerability
intensify, stimulating output of adrenaline. It is the adrenaline that keeps these
memories strong and intense, even days, months, or years after the event.
Scientists have experimented with the drug propranolol, a beta-blocker usually
used to treat heart or circulatory conditions and shown to block the production of
adrenaline in nerve cells of the amygdala. Findings showed that people who
received this adrenaline-blocking drug while recalling a past trauma could form
a new association to the event and release themselves from the emotional pain.?
The above-described technique is used to achieve similar results by stripping
away the negative charge of any anger or fear-inducing experience.
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In the Heat of the Moment

Anger-management techniques often fail because they are the first line of
defense—we simply get worn down and worn out too easily. As the saying goes,
“the best defense is a good offense,” which is why our focus has been on how to
avoid the need to manage our anger. With perspective, we do not have to force
ourselves to remain calm when, for instance, faced with insult, because there is
no pain. One does not have to fight against that which he knows to be irrelevant,
much less false. Then, regardless of how low our state and how large our ego
becomes in the heat of the moment, we will not succumb to anger. What does
not exist cannot grow.

In the previous chapters, we explained how the brain can change, rewiring
itself to establish new neural pathways, through the process called self-directed
neuroplasticity.! Via visualization, we get the proverbial ball rolling, and as we
enter the real world, the following protocol will reinforce this new wiring
because to become anger free as quickly as possible, we want to limit
reanimating the neurons in the anger-response pathway.

LET’S BE SMART
First, we want to identify when we’re most at risk of going off course. When we
know our triggers, we can limit the number of times we wind up facing anger-
provoking scenarios. Some critical junctures—times when we’re most
vulnerable to falling into familiar patterns—are situation-specific, time-specific,
and people-specific. If we take a detour to avoid confronting temptation, our
route might be slightly longer, but we’ll have a better chance of arriving safely at
our destination anger free.

We should acknowledge our limitations to prevent ourselves from slipping
too close to these danger zones. When we’re not in the right frame of mind or



don’t have emotional energy to expend, it’s prudent to avoid potentially
confrontational conversations and situations. Moreover, it’s foolish to
unnecessarily drain our emotional resources. Controlling anger requires
willpower, and willpower is not an infinite resource; we temporarily deplete it
each time we act with restraint.2 For example, studies found that if we resist a
persuasive message, this decreases our ability to exercise self-control right
afterward, and this depletion increases our vulnerability to persuasion.> Research
concludes that people who most successfully exercise self-control usually set up
their lives to minimize temptations during the day.*

PROTOCOL: LEVEL 1

When our ability to think clearly, or at all, is compromised, we too easily default
to autopilot and fall into familiar, self-defeating, emotionally charged patterns.
Setting up a protocol in advance—a prearranged course of action to follow—Ilets
us react responsibly when we can’t think and process a proper response. This is
effective even when our willpower reserves are drained, because we don’t have
to think about what to do. In other words, our visceral reaction can be primed so
that our response is thoughtful, even though it is instinctive.

The protocol in Level 1 consists of two intertwining layers, which we’ll
outline and then flesh out. First, we interrupt the anger-producing pattern to stop
the stimulus—response cycle from becoming more ingrained. The interruption
also moves us further away from reacting angrily, because, physiologically, it
sends a biochemical signal to the nervous system to disengage the fight-or-flight
response. Second, the best thing about this level is that this type of interruption
relies on muscle memory—mno brains necessary! In the following pages, we will
discuss this concept more fully, but for now, consider muscle memory as the key
behind near-flawless and near-automated performance, such as typing by an
experienced typist or driving a stick shift by a seasoned driver.

Pattern Interrupt When our emotions veer onto the anger track, we want to
derail our train of thought as quickly as possible, by whatever reasonable means
possible. A pattern interrupt does just this; it quickly jolts our focus to keep the
locomotive from picking up steam toward an unproductive reaction. (A pattern
interrupt can be any incongruent thought or gesture—snapping one’s fingers,
visualizing the person we’re speaking to shrinking, counting backward in threes,
and so on. However, we will see that one type of pattern interrupt is superior to
all.) Interruptions also dampen the intensity of the original stimulus, thereby



neutralizing the damage.

The Automated Muscle Memory Response There are four levels to every type
of action: (1) unconscious incompetence is when a person is unaware that he is
not performing correctly; (2) conscious incompetence is when the person is
aware of not having the skill set necessary to be as effective and successful as he
would like to be; (3) conscious competence is when the person knows but must
pay attention to what he needs to do in order to be effective; and (4) unconscious
competence is when the person can perform correctly and as necessary without
full, or even partial, attention. Learning to drive a stick shift effectively
illustrates the four levels. At first it feels completely foreign, but the driver
eventually has the skill to shift gears without consciously focusing on what he is
doing; the process is now integrated into muscle memory and can be
instinctually performed. Muscle memory is related to procedural memory, which
is a type of unconscious, long-term memory that helps us perform specific tasks
with minimal attention; and we can automatically access procedural memories
without conscious awareness.

Putting it All Together Although many traditional tools of anger management
don’t work, one of them remains irrefutable. The principle of terror management
reminds us that fear impedes our ability to think. Therefore, a powerful weapon
in our willpower arsenal is simply to pause and calm ourselves by breathing
deeply. This is effective for two reasons: Physiologically, willpower has a
biological basis, and slow, deep breathing activates the prefrontal cortex, the
thinking brain. Law enforcement and military professionals combat stress with
tactical breathing, which helps control the sympathetic nervous system. During a
life-and-death situation, several successive deep breaths help them to think more
clearly and engage more effectively.>

The second reason is the previously mentioned facial feedback hypothesis,
the very act of smiling (we’ll explain this in a moment) and breathing deeply
sends the message to the brain that the situation is nonthreatening, and that it’s
not only safe to relax, but that we are already relaxed. An incongruous
expression or response compels the “thinking brain” to reengage, to make sense
of the conflicting emotions. Because the “external awakens the internal,” our
feelings will align with our behavior, instead of the opposite.

Now we’ll fold in all the psychological and physiological processes into one
simple protocol. Whether you are thinking about a situation, or you’re in a
situation that is anger or fear provoking, simultaneously smile, take a long, deep



breath, and move your attention to your breath. Unclench your jaw, drop your
shoulders, and just focus on your breathing. That’s it. (You need only smile ever
so faintly—particularly if you’re in the actual situation—as you don’t want
others to think you’re being smug or disrespectful.) When a person is anxious or
angry, he may force a smile or breathe to calm himself, but doing both—smiling
and breathing—gives us more than the physiological benefits of both. Together
they do something almost magical: accessing memories of simultaneous smiling
and (deep) breathing which are calming and pleasant, and anchoring us into this
emotional state.

It is important to emphasize that our attention is on our breath, becoming
mindful of how it fills our lungs and then is released gently and slowly.
Typically, an anger-provoking thought or situation narrows our focus to the
source of discontent. Bringing awareness to our breath instantly grounds us and
interrupts the escalation of emotions. Doing this will take some practice at first,
but soon enough your response will be automated, and the moment an
unwelcomed thought pops up, or you find yourself in an emotionally precarious
situation, your physiology will take over and free you from the grip of anger.

When all is said and done (or better, when all is not said and not done), after
the initial moment has passed and we have risen above the urge to get angry, we
want to take pleasure in our success. Isn’t it beautiful that I don’t need to get
angry anymore? Feel the joy when you choose to remain calm (or at least in
control of yourself). This isn’t about taking a victory lap. Joy infuses a positive
emotional charge into the action of self-control, energizing our success and
animating the new and improved neural network.

PROTOCOL: LEVEL 2: IF YOU CAN THINK: WHAT TO SAY WHEN
YOU TALK TO YOURSELF

Be real. Be honest. What you say to yourself in the heat of the moment tilts your
emotional state and subsequent response. You must stay in the world of truth
because any lie divides your energy and moves you into the world of falsehood,
the home of the ego. You cannot, therefore, force yourself to think, I am calm,
and I don’t care. All you are doing is lying to yourself. This is one shortcoming
of affirmations. Although they can certainly be powerful tools, reciting positive
affirmations can be counterproductive while we’re in a negative state because
we charge the lie with energy. We are not whole when we suppress how we feel
and deny the pain. If we feel angry, we must own that—but which part of us is
angry? The ego or the soul? We feel angry, but it’s not the real us. Rather, the



false self feels angry. To maintain our authenticity while separating ourselves
from the negative feeling, we instead acknowledge, My ego is hurt. My ego is
scared. Don’t ignore the pain, but rather take a moment to remind yourself that
you—the soul—is not in pain, your false self is. Then ask yourself honestly and
lovingly: (1) What need of mine is not being met? Or perhaps, What am I afraid
of? Anger and fear are interlaced, so if you’re able to identify the underlying
fear, you begin to gain control over your feelings. Remember that anger often
serves as a mask for emotions the ego deems too painful to acknowledge: guilt,
insecurity, envy, jealousy, embarrassment, anxiety, unworthiness, emptiness ...
the list goes on.... Then, continue to talk to yourself. (2) What is my objective
right now? (3) What can I control right now? (4) What can I say or do to find a
solution or to better the situation? Even when self-examination yields no new
insight, the process is useful because fear begins to dissipate the moment we
begin to examine it.

HANG ON, HELP IS ON THE WAY!

Research shows that even in high-stress situations, we need no more than ninety
seconds for our system to process any anger or fear-based emotion. This means
we can clear out physiological influences and regain our full rational status in
the most trying of circumstances. In My Stroke of Insight, Jill Bolte Taylor
writes: Although there are certain limbic system (“emotional”) programs that can
be triggered automatically, it takes less than 90 seconds for one of these
programs to be triggered, surge through our body, and then be completely
flushed out of our bloodstream. My anger response, for example, is a
programmed response that can be set off automatically. Once triggered, the
chemical released by my brain surges through my body and I have a
physiological experience. Within 90 seconds from the initial trigger, the
chemical component of my anger has completely dissipated from my blood and
my automatic response is over. If, however, I remain angry after those 90
seconds have passed, then it is because I have chosen to let that circuit continue
to run. Moment by moment, I make the choice to either hook into my
neurocircuitry or move back into the present moment, allowing that reaction to
melt away as fleeting physiology.¢

No matter how visceral our initial response is, the emotion can roll right
through our nervous system in just ninety seconds. We feed it only through
cognitive reinforcement: selling ourselves on an impossible lie: that we can



regain control by losing control.
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The Magnitude of Gratitude

We explained how the brain establishes neural networks that reinforce emotional
responses. To maximize anger control, we would do well to build up the
surrounding networks that support and synergize a feeling of being calm and in
control. Let’s take a real-life metaphor: If a person has a damaged nerve in his
leg, whereby the corresponding muscle is unable to receive a signal to contract
and expand to facilitate walking, all is not lost. Certain therapies can help the
patient build up the muscles around the nerve to compensate for the weakness.
To create changes in the brain, we proactively engage in acts that build the
shared networks, cause neurons to light up, and the dendrites, or connections, to
strengthen. Of all the connections, one stands out as the one from which we get
the greatest return on our investment: gratitude.

EXPECT NOTHING AND APPRECIATE
EVERYTHING

The physiological and psychological benefits of gratitude are well documented.
“Those who kept gratitude journals on a weekly basis exercised more regularly,
reported fewer physical symptoms, felt better about their lives as a whole, and
were more optimistic about the upcoming week compared to those who recorded
hassles or neutral life events.”! They were more likely to have made progress
toward important personal goals (academic, interpersonal, and health-based),
and reported high-energy positive moods, a greater sense of feeling connected to
others, more confident about their lives, and better sleep duration and sleep
quality, relative to a control group.2 A study by psychologist Dr. Alex Wood,



published in the Journal of Research in Personality, shows that gratitude can
also reduce the frequency, duration, and intensity of depressive episodes. This is
because giving and gratitude (which is itself giving—giving thanks) redirect our
attention away from ourselves. When we look for ways to say thanks instead of
indulging what may be our more natural impulse to complain, we break down
the neural net of anger, frustration, and resentment.

The human mind can focus on only one thought at a time. If we focus on
something that makes us appreciative, how likely is it that in that moment we
will feel angry or unhappy? It’s almost completely impossible. Gratitude is not
simply a matter of looking at events through rose-colored glasses. The reticular
activating system (RAS), the brain’s filtering mechanism, which is located at the
base of the brain, keeps us from being overwhelmed by unnecessary stimuli. Our
objectives (and, in some instances, our fears) dictate what we deem important,
and whether or not we unconsciously dismiss or consciously accept something.
Our focus becomes our experience, our reality; and we decide what is brought
into our purview. For example, when conversing at a cocktail party, you become
aware of another conversation and, by shifting your attention, you can “mute”
the person who is in front of you and pick up on what is being said further away.
The reticular activating system hones in on what we deem important—and
creates connections and possibilities that would have remained otherwise
dormant.

STOP, REFLECT AND ACT

Reminding ourselves what we are grateful for, and acknowledging this every
day, puts our focus on what we have, rather than on what we lack. We then feel,
we become, we are more fulfilled. Take a few minutes each day to reflect on,
and write down, what you are thankful for in your life. Start with your most
consistent blessings—perhaps those we too often take for granted: eyes to see,
fingers to touch, food to eat, and clothing to wear. Don’t overthink, and don’t
analyze what you write. No erasing or crossing out. Just write down everything
and everyone you are grateful for, as the thoughts come to mind. Now, each
morning, spend a few minutes reading your gratitude list. Whenever you are so
inclined—or better still, when you are less inclined—add to the list. And always
remember to take a moment to appreciate what didn’t happen or what didn’t go
wrong. Look for gratitude in every area of your life, and you’ll begin to reap the
benefits of a different quality of life. Recall from Chapter 8 that gratitude and



joy are intimately linked. If we think about the people we know who have a
sense of gratitude, we realize they’re the same ones who are joyful. By contrast,
those who lack appreciation usually live in a cycle of unrealized expectations
and perpetual disappointment.

Moreover, consider putting an attitude of gratitude into action by not just
thinking about things you are grateful for, but speaking and behaving like a
grateful person. When you conduct yourself in this way, the grateful mindset
more easily permeates your nature. Have in mind to take note—in real time—of
five pleasant things that happen to you each day—things that you might have
previously ignored or shrugged off without much thought. In the midst of each
event, spend just seven seconds or so in appreciation.

Here are three other proven strategies to help transform yourself into a
person of gratitude; yet equally important is to take a mental step back, by taking
a few moments each morning to reflect on who we are, what we are living for,
and why. This helps focus your thoughts, feelings, and behaviors on what is
important so that distractions and potential frustrations fall naturally into proper
perspective.

NOTES OF GRATITUDE

Find a quiet moment to pen a letter to someone to whom you feel especially
grateful. Make sure to include as many positive details as possible about how
this person has had an impact on your life. It is best to deliver this letter in
person, and not on a specific occasion, such as a birthday or anniversary, but
“just because.” If you do, you will be privileged to witness the individual’s
surprise, delight, and reciprocation of affection and gratitude. This will serve to
enhance your own gratitude, leading you to do this more often (even for those
with whom you may have lost contact), and to continue to appreciate all the
qualities you admire about this individual—and others, as well. If you’re not
much of a writer, don’t fret. A phone call or face-to-face conversation is also
effective.

WALKS OF GRATITUDE

Take a walk outdoors. It doesn’t matter if there’s a light drizzle or a shining sun,



cold or warm outside, gear up and go. As you walk, take the time to admire the
beautiful outdoors: the warm and shining sun, the dew-drenched green grass, the
sounds of nature, the bright blue sky. If it’s evening, cast your eyes upwards to
the majesty of the night sky. Take a moment to enjoy the unparalleled
perspective and humility found only in the magnificence of creation—billions of
galaxies in a vast universe and ourselves.

As you continue to walk, contemplate all the blessings in your life, and your
ability to appreciate all these blessings. Begin walking briskly, becoming
mindful of your beating heart, swinging arms, feet hitting the ground at a steady
pace, steady but rapid breathing (this integrates a powerful physiological
component that reinforces our emotional state.) Now slow down, and as you
make your way back home, take a moment to enjoy who you are—a person who
takes time out to acknowledge what he has—a person of gratitude.

MONTAGE OF GRATITUDE

Put together a montage, collage, or assortment of pictures, photographs, and
quotes of gratitude. Once a week or once a day (it should not be a chore), set
aside a picture of something that brings a smile to your face or a feeling of awe
and appreciation. It can be a photograph of a calming nature scene, a bright-
colored butterfly, a stunning flower, your baby, your loving spouse, your elderly
grandmother, your devoted mentor, a memorable vacation, a family get-together,
or a recent celebration. When you have collected between fifty and one hundred
photos, pictures, quotes, thoughts, and doodles, paste them all—in random order
—onto a large poster. Hang this poster in a place where you will see it—and be
reminded—every day of all the good in your life.

The principle of hedonic adaptation is the effect of growing accustomed to
good in our lives. When this happens, we no longer focus on it, and as time goes
by, we derive less and less satisfaction from it. When we acquire something new,
we are temporarily happier, less because of its intrinsic worth, beauty or utility
than because we are focused on it. The research is definitive: Appreciation
creates happiness. We already have everything that we need to be happy, but if
we don’t focus on it, then we don’t derive any happiness from it. To become a
more grateful and thus joyful person, we need only shift our attention to what we
do have rather than on what we don’t.

The adage, “You don’t appreciate what you have until you lose it,” is more



than just a quaint saying—it is a psychological truism. When you lose something
of value, your focus shifts to it, and you are reminded of the joy that it brought
you. It’s more than ironic, though, that the pain we feel over its loss doesn’t
offset the pleasure it brought if we ignored it while we still had it.

If your attention is on what’s missing and what’s not good, then you can be
surrounded by all the good fortune, blessings, and material things in the world
and never find happiness. Your focus creates your thoughts, and your thoughts
create your emotions. Focus on the positive and you will become a person who
is filled with joy and gratitude. Focus on the negative and you will become a
person who is unhappy and unpleasant. It comes down to a choice. Are you
going to live your life of appreciation or expectation?

The power of focus is in play when it comes to the people in our lives as
well, courtesy of the previously noted reticular activating system. Numerous
studies prove what our own experiences have already shown us: A person
intuitively senses whether we like him, even without a single word being
exchanged. When you’re speaking with a person who can bring out the worst in
you, mentally focus on his positive trait(s), and he will sense that you like him—
and, in turn, he will be inclined to like you. Benjamin Franklin once said,
“Search others for their virtues, thyself for thy vices.” Not to be outdone,
President Abraham Lincoln has been quoted as saying, “I don’t like that man. I
must get to know him better.” If we look for the good in another person, we will
find it.

A POSITIVE GROOVE

We can make the claim that we don’t control our world or even some of our
behavior. But our thoughts? Why would we choose to focus on what disturbs us,
rather than on what enthuses or invigorates us? In a word: habit.

When we find ourselves in unproductive rumination, it can be useful to
interrupt it. Recall that a pattern interrupt is a specific act that derails our train of
thought to snap ourselves out of a cycle of negativity. While we are retraining
our brain to focus on all the good, it is constructive to break free from the nasty
habit many of us have of dwelling on the negative, which reinforces competing
neural networks. We can’t expect to control the first thought that enters our
minds, but how much energy do we give to it to feed on? Will we focus on it, or
will we divert our attention to something else? It’s curious that we might choose



to torture ourselves, reliving painful memories and focusing on all that is wrong,
rather than to appreciate how far we’ve come, all that we have, and where we
would like to go.
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The Anger Games

Disappointment exists in the space between desire and reality, whereby the more
reality falls short of our desire, the more disappointed we become. The equation:
desire - reality = disappointment. Disappointment, however, is mitigated by one
factor: expectation. The greater the gap between desire and expectation, the
more disappointment we experience. Therefore, in each situation, regardless of
our desire, the more our expectations align (meaning, we expect as much) with
reality, the less disappointment we experience.

Can a person be happy to learn that a loved one has broken his ribs and
punctured a lung? He can—if a few minutes earlier he learned that the injured
was on life support but is now expected to make a full recovery. Does he feel
angry? No. To the contrary, he’s filled with gratitude and joy for one reason:
Reality has now exceeded his expectations (and, we’ll presume, desire).

In the words of William Shakespeare, “Expectation is the root of all
heartache.” Expectations are a product of the ego and produce a toxic
disappointment. When we manage our expectations, disappointment never fully
matures into anger. Let’s explain by differentiating between desire and
expectation. Take, for instance, a parent whose child does poorly in school. Is
the parent disappointed? Perhaps. Does the parent become angry with the child
because he does poorly? It all depends on the parent’s expectations of the child,
and his willingness to accept his child’s limitations. If the child has a learning
disability and the parent accepts this, then anger doesn’t exist. However, if the
parent refuses to acknowledge his child’s limitations, poor grades only serve as a
constant reminder of a reality, a diagnosis that the parent refuses to face. In that
case, grades become a source of constant anger and frustration. When reality
unfolds in accord with expectation, even though it falls short of desire, our
emotional state is not corrupted by the ego. As long as we accept the reality, we



won’t become angry—regardless of the experience. We recall the four stages of
grief discussed in Chapter 3: denial, anger, depression, and acceptance. We
cannot expect that which we refuse to accept.

MANAGING EXPECTATIONS

When reality meets or exceeds our expectations, the ego has no traction—
because ... drumroll please ... we do not feel afraid. Anger’s roots in fear are of
major significance. Anger manifests when life doesn’t meet our expectations,
when reality surprises us, shocks us. The ego doesn’t like these unpleasant
surprises, because it needs to feel in control.

Let’s delve more deeply into the psychological mechanics. If someone rear-
ends your car, you might understandably feel shaken and angry. But if you knew
that morning that it would happen later that day, when the moment came, you
would feel shaken but much less surprised, and thus feel little or no anger. This
is critical to understand: Anger exists because of a loss of control. Something
happened that was not only undesirable, but unanticipated. By adjusting our
expectations, we automatically eliminate the element of surprise in any given
situation. Perhaps a milder example: A coworker jumps out from behind your
desk—you get scared and a little angry. However, if you knew in advance where
he was hiding and what his plan was, there would be no fear and hence no anger.

In these hypothetical scenarios, several important factors mitigate our anger
when we have advance knowledge: (1) We reduce our shock and feeling of
being out of control because we predicted it. We get to be right! Fulfilled
expectations provide a layer of comfort, rather than fear or uneasiness, about
even an unpleasant reality. (2) Without the element of fear, we can process the
pending event more objectively and in a calm space. We can also see the
ridiculous nature of an angry response, and work through our feelings in
advance. (3) In the words of Albert Einstein, “In the middle of every difficulty
lies opportunity.” We have the luxury of time to reframe the experience in a
greater context and try to find meaning in it—and perhaps look for ways to
capitalize on it and turn it into an opportunity. We would not have had the
presence of mind to do this in the moment.

LET’S PLAY HOW WILL I BE TRIGGERED TODAY?
We can’t predict, let alone imagine, every anger-triggering scenario, but these



situations and anger-provoking people do fall under some familiar themes. It’s
curious, if not completely ludicrous, that even though we repeatedly become
angry at the same people in the same situation time and again, our ego acts as if
each situation were new and unexpected—setting us up each and every time.
Refusing to recognize this process is like living in la-la land. It isn’t reality.
Unrealized expectations are nothing more than premeditated resentment. Why,
you may ask, don’t we naturally adjust our expectations after experiencing these
“surprises,” day after day, year dfter year, decade after decade? A good
question. Ask your ego.

%

If the forecaster predicts a snowstorm and you are planning on a picnic at the
beach, you’re not living in reality, and you’re setting yourself up for utter
frustration and disappointment. A wise person would plan on a different activity.
Of course, forecasts being what they are, we may only get a light dusting of
snow and so your ski trip might be cancelled. Fine. At least you walked out of
the house with a scarf and gloves rather than sunblock and flip-flops.

We are not talking about predicting reality, but staying in reality. Here is
what we can guarantee with relative accuracy: today’s forecast: It will be an
imperfect day. You are an imperfect person, living an imperfect life, and things
in your day will be imperfect—and that’s all okay. In fact, it’s more than okay.
It’s a perfect opportunity for you to develop a greater sense of emotional
resiliency, self-control, and self-respect. It is an opportunity to show the world
that you are in control of yourself, and in the process, improve almost every
aspect of your life and your relationships.

We might feel disrespected today—someone may cut in front of us at the
supermarket or on the highway, or ignore our phone call or email. We might feel
embarrassed, or someone might yell at us. Today we might feel hurt, helpless, or
both. We might feel rejected, lonely, sad, or all three. Today someone might do
something that makes no sense—something completely illogical and irrational.
Expect it. Someone may try to take advantage of us today or insult us. We might
witness an injustice. Someone may inconvenience us; a goal may be delayed; we
might realize something unpleasant about ourselves or a loved one; another
person’s act may cause us to question the relationship or ourselves; we might
become uncomfortable or feel unwanted.



Again, this is not about expecting the worst or waiting for the other shoe to drop.
Rather, to quote an oft-repeated axiom: Hope for the best, and plan for the
worst. To plan means that we are cognizant that the shoe drops many, many
times every single day, in many different ways, and we can be surprised and get
angry, or each time can become an opportunity to fortify our emotional health
and transform our character.
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Game Day

Becoming anger free must be your number-one priority. Don’t think of this as a
hobby, where you dabble only when you’re inspired and it’s convenient. Neural
networks are competitive, so you need to activate the new response with more
frequency, intensity, and duration than your anger-prone network. To help us
along we want to track our progress because if you can’t measure it, you can’t
change it. Moreover, studies show that recording and reviewing your behavior
proves effective across a wide swath of areas. For example, dieters who kept a
food journal lost twice as much weight over a six-month period as those who
didn’t; and follow-up studies conclude that they kept it off. The simple act of
writing everything down a) motivates people to consume less; and b) makes it
difficult for them to ignore their slip-ups.! Keeping a journal or charting your
progress toward anger elimination is a way to move the emphasis from a single
incidence of behavior to an overall pattern. It is easier, too, to sustain progress if
you see evidence in writing. Memory is far more biased when you feel
discouraged, and you have a harder time recalling your successes. In addition,
tracking your progress allows you to adjust your tactics, because you can
examine what’s working and what’s not working. While you may be unwavering
in your pursuit, you want to be flexible in your approach.

%

First, we want a clear and definitive goal-—and write it down. Just because
you’re motivated doesn’t mean that you have a clear purpose. Formulating a
precise definition of what you want to accomplish helps you focus on relevant
activities and avoid diversions that distance you from your objectives. In fact,
studies find that people are on average ten times more likely to succeed by



making a firm resolution to a specific commitment.? Additionally, the strength of
your commitment is magnified—42 percent more likely to achieve your goal—
when you write it down, review your statement, and state aloud your
commitment to your objective several times throughout the day. And sending
weekly updates to a friend can double your rate of success.3

Second, success requires that for a specified period, you don’t reconsider the
decision to express your anger in any way. Precious energy trickles out every
time you consider, Is this a time to get angry? There, are, of course, those who
would claim that when properly expressed, anger may be appropriate. In
fairness, there are a number of studies to support this position and yet, for our
purposes, the debate is irrelevant, which is why, throughout this book, we have
been speaking about anger in absolute terms. We recall from Chapter 5 that
emotions help to energize our direction and motivate proper behavior, but only
when we first see through the lens of the intellect. Let’s say that 1 percent of the
time anger is the proper response. In the heat of the moment, we are not able to
make that call, and we will decide that anger is necessary closer to 99 percent of
the time. Might you choose to remain calm, only to conclude after the fact that
anger was, indeed, called for? Perhaps. But wouldn’t you rather be right 99
percent of the time than 1 percent of the time? By taking anger off the table, we
are more inclined to reframe the situation and seek solutions rather than to focus
on the problem. King Solomon instructs, “Do not be eager in your heart to be
angry, for anger resides in the bosom of fools.”* Commentators explain that a
fool’s anger is readily available and accessible while a wise person stores his
anger out of reach, so that by the time he gets to it, he has already calmed
himself down. Therefore, in order to strengthen the proper neural networks,
regardless of how you feel, the display of anger will be unconditionally off the
table as a viable response.

Having a set time frame is also helpful because you will view whatever gains
you’ve made appropriately—as gains—rather than considering yourself a failure
because you didn’t succeed in completely eradicating the behavior. Start with
twenty-four hours or start with five minutes—but start, and make the goal
realistic. Anger has five main measurable components: frequency, duration,
intensity, trigger, and expression. You chart it any way you like, and again, don’t
underestimate the power of keeping a written record of your progress.

* Frequency How often do you get angry? Does it happen every hour? Does it happen every day?
Maybe it happens several times one day, and then does not even happen for several days. Keep
track of the sheer number of times you feel angry.



* Duration How long do you stay angry? Take note of how long it takes you to reclaim yourself and
to snap out of your state.

* Intensity This is a little harder to measure, but you will become more aware of how intense the
episodes are once you begin to keep track of them. Using a scale from one to five can help
quantify your feelings.

» Trigger There are always certain situations that will more easily spark our anger. This is
something you should measure because you might just be surprised at the catalyst. Also, take time
to identify the underlying fear at the root of the episode in order to work through it (using the
process in Chapter 26).

» Expression What did you do with the anger? This is not a one-size-fits-all category. If you are
prone to suppressing your feelings, did you choose to express yourself more openly and honestly?
If you usually explode, were you able to contain yourself and calmly exit the situation?

Regarding expression, we have identified three levels of anger: (1) feeling anger in the moment; (2)
acting out of anger with aggressive expression; and (3) resentment from unresolved anger. The ideal, of
course, is to enjoy a wide perspective where fewer and fewer situations get caught in the ego’s net. Still,
if you are unable to avoid feeling angry at the time, progress can be had by restraining your anger. All
too often, in the heat of the moment and out of anger, we may say or do something that further increases
our feelings of embarrassment or shame. We are then forced to double down, and our anger turns into
rage. We lose ourselves to our emotions because we cannot bear the pain of accepting what we’re doing
right now—which was in response to something else entirely. The ego goes into survival mode and re-
ups the ante, again and again. The bottom line: Do whatever is necessary to avoid rage—the
uncontrolled expression of anger.

Regardless of your thoughts and behavior in the moment, wiping the slate
clean to rid yourself of lingering resentment, guilt, or shame is a powerful,
purposeful step toward an anger free life. As we noted, taking responsibility is
not about being perfect—it’s what we do when we discover that we have
faltered, and how we move forward to make things right after we have done
wrong.

YOU’RE GOING TO LIVE ANGER FREE, GET EXCITED!

Our success coalesces around one requirement: Joy! Joy energizes our decision
to live a life that is anger free. You have every reason to be excited because
you’re not giving anything up, and you’re not losing out on anything. You are
gaining in every way: maximizing your potential and actualizing your dreams,
and becoming a happier, healthier person who appreciates all of the good that
life has to offer you.



SPECIAL NOTE TO READERS

Although the choices we make during our lives have a strong impact on our
emotional stability, severe mental illness, including anger management issues,
may result from serious trauma or a genetic disposition. This mental state could
affect a person’s basic life functioning so significantly that his or her thoughts
and behaviors fall outside the scope of genuine choice. Just as some people are
physically disabled, others are emotionally impaired through no fault of their
own. They neither choose nor cause their sickness, and to label them lazy or
selfish is not only reprehensible, but mistaken. The tools and techniques in this
book have shown to be life transforming for many people, but others will benefit
from the direct guidance of a mental-health-care professional.

At what point our free will emerges remains a subject of ongoing
philosophical, psychological, and biological debate, but the indisputable
beginning of all change comes when we make a conscious decision to accept
personal responsibility. This means that we put our ego aside and seek whatever
help we need to regain control of our lives.
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