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INTRODUCTION




SOKEI’S DREAM
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A door ajar revealed the silhouette of Sokei sitting on his heels, preparing around thirty balls of clay. He was a pupil of Chojiro, one of the best ceramicists in Kyoto, and he’d been doing this all morning. Perfectly calm and composed, picking up each ball of clay to analyse it, and putting it back on the table. Suddenly, a slight smile came to Sokei’s lips. He’d finally found the right one!


Sokei was an intelligently persistent person. Choosing the most suitable ball of clay was very important to him, because each had a different feel and inspired something unique in the maestro. The difference between the ordinary and the extraordinary was the care that went into each detail and Sokei was determined to create a unique and extraordinary piece.


With his hands together at his chest, he made a reverence to the chosen ball of clay and moved to gently pick it up, enjoying all the sensations associated with that very special moment. He noticed the moist and slightly cool feel of the clay. His soul connected with the soul of the piece, with its history and with the journey it had been through before reaching his hands.


Sokei had spent days seeking the best suited clay. His steps had led him to forests, riverbanks and even the shore of Lake Biwa. There, he closed his eyes as he sank his hands into the clay to connect better with its essence. In that moment, in the workshop, when he closed his eyes, he remembered the hopes and dreams he had poured into his choice, and he felt fortunate and grateful.


He sat in a corner of the workshop, next to the window, in the place where he’d spent so many hours learning. Young people nowadays are in a rush to learn. If they don’t learn quickly, they feel disenchanted, unmotivated, and they stop learning. They don’t realise that in order to learn and consolidate what has been learnt, we need time and a receptive and inquisitive attitude. But Sokei was not a young person like any other; Sokei had the patience of an elderly man, but with a child’s desire to learn. Sokei’s mind was racing with thoughts, his eyes were sparkling with hope and his heart was galloping at the frenetic rhythm of impatience. He knew it was a very special moment, but he needed to calm his body, his mind and his soul.


Chojiro watched him attentively from a corner of the workshop. ‘Young people are so energetic,’ he thought. But Sokei was different. He had a special sensitivity and an extraordinary emotional strength. Chojiro knew that before his eyes was his successor, a young man with the serenity of someone who has lived his entire life, and the energy of someone who has their whole life ahead of them.


Sokei touched the clay with his eyes closed. He centred all his attention on kneading the piece, feeling his fingers converge with the clay, the earth, nature and art. With the piece in his hands he felt that everything was possible, that any of the millions of forms that lived within it were waiting to connect with the hands of the ceramicist. Sokei connected with each and every one of those possible forms, imagining them and feeling them. Little by little he raised the walls of the bowl, thinking nothing, focusing his mind on the here and now, because it’s impossible to do two things at once well. He was aware that if he wanted to make something extraordinary, he needed to focus all his attention on this. His level of concentration was such that he lost all notion of time and space. His whole universe was concentrated on his hands. In that precise moment, nothing existed but him and his bowl.


He knew that beauty lies in simplicity, that the extraordinary does not require ornaments or flourishes, that it is simply beautiful and harmonious, and with that idea in mind he glazed the piece delicately and slowly. The result was an austere bowl. What is essential is beautiful. What is rustic is inspiring. What is authentic is strong. To Sokei, the bowl was a projection of his soul, of his life, of his creativity and his liberated mind. The texture of the bowl was a journey through the history of his hands, through the spirituality of his life and his love for nature.


Chojiro prepared the kiln for the crucial part of the process; the most complex, but also the most beautiful. Sokei put the bowl into the kiln. Little by little, the piece changed colour under the effect of the temperature. When the piece turned white, he gripped it firmly with iron tongs and lowered it into a recipient filled with sawdust. The smoke and the flames of the combustion embraced Sokei’s bowl, blending into one, building and creating a new entity. The glaze of the piece also wanted to form a part of that essential and transformative dance, offering up a delicate range of colours with whimsical shapes and sheens. Sokei contemplated the entire process with the excitement of someone who is a direct witness of the birth of something beautiful and unique. He could barely contain his emotion.


The time had come to remove the piece. Fire, earth and air had drawn arbitrary and whimsical shapes, painting lights and shadows on his bowl. After so much time, so much dedication, so much patience, Sokei could at last see the result of all his work and love. The truth is that it was so precious that Sokei could not avoid trembling with emotion. A chill ran down his spine. He felt the cold breath of Buruburu, the ghost of fear, which made him shudder head to toe, and from his shoulders to his fingertips, causing the piece to fall to the ground and break into six pieces. Sokei dropped the red-hot tongs to the ground, knelt down next to the piece and remained still with a perplexed expression on his face. His hands were trembling, his eyes were filled with tears. How ephemeral the life of his creation had been. He felt a hand on his shoulder.


‘Don’t cry Sokei,’ said Chojiro.


‘But it’s my life. How can you ask me not to cry?’ responded Sokei.


‘You are right to put your whole life and passion into this piece, but ceramics are beautiful and fragile, like life. Ceramics and life can break into a thousand pieces, but that should be no reason to stop living life intensely, working intensely and keeping alive all our hopes and dreams. Far from avoiding living, we must learn to repair ourselves after an adversity. Sokei, pick up the pieces, the time has come to repair your dreams. The broken pieces can be put back together again, and when you do this, don’t try to hide your fragility, because your apparent fragility has become an evident strength. Dear Sokei, it is time for me to teach you a new technique. I will explain the ancestral art of kintsugi, to help you repair your life, your dreams and your work. Go and find the gold I keep in the box on the top shelf.’


Kintsugi (‘golden joinery’) is the ancient Japanese art of repairing what has been broken. When a ceramic piece breaks, the masters of kintsugi repair it with gold, leaving the reconstruction highly visible, because, for them, a reconstructed piece is a symbol of fragility, strength and beauty. Chojiro was the first known kintsugi master, in the 16th century, and Sokei was his first pupil. This story is a recreation of what might have taken place in Chojiro’s workshop.


Ceramics are fragile, strong and beautiful at the same time, like people. Just like our life, they can break, but they can also be healed if you know how. In this book I provide the details of a method for repairing your life after it has been broken, to heal your emotional wounds. We will start by understanding the role played by adversity in our life, how we react to adversity and what consequences it has for our life and our health. In part two of the book I explain what the art of repairing your life consists of, with a simple and efficient method that is a product of the most rigorous and valuable contributions of psychology, as well as twenty years of experience working with people who have had to repair their lives, heal their emotional wounds and embellish their scars. Finally, in part three, I share different stories that are as true as life itself; each chapter starts with a story, followed by an explanation of the key issues and resources to tackle that situation. You’ll see that for each illustrated case I apply the method that we have worked on, providing details on the process in a very practical way so that you yourself can apply what you have read if you need to.


Throughout the book I narrate different situations I have come across in my professional practice. All of them are real cases. And unfortunately, they are all too common. I have decided to compile them all and share them with you, so that, if you ever find yourself in that position, if you are experiencing that situation or if you want to help someone who needs to repair their life, here is a guide to help and inspire you.


I have placed the emphasis on explaining the how-to. Yes, the how-to. I think there is a lot of literature that tells you what you have to do and what for, and there is even literature that is encouraging and motivational. But in my opinion, we need more books with a how-to approach. We professionals who possess the knowledge as a tool are often afraid to share it. This is not the case for me. I have always believed that psychology needs to be taken out of the consultation room, out of the lecture hall, and placed at the service of people. In my first book, Emotional Strength, I suggested a concept, a method, and a how-to for readers. In Kintsugi, I go a step further, including real cases with real solutions laid out as a guide so that the reader can work independently.


The goal of psychology is to make people strong and happy so that they can overcome adversity, and in some cases all we need to know is how to do it. Because we are not always able to access the services of a psychologist, I have gone to great lengths to ensure this book is a resource to help you overcome adversity. A resource that helps you repair your life independently, without compromising on rigour or effectiveness.


In Kintsugi I will help you repair different situations with three objectives. In the first place, I want you to see that what you are experiencing is not unusual or rare. Sometimes we stigmatise ourselves, or other people stigmatise us; we feel like freaks; we believe that we are not responsible for what is happening to us and that we do not have the capacity to overcome it. But this is not the case. Throughout my professional experience, I’ve seen repeated over and over the same problems. I’ve isolated the common factors and I have developed, analysed and explained them. When we understand things, we can overcome them. When you read this book, you may feel it resonates with the case of someone you know. If that happens, I encourage you to phone them up and tell them that now you understand them better. Share your pain, share their pain and share your healing as the best example to follow.


My second objective is for you to be able to show the people around you what is happening to you and how you feel. Sometimes we are prejudged offhandedly and we feel unable to defend ourselves, or even to explain what we are going through. But it is precisely when we are struggling that we need greater doses of empathy, understanding, support and compassion. I have seen many clients, very many. I have suffered with them. I have also felt joy for their successes. In this book I explain in a practical and compassionate way some things that you may be feeling or experiencing.


Finally, my third objective is to provide you with tools and strategies so that you can overcome adversity and rebuild your life as an authentic kintsugi master. After reading this book you will be stronger and more beautiful, as you will have overcome adversity, learn from it, and feel capable of coping with what life has presented to you, whether it is challenges, problems or setbacks.


Much is said about resilience, but I have decided to go beyond that and provide you with a method to rebuild your life. I would like you to read Kintsugi slowly, taking your time, savouring each and every one of the concepts, the stories and the resources I share with you. Forget about speed-reading, forget about scan-reading, forget about reading, and instead have a conversation with me. I am trying to imagine you, I am trying to explain things to you in the first person, I am trying to talk to you and listen to you. Have a conversation with the book, with me, do it bit by bit, thinking and savouring. Connect with Kintsugi, connect with me, connect with slow reading.


I have written this book a little at a time, often in the mountains, surrounded by marmots and chamois. So I am asking you to also read it a little at a time. You can read it on the subway or at the airport, but I encourage you to find a space where you feel comfortable, enjoying it as much as possible. Find a park, or go to the beach or the hills, go for a walk and find the silence you need to have a conversation with me and with yourself.


In this book I encourage you and help you to live intensely, to rebuild yourself and to repair your life. Citing Chojiro, do not forget that ceramics and life can break into a thousand pieces, but not for that reason should we stop living it intensely, working it intensely and depositing in it all our hopes and dreams. Far from avoiding living, we need to learn to repair ourselves after an adversity.




PART ONE




RAKU-YAKI, THE ART OF THE ESSENTIAL
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‘Dear Sokei, the most important thing in this life is to live.’ Chojiro’s words resounded in Sokei’s head over and over. ‘Sokei, live intensely, work each piece with infinite love, knowing that if life or a piece breaks, you will be able to repair it again.’


The most important thing in this life is to live, which is not the same thing as to survive. There is a clear difference between living and surviving. When we live, everything is more intense; colours are brighter, kisses are full of passion and our bodies are moved with each emotion. Living is reserved only for the brave, because it involves making decisions, overcoming complacency, and actively seeking our development and growth. When we live intensely, we run more risks and we become more fragile.


Living calls for large doses of emotional strength, because it requires a strong mindset that acts as a safeguard from the external pressures we receive. However, we must not forget that we also pressure ourselves without being aware of it. Often, we are our own worst judge. We internalise the expectations of others and we turn them into pressures that burden our soul and our life. We become overwhelmed for no reason. We push ourselves to achieve unrealistic goals, dreams that someone one day wanted us to have, a fantasy that is incompatible with our lives, in an entire fantasy movie that we came up with and created in our heads.


Living intensely requires coherence in order to make your own decisions regardless of the expectations that other people may have placed on you. Yes, that kind of coherence that is incompatible with keeping up a facade, a shop window or an image cobbled together out of scraps of others’ desires.


An intense life is an authentic life. Being different is the best thing that has happened to you. Don’t try to be like others. Don’t abandon or hide your idiosyncrasy to live the life that everyone else lives. We are not here just to pay our bills and relax for one month of the year. You are a compendium of virtues that are waiting to be activated. Discover them, and put them to good use.


Living intensely is essential and necessary, because what is at stake is our happiness and that of our loved ones. But sometimes living is dangerous, because people who live intensely can get hurt. We already know that people who do nothing, suffer nothing. But avoiding doing things out of fear of getting hurt is not a path to growth. Your body is designed to repair damage, in the same way that your mind and your emotions also are. Yes, our body, our mind and our emotions have what is called the drive to heal, which is in charge of repairing and healing everything that is broken and in pain. If you don’t want to suffer, if you don’t want to break, then limit yourself to surviving without leaving the house, the place where everything is under control, the place that provides you with safety and comfort; but know that your body is capable of repairing the pain, wounds and suffering.


Don’t try to live a pleasant life devoid of suffering, because if you do, you will be resigning yourself to surviving instead of living intensely. Instead, seek an active and full life, knowing that you are stronger than any of the adversities you could ever encounter, aware that you will always be able to heal. You can limit yourself to surviving, to living day by day as a routine, not asking yourself questions, not loving because you are scared of being hurt, not running for fear of getting tired, not jumping for fear of falling, not skinny-dipping in the sea for fear of losing your clothes, not taking the time to lie in the sun in a field and think, not kissing the person you love, not messing up your hair or losing your composure … ultimately, not enriching your days with a double dose of passion and vitality. Or you can start to live.


Don’t avoid living out of fear of suffering adversity. Adversity is nothing more than a challenge, so do some training to overcome it. Prepare yourself for when it appears, because don’t forget, the most important thing is to live. Leap, run, let your hair down … Live intensely!


Allow me to start by explaining a very important concept, the concept of ‘perspective’. Life is the way it is, but depending on where you focus your attention, you will be able to see some things instead of others.


Let me share an illustrative example. I remember a trip I took years ago from my home in northern Spain to the Dolomites. I took the car with the idea of driving non-stop, because I wanted to reach my destination before dark. But on the way, I decided make a stop in Nice, to go for a dip in the sea, and because of this detour I arrived in the Dolomites after nightfall. I camped in the dark; I couldn’t see anything beyond what the headlights revealed, and I went to sleep with the impression that this place had nothing that couldn’t be found in any valley of the Pyrenees. But that impression changed the following morning when I woke up. The view when I came out of the tent was stunning, and unforgettable. The Dolomites, with their reddish hues, ablaze in the first rays of sun, dominated the entire valley, which was buried in shadow. Thanks to the sunlight, I was able to gain perspective. The view had always been there, but without light I was not aware of it. The fact that I could not see the Dolomites did not mean they were not there, in the same way that not knowing what you are capable of does not mean you do not have plenty of virtues and strengths. So the question is: are you prepared to light up your life, gain perspective and adopt a new viewpoint on adversity and your ability to cope with it? 




LIVING WITH ADVERSITY AND PAIN
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Sokei knew this was not the first piece to ever break. Nor was it likely to be the last. But he did know that it was the most precious, the most adored, the most beloved. Could he continue to love each piece? Sokei was afraid of not being able to stand a new disappointment, a new misfortune, a new adversity. 


‘I think people don’t know what life is all about,’ said my interlocutor suddenly, unprompted, with no preamble. He was an intelligent and sceptic scientist who was challenging me to a deep conversation in the green room of a television studio.


I must admit that my plan was to use those minutes to prepare for the interview I was about to give, but I gladly abandoned my task to talk with him. When I find a brilliant mind, I like to explore it, play together and have a conversation; I could not afford to miss such a good opportunity for learning. 


‘People have unrealistic expectations. They think that life has to be wonderful; also, these unreal expectations are irresponsibly promoted by self-help and motivational books,’ he went on.


Things were getting interesting. He was right, we do constantly get bombarded with messages about floating on cloud nine and living happy ever after, but the reality is that if there is anything we should aspire to, it’s to be strong, because life brings us constant challenges that we have to face whether we like it or not. Happiness is a transient state, and cannot last forever. We believe ourselves to be incomplete, we believe we need something more in order to be happy, we go in pursuit of nirvana, thinking that when we reach it we will be happy, and all the while we are unaware that happiness, if it is to be found anywhere, it’s in the journey. Each mountain we climb, each river we ford, each desert we cross will make us stronger, and knowing ourselves to be stronger, we will feel safer, better prepared and, for a while, happier.


Often, the only choice we have is to be strong. Each and every one of the billions of inhabitants on planet Earth, at some point or another will have to stand face to face with adversity, pain, suffering, sadness or any other challenge in the shape of a problem or calamity. That is inevitable. And since we will have to face adversity, we’d better make sure it finds us well prepared. Adversity is an inevitable part of life and, far from trying to deny it or run from it, we have to look it square in the eye and deal with it, manage it, or overcome it. In this book, I am not going to teach you to be happy, but to be strong, to live with adversity and handle the challenges and problems of daily life, and their consequences.


Not long ago, I met someone who had just lost her mother in a car accident. She was in pieces, literally broken. Her gaze was vacant, she was incapable of holding a conversation, her eyes were red from crying and her hands would not stop shaking. She was in a very, very bad state. She felt lonely and helpless, she didn’t know what to do, and had even spent a few days just wandering around the house, with no clear occupation. My dear friend was faced with the hardest thing she could have imagined, the hardest thing she had ever experienced. To make matters worse, she had to face it with a huge handicap: at the age of 29, she had never had to overcome any adversity. Her mother and father had made sure to clear the rocks from her path, paint a radiant sun in her life, keep away the clouds that threatened with any storm and provide her with a placid, comfortable and sheltered life. From a place of love, her parents thought that was best for her, without realising that in reality they were only damaging her, because by not giving her the chance to learn to face adversity, she had not been able to put into practice the necessary abilities to overcome it.


Life is dynamic and unstable. Change is a part of life, the world, and our existence. What worked yesterday, today no longer does. The picture that life painted for us as little children has nothing to do with what we will come across as we grow up. Life cannot be predicted or controlled, and any such attempts are based on self-delusion, on building imagined realities that crumble away as time goes by, leaving tremendous existential crises in their wake. 


Throughout our life we will experience problems and crises, there is no question about that, but the good news is that we can learn to manage and overcome them. A failing grade, a broken arm or an unhappy love affair are situations that can be worked on and learnt from. A crisis, a problem or an adversity is nothing more than a difficulty that must be overcome. That is what we must believe and that is what we must teach our children. 


We live with adversity day by day. In the same way that we learn to run and jump, read and write, eat and dress, we should learn to identify and manage adversity, because the way in which we deal with it conditions our chances of success. Learning to manage adversity is an emotional strength so important that, in my opinion, it should be taught as part of the school curriculum, along with other emotional strengths. We are not taught that life can bring us challenges and problems, or that proper management is what our happiness and our mental and physical health depend on. Instead, we are made to believe that life has to be a bed of roses, when in reality that idea is completely irrational and biased. 


Life is a constant state of flux, a continuous challenge that we cannot and should not try to avoid. A path with ups and downs, it’s demanding, uncertain and sometimes random, and it will put us face to face with beauty and pain, with success and frustration, with love and disappointment. Life is as beautiful as it is challenging; it will reward us and it will test us. Adversity is simply a problem, a frustration, or a challenge that needs to be managed. But are you prepared to live with adversity?




WHY DO WE FEEL PAIN?


To stay alive. Pain is necessary to be able to live; it has a clear adaptive function. All living creatures need to be capable of reacting to harmful stimuli, dangers and threats. Pain is an essential mechanism of adaptation that alerts us sooner rather than later of the presence of something that might hurt, attack or wound us, whether it is at the physical or emotional level. 


So when we ignore the emotional pain inflicted on us by a toxic partner, for example, we are ignoring the warning signs that our body is sending us. Do not ignore pain, especially emotional, because it is telling you that you have to make some changes and decisions, and take action.





We don’t all suffer in the same way


It was 26th December 2015, and we were on our way home after spending Christmas away. We opened the gate to the garden and parked the car. In that moment I saw my dog Duna appear, a thirteen-year-old Boxer. Immediately after came Vilu, my daughter’s two-year-old Border Collie, but I didn’t see Idefix, my partner’s four-year-old Westie. We unpacked the car and went into the house. ‘Darling, open up for Idefix, he must be in the porch,’ I said to my wife. ‘Has he not come in?’ she replied.


Idefix had not come in. He was lying lifeless in the corner where he usually napped in the sun, having apparently had a heart attack. All I remember from that moment on is a lot of sadness and crying. 


But were we all equally affected in my family by the death of Idefix? Was it more painful for my wife or for my daughter? Can pain be quantified? Is it possible to say who suffered the most? Was it the one who cried the hardest or who cried the longest? Without a doubt, the death of Idefix had a deep impact on us all and the three of us suffered, but not all of us did so in the same way. It is difficult to categorise the impact that an adversity has on a person and compare it with that of another person, because there is a subjective component that determines the value we give to adversity and the impact we believe it will have on our life. Perhaps that’s where the key resides, in the word ‘believe’.


And now I ask myself this: Will Duna’s death be more painful to me? Or is it possible that I’m better prepared to face it? Duna is an old dog by now, she’s practically a hundred in dog years. With Duna we have travelled all over Europe. She is in photos with the Little Mermaid in Copenhagen, the Atomium in Brussels and the Eiffel Tower in Paris. She has gone up the Pyrenees, the Alps and countless European mountain ranges, she has bathed in Norwegian fjords and in all the lakes we have travelled past, from Bergen to Cádiz. She has travelled by boat, train and bus … even by cable car. She has made friends all over and stolen the hearts of many people with her sweet goofiness. Duna has lived intensely a few years longer than we would normally expect of a boxer. To this day she enjoys running through tunnels, exploring trails and swimming in the first river or lake she goes past. Duna runs by my side, practically touching me. She is blind and deaf, but she won’t miss any opportunity to go out to the mountains and run and jump around.


Will the foreseeable death of Duna be more painful than the unexpected death of Idefix? Well, I don’t know. I cannot predict it; I cannot even imagine it. And my wife, will she find the death of Idefix more painful than the death of Duna? In any case, what does ‘more painful’ mean? How to quantify pain? Is there a scale we can measure it on? Pain is subjective, and how we experience it can vary enormously. It is possible that one person, in the same situation, may feel varying intensities of pain. Think about it. Try and remember that toothache you had. Find in your memory a tummy ache, a headache, or some period cramps. Now try to analyse if your head always aches with the same intensity, if each month your ovaries hurt in the same way, if each tummy ache or toothache is the same as the previous. You’ll see that depending on different factors, the intensity of the pain may vary. So if for one person the same pain may manifest in different ways at different times, imagine the variations for different people. Until now, no one has found a trustworthy and universal measure to quantify pain, so, in the meantime, all we can do is guide ourselves by the subjective assessments of pain, knowing that these can be affected by our mood, our fatigue or our ability to cope. 




THE PHYSIOLOGY OF PAIN


Pain starts with the activation of special receptors called ‘nociceptors’, specialised in the detection of pain. These are distributed throughout the body and are capable of differentiating between innocuous and harmful stimuli. When they are activated, they send signals to the brain through the spinal cord and cause the reflex of avoidance, which allows us to remove the body part that is being injured from the source of pain. Once the signals reach the brain, the experience of pain is activated as a completely subjective sensory experience that is difficult to quantify, but which tends to bring with it emotional states such as sadness or anxiety.


But don’t forget that the brain is a kind of centre for tangible reality, and virtual reality, in such a way that, on occasion, we may feel pain even when no physical element is activating the pain nociceptors. Pain is a highly complex adaptive physiological process that nature and evolution have designed and perfected to allow us to stay alive. But sometimes, despite the efficiency of the design, we may suffer for things that have never happened and never will.





Pain is one thing, and the expression of suffering is another


Sometimes we mistake one of these concepts for another. Allow me to explain with a real example I once experienced. I was teaching a class on communication when something very interesting happened. Suddenly, in the middle of the class, someone stood up, and started walking in circles and speaking loudly, completely interrupting the class, to inform us all that he had the flu and was feeling rotten. He wouldn’t stop complaining throughout the whole class. He complained about his headache, runny nose, sore throat and the heaviness of his eyelids. I can’t say for sure how bad he felt, but none of those present were in any doubt that he was experiencing the worst bout of flu of his life.


A few chairs to his right there was a person who was clearly experiencing pain in acute episodes. Suddenly she would disconnect from the class, bring her hand to her face and close her eyes. Maybe she had a toothache. I will never know. She did not complain in the slightest. She didn’t make it public. She didn’t talk about it to anyone. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt, after analysing her behaviour and the expression on her face, that she was experiencing a great deal of pain. Now, in the eyes those present, who was suffering the most pain? The person who was complaining, or the person who was trying to manage their pain discreetly?


We are often incapable of controlling pain, but we can control the expression of suffering. Depending on the expression that we adopt, we will be communicating and sharing our pain and involving the people around us in it. Doing so is normal, and is even beneficial, because when we share our pain, we awaken empathy in those who can help alleviate it. So if we try to estimate how much a person is suffering based on their facial expression, it is very likely that we will be mistaken. Shared pain does not hurt less. Quiet pain has no reason to hurt more. The truth is that we know little, too little, about how much others are hurting in life. 




WHEN PAIN BECOMES PERVERSE


Some people, in order to gain attention, like to adopt one of the oldest and simplest tricks in the book: faking pain. We can see it all around us. The footballer who throws himself to the ground and writhes in pain, the child who knows he’s going to get told off by his parents, the partner who doesn’t feel like making love because they are going through a stressful period, and many other everyday situations. Victimism is based on the expression of pain, often fake, which demands consideration. The victim asks for payment from the other person in exchange for their suffering. It is common behaviour, of course, but that does not make it any less toxic or cruel, because, if you stop to think about it carefully, you are actually playing with the emotions and worries of people around you.


When a loved one feels pain, we suffer with them, we cry with them, and we feel their pain. Without realising, our mirror neurons and our capacity for empathy cause us pain. Literally. Yes, exactly what you are reading. Maybe the intensity is less than the person who is experiencing pain. It may be different … It may be partial, but in any case it is not insignificant.






Don’t forget:




• Don’t concern yourself with being happy, instead focus on being strong.


• Come to terms with the fact that adversity is part of life. Do not avoid it, do not ignore it, do not reject it.


• We must train to strengthen our ability to cope and rebuild in the face of adversity.


• If you transform adversity into a challenge, you will find it easier to tackle it.


• Not all of us suffer in the same way.


• The one who cries most is not necessarily the one who suffers most; do not mistake pain for the expression of pain.







WHAT HURTS?


[image: Image Missing]


Sokei didn’t know if what hurt more was the sadness or the disappointment. He felt the weight of guilt on his shoulders. Why did he have to open the tongs that held his bowl?


In all professions, including psychology, you’ll find two kinds of professional you will be able to recognise easily by the way in which they deal with problems (or cases, when talking about psychologists).


Imagine that your car tyre bursts and you go to the mechanic. A ‘type 1 professional’ (I must confess I love this neutral and elegant euphemism, which I use to avoid calling him ‘reckless and unmotivated’) will simply change the tyre. You’ll find these kinds of type 1 professionals everywhere: the doctor who prescribes an antacid for a stomach ache, the dietician who simply photocopies the latest fad diet, the shop attendant who only shows you the item that is easiest to reach on the shelf, and the psychotherapist who simply tells you to delude yourself into thinking that what is happening to you is not that bad and that there are people who are worse off. But, fortunately, there are also ‘type 2 professionals’, those who enjoy what they do, who educate themselves, are inquisitive and energetic, and who treat the client with the respect, professionalism and love they deserve.


Type 1 professionals go to work hoping for the hours to pass without running into too many problems, while type 2s love each and every one of the clients they see, because their profession is their passion. A type 2 professional will seek for the root of what is happening to you. If they are a mechanic, they will analyse the car’s suspension and detect a malfunction that is causing an abnormal wear in the tyre. If they are a doctor, they will analyse the source of that stomach ache and discover that you are allergic to gluten. If they are a dietician, they will analyse the reason why you are overweight and check your food guidelines, your metabolism and your endocrine function. If they are a shop attendant, they will analyse your body shape, and select the garments that are most flattering to your figure. And if they are a psychotherapist, a good psychotherapist, they will analyse the source of your suffering.


We suffer for many reasons, and depending on the source of the suffering we will have to vary our approach. But let’s go step by step; let’s first identify the different sources and causes of suffering.


Adversity hurts


Emotional pain arises from adversity. Every day we face hundreds of adversities, if not thousands. An adversity is a situation that is not very favourable or even contrary to our interests; whether it’s a setback, a misfortune or a tragedy. We try to live a placid life, unaware that adversity is not only common, but that it’s even necessary for a correct psycho-social development.


Properly managed pain allows us to learn and grow. We often try to cheat ourselves or conceal pain with medication, and by covering it up, we do not allow ourselves to tackle the problem head on, resolve it, and grow, feeling stronger and more confident. Stop trying to convince yourself that what you are experiencing is not that terrible, that there are people who are worse off than you, or any kind of argument along those lines, and start accepting that adversity is part and parcel of life. It is an opportunity to grow and gain in confidence. Adversity does not have to be negative if we transform it into a challenge to be overcome.


Frustration hurts


Emotional pain also arises from the frustration we experience when our expectations are not met. What are our expectations of life? What do we think it will be like? We have some uncertain and poorly adjusted expectations. We set ourselves goals that are not realistic and that do nothing but cause us more suffering.


An unrealistic expectation will never come true. You may think that, one day, someone will do something for you. It will not be me who shatters that illusion, but I encourage you, while that is not happening, to focus on doing something for yourself, such as managing your expectations of the future, the people around you, and the world.


Other people also set expectations for us that we internalise and make our own. They tell us what we must be like, what we can expect and when we must be successful. And we believe them. We form an idea of the world and of life based on scraps of reality, advertising slogans, famous phrases pronounced by some wise person, slogans read on social media, litanies copied over and over, and hopes, fears and desires. And this idea of the world, this constructed image, we take for real, mistaking reality for what we desire, and of course, what we desire may never come true. And when it does not come true, we suffer. It is a gratuitous kind of suffering which we could have avoided altogether.


In the third part of the book I will show you different examples of how you can repair what is broken. But until then, my best advice is that you learn to set realistic expectations and that you recalibrate any existing ones, readjusting them to reality.




WHAT DO YOU EXPECT WILL HAPPEN?


I want to share a personal example with you. In May 2016 I ran the Transvulcania, a prestigious mountain race that crosses the beautiful Canary island of La Palma from south to north, crowning all its volcanoes, and covering 78 kilometres over 8,400 metres of accumulated elevation gain. When I arrived on the island, I stayed at the same hotel as the elite runners, where the topic of conversation was our planned timings for the race. Twenty years ago, it might have taken me 10 hours to complete it. But on that occasion, having scarcely trained, and if no physical problem arose (which was quite unlikely), I might have been able to complete it in about 12 hours with a lot of effort. In the end, it took me 15 hours, which was the time I had said to those who asked me. Where did that expectation come from? From reality. The reality was that I had not trained enough, because I had a limited amount of time to do so. The reality was that I am one or two kilos heavier than twenty years ago, that my body is more worn out, and that my motivation in terms of enjoyment versus suffering has also changed a lot. So after this analysis of reality, I decided that 5 kilometres per hour was an acceptable pace that I could maintain over many kilometres. I set arrival times for each control point to have a reference and I started running.


As it happened, I felt very good in terms of strength, and the pace I maintained was slightly above the one I had expected, especially uphill. If I could keep that up, I could finish the race in around 13 hours without any trouble. But suddenly a minor physical issue cropped up, something I was aware could happen. Later on in the race, the accumulation of kilometres started to wear on my joints, my lack of training, and the fact that I was unused to this. I managed to maintain a good pace uphill, because I was doing well at the muscular level, but downhill I was not able to run. At the end of the race I fixed the pace at 5 kilometres per hour. What happened? Did I get frustrated when I had to revise my pace down? Not at all. My more realistic expectation told me that what was happening was what I had expected to happen. There was no frustration, no pain, no suffering, I was not hit hard by reality. What was bound to happen had indeed happened. With no bitterness or disappointment.


But what if I had harboured any expectations that I could complete the race in 12 hours? Well, I would have experienced frustration, pain, and very possibly, helplessness. In the case of the Transvulcania, as in life itself, a well-adjusted expectation is the difference going on and giving up, enjoying and suffering, between building and breaking. Contextualise your expectations in the reality of the situation instead of adjusting them to your desires, because that way you will save yourself a great deal of suffering and pain. 





Disappointment hurts


Emotional pain may also arise from disappointment. We often do not see reality as it is but as we would like it to be. People are the way they are, not the way you want them to be. Life is the way it is, not the way you would like it to be. Things are the way they are, but we often do not want to see them exactly as they are and we create a completely distorted image of reality.


We trick ourselves regarding our partner, our marriage, our work, our car, our decisions, our desires, our children and our future. We want to think that things are going well and that the problems we have will magically fix themselves. We put our life on hold for an apparent happiness, we refuse to see our problems, we sweep them under the carpet with a good dose of self-delusion. When reality sends out alarm bells in the form of anxiety, misgivings or sadness, instead of analysing what is actually happening to us, we look for something to distract ourselves.


But reality insists and shows us again its most truthful face, and we again deceive ourselves, not wanting to admit the evidence. We have to make the delusion more resistant, we have to reinforce the facade. The decor we live in starts to peel at the corners, and in that moment we do everything in our power to deceive ourselves further and move to the next level. And we go on until the lie completely comes apart, until the stage set we’ve been living on collapses, until the movie we’re inventing comes to an end. And when this happens, we experience a great deal of pain and suffering.




WHY DO WE DELUDE OURSELVES?


When we do not like what we see, we can do one of three things: accept it, modify it, or delude ourselves. Accepting or modifying reality requires a huge effort of willpower and a great deal of maturity and responsibility, while fabricating a stage set and living a lie is a lot easier. For that reason, many people live a lie, a kind of fairy tale without a happy ending. But as it happens, all fairy tales eventually come to an end, despite our attempts to postpone it, and when they do, they always leave behind a trail of pain and suffering in their wake.





Disappointment occurs when knowledge of the truth dismantles an error or delusion. And although the truth will set us free, it hurts to know that no one but ourselves has been deluded. Taking a reality check will hurt, but it will provide you with the best foundation to start constructing a sound building that will allow you to be much happier than you would if living a lie.


Self-delusion is not a valid choice, because it only provides you with superficial happiness. And this happiness is very focused on the short term. 


Change hurts


We find it hard to change, but that’s because we start from a root idea that is false. We look for stability, thinking that it will give us safety and happiness, when life is actually unstable and ever-changing. We try to control the uncontrollable, we want to set the brakes on dizzying change, we try to construct parapets that will protect us from what cannot be controlled, and along the way we pay a high price: we waste our energy and we feel insecure and weak. That’s why, until we accept that the only reliable thing, the only thing we can build a healthy life on, is change, we won’t be able to feel strong and safe.


Life is change, and the happiest person will be the one who is prepared to manage it. The fact that life is change is good news, because it tells us that everything can change; even the worst misfortune will eventually come to an end if we work in the right direction.


Ultimately, learning to manage change is not that complicated. What’s more, on many occasions we believe that a change will be worse, when we do not know for sure how things will pan out. We jump to conclusions, we dig our heels in and we miss the chance to take advantage of the positive consequences of change.




TYPES OF CHANGE


There are different types of change: for the better, for the worse, or uncertain. When we sell an old car to buy a new one, the change is for the better, obviously. When we move out of a new house to live in an old house that is lying in disrepair, that’s a change for the worse. But there are many changes that are uncertain in nature, that will see a positive or negative evolution depending on how we handle them. Changing our job, partner or place of residence will not necessarily entail negative consequences; however, if we experience these changes negatively, we could make our worst nightmares come true.





The truth is that we react badly when faced with an unexpected change, which leads us to suffer, often briefly, yet still with a great deal of pain. In the same way, sometimes we suffer ahead of time for an expected or anticipated future change; that is, sometimes we suffer for things we believe will happen after a change, even though they never end up happening.


We suffer because of our judgement and thoughts


Without a shadow of a doubt, our best ally when it comes to living fully and being happy is our mind. We have the capacity to think, a great evolutionary achievement; but we often think too little, and badly, wasting the huge potential we have.


I’ve heard it said more than once that thinking is exhausting and leads nowhere. When I hear these kinds of statements, I usually ask my interlocutor whether what they mean is thinking or worrying, which is not the same thing. We tend to invest a lot of time in worrying and ruminating on a subject like a hamster on a wheel – but that has nothing to do with thinking. Thinking, when done right, is a productive, creative or practical endeavour. Few people know how to do it well, but contrary to what it might seem, learning to think is easy, and all it requires is a bit of practice.


When we talk about thinking properly, we should highlight the role of a mistake that is all too common when analysing our reality, which leads to suffering: mistaking what is possible for what is likely. This happens when we believe that anything can happen, without taking into consideration the likelihood or probability of it occurring. The lottery is an example that illustrates this well. There is a possibility that we might win the lottery, of course there is. But it’s not about whether or not we can win it; what should guide our conduct is how much of a probability there is that we will win it. The truth is that the probability is very low, and no matter how much effort you put into buying plenty of tickets to try and increase that probability, you should not entertain any illusions, because the likelihood of you winning will continue to be low. The possibility still exists, that’s true. You can continue to dream, hoping for the possibility. But if you want to be happy, stop waiting for a miracle to happen and start working to achieve your goals.
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