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For every chubby child convinced they could never be enough.


For those who were underestimated, by others and by themselves.


For everyone who has ever felt invisible.


For my mother, who never gave herself the love she deserved…


Let’s learn it now, together.


For my dad, and how we’ve grown. I love you.
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INTRODUCTION



This is not a book about “fat” self-love. This is a book about self-love (there is a difference). This is, to be precise, a book about self-love from the perspective of a woman who has been varying degrees of plus size (fat) her entire adult life.


A “fat self-love book” would center my identity and the context of this book around my weight and ask you to do the same with your weight—I do not do this. At the same time, I would be lying to you if I told you that my weight did not impact my life, my growth, and my unfurling in general… It has. And, if you are one of those people who have had a challenging relationship with their weight, I would be doing you an injustice if I told you there was no connection between your body and your Soul Archaeology journey… There is.


This book talks very little about weight loss and fatness. This book has no agenda other than to empower you to think critically about what has held you back in your own life and to figure out what the most aligned version of your Ultimate You is—mind, body, and soul (more on that in chapter 3). Regardless, if you want to lose weight, I support that. If you don’t, I support that too. When it comes to body stuff, what I care about is that you are honest with yourself when you think about the role that your weight plays in finding body liberation—because body liberation is an essential part of your liberation in general.


When it comes to the relationship I have with my body, there are a few things I have learned in the more recent years of my life. I have learned, for example, that being physically fit does not mean you are mentally fit. You can look the best you’ve ever looked on the outside but, at the same time, be betraying your self-worth on the daily. You can fool people into thinking things are great, get the accolades and all the attention your little codependent heart desires by performing the perfect life for anyone and everyone, and all the while you can be taking an ice pick and chipping away at your self-esteem all day long, every day. What I mean is that all of the stuff you can do to the outside layers of your life does not necessarily mean evolution on your core inside. And yet it is only inside the heart of who you are that you can do the work that really needs to be done in order to liberate yourself from the expectations of others and from yourself. I am invested in my health—both mental and physical.


I have lost weight dozens of times, trying to love myself more. I have moved cross-country and back (several times) in an attempt to outrun what hurt me. I have dyed my hair. Bought new clothes. Slept with new men. Gotten new jobs. Not one of these things broke me free from the shame of my perceived mistakes, the shame that I had no idea was coloring my life in such intense and pernicious ways. Not one of these things opened the door for me to look at the stuff that was really hurting me. It took me until I turned forty to see that while I could not ignore the impact my body had on my life (and that I would have to address my health and my mobility), “fixing my weight,” as I had been taught to do since I was a child, was not the answer to the nagging, painful questions that crept into my brain in the darkness of night, alone in bed. Why can’t I find anyone to love me? What’s wrong with me that everyone else seems happy and I’m just not? Am I so hard to love? I feel like everyone is alive and I’m just watching from the sidelines—is this all my life is going to be?


You will not liberate your own life and take control of your own happiness by denying that your body has an impact on how you feel and how you exist within the world around you. Just the same, you will not achieve this liberation and control by making your body the only thing you focus on, your catchall, and your reason. The only way to do this is through deep, transformative soul work.


In light of this, we must address some things right at the beginning of this book so we can get them out of the way to focus on the process of Soul Archaeology instead. If I don’t address these elephants in the room, they will linger over the entire book, so let’s address them up front.


First, this book understands that many people seek a magical happiness they believe they can find only at a specific (lower) weight. It also understands that many of us have spent a lifetime dieting, and some of us may have even hit that number but found nothing had changed. This book understands that dieting fucking sucks, that you’ve probably tried to lose weight a bunch of times in your life, and that your weight may be impacting your quality of life. Most importantly, this book understands that you deserve to love yourself and feel empowered, EXACTLY AS YOU ARE RIGHT NOW. This book understands that the process of self-acceptance, and just feeling happy in the present, is complicated for everyone and can’t be packaged into neat little boxes for fast consumption.


This book exists because I have yet to come across anything written by a fat person that fosters self-improvement and that is not dominated by a body agenda of some kind. Lots of books scream, “Weight loss is awesome!” or “Weight loss is terrible!” and offer either statement as a solution to living a happier life. Honestly, it’s more nuanced; this book allows for that.


Second, if you are wondering, Why is a fat person writing a self-help book? And why should I bother to read it? I mean, what can she be doing right in her life if she weighs that much?, we need to talk, because people of every size deserve to have hope and take action to improve their quality of life in whatever way works for them. If we don’t see people that look like us engaging in the process of personal growth, we subconsciously receive the message that we don’t deserve to improve. Everyone deserves the right to feel greater and happier in their life. This is not “glorifying obesity” but creating a bridge to meet (many) people where they are at so they can be empowered to create change in their lives and on their terms.


We frequently get the message that wellness belongs only to youthful, thin, “pretty” people. It doesn’t; it belongs to everyone. You don’t age out of personal growth. Self-improvement does not have a dress size. At the heart of both these things is the process of removing yourself from pain. That is what this book is about. This book is not about chasing perfection or performing what it looks like to find a greater state of wellness in your life. It is about being messy, beautiful, and empowered in ways that are relevant for you.


Third, larger fat people have different life experiences than smaller fat people. This is important because what you think of when you think of the word “fat” may not be what someone else thinks of when they define “fatness.” This is because fatness is a range, not a specific size. In light of this, the experiences fat people can have in life may vary dramatically based on their size as, in our current society, size equals accessibility.


We could debate just how accommodating the world should be to larger bodies, but I’m not here to do that. I’m here to help a group of people who feel left out of the conversation of self-improvement get a seat at the table, to help them know that they, too, deserve to find what is greater for them. I have known in my heart for years that living life as a fat person got more difficult the larger I was. However, the majority of research and work we see about the fat experience (whether it’s regarding mental health, dieting, weight loss, or health in general) fails to differentiate between people who are only slightly heavy and those who are very heavy.


Though fat people make up a large percentage of the US population, they are nearly invisible in media and underrepresented in most aspects of society. The fatter someone is, the less represented they are, and that can result in feelings of social alienation and isolation. This, in itself, can lead to an increase in depression, a decrease in feelings of agency, and a reduced ability to create pathway thinking.1


Let me repeat that. Studies actually show that the larger a person is, the less agency they feel over their own life and the harder it becomes for them to see a path to achieving their goals and believing they can do the things necessary in order to accomplish those goals.2 To put it bluntly, the larger a person is, the less likely they are to have a sense of hope for their life and the less empowered they feel to create change. This book seeks to undo all of that.


Last, I talk a great deal about my Soul Archaeology in the context of romantic relationships. This may not be the same for you, and that’s totally okay—when it works, apply what I share to your life. This is because, besides the relationship with my father, my romantic relationships have been the biggest playing field for my Soul Archaeology in my recent years of focusing on my self-esteem and self-worth. My relationships have been huge containers for me to learn about myself.


Romantic relationships may not be your battleground. Maybe you will draw your examples from relationships with your parents or family, your friends, or your work. I encourage you to find what you can relate to in my personal narrative and make it apply in your own life. I feel confident you can, and I will work hard to show you what the “nuggets” of each of my life lessons are so that you can translate them for yourself.


Before we move on, two (more) quick things: You will note that the perspective of this book is decidedly feminine: I use “she” and “her” all the time, as these are my pronouns and how I identify. If you identify differently, please know this work is also for you. You are welcome in this space. As I teach from my personal perspective, my writing is also slanted from the feminine perspective. Second, and importantly, I am not a medical doctor nor a licensed mental health professional. I encourage you to use this book alongside any therapists, counselors, or professionals who are part of your support and care team! I hope there are things in this book that interest you, and that you will feel safe enough to explore what we talk about more deeply as you best see fit.



DIG SITE: THE O-WORD


There are many in the fat advocacy community who believe the word “obesity” is a harmful slur. They refer to it as “ob*sity.” The general argument against its use is that it is both medically and ethically wrong to use it, given that the BMI on which the term is defined is such a flawed ideology and the social connotation of the word is so stigmatizing.3 I do not censor the word in this book. I also regularly use the word “fat” because, to me, the word is just a descriptor, like “short” or “blond.” All of this being said, if you find the various terms I use are not your preferred terms, I ask you to give me some grace; what bothers one person may not bother another, and I wrote this book according to my personal feelings.





THE MAIN ATTRACTION


There’s stuff in here that may rub you the wrong way. That’s okay. Some of it rubs me in uncomfortable ways too! If you don’t like what you read here, don’t take it personally. It’s not about you. You can love some of what I say and not like some of it too. You might also find yourself judging me for things I’ve done or felt. There are many things I have done while trying to feel loved in my lifetime, my friend…


At the end of the day, don’t we all want to feel loved and totally accepted for who we are in all our weird, unique glory? To know that we are good enough just as we are? To be able to show up in our relationships and our lives without armor, just pure embodiment of self in all its wacky beauty? I have spent my life hiding away my wacky pieces. For example, interpretive dance is a language of love for me—so is a good random dance break, regardless of location or situation. I snort when I laugh. I burp like a velociraptor. I make boob jokes, and dick jokes, all the while singing opera. These are all things I used to feel made me hard to love, things I used to hide—now I truly embrace that these are things that make me who I am. I let them shine.


Life is lived to the fullest when we accept and fully embrace all of our quirks and preferences. When we can detach ourselves from the idea of who we believe we have to be in order to receive love—from others, and to be worthy of our own love for ourselves. It is only when we find this sense of liberation that these quirks, preferences, and silly things are what make us who we are; they make our lives great and truthful and authentic.


If we cannot fully know ourselves, we cannot fully accept ourselves. And if we cannot fully accept ourselves, we cannot fully show ourselves to others. Without showing ourselves fully to others, we cannot be seen fully for who we are and accepted fully for who we are. And yet that acceptance of who we fully are is what so many of us crave. We crave our own deep self-acceptance, and we crave the acceptance of others. The key with growth is not to shape ourselves into something we believe others will find lovable; it is uncovering what is truly real and lovable in ourselves. To unfurl fully so that we can accept ourselves fully, so we can craft a life around the fullness of who we are and not the pieces of what others need us to be for their story. This is liberation, and liberation is what Soul Archaeology is about.
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THE FOUNDATION FOR A SELF-LOVING LIFE


The Magical Intersection Where Hope, Action, and Self-Compassion Collide













Chapter 1



YOUR IMPERFECT, IN-PROCESS SELF


Welcome to the Messy-Beautiful


Dear beautiful human, I will now share with you the incredible secret to living a great life. Are you ready for this? This is what you were looking for when you spent your hard-earned money on this book. Here we go.


*drumroll*


Wait for it. Wait… for it…




Self-love is everything.





Yes. Everything.


Right now, you may be thinking, What the fuck, Sarah? I didn’t buy this book for that. Where’s the secret formula? Where are the Oprah-esque words of wisdom and the coupon code to buy the $399 crystal healing wand handmade by virgins in the rain forest?


Sorry, buddy, there will be none of that.


This process is about growth. There’s no easy solution for getting to self-love. It is about an unfurling. Like the sail of a big, beautiful boat about to fully open and catch the wind, gliding over a glassy blue sea.


The ideas in this book are messy but tangible, like mushy, beautifully colored Play-Doh ready to be sculpted. Some of them don’t fit neatly into prescribed little boxes. But what you need to know is that these ideas are for YOU.


You… who are tired. Worried. Feeling like the “best” years of life are in the rearview mirror.


You… who don’t fit the mold, or wear the sample size, or even any size you can regularly walk into a store and buy off the shelf.


You… who stopped waging the war with gravity on your body parts.


You, who accepted getting older but, for heaven’s sake *loud exhale*, just want to feel alive again.


You, with boob sweat.


You, who have laundry piled up on the chair in your bedroom. And a vibrator in the drawer you may or may not even use.


You, with frazzled hair.


You, who think that everyone else knows something special about life that makes them perfect while you stand on the sidelines going, What am I missing here?


You may be an average human without a zillion social media followers, a million dollars in the bank, or VIP access, but you are working to balance everything and trying to be happy all at the same time.


You? Yes. This book is for you. Do you know why?


Because your mess is beautiful. And, contrary to what most people believe, I think “happiness” and “messy” are a perfect match.


Everywhere, every day, we are sold a lie. From the time we’re little, we are inundated with the message that in order to be great, we must be flawless. We must have our proverbial shit together at all times. Our weight must be at the right number; we must wear the right bra size, have our hair the right color and length, and always be wearing something trendy and figure flattering. We must be fit but not overly muscled. We must never have stomach rolls, unless they are the cute kind that get shown off on Instagram with girl-power word art.


We must never cry, certainly never, ever cry big Claire Danes–style tears, with snot bubbles and red eyes. We must be in a relationship that is well-documented on social media and be a boss babe, even if we stopped referring to ourselves as “babe” thirty years ago. We must be Beyoncé and Kate Middleton at the same time. We must strike the perfect pose; oh, God, we must do this so well, in the right mirror, taking the right selfie every… single… day… in a different outfit. We must never question ourselves. We must always make the RIGHT choice. We can never be scared. Or get angry. Or emotionally eat a bag of Oreos. Or screw someone just because it feels good and we’re lonely.


We can do none of this or be any of this if we expect to be loved.


If we hope to be valuable.


If we want to be happy.


Except, none of this is true.


I believe that the greatest version of ourselves might just be the messiest one. The one that questions herself. The one that cries. The one that feels. The one that makes a home in her body because it is HERS and not because it needs to look a specific way. The one who knows she is a creature of value, not because she fits some magic equation, but because she breathes and is alive and that is the only currency life requires of her.


But this woman? This messy, beautiful woman? She does a few things. Hugely important, life-changing things.


First, she allows herself the hope that she can live the greater life she wants; she has not given up or walked away from herself. And, if she has in the past, she knows that every day is a chance for her to come back to the one person most important in her life—herself.


Second, she gets out of her own way and is willing to take action. She is agile and self-compassionate when handling sticky, uncomfortable chapters, because sticky, uncomfortable chapters are a part of life.


Third, she holds herself accountable and asks herself the tough questions. Not because she wants to punish herself, but because she wants to pour into herself.


Fourth, she answers her questions with beautiful, brutal honesty. Because the only one that suffers when she paints the red flags green is her. She is the one who stunts the blooming.


But mostly? She knows that she is deserving of her own love and acceptance, all the while challenging herself to be greater. At the exact same time. Because she is fierce and graceful and knows that the two can very easily walk hand in hand into the sunset. This woman has self-love—but not the kind of self-love they sell you in a store. Rather, she lives a Self-Loving Life. She is committed to this path and to all of the above that helps her to grow into a greater version of herself.


What if the greatest version of you is imperfect? This version, your Ultimate You, is not a finished product, because there is no such thing as being “finished” in life. From the day you are born until the day you let out your last breath, the one thing that life guarantees is change—so why do we fight so hard to grab onto a constantly moving target? Why do we feel we must grasp on tightly to a mark whose rules are continually, persistently, incessantly changing?


I believe it is because we are told that the most valuable thing we can be in life is the version we’d present in the perfect After photo. Because our Before—before we are fixed and healed and primped and pulled—could never be good enough. At least, that is what we are told to believe…


So, let’s shatter this idea, shall we? We can never be, and will never be, a perfect After. Let’s change the rules of the game, the game that someone else created for us, and make the rules for ourselves.


New rule: You are in constant evolution, and that is all you must be. Because the only other choice is to stay stagnant, without stretching. Without falling down, brushing off, and getting back up.


Your Ultimate You is not designed to have it all, be it all, and be perfect.


No, my beautiful human. The greatest version of you is about the ride. Your sweet spot is that moment on a roller coaster when you’ve arrived at the top of the peak and the entire amusement park lies below you and time stops and, for a brief second, you are flying and weightless. Only power and possibility are coursing through your veins (except maybe the fear that you’ll fart because you’re so scared) but you know you’ll be safe, so you just let go and let the wind rush through you and your hair whip around your face, your flushed cheeks, your body shaking from the motion, screaming, with one hand clinging to the rail and the other straight up to the sky.


Stop chasing perfect. Start creating YOU.


This is what this book is about. It is not about the After. It is not about the “magic solution.” It is about the messy, beautiful, imperfect journey of living a Self-Loving Life. What this means. How it feels. And how we can shift what we focus on, what we tell ourselves, and what we do every day, in order to develop into the most badass version of ourselves, the one we were created to be.


SELF-LOVE IS THE FOUNDATION FOR EVERYTHING


I’m forty-two and my partner is fifty; neither of us has ever had boundaries in prior relationships (we are walking examples of what it means to learn about oneself later in life). Now that we are living together, we do a check-in every Sunday that we call “the Speaking Snapple,” which serves as a dedicated time for us to address what went well and what was a challenge each week. We take turns holding a bottle of Diet Peach Snapple and share a totally open dialogue, telling each other what we need in order to be better teammates for each other. It’s the first healthy relationship either of us has ever had.


You know all those things people do in their past when they’re just trying to feel loved? The stuff we look back on with some shame and a whole lot of self-judgment? I’ve done a lot of those things, and some of them were pretty icky, but none of them weigh me down anymore. There isn’t a single thing from my past that I feel shame for today; I’ve given myself the forgiveness I deserve, and my perception of myself is now totally shaped by my present.


When I was thirty-seven, I sat in the bath, naked and wet, and cried out loud because, for the first time ever, I saw that the crappy boyfriend I’d had when I was eighteen wasn’t just a crappy guy but someone who had been emotionally and physically harmful to me. This led to my being angry, actually truly angry, for the first time ever because my whole life I’d never been allowed to feel anger or express anger, in any way, shape, or form, for fear of being abandoned, disliked, or rejected, and that scared me more than anything.


The year I turned forty, I learned what self-worth was for the first time. I learned that I’d spent my entire life more concerned with what every other person or entity I’d come into contact with thought of me than what I thought of myself. I learned I didn’t even know what I thought of myself but that I was ready to find out. I learned I liked to bake challah bread and crochet. I told my father he scarred my self-worth when I was child, and my mother that the vegetable soup diet, the Optifast, the Weight Watchers I was put on when I was nine years old, and her general fixation on weight made me spend a lifetime trying to fix myself when I never, ever needed to be fixed in the first place.


I did all of these things, and more, because of self-love. Self-love has been the driving force of almost every single choice I have made since 2016 as I have skipped, and gloriously stumbled, along a journey of personal growth to learn how to become a truly happier person from the inside out.


The practice of self-love has allowed me to do some awesome things. It has allowed me to work through gritty, nasty feelings and emerge stronger and kinder than I ever imagined I could be and less concerned with what others think of me. I am more concerned with investing MY energy into me. I know that there is truly nothing that can have a greater impact on my life than self-love, so I’m just going to come out and say it: People have self-love all wrong (I know I did).


Bath bombs. Smelly candles. An extra splurge on payday. A sexy selfie on social media. This is how many people interpret self-love. In my twenties, I thought that self-love meant buying things that helped me fit in—like pistachio-green Christian Louboutins for hundreds of dollars on the $28,000 salary of an entry-level PR gal. I thought it meant being accepted by the right people and being able to text and juggle a bunch of guys all at once who all wanted to sleep with me. What I didn’t realize at the time was that self-love had nothing to do with other people, and everything to do with me.


Today, I believe that self-love means something entirely different. Self-love isn’t having a sincere fondness for ourselves (though it can include those thoughts) or self-adoration to the extreme. It also isn’t saying, “I LOVE myself!” and then believing everything is perfect and rad.


I define “self-love” as an action. A process. It’s a verb, bringing you closer to your Ultimate You.




DIG SITE: SARAH’S DEFINITION OF “SELF-LOVE”


Self-love is any thought you think or any physical thing you do that helps you connect to that greater version of you that you know exists, your Ultimate You.





The Ultimate You is the most authentic and empowered version of ourselves that we have inside us. It’s a version of us that feels fear but isn’t held back by it. Fear (of what we are not, of who we are, etc.) is not something we are born with, but as we go through life negative experiences can color us, and the words and actions of hurtful people and situations can leave imprints on our self-perception. Seventeenth-century English philosopher John Locke theorized that we are born into the world with tabula rasa—untainted by backstory and, therefore, without limiting beliefs about who we are programmed into our brains. With each instance of hurt, therefore, we are pulled further and further away from our natural, loving state. Outside forces shape us and mold us, until who we are is no longer representative of our truest self, but a reflection of those around us and the things that have happened to us. Which means in order to become our Ultimate You, we oftentimes have to “un-become” other things. We have to un-become the version of ourselves that is based on what other people have told us about who we are and what we are worth, so that we can create a version of ourselves based on the things we know are true.


I’m not a spiritual teacher. I’m a nonpracticing Jew who flunked out of Hebrew school and had allergic reactions to the concept of faith until her late thirties. I prefer to think about it this way: We are all born with qualities embedded in our DNA—and life experiences can either nurture the great we are born with so we can embody it and express it, or lead us to keep it locked away. We can’t remove the things that have happened to us, but we can shift our perspective on them and our relationship to them, so that they weigh less and color us less, so what is left to shine through in life is more of who we naturally, authentically are.


Self-love is what will help us do this. Through actions and thoughts that connect us to this dialed-in version of ourselves, we can consciously create our narrative and define our own sense of self and then DO things that bring us life in full, vivid color.


Diets, new haircuts, shakes and cleanses, makeovers, new jobs, and new geographic locations won’t do this for us, though we’ve probably all done one or two of those things in the hope that they would. (Lord knows I have. I’ve moved back and forth across the country three times, dieted, and had every hair color under the sun in the hopes that that would be the thing to make me happy… It didn’t.)


If you picked up this book, you are seeking answers of some kind. You’re probably wondering what you need to be doing, right now, in order to find your own solutions. You want it all and you want it right away.


I see you. We’ll get there. This whole book will help you guide yourself into seeing what things in life are not working for you, so that you can create the things in life that do work for you.


For now, let’s keep working toward getting on the same page about the power of self-love and what it actually means in simple, mystical-free language. This will be the basis of everything that we talk about.


Some Important Shit About Self-Love


We’ve defined “self-love.” But now there are things we need to clarify—because it will help to have a full picture before we dive into the deep end.




1. It’s natural for us to compare ourselves to other people—unhealthy, but natural. Because of this, you need to know that self-love is going to mean different things to different people. Humans are different. We have different hopes and dreams, and different shitty backstories. Because of this, what serves your Ultimate You may not serve your best friends’, right? For example…




• If gluten turns your stomach into an act from Cirque du Soleil, avoiding eating bagels (aka the food of the gods) is an act of self-love. Where, for someone else, toasting a perfect bagel, smearing it with cream cheese, and enjoying it while slowly drinking a cold brew may be a self-loving expression of intentional and mindful eating that liberates them from food fear.


• If someone, in their deepest soul, knows they are meant to have kids, staying in a relationship with someone who doesn’t want them just because the sex is great may not be so self-loving.


• If your partner is interested in exploring nonmonogamy and the idea makes your skin crawl and cringe, doing it to please them isn’t self-love, even if you think exploring it will somehow make things better. Whereas for another person, exploring nonmonogamy may be a true expression of their sexual desires.




One example of how my personal self-love journey serves a different Ultimate You than someone else’s would begins with my awareness and decision to pursue weight loss in my late thirties. In retrospect, I can see that much of my process was a little dysfunctional: I was hyperfocused on my physical limitations, such as the inability to cross a street without stopping in pain, or to step off a sidewalk without fear of my knees buckling out from under me—not on figuring out what life would actually look like aligned with my core values. But what I was doing was in service of my Ultimate You as I understood it, because, at the time, I desired nothing more than to live in a body that wasn’t screaming and miserable from carrying the excess weight it did. While many saw me as an ambassador for body positivity, I knew that my life was getting smaller and shrinking by the day to match the ever-increasing limits of my body. At that time, my desire to experience weight loss was in service of my Ultimate You and an act of self-love—I wanted to DO more and stop living with a body that was keeping me from experiencing things in life. My Ultimate You dreamed of action, adventure, hiking, dancing—all things that were getting harder and harder that I knew weight loss would positively impact. For someone else—for example, someone with a history of restrictive eating disorder—weight loss could be the exact opposite of self-love. Their act of self-love would be avoiding any food restrictions. For them, the Ultimate You would have the ability to eat freely.


We are all different. We have the opportunity to be empathetic and aware of this when we catch ourselves judging others for what their priorities are.


2. Because sometimes there are illusions that need to be shattered, understand that self-love isn’t always easy. Sometimes the most self-loving things we can do are the hardest things. (If I could put this on a bumper sticker, I would.) They are no fun; they scare the shit out of us and may even have no immediate payout. But, in the long run, they are going to be thoughts or actions that are deeply valuable to our growth. They are going to be the things that truly help us to be greater. For example…




• Quitting a six-figure job working for someone who belittles you and negatively impacts your mental and emotional well-being—the money is great, as are the privileges it brings, but you leave the office every day feeling insignificant and broken down.


• Leaving a relationship with a partner who gives you the most intense orgasms known to humankind but won’t be seen with you in public, because you really, really want to date them traditionally.


• Getting a mammogram when you know your family has a documented genetic predisposition to breast cancer, even though you’ve been avoiding it because the idea of what could happen terrifies you.


• Cutting out your daily Starbucks run because it adds up to $223 a month that you don’t have, and you’re already behind on your cable, power, and credit card bills. (*Cough* Me. Truth.)




The hardest, most self-loving thing I ever did in my life was to emotionally untangle myself from a partner who made me cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs—a man who challenged me intellectually, sexually, and every way in between (let’s call him George, because he’s going to come up a few times in this book). My feelings for him also left me crawling on the floor of my closet and falling asleep next to a bottle of tequila one night. Rationalizing, every single day. Telling myself I didn’t want things from him that in my heart I was desperately screaming for. The process of walking away from our relationship moved me to pray to God for the first time as I begged for help, but was also the greatest thing I ever did for myself. It helped me learn how to be true to myself. Helped me work through my greatest core wounds (more on that later) and empowered me in ways I couldn’t imagine. But it hurt like hell. It sucked. Because, sometimes, self-love is absolutely brutal and brings you to your knees.


3. Because a lot of us hate the idea of change, we need to accept that self-love will change as we change. How you interpret self-love will evolve as you evolve. What serves you at twenty-one will probably be different from what serves you at forty-one, which will be different from what serves you again at sixty-one. The key to self-love is not to think about it as a one-time “wham and bam done” but to do it again and again, and regularly reevaluate what you need at any given moment in your current chapter. In short, be aware that self-love grows right alongside you.


I get that you like to wrap your hands around things. Once you have an “Aha!” you want it done, neatly and cleanly, yes? This is not self-love. Self-love is more like living a game of catch and release. Once you learn what self-love means for you in the current moment, you live with it and allow it to run its course and then you release to make room for what’s next to flow in its place.


At the start of my journey, some of the most loving things I did for myself were physically forceful and aggressive—like pushing my body at the gym multiple times a week. The container of a sweaty workout was like therapy for me—I found clarity in the gym. I found a connection to myself I had never experienced before. And the changes in my body literally gave my quality of life back to me. Two years later, I’d find myself in exactly the opposite of places—I had to strip things away to find my thoughts. My body screamed for peace and rest while my mind went deep into places I’d never explored. Movement didn’t feel safe—stillness did. It took great compassion to allow for this change. Less time at the gym meant my body would change, and it did. It got softer. Heavier. But in the back of my mind, I knew I was serving myself with what I needed in that exact moment.


If you trust in the process of self-love, if you hone your ability to listen and take action, you can learn to trust that you will always be on the “right” track—your own unique and beautiful path.


4. Because a lot of us are addicted to productivity, we get to learn that self-love doesn’t necessarily mean ACTION. I think we can all agree that society is addicted to the Hustle. This is the idea that we are worthy only when we are kicking ass and taking names and (most probably) burning the candle at both ends, sleep deprived, and walking around like zombie food. It’s bullshit. Yes, it is great to respect discipline and value productivity, but doing so to the detriment of your mental health gets old real fast, or whenever it is you realize enough is enough. Sometimes, the action that serves us the most is inaction—the stripping away, the removing, and the stillness.


I learned this in 2019 during a particularly difficult season in life when I found myself utterly and entirely burned out. For nine months straight I hustled my ass off to write a draft of a memoir and plan my largest live event, all while working through my biggest and most painful breakup; I was fried and had nothing left to give. The idea of posting on social media made me want to shut off. For me, the most self-loving thing I could do in that exact moment… was to peel it all away and strip it down. Remove pressure. Pull back from social media, from my purpose-driven work, and just… breathe for a few months. Inaction. Comfort in the discomfort of empty space. To the outside, this looked like failure. On the inside, I knew this was love for myself from myself.




If you are starting to think that self-love actually sounds like it sucks, I don’t blame you. We are conditioned to want things to be easy; we’re trained to avoid pain. But nobody said that growth was easy. And, if you want to experience something different in your life from what you’ve felt up to now, you have to be willing to do something different.


What’s more important to you… Making a familiar and strangely comforting home in the dysfunction you are living in now? Or avoiding the possibility that your life will look exactly the same in five years or ten years (or even twenty years) as it does right now? Which of those ideas scares you more? Is that fear of what could happen (or not happen) in the future enough to fuel you in the present? You probably have pain, and you probably hate that pain. But, in many ways, that pain is comforting to you right now—it’s reliable and you know it. So, it feeds your patterns and puts you in boxes and runs the risk of making you a foregone conclusion to your own life.


Do you want to know what’s going to happen the rest of your life before you even get a chance to live it?


If not, it’s up to you to make sure that doesn’t happen. Because nobody is coming to change your life but you.


SO, WHAT HAPPENS NOW?


If you haven’t figured it out yet, this is not your everyday self-help book. I’m not a therapist of any kind—I’m just a woman who was ready to roll up her sleeves and do the work. Because of this, things are going to get personal around here. My hope is that this gives you some room to breathe. By witnessing my totally imperfect, messy-beautiful journey to unfurling my Ultimate You, I want you to exhale and open yourself to the idea that you, too, can do the same.


This book also doesn’t have any dramatic end, because YOU don’t have an end.


There is evolution, but no neat little bow smacked onto the final chapter.


There is no happily-ever-after promised to me, and so I am not promising you one either. What there is, what there can be, is a shift into your bright, sparkling, effervescent self. Whatever she looks like.


There can be an expansion into your ability to create a meaningful life in a way that rocks your socks off.


Because this is available to us all, in some way or another. We never age out of hope. We never size out of recognizing the “more” for us that is just beyond our fingertips.


It is never too late for us to take action.


Sure, the older we get, the harder it can be because we juggle more shit at forty, fifty, sixty, and seventy than we did at twenty-five. But it’s possible.


Every breath is a chance to think something new. To inhale possibility and to exhale doubt. Every moment is the perfect time to allow yourself a shift.


So let’s shift. Let’s explore. Let’s create self-love… together.


SURVEYING THE SITE: WHAT WE DUG UP IN THIS CHAPTER


Each chapter will conclude with a quick summary of what we just discussed. In these reviews, I’ll help you to understand how the information you’ve learned can assist in your path of Soul Archaeology, and how it can help you to live a self-loving and liberated life.


In this first chapter, we covered some essential basics of self-love. We started with my personal definition of what self-love is—I describe self-love as being any thought you think or action you do that helps you connect to your Ultimate You. We also talked about how each person’s Ultimate You is not actually perfect, but messy and beautiful at the same time. We then covered a few important things to understand about self-love. First, that self-love and “the Hustle” are not always the same thing, and that sometimes the most self-loving action is inaction. Next, that self-love evolves as we evolve, both emotionally and physically. We also acknowledged that self-love means different things to different people. And the big one? That self-love is not always easy.


We talked about what it means to live a Self-Loving Life. That a person living a Self-Loving Life allows herself to have hope that she can live a greater life. This person also is willing to take action to get out of her own way. They hold themselves accountable and ask themselves the tough questions, answering them as honestly as they can at any given time. Last, this person understands that they are deserving of love and acceptance exactly as they are. To do all this and to prioritize these attributes is what paves the way for a truly Self-Loving Life.


Remember… Stop chasing “perfect” and start creating you! Let’s keep going.















Chapter 2



UNCOVERING YOUR ULTIMATE YOU


The Path of Soul Archaeology


You are about to begin an excavation of the soul, and I am your guide. When we excavate ourselves, we are digging things up and uncovering them, like they do at archaeological sites you see in the movies. (Hello, Jurassic Park and Indiana Jones!) Except, instead of old bones or relics, we will uncover valuable pieces of you. As I guide you along the path, it might help if you think of me like Lara Croft in Tomb Raider. I speak in an English accent and am wearing short shorts (with no chub rub to speak of), my perky breasts are untouched by gravity, and I’m wearing a fedora… like Angelina Jolie in the movie, except I’m fat. Imagine me perched atop an old ruin, perhaps in Bali. I am glistening and perfectly moist, but not sweaty, and definitely no under-boob sweat. And then I speak…


When you make a conscious effort to change things in your life, you may want everything to happen RIGHT NOW and RIGHT AWAY. Unfortunately, every piece of your personal growth journey happens in the order it “needs” to happen. The process and its elements reveal themselves in a way that makes sense. We cannot start at zero and expect to dive to the bottom of an Olympic-depth pool. Instead, we must start in the shallow end and explore our way into the deep, guided by self-love and by asking ourselves key questions like What is hurting me right now? and What do I observe and what can I love into? As we answer these questions, we’ll go deeper and uncover one layer of ourselves at a time—hopefully without wanting to emotionally eat an entire bag of dark chocolate chips with a spoon. I refer to this order, this divine timing of our own exploration, as Soul Archaeology.


Archaeology involves digging things up. Excavating, right? (Remember, I’m Angelina Jolie right now, okay?) So, let’s just say you collect priceless ancient ruins and, one day, someone gives you a tip that there’s a valuable fertility statue buried somewhere in the Peruvian rain forest. In order to obtain said statue, you have to trek to Peru and fight your way through the jungle with nothing more than a machete and a roll of duct tape. Once you get to the site of this insanely valuable relic, you know you have to get it out of the ground before you can either donate it to a museum or sell it to antiquities traders for millions of dollars on the black market.


You start at the top layer of dirt. You brush it off. You see what you see. Then you do it again. And again. And, suddenly, you see what looks like a nipple poking out of the dirt. A nipple? Yes! This is a fertility statue we’re in search of, so nipples are par for the course! What do you do next? You brush off more dirt around the nipple to reveal the whole boob. And then you look at the boob, and you get a feel for the boob, and you observe the boob. Is it large? Small? Round? Based on what you observe, you then dig around the boob again till you see a torso. And again, and again. Each time you reveal another body part by removing a layer of dirt, you reassess where to dig next. Eventually, you reveal the whole statue. A glorious ancient fertility statue. And then you schlep it out of the forest and decide to be a good person and donate it to a museum for the sake of history because, frankly, you don’t need the millions you’d get from selling it on the black market and humanity will be much better off with the naked fertility statue safely ensconced in a museum than in the hands of smugglers who might hollow out the inside and load missiles inside it. (What? I saw True Lies one too many times.)


That’s what personal growth is like. When you get the idea that there’s something in you that you want to dig up (maybe it’s an ancient relic… maybe it’s “Daddy Issues”), you first have to get to the site, or to the place in your life where you are ready to focus. Then you stand in this spot and look at what you can see right from the beginning, right on the surface. You start with what you see. You stand on the surface of that dirt and go, “Fuck, look at all this dirt; let’s check it out,” and you observe and see as much of the dirt as you can. You look at the soil. You look at the clumps that are in it. You get used to it and you study it. In our Soul Archaeology, it’s not actual dirt that we are clearing, but our own feelings and thoughts and memories and experiences and learned behaviors. You know, our “shit.” We start our journey by simply allowing ourselves to see what we are standing on. We ask ourselves, What is my life like? What am I feeling? What do I observe? This stuff on the top is the surface-level dirt. You spot the pieces of gravel and the choices you’ve made that you can see right away. You see them, you get comfortable with them, and you accept that these things exist and that they are real, because you can’t brush aside what you cannot acknowledge. Then you go one layer at a time, until your patterns and habits and choices all start to come together to form the stories and the experiences that shape you into who you are.


Several years ago, there was no way you could have told me one day I’d be sitting on a couch with the boyfriend I was living with, holding a Diet Peach Snapple, expressing my need for personal space and my desire for more sexual intimacy clearly and without any reservation. And that this would be a good thing. And, even more, that I would be having the conversation with a partner who actually listened to my requests and would actually act on them to the best of his abilities. Frankly, until I started to dig into my Soul Archaeology, I thought I’d done pretty good at speaking up for myself in life… Boy, was I wrong!


If I’d been able to see the vertical cross section of this part of my Soul Archaeology—this slice of terrain from the surface top level to the deepest bottom level—I’d have been able to see I had a long history of being with men who blatantly ignored my needs. Almost to the point that I’d stop requesting things in general—you get disregarded enough that one day you just learn that your voice doesn’t matter, so you stop using it entirely. But when I was standing on the surface, looking at the first level—this recognition that I was really unhappy in my personal life—I couldn’t see all the deep stuff I know now. I had to learn things about myself in order, with each discovery and each bit of truth paving the way for the next one.


For me, the process of learning and uncovering looked like this:




SOUL ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE SPEAKING SNAPPLE


Sarah acknowledges that she always feels invisible in romantic relationships.


[image: image]


Sarah sees that she uses casual relationships as a form of coping so she can feel less alone.


[image: image]


Sarah sees that men don’t want something serious from her, but she doesn’t TELL them she wants something serious. She leads with the casual; it makes her feel in control.
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Sarah sees that seeking control has been a huge thing for her in relationships with dudes.
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Sarah sees that she was emotionally abused in a relationship when she was young where her answers of “No” were ignored.
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Sarah sees how a deep desire to have a “home” with her male partners has caused her to chronically self-abandon to keep them happy.
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Sarah learns that she has never allowed herself to express anger in general—not toward her father or toward anyone else, especially romantic male partners she longed to feel safe and seen with.
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Sarah comes to understand that it’s important for her to start recognizing feelings when she has them in order to heal her core wounds.
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Sarah accepts that she must express her feelings and that she deserves boundaries.
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Sarah understands that self-love means to express her feelings and boundaries; to live a Self-Loving Life, she must be in relationships that allow her to do this safely so she feels seen and heard.


[image: image]


Sarah practices boundaries and expresses her feelings safely within the context of a healthful relationship.





I had to do this all one step at a time. It took years. Each step prepared me for the next. Each step armed me with the skills and subconscious know-how to handle one thing more than I did before.


And somewhere down the road, I began to understand what the whole self-love puzzle looked like for me. You can do the same.


SHATTERING THE MYTH OF BEFORE AND AFTER


I need to remind you that you were never broken. Because as you start to dig, armed with a stockpile of self-love, you will start to feel more. The more you feel, the more broken you might think you are.


You might even think that in order for you to be a greater you at some point in the future, you must first be terrible in the present.


That is a lie.


Your shame is not required.


The belief that your previous choices have made you broken is not the food your growth should be feeding on.


You do not have to hate yourself first in order to love yourself next.


It’s true that once you commit to the process, what you start to dig up as you begin may make you feel like you are shattered beyond repair, because finally looking at the things that have hurt you, things that have gone unseen for so long, can be so overwhelming and raw. This makes it even easier to fall for the lie that the only way to exist in life is on either side of the dichotomy: Broken or fixed. Not worthy or worthy. Slouching and miserable “Before” or a glowing and deserving “After.”


We should never be ashamed of where we have been in our lives. But we must also never wait to be perfectly “healed.” What we really are, what we should find comfort in becoming, is a stack of squiggles. Each layer is the ending of one thing blended into the start of something new, seamlessly transitioning and overlapping, messy and beautiful both at the exact same time. But the more we see our own mess, the more we may want to hate ourselves… and we may want to use that hate as fuel. Self-love is the antithesis of contempt; the two cannot exist in the same vacuum together. In order to fully accept ourselves, we have to fight the urge to vilify our past and how it brought us to where we are now. We get to decide: Do we want to make this version of us the “bad guy”? Or do we want to decide, in spite of all the hard stuff, that our past self is just as worthy as our future self? Both versions are in us and are part of what makes us “us.” And we have never been broken.


In Japan, there’s a tradition of taking fractured pottery and mending the pieces together with lacquer dusted or combined with gold. In doing this, the item becomes more valuable, having been beautifully mended into something new built upon fissures and cracks. This type of repair highlights the history of these objects, rather than disguising the damage. They call this art form kintsukuroi, or “golden repair.”


No matter how we feel tempted to paint our past so that we can be the self-righteous hero of our own story in the future, remember that we have never been, and will never be, a Before and an After. We are a gold kintsukuroi bowl. In that is great beauty.




DIG SITE: LIVING A SELF-LOVING LIFE


To live a Self-Loving Life means that you consciously choose to prioritize the self-love that connects you to your Ultimate You. It means you value a commitment to your own growth, and you let this commitment to growth be your guide. It is about asking oneself, What do I need now to help me grow and unfurl into who I am meant to be? In order to live a Self-Loving Life, you must do the following:




• Allow yourself to have hope that you can live a greater life than the one you are currently experiencing.


• Be willing to take action to create change.


• Hold yourself accountable by asking yourself the tough questions.


• Answer your questions with as much honesty as you’re capable of.


• Know, regardless of all this, that you deserve love and acceptance exactly as you are.








THE STRATEGY (AND REWARD) OF LIVING A SELF-LOVING LIFE


If we know that living a “Before and After” life sets us up to flail aimlessly in a quest of unattainable perfection, what is the alternative? There needs to be one, right? A way to approach life that is more kind, yet more rooted in our ability to expand ourselves than it is obsessed with erasing all our so-called flaws? Enter the Self-Loving Life.


When you live a Self-Loving Life, you make a conscious decision to let self-love direct your actions and thoughts, and this becomes your guiding light. You live in service of prioritizing your Ultimate You and doing what it takes to bring that person to life. You value vulnerability, self-compassion, accountability, and self-awareness—the qualities we must embody in order to unfurl with Soul Archaeology as our guide.


To live a Self-Loving Life means that we embrace that we are ever changing—there is no “fixed” version of us. Our greatest job is to simply evaluate where we are right now and determine our needs the best that we can. Living a Self-Loving Life is a complete lifestyle choice. It’s a shift from asking, What do I want in the moment? to asking, What do I need to grow and evolve into who I know I’m meant to be? Because sometimes, many times, the answers to those questions can be entirely different.


For most of my adult life, I did not live a Self-Loving Life—I subconsciously sought escape time and time again, I avoided things that were hard, and I was mostly unwilling to be truthful with myself (and incapable of doing so). I was committed to making my life as awesome as possible in the present moment. I wasn’t committed to myself or to my growth. Hell, I didn’t even know that I could grow.


I hit a breaking point in 2016 when I realized I had to save my whole life, physically and emotionally. I experienced an overwhelming sadness from watching everyone else grow and get married, start families, and go on vacations, while I felt stuck in the mud, spinning my wheels and going nowhere. The pain was palpable; I felt like I was on the outside of my own life, looking in. And my body wasn’t helping me to feel any better. Just a week before I’d been at choir practice walking—literally, just walking—and I’d fallen down in front of everyone, my knees giving out from under me. I’d screamed, “Hunger Games, Hunger Games! Keep walking!” to make a joke that would hide how humiliated I was and, even more than that, how fucking defeated I felt that my thirty-six-year-old body felt like it was starting to break down and betray me. Did I mention that I also had two parents with a history of heart disease, and that I’d spent the summer in New York City with my mom in one hospital room and my father in a different hospital at the exact same time? So, on top of everything else, the idea of my mortality was looming over my head and threatening to rain like that annoying pish-rain that spits out enough condensation to make the sidewalk slippery and dangerous, but not enough to make you stay indoors. In this moment, at this time, the idea of self-love suddenly had meaning to me. At that time, I decided that self-love meant doing everything I could to stop my heart from emotionally hurting, get my body into better physical shape so I no longer felt trapped in it, and do whatever I could to prevent a medical future that looked a lot like my parents’.


I had no answers then. I couldn’t even envision what a life would look like where guys wanted to spend the night and actually talk to me, or one where I had enough strength and stamina to hike a (small) mountain or walk from the parking lot and through the grocery store without having to lean on the cart, or what it would mean for me to be emotionally “healthy,” but I needed to figure it out. I was tired of saying no to things because I couldn’t do them. I was unwilling to keep going on the path I was on, and so I called on self-love to be my guide. I had nothing to direct me other than a willingness to do something different because of the crippling fear of staying where I was.


Self-love became following the path of my own pain to see where it would lead. I knew if I had the courage to ask myself, What’s hurting me right now? and if I actually stopped to listen to what I felt in my body and my mind, I could use the answer to be my guide. I knew, if I did something differently, I would experience something different in my life. And different was exactly what I needed.


Since then, I have referred to this process of asking + answering + action as “living a Self-Loving Life.” This guiding philosophy requires regular self-evaluation to see what area of one’s life needs pouring into—what in life needs attention and care, observation, and action. And when I come up with that answer, I adjust accordingly so that I may serve my needs exactly as they exist right at that moment. I see myself without judgment; I observe and uncover stones. It is as if I say, “Oh, this might be a thing—let’s explore this a little bit, shall we?”


My commitment to living a Self-Loving Life has taken me through places I did not even know were crying out to be explored. Some of my journey has made sense to other people, and some of it has not—but that doesn’t matter, because ALL of it has made sense to me. And, at the end of the day, isn’t that one of the greatest gifts in life? Finding out what is meaningful to you without worrying what others think?


Living a Self-Loving Life guided me from barely being able to walk a single city block without stopping in pain, to climbing six flights of stairs while holding fifty pounds of weight in under a minute and being able to leg press over seven hundred pounds, which made me feel very strong and very sexy. (At the same time, my commitment to living a Self-Loving Life also allowed me to see that, during this same time, I was the most codependent I’d ever been, fixated with how I was seen on social media, insistent I’d be taken seriously by “the industry,” and completely, utterly blind with passion for my romantic partner, who consumed most of the thoughts I was having when I wasn’t obsessed with proving my value to people who didn’t know me.) It helped me make peace with pulling away from fitness and “dieting” and the resulting weight gain, and then helped guide me again, years later, into a place of healing when it came to my relationship with food, and action when it came to prioritizing my health and fitness again—just in a different way.


Living a Self-Loving Life opened my eyes to finally seeing the level of cognitive distortion I experienced on a daily basis (that’s a fancy way of saying I had a deeply ingrained habit of speaking and thinking negatively about myself that stemmed from my own prior lived experiences). It opened the door for me to finally tell my father how much it hurt me that I’d never had a bedroom in any of his houses after my parents divorced. It uncovered my deepest core wounds and then showed me that my sexy, magnetic partner—whom I was crazy about, literally crazy about—with his deep, growling laugh and the voice that went straight to my lady parts, was a walking representation of every one of the unhealed pieces of me rolled into a single package wearing snug jeans and cowboy boots. That I’d have to walk away from him and learn how to stand on my own.
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