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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





PROLOGUE




‘If I could define enlightenment briefly, I would say it is “the quiet acceptance of what is”.’


WAYNE DYER





One day I was having lunch with a dear friend. Over tortellini drenched in a gorgonzola cream sauce, I learned that her new business coach had challenged her to sum up her work in a single word.


‘You’ve heard of an elevator pitch?’ she asked. I had. It’s a concise but compelling summary that lasts no longer than a short elevator ride. ‘Well’, she added, ‘this is more like an elevator-closing-in-your-face pitch.’


Curious. She went on to explain that the purpose of the exercise wasn’t for marketing purposes but for personal clarity. By distilling your business into one word, you highlight the essence and purpose of your work.


My friend, a singing teacher and speaking coach, came down to the word ‘voice’. A doctor in her mastermind group had drilled down to the word ‘heal’; a financial advisor ‘wealth’; a jeweller ‘adorn’; a restaurateur ‘nourish’.


‘What word do you think would sum up your work?’ she continued. ‘Something like “change”?’


Hmmmmm, change. There is no doubt that people call me when they are in crisis, desperate for change. A specific trigger arises – a feeling gets too intense, a relationship gets too challenging, a circumstance becomes intolerable – and they reach out for help.


As I reflected on 30 years of treating grief, loneliness, anxiety, distressed relationships, depression and stress, I realized that while change had often happened, it wasn’t at the centre of my work. There was something more basic, a precursor to change. At the heart of my work was something subtler yet ultimately more liberating.


‘I would have to say that my word’, I ventured as I sipped my coffee, ‘is not change.’ I reflected a moment longer. ‘My word is “acceptance”.’


My friend shook her head, miffed. ‘Acceptance? But don’t your clients come to you for change?’


‘The irony’, I replied, ‘is that when someone intentionally chooses acceptance, everything begins to change.’


That night, I mused on the essence of ‘acceptance’ – being with what is as it is. I realized that not only is it the perfect word to describe the core of my work with clients, but it is also probably the most powerful, most unexpected life skill for peace and wellbeing. Active acceptance surprisingly leads to emotional liberation.
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THE QUEST FOR RELIEF


But when you are suffering in your life, you probably don’t want to hear about acceptance. Even now you might be thinking, Wait, I’m miserable and suffering and I’m desperate to feel better. If I accept my reality as it is, nothing will change. I’ll fall even deeper into a pit of despair. Admittedly, at first glance, acceptance doesn’t really sound all that compelling. It doesn’t have the pure ring of ‘joy’ and ‘happiness’. It doesn’t sound as hopeful as ‘optimism’ or ‘resilience’. It’s not as convincing as ‘success’ or ‘transformation’. And yet it is the surprising path to all of these.


Acceptance gets a bad rap, actually, since it is so often confused with resignation, defeat or, worse, completely giving up. But acceptance doesn’t mean tolerating abuse, condoning injustice or staying mired in pathology. Nor does acceptance mean that you approve of what’s going on or even remotely like it. Acceptance is a calming orientation toward your reality, a shift in perspective in which struggle dissolves, opposition relaxes and clarity dawns.


Consider this book your invitation to think differently about acceptance and to open yourself to a new way of relating to your life. I believe that you’ll discover for yourself that acceptance isn’t about giving up or being stuck. Instead, it is about active alignment with your feelings and your situation, and then an opening to something more. Acceptance is the paradigm shift that leads to every experience of lasting inner peace.


We’ve all been in a place of struggling against the tide – resisting our difficult circumstances, wishing things were otherwise, regretting things said and unsaid, judging our shortcomings. After all the years of struggle and forceful attempts to change ourselves, other people, our circumstances and even our past, acceptance turns out to be the path of sanity and wisdom. It lifts us up to a place of wider perspective and vision where we can open-heartedly acknowledge the vista before us, just as it is. And, then, possibility arises.
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RELEASING THE ROPE


Imagine yourself in a beautiful field holding onto a rope; you’re in a tug-of-war. On the other end of the rope is a veiled figure and it’s pulling hard. You tug on your end even harder. Your opponent is actually life itself, pulling you toward circumstances that you don’t like or want: a traffic jam, weight gain, a long queue to wait in, an annoying boss, an alcoholic mother, a cancer diagnosis, an unexpected death. No! I can’t stand it! You didn’t ask for this to happen, this mildly annoying to totally tragic circumstance, this irritating person – all making your life wretched. You yank harder at the rope.


If I pull hard enough, you think, I can get this damn rope to stay put. I can control it.


The trouble is that life, your alleged adversary, always pulls harder than you. The rope never stays still. Things keep happening that you don’t want, didn’t ask for and can’t stop. It can feel at times ridiculously frustrating, exhausting, excruciating and downright heartbreaking. In Buddhism, there is a name for this – the First Noble Truth, which acknowledges that life is hard.


But what if there were a way to halt the battle? What if you could simply stop resisting the pull and relax? What if something simple could assist you with letting it be? Imagine the sweet relief you would feel if you could stop the rope burn – simply open your fingers and watch the rope follow its natural trajectory. Yes, just let it go. When you accept life on its terms – when you stop pulling on your end of the rope – then you can just sit down in that field…be at peace…and, well, smell the flowers.


This book is about how to let go of the rope. It’s about the inner art and life-changing power of acceptance, your direct path to a more peaceful, satisfying life experience. The art of acceptance is inherent in the unique and creative ways in which you individualize your journey. The power of acceptance is evident as you discover a kinder relationship both with yourself and with life.




‘Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing, there is a field. I’ll meet you there.’


RUMI
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HOW ACCEPTANCE MAKES ALL THE DIFFERENCE


Lydia and Samantha are two bereaved parents, both in their late 40s, with whom I worked years ago. They didn’t know each other, yet they had strikingly similar lives.


Lydia had suffered the tragic loss of her 20-year-old daughter 3 years previously. Her daughter had struggled for years with a heroin addiction. It seemed that she was doing better after a successful stint in rehab. Then, unexpectedly, one summer night, her daughter overdosed.


Samantha had suffered the tragic loss of her 18-year-old son in an automobile accident, also 3 years previously. He had just graduated from high school, and life had been full of promise. He was hit by a drunk driver and killed instantly.


But the similarities between them extended even beyond their tragic losses. Both Lydia and Samantha had been sexually abused as children – one by an uncle and the other by a neighbour. Both Lydia and Samantha were also slightly overweight and suffered from type 2 diabetes. And finally, both Lydia and Samantha lived near their overbearing, highly strung mothers. Here their similarities ended.


In our work together, Lydia remained locked in her anger. She blamed herself for her daughter’s addiction and continued reliving every detail before the overdose, berating herself for not being able to stop the tragic outcome. Unable to forgive herself, she became depressed as she turned her rage inward. Simultaneously, she stewed in resentment about her horrendous childhood, as she was unable to make sense of the sexual abuse that she had endured.


I sat with Lydia in her grief, but she was unable to fully acknowledge the pain beneath her rage. I taught her mindfulness, self-compassion and peace practices, but they didn’t stick. She continued to spiral downward, railing against the fact that her daughter had died. Bitter and tense, Lydia often binged on sugar despite her medical complications. She frequently got into huge arguments with her mother. The harder life pulled, the harder Lydia yanked on her end of the rope. When Lydia stopped coming to sessions, I felt disappointed that I hadn’t been able to help her.


Samantha, on the other hand, was able to acknowledge the depth and breadth of her sorrow. Open to the natural flow of grief, she was able to take the mindfulness and self-compassion practices that I suggested and integrate them into her life. She treated herself gently and learned to tolerate the searing pain she felt as a result of her loss.


Life was pulling, but Samantha didn’t resist; she released the rope. She didn’t get stuck in her grief – rather, she let it flow and wash over her. Eventually, she turned toward the possibilities that arose from her experience. She started advocating for stricter drink-driving laws and became active in a bereaved parents’ organization called The Compassionate Friends (see here).


When Samantha started to feel hijacked by guilt or self-loathing (both natural human emotions), she wrapped her feelings in the gentle embrace of self-compassion, which allowed the hostile emotions to dissipate. She integrated her past and present, seeing that all experiences were part of her journey to the present moment. Feeling more warmth toward herself, she changed her diet and began to exercise regularly. Her renewed relationship with herself offered her the clarity to set up boundaries with her mother and not take her mother’s behaviour so personally.


Samantha stopped resisting her circumstances by accepting her feelings and opening up to her reality. As a result, she was freed to create her own better reality. Lydia, on the other hand, had kept her heart closed and defensive, resistant to her pain and the truth of loss. While these women had lived with similar life circumstances, they ultimately had radically different experiences.
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THERE IS A KEY


Acceptance, as a time-honoured path of emotional and spiritual healing, is not a new idea. It is widely recognized in both modern psychology and sacred texts as a liberating goal. But, here’s the thing – getting there can be really hard. Clearly, it isn’t as simple as snapping your fingers or saying to yourself, Get over it. Acceptance can feel challenging, painful and downright impossible. How do you accept the unacceptable?


What I’ve noticed in my many years as a psychotherapist is that everything starts with the self. Whether you’re accepting another person, a circumstance or something from the past, acceptance begins with you, your feelings about that situation and, most importantly, how you treat yourself. When you can be compassionate with yourself, you more easily accept reality. Self-compassion is the key that unlocks the door to acceptance.


That is the essence of this book: self-compassion – acceptance – peace. Highlighting the skill of self-compassion, employing its scientifically demonstrated benefits, harnessing the capacity of the higher self – all of this enables us to move from resistance to alignment to possibility. Although your journey will be unique, this book offers you a map to improve your relationship with yourself and your relationship with life.




‘Everything starts with the self.’
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HOW THIS BOOK WORKS


Each of us can choose to surrender the rope of life, not denying the facts but learning new ways to work with them. In the pages that follow, you will see how acceptance can become your new mindset.


In Chapter 1, we look at the map of the journey, learning about acceptance as a process leading from resistance to alignment to possibility. Chapter 2 spotlights the skill of self-compassion as the essential guide along the road. When you learn to accept your feelings and be kind to yourself in the process, you disarm resistance and are then able to move forward to possibility.


Chapters 3 to 6 explore specific life applications of acceptance: accepting yourself, accepting others, accepting your circumstances and accepting the past. While it might be a breeze to accept fun, happy things such as promotions, engagements, financial windfalls and exotic vacations, we know that life is full of many difficult circumstances. Here we talk about accepting what feels unacceptable: abuse, annoying ex-spouses, sickness, self-loathing, addiction, infidelity, loss, even death. Self-compassion is the go-to practice, over and over again, that helps you keep the acceptance process moving.


While aligning with your reality is part of the journey, it’s not the whole journey. Eventually, you come to the pivotal question of now what? Chapter 7 looks in more detail at that question, at the power of possibility, at what you can change and how. Our culture tends to approve of resistance and aggression as optimal approaches to change. But just as you catch more flies with honey than vinegar, the change that blossoms out of acceptance is sweeter and infinitely more delicious. Here you will discover the dawning of hope.


Each chapter is threaded with personal stories and clinical vignettes (names and details have been changed for privacy). These stories illustrate the range of intensity with which we can experience acceptance in our lives. For some, alignment with the present moment, just as it is, will be without fanfare, a shrug of the shoulders and a nod (Okay, it is what it is). For others, alignment will feel like a friendship, a sort of metaphorical handshake (Oh, hello, come in). And for others still, the experience of alignment will be a big bear hug, a warm embrace, a sense of enthusiastic welcome (I love this! Bring it on!). Chapters 3 to 7 each end with a reflection on a more intense response, showing how you can ‘kick it up a notch’, taking acceptance to a transcendent level.


At the conclusion of each chapter, I share essential ‘power tools’ to help you integrate the material more deeply into your own life. I offer a primary tool as well as the option to expand your practice with two bonus tools.
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THE TIME IS NOW


Acceptance feels like a big long exhale…ahhhhhhhh. With acceptance, you choose to go with the flow of the current instead of swimming against it. Active acceptance, grounded in self-compassion, is about turning toward yourself with an embrace and turning toward life with a smile. It’s about living life with less stress, less tension and more flow, more ease.


If you’ve been striving for change, pushing for something different, but you keep failing time after time…if you’ve been beating yourself up because you can’t seem to implement any of the things you know will help you feel better…if you’re tired of pretending that something isn’t when it clearly is (or vice versa), then it’s time for a new direction.


Acceptance takes grace and courage, a choice that is made moment by moment. It isn’t always the obvious path but it is a solution with empowerment potential beyond your dreams. I am confident that you will discover for yourself how embracing this orientation to life will bring you emotional relief, inner peace and personal transformation.


The time is now to stop the struggle.


The time is now for emotional freedom.
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We were sitting on the tarmac. We had just landed in Tulsa, Oklahoma, rerouted because of thunderstorms in Dallas.


The captain made an announcement: ‘Ah, folks, it looks like we’re going to be here for a while due to passing weather conditions. Thank you for your patience and I’ll be back shortly with an update.’


People around me started coming unglued. The captain came back on: ‘Just a reminder that we will not be exiting the aeroplane. Please stay in your seats, although you are welcome to stand and stretch.’


I was in the first row of the plane so, as I stood to stretch my legs, I got the flight attendant’s view of minor passenger mayhem. One by one, people began filing up to the front of the plane and projecting their frustration onto the flight attendants. Passengers proclaimed, ‘I’ve got a connection!’, ‘I want off the plane!’, ‘How long will we be here?’.


The flight attendant near me kept her cool and said, ‘We will get you to Dallas safely as soon as we can. We can’t control the weather.’


One man, particularly frustrated, yelled at this poor woman. ‘I have a meeting this afternoon. I have got to get to Dallas now!’


‘Sir’, she repeated, with impressive restraint. ‘We all want to get to Dallas as quickly as possible, but we cannot control the weather.’


The man finally went back to his seat, red-faced. I looked around and could see a distinct difference between those who were accepting our fate and those who were not. The passengers who were stuck in resistance looked anxious, angry, frustrated, impatient and exasperated. The ones who were aligning with the situation looked calm, relaxed and peaceful. They had moved on by reading and texting.


Why is it that, in a situation that is beyond everyone’s control, some people are hijacked (so to speak) by their resistance and others are able to flow? Of course, we all know that choosing acceptance is often easier said than done. If you had been on the plane, how do you think you would have reacted?
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THE CONUNDRUM OF ACCEPTANCE


The Latin root word of ‘accept’ means ‘to take toward yourself’. This sense of bringing in/receiving is at the heart of what I mean by acceptance – anything from barely tolerating to enthusiastically embracing. Frequently, we see our present circumstance as an obstacle, a horror, an inconvenience, something to be rejected. The last thing we want to do is receive it. So we either complain incessantly or move heaven and earth to change it. In a culture that encourages constant improvement and striving, acceptance is often mistakenly seen as a last resort, like a consolation prize. You mean just accept that I’m old or that I’m in debt? Accept that my boss is an idiot? Simply accept that my son died?


As we reflect on what acceptance is, our understanding can be enhanced by analysing what it is not. Acceptance is not weak resignation or apathy. Acceptance does not mean you like the current state of affairs. And acceptance does not condone bad behaviour or assume change is impossible.


Acceptance is a bit like forgiveness in that way. Forgiving someone for unspeakable behaviour does not mean that what they did was okay. Forgiveness doesn’t mean that you honour their choices. It means you accept that what’s done is done; you let go and move on. That’s how people are able to forgive murderers and molesters – they choose to be free of smouldering anger and resentment, for their own sake. Acceptance is a similar choice – for freedom’s sake.
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THE JOURNEY


In the popular 12-Step model of recovery from addiction – created by Alcoholics Anonymous and now used in many 12-step programmes of recovery from addiction and compulsive behaviour – acceptance is the beginning point. (Step one: ‘We admitted we were powerless over alcohol – that our lives had become unmanageable.’)


In the popular Elisabeth Kübler-Ross model of the five stages of grief in terminal illness (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance), described in her 1969 book On Death and Dying, acceptance is the ending point.


In this book, we will explore acceptance from the perspective of a three-stage journey that begins with resistance, then shifts into alignment and ends with possibility.
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Let’s say that you have a terrible head cold, a really nasty one. You might start by resisting it with an unwillingness to acknowledge its reality: No! I can’t get sick; I don’t have time to be sick; I hate being sick; I wish I wasn’t sick. At some point, you move to alignment – you begin to acknowledge that your body is sick and that you are suffering: okay, I’m sick. I’m really sick. This is my reality. I feel miserable. In the final phase, as you go with the flow, possibilities arise and you begin to notice your options: I could take medication; I could sleep; I could take a few days off; I could warm up a can of chicken soup. I could watch that TV show I’ve been meaning to watch. Acceptance takes us from suffering to peace to possibility. Now let’s unpack each part of the process in more detail…
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