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Praise for Emotional Healing


This is rock-solid, practical advice on how to heal yourself emotionally by a fine GP who knows his brain science and has long experience of helping people find their way through emotional crises. Above all, he does not medicalize the mind but instead offers a powerfully humane array of first-rate advice.


Professor Ian Robertson, Professor of Psychology, Trinity College Dublin and author of The Stress Test


‘I want to reassure you that it is always possible to put yourself back together again, and I have seen it happen many times with patients in my own medical practice.’ If there was ever a reason to buy a self-help book, this quote captures it perfectly. Emotional distress is part of modern life. Emotional healing, explained in a most accessible way by Dr Barry, is your route back to good mental health. Probably his best book ever!


Dr Muiris Houston, medical journalist and health analyst with The Irish Times


An intensely powerful book filled with clear tools to help us survive and cope with some of the most profound moments in our lives. Moving and thoughtful.


Bruce Daisley, author of the Sunday Times No. 1 bestseller The Joy of Work


Another fantastic book from Dr Barry, this time focused on emotional healing. The book deals with understanding and tackling negative emotions including dealing with very painful and difficult topics such as the death of a partner or child.  A personal touch is brought throughout the book and it is both a very interesting and enriching read.


Professor Catherine Harmer, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Oxford


There is a lot of talk these days about ‘Post Traumatic Stress’ but very few people are keen to talk about ‘Post Traumatic Growth’. In this book Dr Harry Barry provides a practical and structured ‘ABC’ approach to help us deal with ‘triggering’ events – the big life crisis and the day-to-day challenges. All you need is a pen and a blank page when a situation causes you distress. Then, taking it step by step with Harry, you can get a bird’s eye view of your destructive thinking and how it is impacting your life. You will also see that your feelings are not facts. It sounds simple but you might be surprised to see just what you’ve wrongly believed about yourself and the world around you when it is laid out before you in black and white. So – if you are tired of turning your pain in on yourself or projecting it onto others – this is a way out. In a sea of self-help nonsense, Emotional Healing is truly an inspirational book and a practical ‘how to’ guide. Dr Harry Barry is the best in the business so when he says you can emotionally heal your life – believe him.


Niamh Horan, Sunday Independent


I love this book. Emotional Healing will give so much hope and practical help to so many who feel adrift in life, convinced that nothing can fix them. But Dr Barry’s vast body of work, coupled with his thirty-five years in the field, gives him both the medical and scientific insights and the practical steps to take to heal ourselves. This book can change your life. It teaches us to fix ourselves.


Cathy Kelly, author and UNICEF ambassador


Whilst the amygdala in your brain controls emotions such as sadness, depression, anxiety, panic, anger or rage, grief however is better known to many of us. Harry has nailed it in one word – ‘survival’. If you have lost someone special from your life, you will go to the well of Emotional Healing. In this book, many, many times, hope will be found there!!


Oliver Doonan, father of Anthony, who died by suicide


Emotional Healing is a refreshingly helpful book for anyone who is seeking to have a better understanding of their emotional life and wellbeing. It is written in a very simple straightforward style which makes it accessible to everyone, young or old, with or without emotional problems. It is a resource book that is full of hope. For the therapist, social worker and counsellor it is a well-researched evidence-based excellent guide for their work. And for anyone struggling with emotional problems or distress it has the potential to be a powerful self-empowering and transformative book.


Sr Stanislaus Kennedy, social campaigner, author and founder of Focus Ireland and the Sanctuary Meditation Centre


As adults we teach our young people how to understand and express their emotion, but in the absence of effective solutions, we don’t teach them what to do with the emotions once they have expressed them. Harry and I have worked for years in showing people how to heal their emotional distress, leading us to happier, more fulfilling lives. In Emotional Healing, Harry brings the reader on this journey. Understanding the most common reasons that cause our distress but more importantly, what to do about it.


Enda Murphy, psychotherapist and author; SeeMe.ie, Supporting adults support young people


Most of us live surrounded by the turbulence of our times, often overwhelmed by its incursion into our lives. We may be brought down by the personal traumas and losses of life that affect each of us, finding our resilience and ability to cope wanting, unable to help ourselves or our families and friends. Unfortunately, most of us have grown up without learning in school or even in our families how to take care of ourselves emotionally, particularly in such situations. The strategies outlined by Dr Harry for responding to such upheavals can help us develop the emotional resilience to put ourselves ‘back together again’ and recover the ability to not only take care of ourselves, but those we love.


Professor Larry Culpepper, Professor of Family Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine


Dr Barry understands how we all think. He understands our emotions. These insights mean he understands how to help us heal when we feel broken. In this, his latest book, he shows in practical, sensible and helpful ways just how to do that.


Dr Fiona O’Doherty, clinical psychologist




This book is dedicated to
Anthony Doonan (1985–2014), who died
by suicide, and to his loving parents, Oliver and Anne.
&
John Ryan (1994–2014), who died by suicide, and to his loving parents, Joe and Mary (recently deceased).
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INTRODUCTION


In times of significant emotional distress, we may almost become strangers to ourselves and wonder if we will ever feel normal again. It is perfectly common to feel that you are broken or changed for ever by a difficult experience, or that you will never get over what happened. I want to reassure you that it is always possible to put yourself back together again, and I have seen it happen many times with patients in my own medical practice. As a society, we do not teach our children or ourselves about how to treat emotional distress, and yet there are so many simple and accessible tools available to us. This book will open up a door into the world of emotional healing, and show how you can access such tools.


Most of us will encounter times of significant emotional distress and will experience feelings of despair or hopelessness. In these times our emotional world is in turmoil. We may feel broken inside as life, with all of its vicissitudes, comes calling. It is highly likely that you have already experienced such periods of emotional upheaval, or perhaps you are in the middle of one right now. It comes to us all.


However badly you are feeling at this moment in time, the good news is that by applying many of the insights and concepts in this book to your life, you can learn to recover, grow and thrive as a human being.


We rarely talk about the importance of emotional distress in our lives. There is a current cultural obsession with mental health and mental illness, but far less discussion of the experience of emotional distress. Mental health and mental illness (which relate in general to bouts of schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, severe treatment-resistant depression, anorexia nervosa and severe OCD) are self-explanatory. But perhaps the greatest threat to your mental health and peace of mind emanates from the world of emotional distress. The triggers for such distress may vary from person to person. They may relate to loss, relationship difficulties, work or financial pressures, bullying, traumatic events or adverse childhood experiences, to name but a few. Sometimes it is simpler to group them under one heading – life.


I have always believed that, for most of us, life is tough, unyielding, unfair, even brutal. Many of you will empathize with this statement! For life, although a source of wonder, joy and beauty, is also hard. It is filled with periods of sadness, anxiety, depression, hurt, shame, guilt, emotional pain, loss, loneliness and, on occasions, even hopelessness and despair. In general, if you are emotionally distressed as a result of any of the above, you are not mentally unwell or ill. You are simply struggling to understand and cope with the impact on your life of some powerful negative emotions.


Can you survive such periods and learn to thrive? Can you put yourself together again, and if so, how? Is it possible to piece together the often-complex emotional jigsaw of life when it becomes splintered? To make sense of how you feel when emotionally distressed? To learn how to recognise and manage your emotions? To feel whole again? To be at peace with yourself and life? To achieve emotional healing?


I believe that you can indeed put yourself together again following such periods of emotional turmoil and distress. Emotional healing is available to us all. It does not require months or years of working with ‘experts’ to achieve such an objective. It involves developing an understanding of how you work and what works for you. Nowhere will this be more apparent, for example, than when we explore the world of grief, a universal experience which affects us all so differently.


This book is not designed for (but hopefully might assist) those experiencing a bout of mental illness. Rather, it is a healing guide to managing bouts of emotional distress.


Some struggle to understand the distinction between these concepts. As mentioned above, mental illness relates to conditions such as schizophrenia, treatment-resistant depression or bipolar disorder. These often have a strong underlying biological basis, and may require specialist care, medication and, on occasions, inpatient care.


Emotional distress, by contrast, relates more to our emotional reactions to periods where we find ourselves struggling to cope with difficult life experiences.


On our journey throughout this book, I will introduce you to some wonderful people struggling with bouts of significant emotional distress, and together we will discover how they achieved emotional healing. In order to protect the confidentiality of patients, I have chosen to create composite characters to represent common situations that I have come across in my practice.


Our journey towards emotional healing will focus primarily on understanding and altering the principal unhealthy, negative emotions underlying emotional distress, recognising and altering unhelpful thinking patterns, and managing our behavioural responses to these often-overwhelming emotions.


You may find yourself drawn to the section of the book that feels of greatest relevance to you. Feel free to go directly to any particular chapter, but you will find the chapters build on each other, and you may find helpful techniques in other chapters. By the end of the book, it’s my hope that you will have developed a deeper insight into the world of emotional healing, and how you can apply it to your own life.


The great message of hope is that there is light at the end of the tunnel, no matter how emotionally distressed you are, or how black life may seem. You have the power within you to navigate a passage out of the darkness and into the light. You have the power to heal yourself. Read on and learn how to do just that.




PART ONE


Emotional Healing




1. What Is Emotional Healing?


The objective of this book is to assist you in your journey towards inner peace and calm, regardless of the circumstances of your life. Emotional healing will help you discover within yourself the deep emotional reserves which allow us to cope when periods of emotional distress arise. But firstly, it is important to define what we mean by emotional healing.


Emotional healing relates to a two-fold process whereby you learn to:




	Identify your emotional responses to any distressing negative experience, situation or trauma which has occurred in your life, as well as the thinking, perceptions and beliefs underlying such emotions, and finally the unhealthy behavioural patterns which can result from them.


	Tap into your inner reserves to reshape these thoughts, emotions and behaviours, with the goal of self-healing.





It is clear that such an approach requires us as human beings to become increasingly self-aware. Whilst this may seem to be a simple matter, many of us fall at the first hurdle, namely identifying our emotions.


What Are Our Emotions?


Emotions are powerfully intense feelings or sensations which can be triggered by conscious or unconscious events. They are intimately connected to our thoughts and behaviours and play a major role in our lives. They also, if we pay attention, form useful signposts into what is going on in our interior world, both conscious and unconscious.


Emotions relate to how we feel and usually last for relatively short durations, usually minutes to hours. If these emotions last for longer periods – hours or perhaps days – we call them moods. Emotions can be positive or negative, and healthy or unhealthy.


Positive emotions include joy, happiness, pleasure, love, awe, trust, contentment and peacefulness. We call these emotions positive because they make us feel good about ourselves and give us a sense of wellbeing.


Healthy negative emotions such as sadness help us cope with the many difficulties which life throws at us, such as loss. A healthy negative emotion such as sadness is still uncomfortable but it is helpful as it allows us to sit with and attempt to come to terms with some loss in our lives. Remorse is another common example of a healthy negative emotion, which may lead us away from future behaviour that will cause us to feel regret.


Unhealthy negative emotions, however, often impede us in dealing with such difficulties. We classify depression as an unhealthy negative emotion, for example, as it makes us feel bad about ourselves, which may result in unhealthy behaviours such as isolating ourselves from others. Another classic example of an unhealthy negative emotion is hurt, where our natural behavioural response is to become hypersensitive or extremely irritable if we believe that we are being treated unfairly.


Emotions are often associated with physical symptoms – fear may give us sensations such as palpitations, a dry mouth, or difficulty taking deep breaths. Anger may mean clenched muscles or tension headaches. Both sadness and its alter ego joy can trigger tears. Hurt and rejection may be associated with a deep-seated sensation of pain.


When we describe emotions as ‘feelings’, there is often an unstated suggestion that these physical symptoms will be present – we feel the emotion in the body itself. And indeed the current neurobiological understanding of emotions supports the physical manifestation of feelings.


Emotions are also intimately connected to behaviour. If fearful or anxious, we may use avoidant or safety behaviour. If depressed, we may withdraw socially or become intensely self-critical. If ashamed, we will avoid contact with people and situations that might trigger any potential for others to judge us. If hurt, we may become hypersensitive or irritable. If angry, we may lash out verbally or physically.


Emotions are also completely interwoven with our thoughts, both conscious and unconscious. This is increasingly seen as a two-way conversation, at both a neuroscientific and practical everyday level. So, our thoughts can both trigger certain emotions and also modify or modulate them. Learning to work with this modification and modulation of thoughts and emotions is the secret to emotional healing.


The Neuroscience of Emotions


A whole body of research has explored the role of the brain in emotions. Leading world experts such as Richard Davidson, Joseph Le Doux, Anthony Damasio and many others have explored the subject. It is not possible to go into the subject in depth here, but the essential principles are key to emotional healing, and it is helpful to have a basic understanding of them.


It is useful but by no means essential to understand the neuroscience underlying emotions. But because some of the names and concepts will appear throughout the book, I do recommend a quick perusal of the information below.


(a) Emotions are generated primarily but not exclusively within one of the oldest parts of the brain called the limbic system, an evolutionary relic of our dinosaur past. This part of the brain developed somewhere between 150 and 300 million years ago, as a follow-on to the earlier, more primitive reptilian brain which came into being around 300 to 500 million years ago. It has multiple functions, such as monitoring and controlling our internal body temperature, blood pressure, bodily hormones and internal circadian rhythms. Alongside monitoring these vital bodily functions, one of its other primary functions is to oversee our emotional world, which is why it is frequently referred to as the emotional brain. This is the area of the brain which produces key emotions such as anxiety, panic, anger, depression, sadness, disgust, hurt and emotional pain.


(b) Two key structures within the limbic system are the amygdala and the hippocampus. The amygdala is seen as the mother and father of most of our emotions, especially sadness, depression, anxiety, panic, anger, frustration, rage and so on. The hippocampus is where we organize and distribute our contextual memories of the day. The amygdala and the hippocampus work hand in hand. If I am watching a sad film, the hippocampus will assist in the storage of the contextual element of the film, what it was about and where I watched it. The amygdala on the other hand will store the memory of my emotional reactions – in this case, sadness.


(c) Our emotional world is carefully monitored and modulated by the pre-frontal cortex, situated at the front of the brain and seen as the rational, sensible, problem-solving part of the brain.


(d) There are lightning-fast connections between each of these key areas of the brain, involved in both the generation and regulation of our emotions. This explains why we can so easily shift from being calm and happy in the morning to being anxious and fretful in the afternoon, depending on what is going on in our lives during that particular day.


(e) Many of these organs which generate emotions also trigger internal hormonal and physical reactions in your body. Your amygdala, for example, oversees your stress system and if you are panicky it will send information to your adrenal stress gland to produce the fear hormone adrenaline. If you are angry or frustrated, it will trigger the aggression hormone noradrenaline. If you feel anxious or depressed, it may trigger surges of the chronic stress hormone glucocortisol. This explains the physical symptoms which we all are so aware of when experiencing such emotions. We will be mentioning these in greater detail later.


(f) Finally, it is worth noting that some experts, such as Richard Davidson, have discovered that when you are working more out of the right side of the brain, you are increasingly likely to experience negative unhealthy emotions such as anxiety or depression. While working more out of the left side of the brain tends to make you joyful, calmer and positive.


Identifying Your Emotions


For decades, I have marvelled at how difficult it can be to identify your emotions. I frequently ask patients, ‘How did this event make you feel?’, only to be met with an uncomfortable silence. We are often unsure as to how we feel. There are many reasons for this difficulty. Although emotions rule our lives, we often feel strangely uncomfortable reflecting on or discussing them. In my clinical experience, men especially struggle to identify or accept their emotions.


What is an Emotional Menu?


When faced with a distressed person who is unable to articulate how they feel emotionally, one of the first things I do is offer them an ‘emotional menu’, where I give them a pre-written list of healthy and unhealthy negative emotions to choose from. This is because it is often difficult for patients, especially if very distressed, to recognise or name for themselves the relevant emotions which they may be experiencing.


Unhealthy negative emotions may include:


• Anxiety


• Depression


• Hurt


• Anger


• Shame


• Guilt


• Frustration


Healthy negative emotions may include:


• Concern


• Sadness


• Remorse


• Regret


• Disappointment


• Annoyance


I then ask the patient to choose the emotions underlying their distress at that moment. Identifying these emotions for the first time can be a life-changing experience, giving clarity to a situation that may have felt overwhelmingly confusing.


The patient can then focus on their unhealthy negative emotions, which I suggest they list in order of importance. I explain to them that emotions are the signposts to our inner world and can greatly assist in exploring their thoughts and behaviours. Learning how to create such a menu is a crucial first step towards acquiring emotional healing.


The Emotional Menu Exercise


At this stage, I would like to ask you to carry out the following exercise, where you learn how to create your own emotional menu.




	For the next four weeks I want you to carry a notebook and whenever something distresses you, write down the triggering event. Let’s take an example where you develop a sudden phobia to using the lift at work. You would write down the triggering event as follows:
   ‘I went to use the lift at work and felt that I couldn’t breathe properly. I had to get out immediately.’


	Then use the menu laid out above as a guide to explore which emotions were triggered. Were you feeling anxious, depressed, hurt, frustrated or simply sad or annoyed? Identify the following emotions.
   ‘The emotions I experienced which were triggered by the lift were fear, and frustration and annoyance with myself for not being able to use the lift.’


	If several emotions are triggered, I suggest you should list them in order of importance to you, at that moment.
   ‘Fear was the primary emotion, followed by frustration and annoyance.’


	Pay special attention to your unhealthy negative emotions.
   ‘The unhealthy negative emotions in this case were fear and frustration.’


	Do not be concerned how to interpret or manage your emotions. It is just important, at this stage, to identify them.





The more you perform this exercise, the more accurately you will begin to identify your emotions. This is an important first step towards learning how best to emotionally heal yourself when you feel distressed. If you can identify your emotional responses to the cause of your present difficulties, then coping with them becomes easier. This exercise also demonstrates how often several emotions are triggered by the same situation. Learning to identify which emotions are involved when you are exposed to such situations also removes confusion. You can now identify emotionally why you are so distressed. If you are struggling, however, to even identify how you are feeling emotionally, it becomes harder to self-heal.


I cannot overemphasise the importance of this first step. It can be incredibly empowering and liberating to identify individual emotions and write them down on paper. It is like opening a door into what was previously a ‘locked-away’ space in the deeper recesses of your mind. It does not necessarily mean that shining a light into such spaces makes coping with what you might find any easier, but this first step will greatly assist you to achieve your objective of healing inner pain and finding true peace.


Healing


Now that we have explored the world of emotions, let’s turn our attention to the word ‘healing’. This is one of the most used, if frequently misunderstood, terms in physical and mental health. The word ‘heal’ comes from the Old English word ‘haelan’, which means to cure or make whole again. Healing is the process of restoring a healthy mind or body following a period of distress or illness. It is traditionally associated with physical illness, whether related to infection, trauma, cancer or some other bodily ailment. ‘Healing’ suggests that we are no longer experiencing significant pain or distress from the underlying ailment or condition and can return to normal functioning in our everyday lives. Medicine and nursing are often described as the ‘healing professions’ as they assist in this process.


Modern medicine has advanced more in the past fifty years (especially in the past decade) than in the previous ten thousand years. We can now heal many physical illnesses that were once seen as untreatable. It is predicted that over the next three decades we will make vast strides towards healing the major illnesses, such as some forms of cancer, spinal-cord injuries and many neurodegenerative conditions, such as dementia, presently considered untreatable.


But human beings are not simply physical entities. We also have a psychological (and in the eyes of some, a spiritual) dimension which can be affected by illness or distress. It is only in the past fifty years, especially in the past few decades, that mental or psychological ailments have been accepted as being of equal importance to physical ones.


From the earliest times, there were always individuals who were seen by other members of their communities or tribes as ‘healers’. In most cases, such healing was holistic in nature. It involved healing the body, mind and in some cases the spirit of the person in distress, as a whole. Traditional healers would not have simply treated a symptom on its own, but as part of something greater. Many of these healers were revered within their communities and sometimes seen as having ‘special powers’.


There has always been a difference between the West and the East in terms of how medicine and healing were perceived. With the advent of modern medicine and the multitude of discoveries over the past fifty years, the West has come down strongly in favour of a scientific, data-backed approach to healing. This has led to an increasing tendency to break the person down from a whole being into a collection of different organs and physical structures. The cardiologist manages heart conditions, the respiratory physician takes on illnesses affecting the lungs, the neurologist deals with illnesses affecting the brain and so on. This has led, in turn, to the gradual demoting of the ‘whole person’ in the eyes of modern medicine.


The East has tended to approach healing in a different way and many of the ‘traditional’ healing approaches evolved in China, Japan and Tibet. These incorporated therapies aimed at the total person – mind, body and spirit.


Over time, both Eastern and Western cultures have absorbed positive healing messages from each other, whilst retaining strong elements of their own approaches.


When it comes to emotional healing, and physical healing too, I encourage a holistic element, where we view the person in their entirety.


For the purposes of our discussion, we shall be approaching the concept of healing in a holistic manner. This will involve initially discovering the causes of the person’s distress and how this is affecting them emotionally and viscerally, leading on to exploring what negative behaviours (if any) are present and how we can change them. It will also involve an exploration of the thinking patterns underlying such emotions and behaviours.


It is clearly beyond the scope of this book to explore the world of spiritual healing, so I will be primarily focusing on the physical and psychological rather than venturing into the world of philosophy and spirituality. Each person must decide on their own path in such areas. There can be little doubt, however, that for emotional healing to be effective it must involve changes to the essence of who we are. Allow yourself to explore whatever brings you comfort in difficult times.


When Emotional Distress Arrives


Life can on occasions be difficult, as most of us can attest to. Loss, hurt, conflict, confusion, misunderstandings and trauma are realities frequently interwoven throughout all of our lives. Thankfully such periods will also be interspersed with moments of joy, laughter, happiness and periods of peace and contentment.


In modern life there seems to be a belief that we should be happy all the time, or at least in pursuit of happiness. And that may lead us to feel that we have failed in some way if we are feeling sad or distressed. But the truth lies somewhere in the middle – no one can be happy all the time, and sadness and emotional turmoil are simply part of life. Whilst the concept of constant happiness is wonderful in theory, in practice it is both unhealthy and impractical to spend our lives trying to achieve it as a permanent state.


All of us therefore will experience times when our peace and calm is broken. Where life with all its travails arrives. It is at such times that you may experience bouts of emotional distress. It is important that we use the term ‘bout’ when discussing emotional distress. You may be assuming that the distressing emotions which you are at present experiencing are always going to be your lot, even if, as we will discover later, this is not the case. Emotional distress tends to come in bouts of varying length and intensity. The good news is that such bouts tend to give way to periods of calm, especially if you have developed skills to manage your emotional distress.


When hiding down in the ‘bunker’ during such periods, however with the ‘artillery shells of life’ raining in upon you, it can be difficult to visualize life ever returning to normal. Yet with time the bombardment will cease, hostilities will end, peace and calm will be restored, and you can once again enjoy the normal, simple joys of life.


Sometimes when immersed in a bout of significant emotional distress, especially if the difficulties are present for some time, it can be difficult to believe that this is just a ‘bout’ or ‘phase of life’. You may doubt that you can navigate your way through it and find yourself on the other side. It is worth writing down daily in a diary, during such periods, the following statement: ‘This, too, shall pass’. It may sound trite, but it is important to remind yourself that these feelings are transient. Over time, this saying will become your new mantra, and it will inspire you to keep going.


There is an important message here. No matter how difficult a period of time you are having, or how emotionally distressed you are feeling, with the application of some of the ideas explored in this book, you can learn to emotionally self-heal, and even build resilience to prepare for future episodes.


This is especially important if you are becoming increasingly hopeless and despairing, and find yourself considering suicide to end such pain. How many who have travelled down that road, only to survive, have subsequently rejoiced that they were unsuccessful! Survivors regularly observe how, when caught up in their emotional distress, they had failed to comprehend that the bout would pass, circumstances would change, and they would find themselves eventually healed. For this reason, some call suicide a ‘permanent solution to a temporary problem’.


If you do find yourself in this space, it is essential that you reach out and talk to someone. There may be a close friend or family member you can trust. Perhaps you can relate to your family doctor or a clergyman. It may be that a therapist can help best. Or it may be someone at the end of a phone helpline, who is there to simply listen. At the back of this book are numbers you can contact. You owe it to yourself and those you love to find a different route out of your current – and temporary – bout of emotional pain and distress.


When Do We Need Emotional Healing?


In my work, I have met many wonderful people who have enriched my understanding of what it truly means to be human. They have shared their life stories with me and told of how their peace of mind felt as if it was destroyed by a multitude of what they viewed as negative life experiences.


Some of them, whilst distressed by such experiences, are able to be resilient; understanding, perhaps, even in the middle of their turmoil, that the experience is temporary. Others are really struggling, carrying large burdens of guilt, hurt, shame or grief, for example, and finding themselves persistently distressed. This is the group that may require a root-and-branch approach to assist themselves to self-heal.


How can you tell if you are struggling? Consider the following questions:


• Does it feel as if life is crushing you, or pulling you down into a negative vortex?


• Are you finding it difficult to see a path out of your current difficulties?


• Are you are carrying emotional burdens such as shame, guilt or grief?


• Is your emotional pain or distress interfering with aspects of your life such as personal or family relationships, or work?


If you answered ‘yes’ to any of these questions, then it is time to discover new ways to self-heal. If you find yourself heading down dark roads and cannot see a reason to continue, then it is definitely time to join us on a voyage of discovery into the world of emotional self-healing.


Because no matter how emotionally distressed you are or what dark place you are currently residing in, there is a path out of that dark maze. I have assisted countless people on that path and rejoiced when they, through the power of their own minds, came to a state of emotional healing.


How Do I Manage a Bout of Emotional Distress?


If you find yourself currently emotionally distressed, or have experienced such feelings in the past and would like to equip yourself for the future, it is essential to learn and practise a structured approach as to how best to deal with them. Otherwise you may experience long periods of such distress.


For the rest of this chapter I am going to lay out the structured approach I have discovered, which, over many years of practice, has transformed the lives of those experiencing such bouts. The first and most important element of such an approach is to explore such issues ‘on paper’ in an organized, pragmatic, structured manner, ‘in your own handwriting’.


There is a great power in seeing the issues which are causing you such emotional distress in your mind dissected on paper in your own handwriting. It makes both the issues involved and your response to them real, rather than the ramblings of your emotional mind. It allows you to identify and rationalise your own emotions, getting them out of your emotional mind whilst allowing your rational mind the opportunity to problem-solve the issues involved. Such an approach is backed up by current understanding as to how the brain works.


As mentioned earlier, each one of us has a rational brain and an emotional brain and there are continuous conversations happening between both. But the emotional brain has the edge as we tend to think and behave emotionally rather than rationally, especially when our negative emotions are being triggered by difficult experiences. The emotional brain has an inherent capacity to overrun and swamp information emanating from the rational brain. Understanding this is the secret to understanding emotional distress. This tendency of the emotional brain, when in a negative mode, to overpower and dominate the rational brain is also an essential ingredient in anxiety, depression and especially self-harm and suicide. In such circumstances our normal ability to think and behave sensibly or logically is sidelined. The internal voices in our emotional mind tend to take over and silence our rational or pragmatic mind. Often these internal voices, which can be hypercritical, begin to reverberate over and over relentlessly in a process we call ‘rumination’, which we will be discussing later.


When you are emotionally distressed, whatever the triggering event is, the emotional brain and mind may take control and such circular ruminations can become the norm. A typical example of such ruminations occurs in depression, where you may experience circular thoughts (especially if awake in the middle of the night) such as ‘I am worthless’, ‘People would be better off avoiding me’, ‘I am a failure’, ‘The world would be a better place without me’. None of these thoughts are true of course. Yet you are unable to either switch them off or challenge them in your emotional mind.


To counteract this tendency, you must harness other areas of the brain to challenge these distressing ramblings emanating from the emotional brain. We do this by writing down on paper the details of what is troubling you, how it is affecting you, why this is the case, what behaviours are contributing to your difficulties and how you could change things for the better. This allows your rational, logical brain, which loves seeing things written down in front of it, to pragmatically carve through and problem-solve issues. It doesn’t make the emotional distress any easier but does provide a vehicle to manage it. And it is a reminder that you are not your thoughts.


There is something intensely personal, liberating and challenging about seeing this information that you have provided in your own handwriting on a page in front of your eyes. It is ‘you’ writing down real information about ‘you’ and where you find yourself at that moment in time – not some vague ramblings emanating from your emotional mind.


I would now like to briefly elaborate on a therapy approach which allows you to put down on paper, in such a structured manner, issues that are causing your emotional distress and to subsequently analyse them. We will be using this approach throughout this book and will demonstrate how it has powerfully assisted so many people to self-heal.


Cognitive Behaviour Therapy


Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, or CBT, is based on two simple but profound concepts: first, that our thoughts influence our emotions, which influence behaviour, so what we think affects what we feel and do; and second, that it is not what happens to us in life that matters, but how we choose to interpret it.


The person credited with transforming the way in which we link thoughts, emotions and behaviours is the great psychotherapist and father of CBT, Albert Ellis.


I was introduced to CBT and especially the world of Ellis by leading CBT therapist and trainer Enda Murphy. He imbued in myself and many others a great love and understanding of Ellis and his amazing insights and techniques. Enda’s book 5 Steps to Happiness (visit www.SeeMe.ie) details many of these insights.


Ellis’s genius was to highlight what had been known for thousands of years: ‘It is not what happens to us in life that upsets us and causes us so much grief, but rather how we interpret it.’ He also believed that our interpretation of events, which can cause us so much pain, was based on simple inbuilt belief systems that we developed as human beings mainly due to our experiences in childhood. He called these belief systems Rational and Irrational Beliefs. These belief systems, as will be explored in more detail later, play a major role in how we think about and manage our responses to emotionally distressing situations.


To link our thoughts, emotions and behavioural responses to situations or events in our lives, Ellis came up with the following simple ABC model.


A


‘A’ stands for ‘activating event’. This is an event that sets up a certain chain of thoughts, emotions and behaviours. It can refer to an external event – either present or future – or an internal one, such as a memory, mental image, thought or dream. A useful way of examining the activating event is to divide it into the ‘trigger’, the actual event that starts the ball rolling, and the ‘inference’ we assign to that trigger – how we view the event.


A good example might be where you are due to sit an exam about which you are anxious. Your trigger in this case would be the exam and the inference would be that you might fail the exam and that, if this happened, you would consider yourself to be a failure.


B


‘B’ stands for ‘belief’, an all-encompassing term which includes our thoughts; our demands on ourselves, the world and others; our attitudes; and the meaning we attach to internal and external events in our lives. It is through our beliefs that we assess and interpret triggers. These beliefs can be Rational or Irrational.


In the example given above, your belief might take the form of an absolute demand that ‘I must not fail my exam and if I do, I am a failure’.


C


‘C’ stands for ‘consequences’, an all-inclusive term which can include emotional and physical experiences, and especially the behavioural responses that result from A and B.


In the example above, your emotion would be anxiety, the physical responses might be fatigue, muscle tension, stomach in knots, difficulty sleeping, etc. Your behaviour might be considering trying to avoid the exam or overpreparing for it. Or perhaps eating poorly or drinking excess alcohol to cope with your anxiety.


At the heart of Ellis’s model lies the world of rational and irrational beliefs. He believed that all of us develop such beliefs, which we picked up like viruses when passing through childhood, adolescence and young adult life.


Rational beliefs were sensible and logical and led to healthy negative emotions such as sadness. Irrational beliefs, on the other hand, were destructive, unhelpful and often completely illogical and led to unhealthy negative emotions such as shame and guilt, for example.


Ellis also believed that it is through these beliefs that we interpret everything that happens to us in life. Nowhere is this more relevant than in the management of emotional distress.


He noted that our irrational beliefs led to absolute, impossible to achieve demands on ourselves, which in turn led us to become emotionally distressed and to behave accordingly. In the exam example above I may irrationally believe that I must be able to control all of the variables which doing an exam can induce (the questions on the paper, whether I am sick or unwell on the day, the state of mind of the person marking it, etc.) and demand that I ‘must’ pass it. It is this impossible demand, emanating from the belief that I can somehow control all aspects of life, which leads me to become anxious in the first place. We will be exploring this in greater detail later.


The great strength of using Ellis’s ABC model is that it allows you to simply analyse on paper those situations and events which are causing your emotional difficulties. This helps unveil where your thinking and behaviours may be blocking you from dealing with the situation and thus causing you to remain emotionally distressed. Later we will demonstrate how you can learn to challenge and reshape such thinking and behaviours.


Ellis’s ABC Model in Action


Let us meet Mary, who has developed a phobia about using lifts.


Her ABC, written down in her own handwriting, might look like this.


A – Activating Event:


• Trigger: getting into a lift


Inference/danger: I am going to become physically extremely anxious; I might collapse or struggle to breathe; I might die; I might lose control and go crazy; others might see me if this happens and judge me.


B – Belief/Demands:


• ‘I must not be exposed to any situation (e.g. lift) where I become extremely physically anxious.’


C – Consequences:


• Emotional reactions: panic


• Physical reactions: stomach in knots, shaking, sweating, heart pounding, fast breathing, dry mouth, muscle tension, a sense of dread


• Behaviour: avoid lifts


The great advantage that Mary now has in examining her ABC is that she possesses a clear picture of what it is about getting into a lift that is causing her to become so distressed. It now becomes much easier for her to develop techniques to banish this and indeed any other phobias out of her life. We will be returning to her story later to see how she does just that.


We will also be calling on the services of Dr Jim, a GP who specialises in using CBT approaches to achieve emotional healing.


The ABC system allows us to identify in a structured manner which emotions are distressing us, the irrational thinking patterns underlying them and the negative physical and behavioural consequences of the emotion in question. This in turn allows us to challenge and change any unhelpful thought processes or behaviours that are uncovered. We will see how this process evolves throughout the rest of this book.


It has been my experience as a GP for the past thirty-five years that the vast majority of those who have come to me for assistance with emotional distress will be suffering from one or more of six unhealthy negative emotions (anxiety, depression, shame, guilt, hurt and anger) or are struggling with grief. Grief, contrary to popular opinion, is not an emotion but rather relates to the process of how we deal with loss.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Praise for Emotional Healing



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		Introduction



		PART ONE: EMOTIONAL HEALING



		 1. What Is Emotional Healing?







		PART TWO: ANXIETY AND DEPRESSION



		 2. Anxiety



		 3. Depression







		PART THREE: SHAME AND GUILT



		 4. Shame



		 5. Guilt







		PART FOUR: HURT AND ANGER



		 6. Hurt



		 7. Anger







		PART FIVE: GRIEF



		 8. Grief



		 9. Coping with Your Emotions in Grief



		10. Accepting that Your Life Will Never Be the Same



		11. Coping with the Death of a Partner



		12. Coping with the Death of a Parent



		13. Coping with the Death of a Child







		Conclusion



		Bibliography



		Resources



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Title Page



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EMOTIONAL
HEALING

How to put yourself back together again

DR HARRY BARRY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
How to put yourself back
together again

R HARRY BARF






