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Author’s Note


The information in this book does not constitute medical advice. It is for informational purposes only, and it is not intended to diagnose, treat, cure, or prevent any condition or disease. Diagnosis and treatment of any mental health condition requires the attention of a physician or qualified mental health professional. Please consult your healthcare provider before applying any of the information, to ensure the advice is right for you. Any case studies are composites of real clients, whose names and details have been changed to protect their privacy. Although I have used certain gendered terms in this book, such as male and female hormones and masculine and feminine energies, I have done so for concision, and those gendered elements can apply to anyone. And finally, this book has been written to include everyone, with regard to gender, sexuality, and race, and it is my hope that every reader can relate to the examples included.














Introduction


When I meet someone new and they discover I help people with high-functioning anxiety, very often they respond, “Oh god, that’s me. I need you!” If this is you too, you’re not alone.


High-functioning anxiety is the perfectionistic, pressure-fueled type where, despite the anxious feelings, day-to-day activities are accomplished and generally well-executed. It’s a common experience for many high achievers. Being perfect and working as hard as you can is pretty much embedded in society’s values. But the fact that this behavior is normalized doesn’t mean it’s good for us, or that we can’t change it.


Sometimes I try to imagine all the people across the world experiencing high-functioning anxiety, and it feels incredibly overwhelming. I think they deserve so much better. In choosing to pick up this book, it is quite likely you’re one of those people. When I picture you opening up to the first page and finding these words, I can’t help but beam with excitement for you. I know that the possibility of a new life awaits.


Maybe you’re exhausted. Maybe you’re tired of being at war with yourself in your quest to be perfect all the time. Maybe you’re weary from looking to other people to give you the love you crave. Maybe you have no idea what you’re really meant to be doing with your life. Maybe you yearn for your relationships to feel more connected. Maybe your heart feels battered and scarred from life’s disappointments. Maybe you’ve started to develop health issues that won’t go away. Maybe you’re done with putting everyone else first and leaving yourself last. Maybe your wildest dreams and deepest heart’s desires feel way out of reach.


Maybe you’re feeling like you never have enough: not enough time, money, friends, praise, love. Maybe you’re over making other people happy and caring so much about what they think of you. Maybe your inner critic is yelling loudly, pulling you apart piece by piece every time you look in the mirror. Maybe, more days than you’d like to admit, the voice of self-doubt is all you can hear.


If you find yourself repeating habits that don’t really serve you, you might find answers in these pages. Numbing ourselves from uncomfortable emotions and not knowing how to stop is very common, and it’s something I’ve experienced myself. So many of us have a lot of great things going on, but our lives don’t really make us happy in the way society promises. Often, something about our life just feels off, but we can’t quite put our finger on it. If you’re curious about the possibility of something other than the hamster-wheel way of life, living with your anxious mind controlling you, I’m so happy you picked up this book.


I know what it’s like to feel like you can’t trust life enough to let go and enjoy the ride. I too have lived from that fearful place, armored up with tension in my neck and shoulders. I know how it feels to be hyperaware of what others think and to have a mind consumed with circling worries that promise to keep you safe in the world—and hold you back from living freely from your heart.


If you’re not sure what living from your heart is just yet, don’t worry: We’ll work on that. It’s enough right now to know it’s about that niggle you feel, calling you to something new, luring you toward a different solution. It’s that tiny glimmer of hope you catch yourself letting in sometimes, that inner excitement and sense of joy that bubbles up spontaneously within you. Maybe that feeling seems like a distant memory, but it’s there, and it’s enough to get you started.


I wrote this book for those in a similar place to where I once was—to give you hope that you can take positive action toward creating a life full of joy and power. You can become the master of your anxious mind. I’ve helped thousands of people claim this kind of power for themselves, and it’s there for the taking for you too.


That said, this is not a book about “curing” or “fixing” anxiety. I know you wish you could just get rid of your anxiety and the discomfort that comes with it—but the key is to change how you relate to anxiety altogether. Anxiety is not something you actually want to remove from your life experience. Let me explain.


The “eradicate anxiety” approach just doesn’t work. The more you try to silence it, the louder anxiety will roar back in response. It’s a fickle creature, much like a cat who refuses to be affectionate when you want him to be. The cat, in defiance, will jump away from your outstretched fingers. At that point, many people give up and say cats are too difficult to deal with. People say that about anxiety too, after just a few attempts to make it better. The cat will come to you purring when you learn to understand how he operates and how to work with his rules and temperament. You must learn to approach the cat the way he wants you to: just after he has woken from a nap, ready for a scratch under the chin. Anxiety works in much the same way.


We have to learn how to take the “wrongness” out of anxiety. This intense emotional state is not a tumor to cut out, it’s a compass pointing to where you can grow, find more love within, and build the kind of self-confidence that has you calling in whatever you wish your life to be. Anxiety is the loud noise you hear when your car veers over the guiding white lines on the highway of your life. Anxiety says, “Hey, you might want to adjust the wheel a little. Don’t keep going this way!” Instead of trying to shut it down, approach anxiety with curiosity. See the value it can offer in your life: the fuel for transformative growth it provides and the important messages hidden within its discomfort. Appreciate the way it signals the need for more sleep, better nutrition, and taking care of your physical body.


We must learn to see beyond the fears and limits of the anxious mind to find our true nature beneath. Our true nature is trusting the journey of life, no matter how uncertain the path ahead may seem. Our true nature is feeling comfortable and alive in our bodies. Our true nature is feeling safe and expansive, like life is full of opportunities and possibilities. Our true nature is loving the human beings around us with compassion and without judgment. Most importantly, our true nature is loving ourselves. It’s navigating life’s challenges with the ability to switch out of fear and into self-love that gives you the best outcome. This is mastering your anxious mind.


I will soon share the details of my story and how I learned to reset my anxious mind, but because I am sure you’ll want to know this part right away, let me fast-forward to the end and assure you that, these days, anxiety has no power over me. I know just what to do when anxiety shows up (and it still does from time to time). The crucial difference is that the anxiety passes on through quietly, taking up little of my energy or brain space. I have no interest in the fear-mongering stories it offers up and do not pay attention to its doubts or judgments. All that energy is now available for investing in important relationships, putting my health first, dreaming up new projects, showing up in my business, painting and singing, traveling the world, helping others, following my heart’s desires, and prioritizing what truly matters in life.


This expansive, openhearted way of living is available to you too if you will agree to one rule: Your aim is not to never feel anxious again. You must not beat yourself up when you’re feeling anxious yet again. That is another sneaky way for perfectionism to block you from the growth and healing you’re seeking. If you commit yourself to following my instructions, you will reach a place where you experience much less anxiety much less of the time, but you haven’t failed if you feel moments of anxiety all through your life. As I said, I still feel anxiety sometimes too. The most important question to ask is: Did you respond differently in that moment of anxiety?


You will feel anxious at times as you move through the healing process of this book. Please expect that and know that you will be okay. I will guide you through these anxious moments as we go. The truth is, you have so much more power over anxiety than you realize. Healing is a process of recognizing that power and stepping into it more and more—then losing it, then finding it again. Such is the journey of our lives. There is no fairy-tale story in which the caterpillar goes into a healing cocoon and emerges as a butterfly and that’s it: It lives happily ever after with no challenges or pain. You’re never done. You will go back into the cocoon and be forced to find your wings again and again. It can feel grueling at times, but remember that the healing process is oh so beautiful too. Each time you will emerge wiser, stronger, and, if you embrace your healing, more at peace with what life is all about. When you realize there is no mountain peak to aim for, you become a lot more accepting of the process and content with where you are along the way. That acceptance makes the journey so much easier, as anxiety has nothing to cling to. The ins and outs of practicing this art will all come later. For now, please believe me that you are not truly the anxious, highly strung person you think you are. You are so much more than that, and together we’ll prove this.


I understand that you’ve probably been seeking answers and searching for a better way of life for a long time. I’ve been there. Once upon a time, all I could see in my future was a black hole. It was like a vague impending doom, and I had to prepare for it. I was just waiting for the next big world-shaking moment to come and get me. I tried a few psychologists but I never found the right one for me. I didn’t walk away with tools I could readily use or the deep transformation I desired. I tried supporting myself through nutrition. I thought if I just ate all the right foods my brain would function differently and the anxiety would go away. But I went overboard with rules and restrictions, and the anxiety got worse. I threw all my hopes into healing my gut, somehow expecting my life to fall into place. Gut health is important but, on its own, it didn’t have a big impact. These silver-bullet solutions are alluring, but only considering one piece of the puzzle is bound to end in disappointment. We must look at all of anxiety’s intricate parts.


Understanding and teaching the components that make up a calm, confident, and resilient life has become my life’s work. I developed the Anxiety Reset Method as a way to bring all these components together into a holistic system that actually works. This approach considers the impact of your thoughts, food, gut health, hormones, and the way you live your daily life. It’s about leaving no stone unturned as you empower yourself to grow beyond anxiety.


Bringing people out of that fearful, limited, stressed-out state and back into their hearts with their arms stretched open to all that life has to offer is the most rewarding part of the work I do. The world needs more beautiful people like you living bravely from their hearts, don’t you think?














How to Use This Book


Mastery Is the Goal


To master your anxious mind, you must understand how the mind works and use that awareness to empower yourself and choose your experience. Anxiety can’t survive for long when you have the knowledge, tools, and skills to see through the mind’s lies and tricks, tempting you back into fear, time after time.


True mind mastery is a process of learning to live in awareness, then forgetting and returning to unconsciousness, before catching yourself and coming back to awareness, over and over. It’s making the choice to see the gaps in your resilience (because you’re human!) and build upon them. It’s asking the anxiety what it is trying to tell you and lovingly offering yourself what you need in response.


When you practice mastering your anxious mind, you will feel a sense of confidence and stability deep within you that no one can take from you. The challenges you face will only serve to strengthen your ability to overcome anything that comes your way—because you know that you can find a way to feel powerful in your life, no matter what.


A Holistic Road Map for Anxiety


The Anxiety Reset Method combines a variety of modalities I have collected over the years to create a unique healing experience. I’m an anxiety mindset coach, hypnotherapist, and degree-qualified nutritionist and naturopath. It has been my privilege to work with clients around the world, addressing high-functioning anxiety from a holistic perspective, and watch them flourish as a result.


The method we’ll work through in this book covers all the factors that lead to high-functioning anxiety—from addressing your mindset and beliefs to taking care of your physical body. You can follow it as a blueprint for your own growth and self-development. If you have the determination required to apply these tools in your life, you will be guided back home to your true self—beneath the pressure, perfectionism, and exhausting critique from the anxious mind that you currently feel controls you.


I wrote the book intending you to work through the Anxiety Reset Method week by week in a linear fashion; after reading the whole way through, you might like to return to a certain chapter or even open a page at random when you need a quick hit of guidance and support.


Before we begin, some recommendations for you:




• Keep a journal: Have a notebook nearby and a place to write and reflect in response to the questions and exercises in this book. Avoid using a screen for this purpose. Putting pen to paper has therapeutic benefits in itself, so I really encourage you to go low tech with this.


• Make time to practice: The practices within each chapter are your weekly action steps. The detailed instructions for the work required can be found within the chapters. Reading this book is one thing, but actually implementing the action steps is another. If you really want to change, you must take action. To take action, you must dedicate some space in your life for it. The time you spend on each practice will vary. Schedule in a dedicated hour each week to allow for the practices and approach this as nurturing, restful time in your week for you to reconnect with yourself. Many people who have been through my online program find Sunday mornings or afternoons work well. There’s also a checklist at the end of each chapter you can tick off once you’ve completed the work.


• Take mental notes: As you work through each week’s chapter, you’ll encounter sections titled Mental Notes. Mental Notes are quick reminders of important points you may like to revisit. These key concepts have been particularly helpful to my program members. They’re the ideas I often remind them to revisit. I invite you to write your own Mental Notes too, and copy into your journal any of mine that resonate.


• Take a news break: I encourage you to cancel or unsubscribe from any news sources and avoid news programs during your time working through this material. Delete any news apps that send you notifications throughout the day. The news and media can fuel our worries, anxieties, and concerns in a way that does not serve us much of the time. We see a skewed version of reality and the world, with emphasis on negativity. We hear about shocking events happening on the other side of the world that we can’t do anything about. We feel powerless. It does take its toll on your mental health. If you’ve never taken a break from the news before, I encourage you to make the most of this opportunity to see how you feel. If something important happens in the world, trust me, you will hear about it. Peace and clarity come when we’re not seeking this kind of information more than is necessary. Remember, this time of transformation is all about you—not the external world or anyone else.




Now Is the Time to Start


You can always find excuses not to do this work. There will always be problems in your life that make it feel like now is not the right time. Your mind is an expert at finding these problems. It will pretty much always be a “bad time” to start doing the inner work. The elusive, perfect, peaceful time to get this done doesn’t exist. Actually, most people find that the support I provide in my online program, upon which this book is based, makes the big life challenges a whole lot easier to manage as they go through them. But if you don’t apply what I have to teach you and commit to this work, you simply won’t get results.


This is a gentle wake-up call to no longer let the problems in your life and the world put you off. This is your opportunity to just start, wherever you are, no matter how messy it all looks. Take that one step forward in the mud, and the next, and the next after that. This process has been designed with busy people in mind, so the exercises should not take hours and hours out of your week. Over time, these subtle adjustments simply become woven into the way you live your life, so that every day you are reinforcing your own anxiety resilience.


It’s Going to Get Uncomfortable


Now it’s time for a loving reality check. If you want to make progress and stop feeling so out of control with stress and anxiety, you must be prepared to invite some discomfort into your life. This work isn’t for the fainthearted. All that determination that you so readily channel into your career, family, or relationship is going to come in handy here. It requires you to be ready to look at the parts of yourself that you haven’t wanted to look at. It asks you to question things you haven’t wanted to question. It politely requests that you get curious and make space for feelings you haven’t wanted to feel. It extends an invitation for you to really get to know yourself intimately, so you can feel a whole lot better.


If this idea makes you cringe, be mindful that you’re already uncomfortable in the anxiety and self-doubt cycle. There’s plenty of discomfort in your life, but right now you feel you have no power or choice around it. That’s as uncomfortable as it gets. This book asks you to consciously choose the flavor of discomfort you want to experience—which is so much better than just being uncomfortable, stuck, and powerless. Leaning into your chosen discomfort of exploring and testing out new, unfamiliar ways of relating to anxiety will bring the biggest rewards. That’s certainly what I discovered after the years I spent trying anything to avoid feeling uncomfortable.














Anxiety in My Life


From Rock to Quicksand


When I was nineteen years old I was pretty sure I had the best family. The five of us were a solid rock I could depend on so deeply that I didn’t really think much about it. My family unit was always there. We all still lived at home together then. My dad used to make me laugh with his odd declarations as he arrived home after work, booming “I am the man” as he walked through the front door. We used to joke that he’d never function in the world without Mom. She’d pack his suitcase for him, have dinner ready every night, lay out supplements for him to take each morning, and sort out all the essential tasks that kept life running behind the scenes. He was a loyal man, but work was always his priority. He even had his office set up so he could sleep there if he needed to. Apart from work, we made up the rest of his world. My mom has a heart of gold and she was the quintessential self-sacrificing mother to us kids. I was very close with my siblings. My brother was my best friend and my sister and I would play around with the guitar together, singing harmonies from our favorite musicals. I was the youngest, and as true as the stereotype goes, I really did get away with murder. Innocent little me was the last to blame for every sibling spat, and I always believed I was Dad’s favorite.


In July of that year, two months after my nineteenth birthday, we took our last family holiday together. My siblings and I were making jokes by the pool while a few meters away, in an air-conditioned hotel room safe from the thick Bali heat, our parents were having a very different conversation. Dad told Mom he was having an affair with another woman—a woman so much younger that she was just two years older than my sister.


Mom couldn’t hide her distress from me and my sister as the three of us window-shopped on the way to have dinner as a family that night. Our questioning became impossible to dodge. In our family there were few secrets. Keeping private information to yourself was considered highly suspicious, almost to the point of absurd. When Mom finally unloaded what Dad had said to her, we could hardly believe her. This didn’t make any sense. No, Dad needed Mom. If anything, we always thought Mom might leave him. My whole reality tore in two. I remember the numbness and the rapid, sweet wash of denial. It was so easy in those first few moments to pretend like nothing had happened at all. Eyes fixed on my feet as I walked along the dusty road, I took solace in the idea that maybe it was all a bad dream.


But the bad dream never ended. Dad flew home early without us. We were left to dwell in the suffocating humidity of that tropical paradise horror movie for a few days longer. And, just like that, my heart broke properly for the first time.


Dad moved out of the family home within a week. My rock turned to quicksand and the sinking feeling stayed much too long. Though Dad said his decision had nothing to do with me, it didn’t feel that way. My whole concept of the kind of man he was had been crumpled up like paper and torn into bits. There was loyal, respectable, silly old Dad, and now this other person, this vile stranger I did not know. A man who would cut his family up into fragments. Through this experience, I faced a hard truth we must all eventually come to learn as we go through life: that certainty is a myth. Nothing is certain and everything changes. It’s a pretty messed-up game, this life, hey?


In the days, weeks, and months that followed I was all too aware of the shaky ground upon which I stood. Life somersaulted into a battleground, gray and bleak. During my high school years I had experienced a fair bit of anxiety when it came to impressing boys, feeling insecure about my body, and getting good grades. My inner critic and perfectionism were already well matured. But now, anxiety unlike any I’d ever experienced before had awoken within me. It had a beastly fervor to it. I wasn’t naive anymore. I’d grown wiser. I knew the next shock in life would come for me again. I now found myself ducking for cover from mind-made fear bombs. Someone I love could die, or maybe I’d run out of money, or what if I never found peace in my life ever again? I couldn’t exactly name the disaster scenario heading for me in much detail, but something was coming. Something bad. And I had to prepare, just in case. I wasn’t completely aware of it at the time, but looking back, I see how a strong urge to fight the uncertainty grew within me. I needed to create some kind of stability in the chaos. That was the only way I could survive.


What could I do to create stability? Well, that part wasn’t so clear. But the anxiety that woke me every morning to remind me how my life had gone terribly wrong was certainly willing to try. I came up with plan after plan.


Maybe I could find it in the perfect diet, the anxiety suggested. So I tried that. I read all the nutrition books and pored over recipe blogs written by naturally thin women in bikinis. I tested out going vegan, keto, paleo, and everything in between. I even decided to study nutrition and naturopathy, a passion that was in all honesty initially driven by my desire to be perfect. Because maybe if I ate perfectly enough, I’d have the perfect body. And with the perfect body, I’d feel more confident in myself—more desirable and worthy. Maybe that would give me a sense of safety. Maybe that would ease this restless, uncomfortable buzzing feeling. (Spoiler alert: it didn’t.)


As I continued my studies, I learned that nutrition could increase the calming chemicals in my brain so I’d be more resilient to life’s challenges. This was a convenient way to convince myself and others that I was drinking the green smoothie sludge (more an unappealing brown color in those days) for my mental and physical health. “It’s not a diet. It’s a lifestyle,” I’d tell people.


But really, if I was honest with myself, I wanted the perfect body. Like many others I had been seduced by the belief that if I could just eat all the “right” foods, life would be wonderful. Acai-eating Instagram influencers—the perfect smiling models and famous wellness gurus I looked up to—assured me this dream could come true for me. The perfect body promised me happiness and love, and surely there’s no better way to create certainty than that.


I had a big list of things I couldn’t eat. I’d cringe if family members or friends offered me certain food ingredients I’d labeled “the devil.” There was no fooling my brain that my food rules were a lifestyle rather than a diet. My brain responded the way brains are wired to respond to restrictive diets. On the way home from nutrition lectures, I’d find myself binge-eating packs of pricey vegan chocolate in my car, hiding the rubbish in the public bin before walking into the house. I’d go to bed at night feeling like a failure, swearing I just needed more willpower. The anxiety only grew louder.


“Maybe certainty can be found in a relationship,” the anxiety offered. “If he never leaves you, that will make up for the horrible pain you feel because your dad left. You’ll have someone who’ll always love you, and that will make you happy.” So I made sure that I chose a partner who wouldn’t leave me, one I could trust and who thought the world of me. But then the anxiety worried that I was missing out on lots of exciting things in life by being in a safe relationship and I needed to have more experiences to make the most of my precious life (and relentless clock-ticking youth). At first it was a whisper, but soon the anxious mind started to yell at me: “What if you’re not making the most of your twenties? What if you regret the way you’re spending these years?” As time went on, I found myself more frequently in tears on the bedroom floor—brick-wall stuck, sad, and anxious. Somehow I was now unraveling the carefully woven stability I’d been creating with my partner, pulling it all apart, thread by thread. I berated myself for it. It didn’t make any sense, and it was clear that I still wasn’t happy. I didn’t like who I was. I didn’t like my life. And nothing about that felt stable.


“Maybe it’s in having enough money,” the anxiety tried next. “With money, you can travel all the time and have lots of exciting things happening so that you never need to face the bleakness of the battleground or the reality of uncertainty. You can have a nice life, buy pretty clothes, and feel free to do whatever you want.” Soon enough, my goal to build a career or start a business with a brilliant idea became an obsession that anxiety loved to stew on. Financial security was the green light at the end of the dock that I yearned for but never seemed to reach. It was never enough. I was never there. It didn’t matter how much my bank account grew or stagnated or how many steps forward I made in my journey. And so, my relentless search for a way out of anxiety continued.


Unshakable Composure


Since that time I’ve found solace in seeing that no matter how winding the road, somehow we are always on the right path. Eventually the dots join up, even when it feels so offtrack at the time. Looking back it appears as though my life slotted into place easily, as if I’d planned it. I couldn’t have felt further from a plan as I navigated my way through the muck, searching for a way to feel good in myself and calm my gnawing anxious mind.


My unhealthy relationship with food didn’t help me find the answers right away, but I am grateful it led me to study nutrition and naturopathy. My four-year degree was only the start, ultimately the foundation of developing the Anxiety Reset Method. I learned about nutrition, gut health, hormones, herbal medicine, and how to discern between quality research and sloppy studies that don’t hold much power in the science world. I did a lot of good things for my body during this time too. I worked on all aspects of my health, from my hormones to my gut health. I stopped taking the oral contraceptive pill and learned to track, understand, and find flow in my life with the seasons of my natural cycles. I started adding greens to my breakfast, stayed away from caffeine, and took shots of apple cider vinegar each morning. I learned to base my meals around plenty of protein and incorporated a few key guidelines I will teach you later in this book.


Nutrition started to feel like a language I could speak fluently, without much mental effort. As I worked deeply with my emotions, beliefs, and mindset, my rules with food eased, and I started to see food as fuel for my body again. Through such practices as I’ll guide you through in this book, I began building my physiological resilience to anxiety. With my brain receiving more nutrients I could think calmly and clearly. As I became more nourished and resilient, anxiety visited less frequently. However, as I mentioned, working on the physical elements related to anxiety weren’t the complete answer for me either.


The other aspect of my healing was a little more complex, bridging the scientific and the spiritual. I had to figure out how to build a deep sense of trust in life. I had to learn about the inner workings of the mind. I needed to question what I believed and rewire the habitual thought patterns that drove my fear. I did a lot of the work by myself, and you can too. I also worked with healers and coaches, and I very much encourage you to bring others on board if that helps you feel more supported. An outside perspective is invaluable for shifting deep-seated beliefs. Let me make one thing clear, though: As brilliant as it would be for someone to wave a magic wand over you and fix your problems, healing is not something another person can do for you. You must be fully open to the process and choose it for yourself. Healing requires ongoing work.


As I hope I’ve made abundantly clear, I wasn’t always a positive person. Who I am now is the person I have crafted myself into, and I did this deliberately. I used the same resolve that once had me cramming all night for an exam or starving my body on a three-day juice cleanse, albeit this time with a much more self-loving undertone. You can make this choice for yourself, to love yourself as hard as you’ve worked on something else in your life. If you’ve read this far in, chances are you’ve already started.


I learned many techniques along the way. My journal played a major role too. As I mentioned previously, I did try traditional psychotherapy, but I wasn’t able to find a psychologist I clicked with or who took me to the depths I was willing to go to (though this is not necessarily everyone’s experience). This had me looking elsewhere, searching out other solutions beyond the mainstream. It’s why in my coaching work today I can offer a different approach for those on a path more like mine, for those who feel called to seek something more. Hopeful curiosity and my determination that my early experiences would not be my life story carried me through my healing. (You have this ability in you too.) I moved forward, step-by-step, asking different questions, fueled by the belief that something out there had to help me.


And then it found me. You know how sometimes you hear the right message at the right time and it strikes a chord with you? More than that, it feels like it was meant for you? It takes you to a whole new understanding that you simply can’t unlearn once you know it? This happened to me, around the time I was contemplating ending my relationship. The question I was asking was, should I stay here in safety and comfort, or leave and find safety in the future so I can say I’ve truly lived my life? I was tossing up the question, staring at my bookshelf, feeling bleak and lost, when an old book someone had recommended to me years earlier beckoned me to open it. The book was The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying by Sogyal Rinpoche. On my first attempt to read this tome I made it one quarter of the way through and had to put it down. I felt attacked by the piercing teachings. It’s such an intensely truthful text that it slaps your ego, your understanding of yourself, right in the face. And my ego didn’t like that very much. I hadn’t been ready for the practice of detachment and rigid truth of Buddhism when I first picked up that book at age twenty-one. For years the book had been waiting for me to come back—and for some reason, on this particular day, I found the book again and opened it up to a random page. The page I opened outlined the exact message I needed to hear. It was what I had been seeking. It read:




Just as when waves lash at the shore, the rocks suffer no damage, but are sculpted and eroded into beautiful shapes, so our characters can be molded and our rough edges worn smooth by changes. Through weathering changes we can learn how to develop a gentle but unshakable composure.1





A peace washed over me as a vision popped into my mind. There was a future version of me that I’d dream about sometimes. I’d write about her. She was calm and grounded and just flowed through her life. Her heart poured out love effortlessly. Life worked for her, not against her. The earth quivered under confident footsteps, her soles connected to it with invisible roots. Her energy was warm and tropical, smelling of coconut and roses, and she’d just been swimming, hair dripping salt water. She was smiling, fresh, glowing, and deliciously free. She knew the truths of life, and somehow she was okay with them. She had developed an unshakable composure.


And so, knowing with clarity what I was seeking now, I went after it.


If I was going to find this new future version of me, I needed to go beyond just the physical, psychological, and biochemical model of understanding anxiety. That part is helpful, of course, but if I really wanted to find my unshakable composure, I knew I had to look inward as well and ask myself bigger questions. I had to listen to the deeper part of myself and connect with my true nature and the conscious observer within me that I had long neglected. And, soon enough, the essence of that future version of me fused into my present reality.














Week One: Tuning In


Where Does Anxiety Come From?


In modern life, high-functioning anxiety is something we’ve been set up to experience. This is especially the case if we lack tools to avoid being controlled by the world around us, which so easily provokes stress. Reasons to feel anxious and overwhelmed are everywhere we look, woven into the fabric of our history, culture, systems, and family values. We live in an anxiogenic (anxiety-inducing) environment.


Our society values hard work and hustle culture. We feel guilty for taking time off to rest. More than ever do we feel the pressure to have the perfect life. There are so many everyday circumstances that can easily press the anxiety button, and most people don’t realize that the level at which they impact you can be reduced. This is where resilience comes in, which we are working on building together through this book. You have a level of resilience within you that can be patched up, strengthened, and built upon—or worn down. Anyone with a low level of resilience will be more easily triggered by the pressures and experiences of modern life. You are not alone in this: many people you know have experienced or will experience anxiety at some point in their lives.


Too Much Work


For a start, consider the pressure placed upon us in our work lives. Working hours have extended far beyond the nine to five. More people than ever are expected to work overtime, answering emails at midnight and waking up early to check them again. The amount of work an employee takes on is increasingly more than a one-person job.


The forty-hour work week was developed in the 1940s, at a time when one person in a household would go to work and earn an income, with that as their sole focus. All other household tasks would typically be taken care of by a spouse. Now, we often find one person overloaded, taking on both professional and household demands. We create to-do lists we can never complete, asking the impossible of ourselves. Work bleeds into our private lives. Incomes have stagnated while the cost of living and house prices in the United States have risen. A single income is not enough to keep up, especially for those with children. The notion of living to work, rather than working to have freedom to live and enjoy our lives, has become normal.


Lack of Time


It feels as though there is never enough time. How often do you hear your friends and family say how busy they are—or complain of this yourself? How often do you find yourself wishing you had more time to complete the mountain of tasks before you? While it might feel like your days are becoming shorter and you’re not being productive enough, there’s something deeper going on. Many of us are experiencing a mismatch between our unrealistic expectations of how much we should be getting done and the hours in our day. There will never be enough time if we choose to see it that way. We’ll go into this in more detail later, but for now know that continuing to live your life as a race against the clock is bound to create anxiety.


Trauma


Many of us have unprocessed, unacknowledged, buried trauma stuck in our nervous systems. Some traumatic experiences can be subtle, and you may not even realize they’ve had a lasting effect on you. Trauma is more than just sexual abuse, war, car accidents, and physical violence. It can result from more everyday experiences such as a lack of emotional support from a parent, a relationship breakup, a medical diagnosis, bullying in high school, or an intimidating boss. No doubt the entire world has experienced some degree of trauma after moving through the global pandemic. Trauma is a part of life, but most of us have no idea how to identify it or what to do with it. We may even end up accidentally passing it on to others as we bump up against one another in conflict. While it is within our power to understand our trauma and grow from it, much anxiety comes from beliefs we’ve created as a result of these unaddressed, ever-present painful experiences.


News Overload


We see crises impacting distant communities readily reported in the news. We feel powerless, as in many cases we can do nothing to directly help these situations. Every day we are presented a picture of a dangerous, unpredictable, and unsafe world. It often feels like it’s just getting worse and humanity is doomed. Notice how I used the words “feels like.” This perspective isn’t necessarily true.


Community Cutoff


Even before the pandemic we had become more cut off from community than ever before, with much of our contact occurring via screens. Eye contact on public transport is frowned upon; it’s much more appropriate to keep to yourself. Machines now replace human beings at supermarket checkouts. No longer are we connecting with people down the street with a smile and a wave hello. Getting to know our neighbors takes too much time and energy. Many of us are now shopping online, perfectly able to run our lives without even leaving the house. As a result, we feel more alone in our worries and less able to share our burdens with the reassuring support of a community.


Social Media


Social media and advertising prey on our insecurities to sell us things that promise to make us happier. We are overly exposed to fake representations of life, comparing ourselves to edited ideals of beauty, false eyelashes, and smoke-and-mirrors luxury lifestyles. Trolling and judgment are products of the toxic side of social media. We are driven more than ever to pursue material values, chasing the lie that the new car, phone, dress, body, or makeover will bring us happiness. This is bound to fuel an anxious mind.


Disconnection from Nature


We have lost our connection with nature. We ignore and condemn its inconvenient rhythms and cycles, blasting our heating and cooling systems, staying indoors when it’s wet outside. We’re oblivious to the seasonal nature of fresh produce. We spend more time indoors than ever, away from the dirt, sunlight, fresh oxygen, and green panoramas that were regularly available to our ancestors’ brains. Our eyes are deprived of the calming benefits of greenery and Mother Nature’s comforting nurture, and our anxious minds are feeling it.


The Resilience Shield


On top of all the pressures listed here you may have financial tension, relationship stressors, a full-time job of raising children or other care responsibilities, plus society’s expectations and your ever-so-busy lifestyle to juggle. It’s no wonder you feel anxious. It’s no wonder you’ve formed beliefs that perpetuate your brain’s anxiety and fear responses. Understand here that the way your brain is reacting is perfectly healthy given the kind of environment you’re living in. The anxiety you feel is not a sign of your inherent weakness or shortcomings. You are surrounded by triggers. Some of us are more vulnerable to these triggers than others, but we all have the opportunity to build our Resilience Shield so we are less reactive and more connected with who we really are.


While you can usually only change some of your circumstances, you do have the power to change your internal experience of the world. You can reduce the impact of the outside world by turning inward, working on yourself, and building your resilience to what triggers you. You can learn to step out of the societal ideas and old belief systems that aren’t serving you and into who you really are. You can become more connected to your own sense of security and truth. This is about learning to place yourself in the calm eye of the storm, instead of swirling around in the endless chaos of life around you.


The Resilience Shield is a very useful concept to allow you to find this sense of peace inside yourself. I’ve included a visual representation of each of the components that help you build resilience to those anxiety triggers, so you feel calmer and more grounded in yourself more of the time—and more readily able to respond rather than react to the challenges that come your way. These components include: being aware of your thoughts; creating meaningful connections; connecting to nature; prioritizing sleep, rest, and fun; committing to movement; using stimulants prudently; balancing hormones; optimizing gut health; and meeting your nutritional needs.
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