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With deep respect for all women
who have the confidence
to stand up for themselves
and for those who have the courage
to survive when speaking out is impossible.













Introduction


Having confidence in ourselves is essential if we’re to make our lives what we want them to be. But there are many day-to-day influences that can drain our confidence. When we take a realistic look at the traps our society sets for women’s self-esteem, is it any wonder that many of us regularly experience crises of confidence? Sadly, many women of the world still live in appalling conditions, and most of us continue to be at least a little brainwashed by unrealistic expectations from ourselves and from society as a whole.


We are our own harshest judges, and I’m overwhelmingly sad to say that young girls, even pre-teens, are becoming afflicted with the impossible mission of perfection as put forth by the entertainment and advertising worlds. No wonder we sometimes feel as insignificant as a ladybug at the base of the Great Wall of China. We must, and we can, change the trend toward impossible perfection.


We need to learn to turn a deaf ear and a blind eye toward the ridiculous injunctions about what defines beauty, intelligence, or success and create our own yardsticks based on our unique aspirations, talents, and—very important—our limitations. In my experience, most women and girls are inherently fabulous—no matter what size their bodies or brains are—because they have gigantic hearts, and that is what’s important. We need to give ourselves a break, and developing or increasing self-confidence is a key to doing this.


We’re going to need to help each other, because, although women find it easy to believe in other people’s talents, abilities, and basic goodness, we often have difficulty believing in our own. Generally we are very gifted at instilling confidence in others but find it a challenge to maintain a firm sense of self-confidence. We’re quick to unselfishly comfort and inspire friends or family members who are thrashing around under the heel of unrealistic expectations or in physical or emotional pain, but, unfortunately, we’re often equally quick to chastise or criticize ourselves for feeling or acting less than completely wonderful. Frequently, we offer solace to others but censure to ourselves.


Mastering the art of emotionally supporting ourselves through self-acceptance and encouragement can lead to a deep inner friendship, which, in turn, builds confidence. We can liken such a friendship to a greenhouse in which delicate seedlings are given the best environment possible to foster growth. In the tender and gentle atmosphere of a nurturing greenhouse, plants and flowers mature into their natural beauty. So, too, can the Self flourish with our gentle and loving care.


If the emotional greenhouse we have been providing for ourselves doesn’t sustain us in difficult times and enhance our lives in good times, we can change it. We can learn to give ourselves a comforting climate of genuine self-love and acceptance, one that enhances confidence by inspiring us to blossom into our vast potential for wisdom, beauty, and service.


It is my wish that The Book of Confidence becomes a gentle greenhouse for you, a quiet place in which you can learn to compassionately befriend and trust yourself. I hope that the true stories and meditations in these pages act as little buds of encouragement, comfort, and inspiration, helping you have confidence in yourself just as you are now, not as you wish you were or as they think you should be.


As it is for many of us, gaining and sustaining self-confidence has been a continuing struggle for me. Only through learning to consistently treat myself lovingly have I been able to maintain a sense of enduring self-worth. Feelings of worthiness inevitably enhance confidence. Even though they are often hard to do, guided meditations and affirmations—such as those found in The Book of Confidence—are very effective instruments for pulling us out of the black pit of low self-esteem.


There are many ways to utilize The Book of Confidence. It can be used as a self-discovery guide by reading one section and chronicling what you discover about yourself in a personal journal until you feel complete with what that particular section has to offer. Or you may want to look in the Table of Contents and allow yourself to be guided to the entry that “speaks to you” on a day-by-day basis.


Using the book’s ideas and meditations in a supportive group setting is another valuable way to encourage personal growth. Intimately and honestly sharing experiences and feelings with other women can foster tremendous leaps in self-confidence and create healing at the very depths of our being.


When we have the courage to gently mine the vast wealth of our interior selves, we will discover that it is absolutely possible to trust our innate wisdom, strength, and goodness. From a heart overflowing with self-respect and acceptance, we can more readily comfort, support, and accept others. Let there be peace on Mother Earth, and let it begin in our own hearts.













Weaving a Safety Net


Woman must not depend upon the protection of man, but must be taught to protect herself.


—Susan Brownell Anthony




Women are amazing. Our lives are rarely a straight trajectory; instead we weave together an abundant existence from the varied and often unexpected occurrences that we encounter. Sociologists claim that women, because they are required to pay attention to many things at once, are multiple-minded and have great tolerance for interruption. Anyone who has juggled motherhood, career, education, myriad significant relationships, household management, and self-growth knows this to be true.


As we handle the woof and warp of our diverse lives, we need to be sure we weave strong safety nets for ourselves. When demands on us exceed our energy, we need to know how to support ourselves in finding the rejuvenation necessary to continue to thrive.


There are many ways—such as learning to understand and honor our needs, having realistic expectations, asking for help, and abolishing guilt—by which we can weave a supportive safety net for ourselves. I hope the following section provides you with strong fibers you can use to design a durable net that will comfort and support you when you need it.




Sharing Roots


On a trip up the coast of California and Oregon, I learned a valuable lesson about mutual support from the majestic redwood trees thriving there. Redwoods are inclusive beings—as they grow they incorporate into their basic structure objects around them, including rocks and other trees. Although redwoods have shallow roots they are noted for their strength and longevity because they share their roots with others. Each individual tree is invited into the whole and, in turn, helps support the entire group. This adaptation appears to have worked, for redwoods are among the oldest living things on earth.


Feminine energy is naturally inclusive and in order to survive and thrive we, too, need to learn to consciously share our roots with others, to ask for encouragement and support when we need it, and stand ready to give the same to those who come to us.


Eve, a single mother, was struggling with the idea of returning to graduate school. For weeks she kept her questions to herself for fear of appearing immature and needy. But when she finally risked talking to several women who had gone back to school, she was encouraged and supported by them. They included her in their root system. As a result of their discussions she began to feel clear about her next step. By having the courage to ask for help, Eve not only ended her confusion but found a support group that understood her circumstances.


In the process of creating support systems we need to be sure that those with whom we choose to share our feelings can be trusted to honor them. The best way to ascertain the trustworthiness of others is by monitoring your feelings as you talk to them. If you feel safe and understood, you have probably found a grove of like-minded redwoods.


By sharing our roots of compassion and support, we women, like the redwoods, create a safety net in which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.
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I have the courage to ask for support when I need it.


I am willing to support others when they need my help.




Editing Out Guilt


Women are often plagued by feelings of guilt, but I learned an interesting thing recently: guilt is a strictly English word. No other Germanic or Indo-European language has it. We need to follow the lead of these other cultures and edit the word guilt—and guilt feelings—out of our lives.


Feeling guilty drains our confidence and becomes a habit if we have been conditioned to be overly responsible for our own and others’ behaviors and attitudes. Millie, a client in her mid-fifties, came to see me because she felt depressed most of the time. As we talked it became apparent that Millie was a Responsibility Sponge who sopped up everyone’s messes. While discussing her unemployed thirty-year-old son, Millie sighed repeatedly and finally said, “I wonder where I failed?” When I asked her why it was her fault her son was not working, she looked at me with surprise and said, “Well, because I’m his mother.”


Exploring Millie’s background uncovered a family structure built on guilt and shame. Because of her conditioning, Millie got in the habit of assuming responsibility for everything and everyone around her. Since she, like the rest of us, had no real power over anyone’s actions but her own, she felt discouraged and depressed. Millie decided to edit guilt out of her life using the following technique.


When you begin to experience guilt, ask yourself these questions: What have I really done to feel guilty about? (If there is something specific, decide whether you can rectify it, and if so, how.) Why am I responsible for this? Does this feeling and circumstance remind me of a pattern in my family? Do I want to keep feeling guilty about this?


If the answer to the last question is no, take a sheet of paper and write down what you feel guilty about. Now, with the biggest, reddest marker you can find, cross it out—delete it. If you find yourself still mired in guilt, remind yourself: Guilt is a word and feeling I am editing out of my life!
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I give myself permission to erase guilt from my vocabulary and my life.


I have the courage to accept responsibility appropriately.




Coping Creatively


All of us have our own style for coping creatively. Some of us, like me, talk out our difficulties and, in the process of speaking the words, are able to work through the situation and resultant feelings. Others feel better able to sort through and arrive at solutions by mulling things over privately. Very often people in close relationships cope differently, and this can make each partner feel that she or he is doing it wrong. At such times, we need to remember that so long as we do so constructively, we each have the right to move through our problems in a way that is natural for us.


When Blair is confused or hurt, she needs to talk things through in order to gain a healthy perspective on her predicament, but her dear friend Marilyn is a solo-solution person. Blair used to chop holes in her personal safety net by comparing her style of coping with Marilyn’s. She told herself that Marilyn was strong whereas she was a weak whiner, and that her friend must be smarter and healthier since she didn’t seem to need help working things out. Most important, Blair was afraid Marilyn was tired of hearing her talk and was disgusted with her.




I suggested Blair start honoring her own style by talking out her feelings with Marilyn. When she did, Blair found that Marilyn accepted and enjoyed her need to talk—that Marilyn actually took into the privacy of her own process what she learned from their discussions and it often helped her heal more quickly.


It is important that we emotionally support ourselves by accepting and trusting our individual coping style, realizing that although there is no one right way, there is our way, and we need to honor it.
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I have confidence in my ability to cope creatively with my challenges.


I recognize and honor my own style of working things through.


I have a right to my unique style of coping.




Pampering Is Permissible


When I ask women clients who seem drained what they do to pamper themselves, many of them respond uncomprehendingly, as though I’ve just spoken in a foreign language. To most of us, pampering brings to mind diapers or what we do for others. The idea of indulging ourselves is an alien concept; if it does occur, we avoid the idea because it smacks of being spoiled or selfish. After all, we’ve been taught to be givers rather than receivers.


Sarah, a workaholic, was married to a man who was still a little boy in terms of accepting responsibility at home. By the time she sought counseling, Sarah was, in her terms, “a raving, ranting bitch.” Her bitchiness came from her anger at being the only adult in the family shouldering career, housework, and childcare. In the process of attempting to change her husband, Sarah had totally neglected herself and her emotional safety net was virtually nonexistent. Her nerves were frayed to the breaking point and she was lashing out in frustration.


I encouraged her to stop working so hard for him and start taking care of herself and then both of them might learn to believe that she was worth taking care of. It was very difficult for Sarah to change, but she began with the small step of allowing herself one hour a week just for the “luxury” of what she wanted to do.


Eventually she realized that she was not only more confident and rested but also a better parent, worker, and wife when she pampered herself a little each day. She is now able to care for herself in small ways, such as saying no when she feels like it, and large ways such as taking a trip she has set aside money for. Her children adapted quickly and have accepted and learned from their mother’s ability to take care of herself. Even her husband is changing a little. Most important, Sarah is happier and healthier.


Weave a pampering pattern into your safety net. Make a list of ways in which you would like to pamper yourself, and then, starting with small steps, indulge yourself. You’ll be better for it!
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I have the courage to pamper myself.


I am worthy of receiving as well as giving.


Pampering and taking care of myself is a healthy thing to do.




Heeding Physical Clues


Ruth, a social worker, tried to ignore the illnesses her body was experiencing. From her training, she knew that there was probably a psychological reason for her recurring ill health, but the thought of searching for the cause frightened her so much she chose to deny her body’s signals. It was only after two near death experiences and many years of pain and frustration that Ruth realized that if she wanted to live she had to look at what her body was trying to tell her.


Although always a very private person, Ruth gave herself permission to reach out to a few friends and family members for support and encouragement as she courageously began to explore her hidden emotional pain. The root of her ill health turned out to be her despair over her emotionally imbalanced marriage. Since facing those feelings and addressing them creatively, Ruth’s health has returned to almost normal.


We can have confidence that our bodies have been given to us as miraculous vehicles for our consciousness, and it is our sacred duty to appreciate and care for them. No one but ourselves is privileged to the information our body gives us. Only we can weave a safety net of personal health and well-being by heeding the clues of our wise and deserving body.


Sit quietly with your eyes closed and thank your body for its wisdom and the faithful way it serves you. Gently bless your body, especially any part feeling discomfort. With as much acceptance as you can, focus your attention on any pain or illness you are experiencing and ask your body what you need to do to help alleviate the discomfort. Open your heart and mind to recognizing and acting on the clues your body is giving you.
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I encourage my body by listening to its wisdom.


I honor and care for my wondrous body by recognizing the clues it gives me.


I have the courage to explore the psychological causes of my illnesses.




Softening Our Perfectionist


The trouble with being a perfectionist is that anything less than perfection displeases us. Since life is only sprinkled with perfect, fairy-dust moments while swamped with average-to-mediocre times, a perfectionist is only momentarily happy, which results in a pretty tedious life.


As for being a perfect person, having a perfect relationship, or doing all things perfectly, there ain’t no such thing! And recognizing this increases our day-to-day happiness.


I used to have a part of myself that I named Ms. Perfection. When I visualized her, she was tall, bony, and ramrod straight with her hair pulled severely back into a knot. She wore half-glasses, a serviceable sweater with patches at the elbows, and white gloves with which she tested my ability to keep a sparkling house and personality. She made my life miserable until I learned to soften her by getting to know her and finding out what she needed from me.


As I became acquainted with Ms. Perfection, I became aware of her feeling that she was the only one of my inner cast of characters who acted responsibly. She believed she had to shoulder the adult stuff all alone and, therefore, had no choice but to be a rigid and harsh taskmaster. What she needed from me was a more consistent sense of responsibility and maturity. As I began working on that, she relaxed somewhat and became less judgmental.


Become aware of your perfectionist and ask yourself these questions: What does my perfectionist look like? Why does she act the way she does? What is she afraid of? What does she need from me? Am I willing to get to know this part of myself and help transform her by giving her what she needs, within reason?


Softening our perfectionist helps weave a safety net free from the gaping holes of impossible demands.
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I have the right and responsibility to soften my perfectionist.


I am worthwhile even though imperfect.


I loosen up and enjoy life’s little imperfections.




Excusing Is Often Inexcusable


To enjoy intimate and authentic relationships, we must be able to understand and forgive ourselves and others. But we women sometimes confuse excusing with understanding and forgiving. Excusing, a codependent and childish habit, is the first cousin of denial. Excusing ourselves and others lets us off the hook by not addressing the consequences or responsibilities of our behavior. Alcoholic families frequently pivot around excuses.


Inherent in the process of excusing is our willingness to take responsibility for the actions of others. Continually excusing unacceptable actions does not create a climate that fosters growth and learning, in fact it can be an implied put-down. When we excuse the inexcusable, we are subtly saying that the person who is excused is not capable of right behavior.


On the other hand, understanding is a strong strand in our emotional safety net. Understanding our own and others’ actions and attitudes provides an honest framework in which we can create an atmosphere of acceptance and forgiveness—an environment in which people and relationships can mature and thrive.




Understanding requires commitment, energy, and the willingness to be with ourselves and others in a heartfelt and open way. We need to make the effort to search for the causes and motives behind our own negative behaviors or attitudes and do what is necessary to heal them. Of course we can’t do that for others, but we can tell them when their behavior is unacceptable to us and gently remove ourselves from their presence. Excusing may be initially more effortless than awareness, but it does not lead to intimacy, honesty, or authenticity.
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I give up excusing my own and others’ actions.


I want to understand myself and others.


I open myself to the ability to understand and forgive.




Gathering Ourselves Together


Have you ever said, “I’m just beside myself today!”? Our lives are often like fall storms whipping branches and flinging the leaves of our concentration and contentment to the four winds, causing us to wonder how we can keep on keeping on. When we feel fragmented, we are actually beside ourselves energetically and need to gather ourselves back together again.


My wise mentor, Annabelle, taught me the following meditation that brings me immeasurable comfort when I feel frazzled and frayed. The purpose is to align our physical, emotional, and mental elements under our Higher Selves, which moves us from feeling beside ourselves to being integrated.


Close your eyes and visualize your physical, emotional, and mental selves. They can appear in any form or you may merely sense them. If you’re feeling chaotic, they may appear to be moving quickly and, possibly, swirling out of control. After you see or sense these three aspects of yourself, envision your Higher Self—your spiritual part—above the other three. Softly say, “Together, together, together,” three times—a total of nine togethers. As you repeat the words, picture the symbols for your physical, emotional, and mental aspects gathering together under, and finally into, your spiritual part. As you visualize, gently repeat the series of nine togethers until the parts merge and you begin to feel a sense of calm replacing the chaos.


Even though this exercise may seem simplistic, it speaks powerfully to our subconscious mind and allows us to gather our energy together, thereby naturally balancing and harmonizing our feelings. Standing in our own skins, rather than being “beside ourselves” allows us to move constructively through our busy lives, feeling in sync.
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I have the power to replace chaos with calm.


I balance and harmonize the four aspects of my being.




Greeting the Stranger Who Is Myself


Women have always known the importance of networking with other women, and now, because we travel the career path as well as the family path, we are also recognizing the value of networking within our chosen field. We go to meetings and join clubs for the express purpose of meeting people we can assist and be assisted by. But how many strangers are waiting inside of us for encouragement, acceptance, and support?


Kathleen was so sick of her job that she woke every Monday morning with a severe headache. Sometimes she burst into tears at the sound of the alarm. Even with messages as strong as these, she continued to work at the hated place. When I asked her why, she said she believed she would never find a superior job so she had better stay put. Another voice in her head told her she was darn lucky just to have work. And deeply buried was a barely audible, tiny little voice telling her she didn’t deserve to be happy so it was fitting that she had a job that made her unhappy.




Courageously Kathleen began to greet these inner strangers. She found that many of the shoulds and have to’s they spoke echoed what she had been taught as a young, single mother, having to work to support herself and her child. But the most important voice she became acquainted with was the tiny little girl inside who knew she didn’t deserve happiness.


Kathleen made a commitment to comfort that little person who believed she was bad because she had never been able to please her critical and unloving mother. As her internal little girl became more secure and confident, Kathleen’s sense of herself as a deserving person expanded. I am happy to say that she is now updating her resume, actively researching other work opportunities, and feeling vastly relieved.


Before she could successfully network in her workplace, Kathleen had to network within herself. Understanding and accepting the strangers within us provides an underlying strength to our emotional safety nets.
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I listen to the voices of my inner selves.


I love and accept all of myself.




Growing a Tail


It is very important for us to learn to ask for help and be willing to receive it, but it’s even more important that we learn how to help ourselves. We’re our constant companion and we know, better than anyone else, what is good for us and what we want and need.


The phrase, “God helps those who help themselves” is a sound and practical philosophy and one we would do well to follow. But I also love the lighter approach taken by the African proverb, “God will not drive flies away from a tailless cow.” We all know tailless cows, people who always look outside of themselves for solutions and are adept at never taking responsibility for their own lives. Tiresome, aren’t they!


During the trauma of the breakup of my first marriage, I regressed to a helpless state in which I, at first of necessity and then out of habit, hung on to my friends for support while consistently lamenting my situation. They were patiently willing to be there for me for quite a while, but finally my tailless state caused one friend to confront me about my seeming inability to help myself. Although the confrontation was extremely painful for me, it opened my eyes and I began to accept responsibility for my part in the breakup and learn ways to take charge of my own life. I grew a tail. At first it was neither a handsome nor effective tail, but it grew into a much stronger “fly foe” with practice.


Being able to rely on ourself as a loving helpmate is an integral part of weaving a powerful safety net. As we learn to consistently trust and support ourselves, our tails lengthen and, sometimes, some of the flies that have been persistently pestering us become discouraged and disappear altogether.
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I am willing and able to help myself.


I take responsibility for my actions and reactions.


I have a long, strong tail for brushing away the annoying flies of life.




Swimming in Buoyant Waters


Once, on the way home from California, my son and I drove through Salt Lake City. Remembering the strange experience of swimming in the Great Salt Lake when I was a kid, I asked Brett if he’d like to stop and try it. “Mom, I sink like a rock every time I try to float!” he answered. “You won’t here,” I promised him. And of course he didn’t, because the Great Salt Lake assists even the most leaden among us to float effortlessly.


A big help in establishing a safety net is finding buoyant emotional waters that can support us when we feel in danger of drowning. It is essential that we create an atmosphere around us that helps us stay on top of the water rather than thrash and struggle through it.


How do we do this? Choosing to be around people who are up-lifters, rather than weights around our necks, is a very crucial part of establishing an environment that helps keep us afloat. Up-lift people accept us as we are and are truly interested in us. They are kind and do not put us down or demean us in any way. In their presence we feel good.




Of course, it’s essential that our internal voices are up-lifters also, that we speak to ourselves in supportive and encouraging ways, because even surrounded by the most buoyant people, if we still speak to ourselves in a concrete-shoe way, we will sink.


Ours is the one ever-present voice in our lives. Therefore, it is crucial that our self-talk instill confidence within us and is supportive, not submerging, and that our attitudes toward ourselves help keep our spirits afloat through acceptance and trust. We are our own most important and influential buoy.
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I buoy up my spirits with positive self-talk.


I deserve to be surrounded by people who support and accept me.


I search out environments in which it is possible for me to float.




Walking in Another’s Shoes


Everyone has pebbles in their moccasins. In order to understand someone else we need to walk in her shoes—exchange our point of view for hers—for a little while. Doing this will allow us to let go of critical attitudes toward her. Of course, there are people with whom we will never feel compatible or want to cultivate a friendship, but we can coexist better by taking the time to try and understand their perspective.


Bertie’s daughter-in-law, Tina, successfully tried to separate her from her son and granddaughter, and Bertie couldn’t understand why. Being very conscious of mother-in-law jokes and pitfalls, she had tried to be caring but unobtrusive toward her son’s family. She spent many fruitless hours lying awake fuming at Tina’s actions, wondering how she could change her, until finally she exchanged her resistance for a desire to understand her better. Bertie made a choice to listen with her heart as well as her ears.


From the few fragments Tina was willing to share, Bertie pieced together an awareness of her daughter-in-law’s fear of being controlled. Her new found awareness allowed Bertie to realize she wasn’t doing anything wrong and to compassionately stop resisting Tina’s choices. While it didn’t change Tina’s behavior, it did give Bertie much greater peace of mind.


Take a moment to imagine yourself in the symbolic shoes of someone with whom you have difficulty. Visualize how those shoes fit and feel. Do they pinch? Are they awkwardly large? Filled with grit? Allow yourself to really absorb what it must be like to walk in these particular moccasins. What do you now understand about this person?


Although we can’t always alter circumstances, we can always transform how we perceive them. As we move from criticism and judgment to acceptance and understanding, our personal safety net is reinforced.
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I take the time to listen to myself and others in order to better understand.


If I feel judgmental toward someone, I walk in their shoes for a moment.




Finding a Hand Up When We Bottom Out


There are times in each of our lives when it feels as though the pins have been kicked out from under us and we’re absolutely sure we’ve bottomed out. Some of us feel guilty if we can’t go it alone during such difficult times. But it’s often healthier for us to ask for a hand up when we find ourselves in the pits. Trying to deal with things totally alone can magnify our pain and lead to feelings of depression and isolation.


Susan’s husband was experiencing physical symptoms that doctors feared were indicative of a brain tumor. His way of coping was to deal with the physical pain moment by moment but not talk about the illness until he knew for sure what it was. He didn’t want other people to know because “they would worry, and couldn’t do anything anyway.” Susan, who was beside herself with worry, felt more comforted when she was able to talk through her emotions with a select group of friends.


Although her husband objected to her sharing her fears at first, Susan convinced him that she had the right, and the need, to cope in her way just as he did in his. Only after she reached out to her friends did Susan feel able to climb out of her crater of despair and begin to draw on the strength she inherently possessed.
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