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INTRODUCTION


Resilience—The Essence of Being Human


With the significant challenges we’ve all encountered during the past several years, the need for and power of resilience has become an immense point of interest. Many of us are tired of talking about the pandemic, and although its impact continues, our day-to-day experiences are compounded by significant social change, political division, gun violence and mass shootings, unpredictable and extreme weather, an enhanced need for support for mental health and well-being, and general unrest.


Have you felt an increase in feelings like uneasiness, stress, strain, or sadness? I certainly have. The good news is, if you have, you’re not alone. There has been an uptick in emotions that feel negative, gloomy, and pessimistic. Many people think it’s directly related to the pandemic, but it isn’t. The pandemic accelerated this trend, but it’s not solely responsible for our feelings of frustration, unhappiness, and worry. The experience of emotions that feel negative have been on the rise for over a decade. Long before the pandemic showed up.


It’s no surprise so many feel this way. We are all searching for guidance about how to adjust to so much change and uncertainty, to keep functioning. We ask ourselves and others, “How do I make sense of this? How do I process everything that is happening when it all seems so overwhelming? How do I lead my people? How do I parent my children? How do we create a sense of normalcy when nothing feels normal? What does ‘normal’ mean, anyway? How do I sustain myself when life so often feels unsustainable?”


Being resilient is more important now than ever.


Resilience is much more than enduring adversity and returning to life as it was “before.” Many aspects of human development are additive tools, such as shifting our mind-set or learning breathing techniques. Yet, resilience is a multiplier. People that demonstrate greater resilience enhance themselves and those around them, their families, teams, and communities. When you increase your resilience, you multiply the development and growth of those around you by role modeling how to solve problems, navigate challenges, and reemerge after setbacks, and through your actions, you teach others how to do that same.


Resilience is not a special skill you need to acquire. Resilience isn’t something you go out and find, because by virtue of facing challenge, resilience has already found you. You’re already resilient. Think about it. You’ve survived every loss, hardship, disappointment, and rejection you’ve ever faced. And you’re still here. How? Because resilience has been the fabric of your human existence, your essence since your conception. This book won’t teach you to be resilient; it’ll teach you the key practices that will allow you to harness and amplify your resilience to an even greater degree.


Some people tell me that they dream of a day when they will never have to be resilient again. They feel exhausted by the efforts required to be resilient. I, too, have reached the edge of my mental, physical, and emotional capacity. But not because of resilience. The experience of facing a continual onslaught of challenge, change, and complexity is stressful. The circumstances of processing war, significant changes in governmental laws and access to health care, along with addressing persisting inequities and social justice, to name a few, are overwhelming, to say the least. It’s not resilience’s fault that we feel this way. Resilience isn’t exhausting or excruciating. Resilience is the treatment for what ails you, not the problem. Challenge isn’t going away. So, you’re likely going to get to demonstrate your resilience for years to come. The Five Practices of Highly Resilient People is the playbook that allows you to tap into your resilience to a greater degree, the skills that guard against stress, exhaustion, and burnout. These practices and tools aren’t detractors that derail your ability to cope. Quite the opposite. Resilience promotes a more positive mind-set and enhances your mental health.


My desire to understand the commonalities that allow us to effectively face challenge, which would lead to The Five Practices of Highly Resilient People two decades later, began while I was in graduate school, and later, as a neuropsychology fellow. After I completed my fellowship, my inquiry continued in private practice, then as a management consultant, along with my experience in corporate leadership development at Nike and Cigna, and today as the chief resilience officer at Resilience Leadership Institute (RLI). My goal was, and still is, to help people effectively address challenges so that they can emerge from adversity empowered and better for their experience.


Maybe you’re dealing with the aftereffects of abuse or violence, grieving the loss of a loved one, or looking to rebuild trust and connection in important relationships. Perhaps you’re in the throes of burnout, stress, or exhaustion, or realizing you need support for your mental health. Maybe you desire to enhance your confidence and self-esteem, accept yourself, and finally feel worthy.


No matter what your challenges and goals are, my goal is to help you see adversity as an opportunity for growth and expansion. It is often assumed that hard times, such as job loss, illness, or traumatic events, diminish our ability to function, yet while they may slow us down or stop us temporarily, the slowing down or stopping is an important aspect of our healing and resilience process. Challenge is simply a well-disguised occasion for growth. I wrote this book not to teach you to ignore or minimize your experience, but instead to give you the manual to be present with your difficulty and move through tough times, not around or above them. To offer you a blueprint for emerging from adversity enhanced, rather than diminished, with more humility, openness, empathy, wisdom, and joy.


The Five Practices of Highly Resilient People are the five behaviors that we can all choose, anytime we face challenge, change, and complexity, to create a more positive and productive outcome. Through learning and adopting The Five Practices, your problems will become pathways to a better life. How do I know? Because I have lived it. Now, I am here to help show you the way.


Over the years, I have worked with many high-achieving clients, executives, athletes, and public figures. You may be surprised to learn that those at the top of their game have not been free of challenge. Most have faced more difficulty than you would imagine. So, how do people face truckloads of challenge and still rise? People come to me, not to rescue them from their challenges, but to teach them how to effectively address them. They are not trying to engineer challenge out of their life. Why? Because they understand that challenge is the common fiber that knits together our strength, resolve, and confidence. Think of a time you faced a circumstance that you thought would end you. A time when you thought there was no way you’d make it. Somehow, you did. Looking back now, do you feel more or less confident for having gone through these times in your life? If you’re like many people I’ve interviewed, you feel more confident because you surprised yourself and realized just how much you can take, right? Exactly.


THE DOCTOR IS IN


If we could travel back in time, to my middle school days, you would see me racing home from school to complete my homework before attending swim practice. Then, in the evenings, I knew my friends would be calling me for support to talk through things like how to tell another classmate that they liked them as more than a friend, break up with a boyfriend or girlfriend, or be more confident in themselves.


This was a time before cell phones. My parents, unable to make outbound calls or receive an inbound call during the evening hours between seven and nine because I was always on their phone, decided to give me my own phone and line in my bedroom. They agreed to allow me this privilege, which had the added benefit of giving them their phone line back, provided I maintained my grades.


To be honest, I’ve never fit in with my peers. Middle school was no different. I’ve always been mature for my age, and I was interested in politics and the environment, things that other kids just weren’t into yet. To be clear, I was never cool. Looking back, I’ve reflected on how, at that young age, I already knew what to say to console my friends. My knowledge and maturity were, in part, born of my own early struggles. These challenges not only gifted me with wisdom beyond my years, but they also put me on a career path to be in service of others. I learned empathy for others by first learning to offer compassion to myself, learning that it was better to give myself grace during my own difficulties than to beat myself up mentally.


The first of my personal challenges, undiagnosed dyslexia, a learning disability, emerged in elementary school, making learning to read, reading comprehension, and spelling extremely difficult for me, landing me in the lowest reading group. Eventually, I was diagnosed with dyslexia, but not until the age of thirty-seven, long after I had concluded my formal education. For a long time, like many with an undiagnosed learning disability, I didn’t feel confident in my ability to learn and believed I wasn’t very intelligent.


Despite teaching myself strategies to memorize words, dyslexia proved to be a relatively minor hurdle compared to a monstrous threat that arose in my early teens, which I will go into in greater depth in the pages to follow. I mention it now to share with you that the material in this book is based on my academic and professional research with hundreds of people, and reinforced by my own deeply personal, life-changing, and formative experiences with challenge.


My focus on resilience has not been from the perspective of someone in an ivory tower or as an observer of other people’s challenges alone. I have received professional training as a clinician and a doctoral-level researcher. I have also been a client, attending therapy to support my mental health and personal growth. Since I have lived many trials and tests personally, I’ve learned as much in the university classroom as I have as a student of my own life. In many cases, I have been where you have been, or where you are now.


My interest in resilience sprang from both my own struggles, and as I pursued my advanced education, I went deeper to understand the science and psychology of resilience. I’ve always been fascinated by people’s stories of facing challenge, seemingly impossible circumstances, and how they prevailed in the end. My desire was to learn beyond what I had experienced, so that I could help you move beyond your own challenges and offer you comfort as well as tools. Observing how deeply powerful The Five Practices have been in my life and in the lives of hundreds of thousands of people, I felt compelled to make them widely accessible, not simply narrowly available through my coaching and consulting work, and to share them broadly with you.


FINDING RESILIENCE


In graduate school, I was involved in learning about two seemingly unrelated groups of people that amplified my interest in resilience and its powerful positive impact on our lives: mothers in rural Maryland grappling with financial sustainability; and survivors of neurological (brain or spine) injuries and their family members.


As a young graduate student, I felt privileged to be invited into these people’s lives to both listen and learn about their experience, so that together, we could create better services to support them. At the University of Maryland, College Park, our extension department had identified twenty Maryland mothers who were living in rural areas with their families and facing financial or food instability. I was part of the team that analyzed the mothers’ in-depth qualitative interviews conducted annually over a three-year period to better understand how they were navigating the demands of daily living on a reduced income in rural areas. The goal was to learn about their experience so we could create better social services to enhance the support they were receiving.


We found that, for these women, access to reliable transportation was the single greatest component that helped them enhance their resilience and effectively address adversity. In the rural areas where they lived, grocery stores, medical care, and workplaces were often many miles apart, with no options for public transportation to bridge the gap. One woman described how she and her husband set aside $50 a week until they could purchase a vehicle. I felt elated when I read about the sense of freedom she felt when they were finally able to have their own vehicle:




It felt so good to get the kids… the feeling of me, my husband, and all four of my kids getting into our van, this weekend. We shut the door, we started down the road, and I know this is going to sound stupid, but all I could do was cry. We have waited years to do this and we’re just now doing it.… And I smiled all the way.





She smiled ALL THE WAY! When I read those lines, I smiled, too, picturing her in that car! I was struck by the importance of transportation and how access to a van made a significant difference for her and her family. I could feel her joy as I read her words, and when we wrote an article with our findings, we highlighted transportation as a resource that enhanced resilience. I didn’t know it yet, but her experience would not just inspire me, her words would be instructive on my journey to understand human resilience.


It was a few years later that I took a position as a neuropsychology fellow at Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU) Medical Center on a grant from the National Institute of Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR). While working with people who had sustained brain and spinal cord injuries, along with assisting their family members, transportation once again emerged as a key factor in promoting resilience.


When a person sustains a neuropsychological injury, they and their family members experience considerable emotional trauma, along with the physical trauma of the injury. As the family members of the person who sustained the injury gathered in the intensive care unit (ICU) or in the emergency room (ER), they shared with me that what they most wanted to know in that moment was what would happen to their injured family member.


Yet, when we followed patients and their families after they were discharged to our outpatient clinic for months, and oftentimes years, to come, we realized something troubling. Our patients’ rehabilitation prognoses, essentially the doctor’s belief about what would happen to the person that sustained the injury, were often wrong.


Back then, we based a person’s prognosis on three things:




1. The person’s age,


2. Where the injury occurred in the person’s body or brain, and


3. The severity of the injury.




Months and even years later, I noticed patients were doing better than their prognosis or not as well as we thought, but rarely were we accurately predicting the patient’s rehabilitation outcome. At a time when families most needed our predictions to be correct, we were often inaccurate. We wondered: What if there was more to our patients’ rehabilitation than the three simple factors upon which we based our predictions? What if there were other factors that could assist us in more accurately predicting our patients’ rehabilitation?


This led my colleagues and me to look more closely at the factors that would account for the differences in rehabilitation outcomes we observed in our outpatient clinic. Our inquiry was one of the first-ever studies on resilience and neurological injury.


We found a host of additional factors that contributed to the quality of a person’s rehabilitation beyond the narrow information doctors were initially considering at the patient’s bedside. The research allowed us to give patients and family members a more accurate picture of the road to rehabilitation. The single most important factor that influenced patients’ rehabilitation was as surprising as it was simple.


Like the mothers in Maryland years before, patients who had access to reliable transportation after injury had more positive rehabilitation outcomes. Reliable transportation was, statistically speaking, the difference between living independently after a neurological injury and living in an assisted care facility. As a result of our findings, we created programs that subsidized transportation. As these were the days before Uber and Lyft, patients were now able to access their therapies and rehabilitation services, making a profound difference in their recovery of functioning.


Now, you may be asking yourself, “What do these two groups of people have to do with me and the power of resilience?” I wish I could tell you that I made that connection overnight. I didn’t. It took me many years to understand the link that existed just outside of my awareness. These seemingly diverse people had one thing in common: In both cases, having access to reliable transportation was transformational. While transportation is something many of us take for granted, it allowed these people to harness and enhance their resilience, and in doing so, heal, grow, and develop beyond what was initially believed to be possible for them.


During periods when I continued to deal with my own personal and professional challenges, I found myself reflecting on the experiences of the Maryland mothers and survivors of neurological injury, wondering: If reliable transportation was the common thread that made a significant, positive difference for these two very different groups of people, knowing that challenge is an inevitable part of life, is there a factor or factors, like transportation, that have the power to transform us all?


The Five Practices of Highly Resilient People is our transportation, demonstrating in thousands of cases to be the differentiator between what allows us to harness our resilience, transporting us to transformation. When facing difficulty, The Five Practices is the playbook that differentiates between those that flourish and those that fold. Given that challenge is the fabric of our human existence, The Five Practices is your blueprint to support you in facing challenge, knowing that challenge is unquestionably an inevitable part of your human experience.


Building on what I learned with the Maryland mothers and the survivors of neurological injury over two decades, I have been conducting interviews to further my understanding of the productive and positive behaviors people engage in when they face challenges. I continued with my own research while working in private practice, as a management consultant, and later as an executive in leadership development at Cigna and Nike. I still conduct interviews and research to this day. Over the years, I have asked hundreds of people to reflect on their personal and professional lives and answer this question: “Think about a time when you faced a significant challenge: Looking back, how did you effectively address this challenge?”


Once they completed their initial answer, I asked them to consider additional factors that may have supported them when they faced adversity. These factors might include their personal strengths, mind-sets, support systems, environment, and personal skill sets, such as having specific knowledge or unique abilities.


I asked them to reflect on additional factors that may have supported them to prompt additional ideas, experiences, or perspectives so they could consider all resources that helped them effectively address challenge. I do this because we often take our gifts, strengths, and circumstances for granted. I once heard someone say that if you asked a fish to describe its environment, water might be the last thing it noticed. I find that our natural strengths and skills often come so naturally to us that they go unrecognized, like water to a fish.


In my initial series of interviews on this topic, I talked with a racially diverse group of 150 male and female participants ranging in age from twenty-five to seventy-one. New questions emerged from the data collected. Over the years, I’ve interviewed several hundred more people, and in addition, I have reviewed thousands of newspaper and magazine articles, along with blogs, social media posts, stories, podcasts, and interviews as well as academic journals and books on resilience.


Over time, through these research interviews and observations, alongside reflections from my own life, five universal practices emerged from the data as a result of my inquiry.


When we face challenge, we often say, “What can I do?” Knowing that action is a natural response for many of us, I wanted to learn what behaviors people engage in when faced with challenges, to provide a unique contribution to the existing understanding of resilience. The five universal practices that I found worked time and time again are:




1. Vulnerability


2. Productive Perseverance


3. Connection


4. Grati-osity


5. Possibility




Now that I understand the power of The Five Practices, they are at the core of the work I do, and I have presented them in keynote addresses and motivational speeches on stages across the globe. I incorporate them into workshops, training classes, and retreats, as well as my executive coaching and mentoring programs. As a result, hundreds of thousands of people have already engaged with their power.


This book, then, presents the results of my ongoing professional and personal research: The Five Practices of Highly Resilient People, a guide to generating positive and productive outcomes when faced with life’s inevitable challenges, changes, and complexity, The Three C’s. In the pages that follow, together, we will explore The Five Practices and how you, too, can apply them when faced with your unique difficulties.















PART I



RESILIENCE FINDS YOU













1



Challenge Cultivates Resilience


As you know, in addition to my research, I’ve examined my own life experiences to better understand resilience. I’ve used myself as my own research instrument to ask myself, as The Five Practices were emerging, How does what I am learning fit or not fit with my own circumstances? Like many other people, I had a series of traumatic experiences when I was younger that were part of shaping me into the person I am today. In complete integrity, I still grapple with the trauma at times. As with all life experiences, they become a part of us, and my experience with trauma will always be a part of me. For years, I pushed what happened outside of my consciousness for fear that if I brought my experience to the surface, people would look at me differently. I felt ashamed, as though I’d been damaged in some way by what happened to me. The post-traumatic growth from trauma has been to transmute an experience that left me feeling broken into something beautiful by sharing my resilience story in service of lighting a path for others’ healing, growth, and resilience.


If you may be triggered by the trauma of stalking, assault, and abuse, please know this is coming, and read on with this warning or skip to the section entitled “Embracing Adversity” here. Come back and read this story if or when you are ready.


As a fourteen-year-old freshman in high school in October 1993, I was dressing for school early in the morning, in my first-floor bedroom of our family home in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The window that looked out onto the driveway was open a crack, to let in the fresh fall air, and just a small portion of the window was not covered by the shade. As I prepared to leave the room, I was listening to music, and when I went to turn off my stereo, I saw the outline of someone’s face at the bottom of my window. As I stared into the shadows, with the light from my bedroom only illuminating his nose and chin, he stood up and there we were, facing each other, just feet apart, on opposite sides of the window, with just a screen, wood, glass, and a shade between us.


I had not gotten a good enough look at him to make out his features. In my confusion, disbelief, and fear, I searched my fourteen-year-old mind for an explanation that would make sense of what was happening. As I spun through my memories like a Rolodex, I recalled a time when my father had hidden outside to scare my mother and me. Perhaps this was just my dad outside playing a trick on me.


“Dad?” I ventured, tentatively.


“Take off your clothes; you’re beautiful,” a voice said from the other side of the window.


Definitely NOT Dad!


Terrified, I sprinted from my room, screaming for my parents.


My parents called the police, and when they arrived, the officer who took the report concluded that this was nothing to be concerned about. Probably just someone passing through the neighborhood. A fluke.


About ten months later, in June 1994, my parents were out of town. Since that incident, I’d always kept that window on the driveway shut tight with the shade all the way down. But this was a hot summer evening, and I’d opened my other bedroom window, the one that faced the backyard, to allow air to circulate through the screen.


I’d gone shopping at the mall earlier that day with girlfriends, and I tried on my new clothes, including a new bathing suit, in front of the mirror. When I removed my clothes, I heard his voice coming from the open window in my room.


“I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” he said.


I knew that voice. It was etched in my mind.


In that moment, my life changed forever as three truths emerged:




1. I was naked in front of a man for the first time.


2. My childhood bedroom, which should have been one of the safest places for me, had become profoundly unsafe.


3. This was not a fluke.




I felt the room closing in around me. Everything got small, tight, and compact, the way I feel when I watch a horror movie. My mind did the calculations. There was only a wire screen between us. Should I run? Scream? Get dressed first?


Fear paralyzed me. I couldn’t decide what to do, much less even move.


Finally, after what seemed like forever, I screamed for help.… The sound came out of my mouth, but no one came. My parents were out of town. They’d left my brother and me in the care of a young couple who had small children of their own. They were upstairs putting their kids to bed and couldn’t hear me over the commotion of the nighttime routine.


“No one is coming to help you,” he said through the screen.


I knew he was right. Then, I remembered I had the phone in my bedroom. If I was going to get help, I was going to need to get it myself. I reached for the receiver and dialed 911.


The man was still outside my window when the 911 operator picked up. But I don’t remember what happened next. My memory of that moment is clouded black, inaccessible to me. Time stood still, and the next thing I remember is hearing the police sirens getting louder as they approached our home. Later, I would understand why I lost time in between my 911 call and the police’s arrival. I’d gone into traumatic shock. This is the body’s natural defense mechanism when our brain is unable to process overwhelming emotions. People often freeze or dissociate, disconnecting from reality to protect our psyche.


The babysitters came downstairs and found me huddled behind my bedroom door, still naked, shivering in fear. They covered me up as a police officer searched my room. No sign of entry. The window screen was intact.


Another police report was taken and filed, but this time it wasn’t written off as a fluke, or just some creepy guy passing through the neighborhood. This was someone targeting me, watching me, stalking me. That seemed obvious. Even so, my parents seemed strangely passive, as if they didn’t really believe me, or didn’t want to believe me. Now, as a parent myself, I imagine it was too horrific for them to believe. Maybe it was easier for them to deny the truth of what was happening for as long as they could, without the perspective of hindsight we have today, rather than confront the trauma and danger that had found its way to our home. My parents did install a light with a motion sensor outside my windows. Looking back now, having the wisdom of knowing what happened next, I know they wished they would have done more.


I’ve resisted using the word stalker. That word has become sensationalized. I tried on other descriptions, like “peeping Tom,” but those seemed too innocent. “Prowler” sounded like someone wandering around in the yard. I experienced him as a stalker. Someone who watched me unbeknownst to me, waiting for a moment when I was alone to strike.


Time passed again, and the following winter of 1995, he appeared again. The ground was coated in snow. My parents had gone out for the evening, and my brother was at a friend’s house. I was home alone waiting for friends to pick me up. I saw the motion-sensor light flip on in the backyard. We’d recently gotten a chow chow mix puppy from the Humane Society, and her ears pricked up. Looking out the window, I saw someone standing on our back deck in the dark. His movements looked agitated and staggering. I walked closer to the sliding glass windows in our sunroom and we faced each other for a long moment. He was wearing a hat, and I couldn’t make out his face. Without warning, he picked up a plastic chair, patio furniture we hadn’t brought in for the winter, and threw it at the sliding glass doors that stood between us.


I screamed. The puppy barked.


He threw another plastic chair against the glass. Then another. He was trying to shatter the glass and break into the house. I knew I didn’t have much time.


I ran to the phone and called 911. When the police arrived, they surveyed the backyard strewn with patio furniture and footprints. Out of an abundance of caution, they tried to match the tread on the bottom of the shoes to a pair of shoes in our home, but nothing matched. I heard one of the officers say to another that if the man had found any of the large rocks my mother used to landscape the garden under the camouflage of snow, he would have had no trouble shattering the glass. I understood that his behavior was escalating, and this time, I had narrowly escaped a home invasion, let alone being attacked or even killed.


More time passed before I was aware of his presence again. I wondered if he’d gone away for a while or become so stealthy that I was not conscious when he was near. My final encounter with this man, that I am aware of, occurred the following summer of 1996, before my senior year of high school. My parents lived across the street from a park, and I was babysitting three neighborhood kids, along with one of their friends.


The three kids lived in a house just behind ours, and when the evening sky turned to twilight, we cut through my parents’ backyard to take them home instead of walking around the block. As I unlocked the door to the house and held it open for the children to walk inside, I saw a man standing on the lawn. He didn’t appear to be much older than me but looked disheveled and intoxicated by the way his body swayed back and forth.


Without warning, he began advancing quickly toward us, and I pushed the last child into the house and then followed them in, slamming the door and locking it behind me. Their home was a renovated farmhouse with large windows six or so feet off the ground, and to my horror, I noticed some of them were open. Trying not to frighten the children, I rushed around locking the other doors, and enlisting their help, telling them, as calmly as I could, “Let’s close all the windows, kids.”


Then, I turned off the lights so he couldn’t see us inside, gathered the kids in an interior room, and dialed 911. When they heard me talking to the operator, they became frightened. I felt terrible that they were scared. I felt guilty, too, as though it was my fault this was happening to them. I’d dealt with this before, and rather than going into shock, I now knew how to think quickly and act decisively.


Someone knocked loudly on the back door.


The police hadn’t yet arrived but were en route. “What should I do?” I asked the 911 operator.


“Are you expecting anyone?” she asked.


The little girl who was over on a playdate said, “It might be my dad. He’s coming to get me.”


“You have to go to the door then,” the 911 operator told me.


You can imagine how I felt about that. To say that I was terrified to leave the room and walk through the dark house toward the knocking on the door is an understatement.


I handed the phone to the oldest child and told them I’d be right back, willing myself to follow the operator’s instructions. Just as I arrived at the back door, the knocking stopped. After a couple of seconds, I pushed the curtain aside and peeked out the window. There was no one there. I exhaled and began walking back to the kids when I heard someone knocking, this time on the front door. I walked through the dark house to the front door.


This time, when I looked out the window, I recognized the girl’s father from the neighborhood, and I let him inside. “Were you just knocking on the back door too?” I asked.


“No, was there someone there?” he wanted to know. “Why are all the lights off?” he inquired.


“Come inside, and I’ll tell you,” I said.


I didn’t want to tell him the stalker story. It was the first time I remember willfully hiding my story out of embarrassment, but certainly not my last. I felt ashamed and damaged, like there must be something wrong with me to have the stalker target me. Now, because of me, he was targeting me with children in my care and frightening them! What had I done to attract his attention? Had I done something wrong? I was just coming into womanhood and maturing physically, mentally, and emotionally. This unwanted attention was not only terrifying, degrading, and traumatic, it was confusing. Young girls are supposed to want to be attractive, but all I wanted was to disappear, to hide away from being noticed, so this weirdo would leave me alone.


To spare the kids’ father the details, I kept it on a high level. As I heard the police sirens in the distance on their way to the house, I told him there had been a suspicious-looking man in the yard who’d made a move for the front door when we returned from the park. The father was concerned and thanked me for acting so quickly to protect the children. Then, I went home my own house. I didn’t know it yet, but thankfully, that would be the last time I’d see the strange man.


I graduated from high school in the summer of 1997 and moved into the dorms at the University of Michigan that fall. Although it was only a few miles away, on campus, I felt more at ease that I was no longer in my parents’ home where I had experienced the stalker. For a while, aside from nightmares, uneasiness, and being afraid of the dark, I rarely thought about what happened. I was grateful to leave that experience behind. Or so I thought.


The following year, my mother called me early one morning. The blaring ring had disturbed my roommates, who were still asleep, so I took the receiver into the hallway, with the coiled cord winding out the door behind me. Before I could chastise my mother for the hour of her call, she began to recount the news. She told me that a single mother in our neighborhood had been raped and severely beaten. Still half asleep, I didn’t process the urgency of her call, until I heard her say, “We think this could be that man who came to your window.” Then, I understood.


News accounts said the attacker had entered the woman’s home in the early morning hours while she was sleeping. He beat her badly after raping her, and she told police that she was sure he intended to kill her. She never got a good look at his face.


Police found no sign of forced entry to the house, even though the woman said she always locked the doors at night. During the investigation, she told detectives that she’d been remodeling her home and had hired carpenters and a painter. She had given them keys to the house so they could come in when she wasn’t home.


The detectives obtained blood samples from two of the contractors and sent them to the crime laboratory to be compared with semen taken from the woman after the attack. These were early days of DNA testing, and two full months passed before the test results returned. They matched the DNA of the painter she’d hired. The painter she’d hired lived with his parents, across the park from where I played as a child and with the children I’d been babysitting that evening, just four houses away from my parents’ home.


He was found guilty on the rape charge and sentenced to fifteen to forty years in prison. There was never any investigation into whether the painter had been stalking me all those years. He was going to prison on a much more serious charge, so if it was him, I reasoned, he would now spend many years behind bars. I’d soon learn that I, too, would spend time in captivity: I had developed post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), a diagnosis that would cage me in fear, nightmares, and anxiety for twenty years. I experienced severe survivor guilt, imagining that I could have suffered a fate similar to my neighbor’s, enduring a brutal rape and attack.


EMBRACING ADVERSITY


Given that the title of this chapter is “Challenge Cultivates Resilience,” you may be wondering how these nightmare encounters I shared in the prior section, which haunted me for most of my teen and many of my adult years, could make me more resilient. The definition of resilience that has emerged for me after interviewing hundreds of people and reviewing thousands of pieces of data no longer endorses unhelpful myths of resilience like “bouncing back” or “quickly recovering from adversity.” The new definition of resilience I have uncovered is:




Resilience is the ability to effectively address challenge, change, and complexity in a manner that allows us to be enhanced by the experience, not diminished.





I’ve learned that through resilience, it is in adversity that we discover our strengths, talents, and wisdom, either for the first time or we are reminded of their existence within us. Resilience isn’t about quickly recovering or avoiding challenge, it’s about facing the challenge that comes our way and figuring out how to effectively deal with it for our ultimate growth and benefit. Rather than thinking about challenge from a victim mentality, as in “Why is this happening to me?,” we get to adopt the mentality of a warrior and a learner and reframe the question to see what we can learn from it. To adopt this mind-set, we can instead ask ourselves, “Why is this happening for me?” Therefore, the experience of challenge, by creating an environment that, though difficult, provides fertile ground to cultivate our resilience.



BEING RESILIENT DOESN’T ALWAYS MEAN FEELING GOOD


Facing challenges like the loss of a job, or a troubling medical diagnosis, call for resilience. You will likely feel out of balance, anxious, and unmotivated in moments like these. This is natural. Many of us imagine that being resilient should feel good. Being resilient and feeling resilient are not the same thing. Being resilient doesn’t always feel resilient, let alone feel good. This is an important distinction. Resilience is a workout for our psyche. We don’t always feel like exercising. Some workouts are hard and grueling. We sweat and gasp for breath. Yet, no one is ever mad about having worked out.


Facing challenge, even when you’re demonstrating resilience, like an intense workout, doesn’t feel awesome. Adversity never feels good. Often, it’s in hindsight that we can appreciate our resilience more when the difficulties are closer to resolved or behind us to some degree. Hard things are hard because they’re hard. When we’re wrestling with something, if it was simple, we would have figured it out already.


Demonstrating resilience in the face of dyslexia and trauma has never felt good in the moment. It felt more like a street brawl. Most days, I felt like I was just barely making it. I held on to hope and fought on, believing that eventually I could get better. It’s not until years later that I feel good now, in looking back, seeing that I demonstrated significant resilience.


As you learn and practice The Five Practices, you’ll become more adept at navigating challenge. Yet, initially, even when you are practicing these techniques and doing your very best you can in the moment, you still may not feel good, let alone resilient. But you are. Remember, in those moments, that barely making it is still making it. Gasping for breath is still breathing, and fighting on, even though you feel depleted, means having the courage to keep showing up for the challenging times.


Just because you don’t feel good in the moment doesn’t mean you’re not doing well. Applying The Five Practices often doesn’t feel good because of the magnitude and importance of what you’re facing in the moment. Typically, it’s not until you look back on your experience that you can fully appreciate your own strength and how you’ve grown.


REFRAMING CHALLENGE


Writer and poet Maya Angelou, who faced many challenges in her life, said, “I can be changed by what happens to me. But I refuse to be reduced by it.” That is a powerful statement and guide for treating adversity as a gift, an opportunity to emerge stronger than before. So often, we view challenge as something to be avoided, an experience that requires us to backtrack or blocks our ability to move forward. Recently, a CEO said to me in our coaching session, “Why does this have to be this hard? I feel like I have been a good enough human to deserve an easier path without so much pain and difficulty.” I said, “You are absolutely right about everything you just said. But unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that.” This CEO has founded a technology and cryptocurrency company. With the volatility in the marketplace, he has navigated through several “hundred-year floods” in the last six months.


I went on to share with him the principles of challenge that I’m sharing with you. Here are some new ways to think about challenge in your own life:




• Challenge can’t (and shouldn’t) be entirely avoided by careful planning. Many believe that, with careful preparation and planning, they can strategically engineer challenge out of their lives, they will avoid adversity, and the path will be made clear. Sounds good, right? Contrary to popular belief, this isn’t how it works. Without challenge, we miss out on instrumental experiences that are some of our greatest teachers in this life.


• Challenge happens (even) to good people. The irony is that many good people point to challenge as crucial moments that softened their sharp edges and made them into the good person they are today. Stuff happens. Bad things happen, even to good people. The key is to learn how to find the opportunities for growth within those challenges. A life without obstacles is like a potter without a wheel to form the clay. The challenge is the potter, forming us on the wheel, and we are the clay. The obstacles do not detract from our development, they are essential elements in our formation, our learning and growth.


• When challenges arise, it doesn’t mean you are on the wrong path. A common misconception is that the detours, roadblocks, and potholes placed in your path only show up when you are off course. Life isn’t a golf course, a perfectly manicured lawn that only gets bumpy when you’re off the fairway. Challenges arise without reason. You may be doing exactly what you were meant to do even when a loss occurs or a storm arrives. Do not think of challenge as a punishment or a signal that you’re going the wrong way.


• The more important the work, often, the greater the challenge. Do you want to do big things in this world? Even when your heart is big and your intentions are pure, challenge will still be a constant companion. Challenge both readies us for what is to come and is a test, a life checkpoint to see if we’re ready to be granted the next level of responsibility, the new relationship, or the expanded influence we desire. Following our life purpose and calling will inevitably bring challenge as the crucible to see if we’re ready to lead the change we envision.


• Think of challenge as an invitation. Ask yourself: “Is this worth it? Do I want to keep going in this direction?” Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Big Magic, described rejection letters from editors of her early writing as an invitation that asked her, “Well, Liz, do you want to keep creating things?” Gilbert says her answer was always yes, and she went on to write many books, including the runaway best seller Eat, Pray, Love.


• Challenge means it’s this or something better. When you don’t give up, when you are unwavering in the face of difficulties, you will find opportunities to elevate your life. The way may not appear right away. It’s through determination that you prove your mettle and possibly open the door to something even better than you had imagined.


• Resilience doesn’t prevent challenge; it gives you a toolkit to navigate the inevitable obstacles and setbacks. Resilience won’t inoculate you against challenge. Resilience gives you the tools to have the confidence to show up amid challenge and effectively address the issues at hand, rather than ignoring them or giving up, generating more strength and wisdom.


• Challenges are rarely unilaterally positive or negative. A new baby is a joyous occasion to celebrate a new life and comes with lost sleep and strain as all family members adjust to a new structure and routine. Similarly, a tragic loss may be deeply upsetting and unbalancing, but with time, many people can find goodness, even gratitude, that emerges from the tragedy, such as bringing them closer to friends and family, and a deeper appreciation for what it means to be alive.


• Challenge is not something shameful. There is no reason to feel guilty or victimized when challenge emerges in your life. It was easy for me to feel that I had done something wrong to bring the challenge of the stalker on myself. Blaming ourselves is never productive. Many people think they need a perfect track record, experiences unblemished by challenge, to be worthy. However, challenge doesn’t detract from our worth and value. Challenge provides the moments in which we learn just how much we are worth.


• Challenge is the comma, not the period at the end of the sentence. When challenge shows up in our lives, so often, we think challenge is the last word on our dreams and desires. We say to ourselves, “Uh-oh, here comes challenge, I guess I’m not gonna get that promotion.” Challenge itself is never the final word. Instead of seeing challenge as the final say, the period at the end of the sentence, view challenge as the comma in the middle of the sentence, asking us how we’d like to write the rest of our story.




Your challenges are part of your life story. You may not welcome them at first. You may not want to fight through them, to change, or to grow. You may cling to the status quo and simply ignore the moments when life gets hard. Many people deny their most challenging experiences, hiding from the experiences themselves, or hiding the challenging experiences from the world. They wall off the hurt to numb the pain. They mentally shut down to avoid feeling the discomfort. You can try that. I tried that. I can tell you from experience that it didn’t work. Challenge and the emotions that accompany challenge don’t go away when we ignore them. Your feelings get processed in your body, and find a way to surface, no matter how deep down we try to exile them.


Most of us resist change until it becomes impossible to ignore it any longer. You may need time to step back and see the issues clearly. My healing from the stalker encounters took decades. As humans, we can’t engineer challenge out of our lives. Since challenge plays a key role in your formation and growth, you don’t want to shut challenge out of your life. The good news is that challenge is not the end of your story. Remember, challenge is not the period at the end of the sentence; it’s the comma in the middle. When challenge shows up in your life, it’s not the final word. No matter how bad challenge feels, in my experiences, there is never a drop of pain that is wasted in our formation and growth. Ask yourself, just as Elizabeth Gilbert did, “Do I want to keep going?” Whether the answer is yes or no, The Five Practices will guide you to effectively navigate these critical times in your life.
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