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Praise for Grace Yourself



“Chris Janssen walks us through the complexities and confusion surrounding addiction and growth and recovery with grace, humility, patience, and honesty. She also brings wisdom that has ancient roots and is research informed. This is a compelling invitation to sobriety at its best and most joyful.”

—JOHN ORTBERG, Founder of Become New and Author of Steps: A Guide to Transforming Your Life When Willpower Isn’t Enough

“No matter what has left you feeling powerless—alcohol, food, exercise, substances—Chris Janssen’s Grace Yourself will help you regain your power. Through her own remarkably honest personal story combined with her wisdom gained through her work as a life coach, Chris guides the reader through the psychology of addiction to change what you might believe and help you rewrite your story. Whether you are struggling with unhealthy lifestyle choices or know someone who is, this book is a must-read for anyone wanting to understand themselves or those they love. Filled with exercises, information, and reflection, it is a transformational read that should be on everyone’s list.”

—KATHY IZARD, Author of Trust the Whisper, The Hundred Story Home, and The Last Ordinary Hour

“Life is a messy mix of beauty and chaos simultaneously. I believe in showing up at work, home, and in community as the same person. With a recent choice to live alcohol-free after years of unknowingly using my own vices to cope with overwhelm, stress, and daily struggles, I believe this is a book everyone should read. In Grace Yourself, Chris Janssen shares stories and lessons from her personal and professional lives, blending her pains and celebrations with her coaching tools. With relatability and actionable takeaways, this book will highlight the purpose in all the things that make you, you! It is a necessary reminder that every chapter in your story is worthy and has purpose!”

—AJ VADEN, CEO and Cofounder of Brand Builders Group and Cohost of The Influential Personal Brand Podcast

“There are so many meaningful and introspective takeaways from Chris Janssen’s book. No matter what you may be working through and striving to overcome, this book will guide you through it by providing key messages and tools to bolster self-worth and inspire the innate desire to grow and evolve. It’s never too late to make a change in your life, and Chris’s personal story—along with her selflessness in giving back—is an incredible road map for doing just that.”

—EMILY BLAIR MARCUS, Founder and CEO of Emily Blair Media

“Grace Yourself is full of truths that free those trapped by addiction from the lies they’ve been told. In a journey that often feels isolating, Chris shares her personal story like a trusted friend with the wisdom of an accomplished coach. This book empowers readers to know their worth, shift their mindset, and change their lives.”

—DOUG MILLER, Lead Pastor of Plum Creek Church in Castle Rock, Colorado

“Grace Yourself is a piece of hope for anyone stuck in an addictive cycle or close to someone who is suffering. The book offers compassionate insights combined with practical tools to empower readers to embrace their value. With true empathy and wisdom, Chris Janssen gives a compelling insight to the complexities and realities of recovery, giving readers the comforting realisation that healing is difficult but possible! I would recommend this book to anyone who is affected either directly or indirectly with addiction/negative cycles.”

—CHERRY BEAGLES, CEO & Founder of The 400 Club, London

“If you want freedom from harmful habits or controlling thoughts, Grace Yourself will get you unstuck! This book shines light on addiction’s effects on driven achievers and high performers. It is also a bold reminder of the worth and resourcefulness we all possess, and how we can find grace in our path toward healing.”

—JACEK WALISZEWSKI, Award-winning Author and US Army Special Forces Green Beret

“No matter where you’ve been, what you’ve done, or whether you are stuck in an addictive pattern or not, you are worthy of love and belonging. In Grace Yourself, Chris Janssen writes like a trusted friend, reminding you that grace can’t be earned, change is possible, and you already have everything you need to move toward the life you want.”

—ASHLEY EICHER, Founder and CEO of AE Entertainment

“She’s done it again! Chris has opened the window of her journey towards sobriety and challenged us to go deeper into our own journeys with her to a place of freedom and grace. Chris does this with vulnerability to her learnings and gives us practical ways that draw us into places we want to go but lack the skill or courage to go alone. Read at the risk of discovery and freedom. Go ahead…grace yourself!”

—STEVE CLIFFORD, Pastor Emeritus of Westgate Church in Silicon Valley and Founding Board Member of Transforming the Bay with Christ

“Whether you are seeking release from an addiction, controlling thoughts, perfectionism, or just want to move forward, Grace Yourself will help! Written with kindness and conviction, this book provides tools for getting unstuck while reminding you of the worthiness you already possess.”

—AVIJAH SCARBROUGH, Journalist, Lifestyle Reporter, Producer, and TV Host of Good Morning Vail

“Upon reading Grace Yourself I was profoundly moved. Chris Janssen’s brave act in writing this book unlocked memories of my father precisely because the author revealed what I wish my own father could have received with the grace presented here. Having lost a parent to alcoholism, I have struggled with inevitable questions that arose as a survivor of an alcoholic who could not overcome their impulses, anxiety, and self-doubt. As a result, I have been keenly attuned to messages throughout my adult life that might help answer my own questions of purpose and self-awareness to help guide my conversations with my own child, my spouse, and my professional teams regarding anxiety, resentment, and the peace which follows from empathy—for others and for one’s self.

At the core of Grace Yourself is a message about healing so that when people are speaking to you—as a parent, a friend, a spouse, a leader, or team member—their interaction can be received through a filter of compassion, acceptance, love, and self-respect instead of a filter of hurt, shame, and impulsiveness. The profound message I took from Chris Janssen’s journey is that people see life through the lens of how they feel inside and that the power to change and build community is anchored in self-acceptance and an ability to seek community, ask for help, and be willing to pursue becoming the most healed and present version of yourself. The impact will be felt by generations to follow.”

—TIM SHEPHARD, Vice President, Enterprise Strategy at Lockheed Martin Space

“Like grief, alcoholism and other addictions can harm how we see ourselves—our worth. Chris Janssen’s vulnerability, written on every page, is just what you need to get through those tough times. Her experiences will help you with your past and encourage your future. I’m thankful to call Chris Janssen my friend.”

—THEO BOYD, Author of My Grief Is Not Like Yours
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Dedication

For you and me.






Note to the Reader


We can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.1

—C. S. LEWIS






SOME OF US RECOVER LOUDLY—in hopes of preventing others from dying quietly. This book is me being loud. As much as I may want to, I cannot choose sobriety for you. That is your decision. But I can help you show up for the sober life you deserve, should you choose it.

I am a board-certified coach with a master’s degree in counseling psychology and have worked with hundreds of peak-performing athletes, singers, dancers, writers, artists, soldiers, entrepreneurs, and small businesses to close the gap between where they are and where they want to be. While my academic expertise is not addiction specific, I am an expert at my own recovery from alcohol addiction and am qualified to share my story with you. My sweet spot as a coach is in helping clients substitute limiting beliefs and unhelpful stories with certainty and narratives that serve them. The reason this is my inclination is that I had a lousy story in the past that narrated my self-worth, which led me to develop tools to change my beliefs about myself, my worth, my power, and my recovery. Now I get to share my experience, tools, and coach training with you, so you, too, can show up for the life you want.

If you’re offered promises for an easy way to sobriety, it is your cue to get curious and ask questions. I’ve followed several such claims unsuccessfully. No amount of academic research, science, money, fancy rehabs, medicine, hypnotherapy, psilocybin therapy, yoga, or quick-fix literature will free you of your habit if you have not first chosen that freedom for yourself and are certain why freedom is a must for you. Those things, while potential supplements to recovery, are not substitutions for your personal commitment to it.

People change when the pain of being the same becomes greater than the pain of changing. Successful sobriety stories include some level of suffering. That level, sometimes referred to as “hitting bottom,” is different for everyone. I’ve listened to thousands of recovery stories over the past eighteen years—no two have the identical circumstantial reasons to quit digging. The common denominator to people’s continuous success is that they reached a level of pain that made change a must. One person’s bottom may be the loss of their marriage, finances, legal rights, job, home, or freedom, while another person’s bottom is the feeling of sadness. On the flip side, I’ve listened to people tell of horror after horror happening to them and still not reaching the limit of their pain threshold. Yes, people do get sober because of circumstances (a person who goes to jail is forced to get clean) or to quell the fear of a loved one. The question to ask in that case is, Is that reason enough to stay sober? Maybe, maybe not. I’ve learned that the pain, not the circumstance surrounding the pain, fuels sustainable change. Addiction will fight to take us out no matter what—until we decide we deserve to be free of it no matter what.

If you are stuck in an addictive snare and your soul is screaming No more!, you are ready to receive help. If you are looking for a temporary refuge from, or a healthy way to moderate, your habit, there are books and programs available to you. But if you want to live all in, alcohol-free, and show up for the life you deserve, keep reading. Together we’ve got this!

I embraced and enjoyed thirteen-plus years of continuous sobriety and the life that came with it. I thought I chose sobriety for me, yet I came to learn that I chose it for my family and out of fear of what-ifs. I chose it to hold it together. So at age fifty-two, after becoming an empty nester with less to hold together and with previous fears faded, I became drinking-curious. I love fun. What if I wasn’t living my best life? What if there was even more fun and fulfillment to gain? I wondered, Why can’t I go for a life I love with an occasional drink? I must find out.

I’m writing this book for anyone questioning whether to include or exclude a habit from their lives. Answering my own drinking-curious call after continuous freedom led me to uncover even more of myself, discover my reasons (“whys”) I deserve to live free, and recover my sobriety. This is an uncovery, discovery, and recovery story.

As a coach, my goal is to help you uncover your blind spots, reveal your strengths, and partner with you to get unstuck. As such, in this book, I’ll offer tools and exercises for you to process your own uncovery, discovery, and recovery. I want to help you tap into your own cleverness, curiosity, and resourcefulness to close the gap between where you are and where you want to be.

With love,

Chris




PART I Uncovery: What It Was Like







Chapter 1 Magic



It is at the bottom where we find grace; for like water, grace seeks the lowest place and there it pools up.

—RICHARD ROHR






MY FIRST SIP OF ALCOHOL was magical. I was a freshman in high school, and my girlfriends and I loved being friends with upperclassmen who had driver’s licenses and cars. We parked at a popular hangout spot in the foothills of Northern California, creating our own party on the side of a dirt road on a spring night. It wasn’t magical because of the company I was with or the significance of the celebration. It wasn’t magical because of any milestone or coming of age or any enjoyment that television commercials and marketing romanticize as a reward for drinking alcohol with friends. Alcohol was magical because of the way it made me feel—from the first sip.

Although I remember the surrounding situation vaguely, I remember my feeling in detail. I can’t tell you exactly which friends I was with, which upperclassmen drove, or what the cars looked, smelled, or felt like. But I can tell you the first sip of alcohol, from a beer can, hit my tongue and went straight to my brain, igniting a sensation that all was well, calm, and right in my world. I felt OK. As a high-achieving perfectionist who rarely felt centered or satisfied, I felt content. It was enchanting.

The mystique faded as fast as it arrived during that freshman year, and I learned to detest alcohol—for the feelings that showed up after the first sip. The hangovers, the memory loss of the previous nights, and the guilt and remorse that accompanied mornings after drinking stuck me in a shame spiral that my friends and later Scott, my husband, did not seem to experience or understand. Still, from age fourteen to thirty-seven, I continued to drink alcohol socially throughout high school, college, graduate school, being a newlywed, and then as a new parent—never realizing that the euphoric first-sip feelings I experienced were not the same as other drinkers, or “normies,” around me were feeling. Normie is a name used in some recovery communities for people able to drink a bit of alcohol without it igniting an unquenchable obsession for more.

I was successful at school, relationships, and my career. I did not exhibit signs that screamed “problem drinker” to those around me, such as drinking daily or before 5 p.m., getting a DUI, being arrested, or missing work or important events. I didn’t drink during my pregnancies or while nursing. I lived for twenty-three years in my own conflicted head scheming ways I could quit alcohol forever—then rationalizing why it was no big deal to accomplish two things: satisfy my first-sip hit and blend into social norms. My body was addicted to a pattern of spiking dopamine, and my mind was addicted to the comfort of fitting in.

The rationalizing came easy to me. Placing unattainable standards on myself and then beating myself up for not reaching them came naturally. My pattern was to decide never, ever, ever to drink again; bump up against that first-sip craving; and then counsel myself to chill out, take the sip, don’t be a perfectionist. You don’t have a problem with alcohol—otherwise, people would tell you so. You have a problem with oversensitivity, overthinking, and being too hard on yourself. People have told you so. You’re going to ostracize yourself. Relax. Be normal and take the sip. Thus, the cycle—of craving… sip… obsession for more sips… hangover… guilt… shame… remorse… never again—would continue swirling.

Guilt is thinking you did something wrong. Shame is thinking you’re a bad person. I had both. Setting nearly impossible goals for myself set me up for believing I was wrong on the occasions I did not reach them—guilt. Linking my worth to my actions set me up for believing I was a bad person on the occasions I did not meet my high standards—shame. If you relate to this, know that you are worthy regardless of your actions, and there is nothing you can do to alter your worth.

One time, my college bestie got fed up with the out-loud part of my spin cycles and said to me one morning after I voiced how much I hated myself for drinking the night before, “You do this every time. It’s torture. Either stop the morning-after, negative self-talk or stop drinking!” So I stopped the negative self-talk—out loud at least.

My inner dialogue of self-bashing got louder and louder in time. Until finally, the pain of staying the same became greater than the pain of changing.

My search for a solution to quitting alcohol led me to a 3:00 a.m. prayer, which led to an Internet search, which led me to my first support meeting. That evening, I had drunk several glasses of red wine while completing three kids’ back-to-school paperwork, which in that season was quite overwhelming to me when added to the other important and menial tasks accompanying being a mom, wife, and good daughter. So, although terrified, at age thirty-seven, I walked into a 12-step meeting attempting to calm my “hangxiety.”

I knew no one in recovery. I thought an anonymous 12-step meeting was for drunks living under a bridge chugging from a paper bag. I was raised by teetotaling parents whose parents and extended families also never drank alcohol. Attending a 12-step meeting had never crossed my mind. I had never been called out as having addictive behavior. I just knew deep in my soul that my relationship with alcohol wasn’t serving me. I knew, and felt undoubtedly in my gut, it would be the end of me if I continued.

Yet when I asked my doctor about my drinking, he told me there was no problem or threat to my physical health. I asked a therapist about it and was told I had a tendency toward addiction but did not have an addiction, so just be careful. I asked my pastor about it and was directed to a Christian version of the 12-step program. I asked the Christian 12-step program leader about it and was told my main problem was being codependent. I asked Scott about it, and he said, “You just need a little coaching. Let’s practice going out and drinking only half a martini with dinner.”

This was the culture and community I lived in, in 2007. Well-meaning loved ones were giving the best advice they knew how to. Alcoholics Anonymous and rehab were the only well-known solutions to a questionable relationship with alcohol and, as far as I knew, were reserved for serious problem drinkers who had embarrassed themselves and others in public, done jail time, and lost everything—not churchgoing, classroom-helper moms like me. It didn’t occur to me that my alcohol use was a real problem because, on the surface, I didn’t fit the cultural stereotype of the moment. Also, the solution according to both AA and rehab was black and white. You either die from alcohol abuse or admit you have a disease called alcoholism and survive by abstaining completely, attending meetings, and embracing sobriety as a grateful person in recovery. That sounded extreme and not for someone like me.

Today there are other options for people curious about cutting alcohol out of their lives. I’ll list some in chapter 12 and why it’s important to know whether you’re wired to thrive with choices such as moderation, abstinence for health reasons, or abstinence for survival. For me, both moderation and abstaining from alcohol merely for wellness or dignity’s sake was a green light giving me permission to partake for the “right” occasion or the “right” strength of a craving. The fact is, I am among those who must abstain for survival. I didn’t understand this about myself until years later, so I am thankful that in 2007 my options, as far as I knew, were either you’re a normie or you’re not. I needed the all-or-nothing solution presented to me.

All the trying on my own to figure out how to moderate alcohol exhausted and almost killed me. I wanted fiercely to be a normie. I worked at it—made spreadsheets for my drinks, used baking tools to measure my intake, and created endless rules for my consumption, such as only beer and wine, only after 5:00 p.m., only on weekends, and more. I thought if I could measure my intake, I could control it.

I didn’t want to be a drunk. I didn’t want to be forced into recovery. I didn’t want to get labeled an alcoholic. I didn’t want to be a monster. I wanted to be a fun, controlled, dignified social drinker, like media and alcohol marketers portray. I believed then that being a teetotaler would make me the weirdo. The drinking culture was even more persuasive then than it is now, and I was a sucker for it. I believed that if I couldn’t partake in drinking the way those around me could, I was weak-willed and something was wrong with me. I believed that since I couldn’t sip a martini and then leave it on the bar the way a Bond girl could, I failed. So I gave being a classy drinker my all, never realizing that working tirelessly toward my goal contradicted my image of a failed drunk. I didn’t see the driven achiever in all of it. I didn’t notice that in every other area of my life discipline and willpower were not issues. I woke up at 5:00 every morning to run before the kids woke, kept a tidy home, was chief administrator of our family finances, and flossed after every meal. Yet I chose to focus on the one thing I couldn’t control, then vilified myself for it. I only saw the drunk, so the narrative of my life before finding a sober solution became, I am an undignified monster. (I’ll cover tools for separating truth from story in chapter 5.)

I wallowed in this narrative from shortly after that first sip of alcohol my freshman year in high school until age thirty-seven when I finally found a solution to the chaos. And for me, I was and am grateful that my choices were all or nothing—continue to be unsuccessful at attempts to moderate my alcohol intake or quit drinking altogether. I did not need more tips on how to drink with elegance or science-backed reasons for not drinking. I needed to know others like me—for whom drinking could kill them. I needed to know there were others like me—well-meaning achievers who’ve given the drinking culture their all and still cannot normalize alcohol. I needed to know there is nothing wrong or weak about me because of this, and I am worthy even though I am unable to moderate alcohol consumption. I needed to change the monster narrative.

The morning of September 24, 2007, I walked into my first meeting, and it became day one of my sobriety. I didn’t look back or question what people told me to do. I stumbled into the group as a last resort. Even though my rock bottom looked different than I thought it was supposed to, I had hit it. Out of options and ideas for how else to get help, I went to the group for what I considered to be serious drunks. I’m thankful God led me there because, to my relief, the room was filled with women I related to—and they had all their teeth. The only requirement for being there was “a desire not to drink!” Immediately, I knew I’d found a solution that worked to a problem that wasn’t working. I moved forward, grateful for the lifesaving program and information I discovered. The women I met that morning were the first people to understand the unrest I felt in my soul. They got me and my relationship with alcohol. They articulately explained what I’d been searching to know. These fellow “alcoholic” strangers had walked in my shoes—on the same path the people closest to me throughout my entire life had not traveled. I felt home. Let me note here that I’ll come back to the “alcoholic” label in the next chapter. I know it’s a loaded one.

On my own, I thought I was letting God help me stop. With the group, I learned how to let God help me stop. The first day of my sobriety was the most pivotal day of my search for contentment within my soul up to that point. I learned I wasn’t giving something up; I was gaining a beginning to a story in which I’d uncover my authentic self and create the identity I wanted.

On that September day, in a meeting hall dense with the smell of burnt coffee and promise, a woman in the group said the words that sent decades of shame flying off my shoulders: “It is not your fault. You are alcoholic. It is like an allergy.” What she said next made my freshly unburdened soul so light I felt like a snow-white apparition hovering above the meeting room’s card table and folding chairs. “You never have to have another drink again.” For me, a drink meant trying to control. I was tired and out of any more control. This was an unimaginable exhale.

I was ready to hear that I “never have to have another drink again.” Some people enter recovery and hear, “I never get to have another drink again.” Neither is right or wrong. You’re valuable and worthy exactly where you are at. You could show up to recovery out of exhaustion for trying to quit on your own, like I did. Or you could show up because of a court order or a loved one’s nudge out of fear for you. Quitting your thing may still feel like a chore instead of a relief, and that is what it is. Either way you are brave for reading this book and showing up instead of checking out.

For me, being told I was alcoholic and that it was like an allergy was freeing. I was off the hook. If I had this thing that had a name, I could find a solution to it. I immediately moved out of the problem and into the solution. This truth that I was an alcoholic did not make me want to grow even more active in my addiction. Because the comradery and connection were so positive, I became a reassured alcoholic, active in recovery. It was a badge of inclusion connecting me with the first people I’d ever met on my same frequency.

I was finally free from the distraction of drinking, moderating, or not drinking alcohol. I was exhausted from fighting to control something that clearly controlled me.


Guilt Assessment

Here is an exercise to help you examine the rules you create for achieving your standards and the guilt or shame that may follow when you don’t reach them.


	First, determine if your guilt is natural or harmful by stating the standard you believe you’re missing. My standard was: I want to be and feel like a worthy person.

	Is this standard realistic and attainable? (Mine was.) What has to happen for you to accomplish that standard? What do you or others have to do, if anything? These are the rules you’ve set for yourself. These are the things that must happen for your standards to be met.

	My rule was: To be and feel worthy, I need to quit drinking. Since I didn’t know how to quit drinking, I didn’t feel worthy. Feeling worthy is a fine standard. The problem was in the rule I set for feeling worthy. In this case, the guilt I felt for not being able to quit was harmful, because feeling worthy depended on something that was outside of my ability to do on my own at that time; thus, I made feeling worthy impossible.

	
Write each of your own standards and rules for hitting them as bullet points. Take each rule and ask yourself, Is this rule within my control to accomplish or does it depend on someone or something outside of my control to make it happen?


	For me, the truth was, I was worthy before I learned how to quit drinking. Knowing this made it easier to partner with a supportive community that showed me a solution.

	If reaching your set standard depends on circumstances or people outside of your control, or if it depends on an unrealistic or unattainable effort on your part, then you are setting a nearly impossible standard. For example, if your standard is to feel happy, and your rule for feeling happy is that others include you and like you, then you have made happiness unlikely to achieve because you cannot control other people’s opinions of you or your choices.

	If your rule for feeling happy is that you start your day with meditation and exercise, then you have set an attainable standard because it is within your ability to achieve. If you experience guilt for not exercising one day, you can acknowledge it, show yourself grace, then use that guilt to fuel you to do even better going forward (natural guilt). If you feel guilt for not getting invited to a social event, you are stuck because being included is outside of your control (harmful guilt).

	Once you have set attainable standards, notice if you experience a guilty feeling. Next, stop and celebrate that you’re aware of your feelings; then go through the previous list to see if you made an unreasonable rule for yourself. If so, ditch the guilt. It’s human to feel guilt even when there are no grounds for it. However, it will not serve you to hang on to that type of guilt.

	If, however, the guilt assessment shows a true indication that you need to change and redirect your actions, do so and move on.

	Perhaps not meeting standards has moved beyond guilt to believing either consciously or subconsciously that you are a bad person. When beating yourself up shifts from holding yourself accountable to impossible standards into believing you are trash for not reaching them, shame is alive.
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