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“Kathryn Tristan has done a great job in encouraging and inspiring us to remember that ‘failure’ doesn’t mean it’s all over, but that a person can always regroup, go on, and succeed.”

—Pamela Cornwell, MSEd and
certified Eden Energy Medicine Practitioner

“The experiences of my own life have taught me to never give up, to remain positive, and most importantly, to believe in yourself and your ability to overcome obstacles. This book not only inspires you to move beyond your fears, it provides simple and concrete ways to do it.”

—Cathy Turner, two-time Olympic gold medalist

“The Stop, Look, and Listen technique really worked for me during my recent surgery. Using the skills I have practiced and learned from Why Worry? allowed the higher me, the spiritual me, to win. I feel I can take on the world now. I may stumble again, but I will not fall.”

—Margie C.
Imperial, Missouri

“In a world where anxiety/panic attacks are the most common emotional disorder, Why Worry? is a timely tool that addresses this situation with a good deal of common sense. I have found that many of the techniques worked for me and helped me through difficult times with my own disorder. I highly recommend this book for yourself or anyone you know who has to go through this devastating experience.”

—Carol C.
New York, New York



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: title]



Introduction
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How This Book Can Help You

That the birds of worry and care fly over your head,
 this you cannot change,
 but that they build nests in your hair,
 this you can prevent.

—Chinese proverb

We all worry. It’s a natural part of living. A biologically built-in mechanism, worry was designed to help us. Where do we go wrong? For millions worldwide, worries are eating away at our sense of security and our feelings of well-being, and are ultimately downsizing our happiness while supersizing our stress. We cannot open a newspaper, turn on the television, listen to the radio, or surf the internet without witnessing chaos, catastrophes, or just plain old bad news.

Our personal lives also are challenged. Work, home, relationships, finances, health: each aspect is one ball in our juggling act. Keeping them all in the air while balancing emails, voicemails, and unending responsibilities creates mounting tension that can keep us stressed, worried, and tense. What will happen next?

The real question is, how can we use this natural reaction and harness it to “worry smart” rather than letting worry control our lives? How can we use it to arm rather than to harm? Why Worry? tackles this issue head-on and shows in simple language, using easy strategies, how to do just that.

Worry is a multifaceted emotion with many forms and intensities. In its simplest understanding, worry is a response to a stressful situation that is fueled by analysis, imagination, and often exaggeration. Depending on your responses and the mix of these three elements, worry may help you solve a problem or overwhelm you with fears about future calamities.

Worry is the hub, the nucleus, the center from which many other emotions emanate, such as anxiety, panic, and depression. Worry levels can range from mild to severe.
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At Level 1, worry is the little voice that alerts you to possible trouble ahead. When you resolve worry at this level, it can provide helpful input regarding the situation that needs to be addressed. It can offer a competitive edge as you consider possible outcomes and develop strategic responses. You can also seek input from your intuitive side or inner spirit to help you to arrive at the best possible solution. At Level 1, you may feel vulnerable but also capable of responding to the challenge.

At Level 2, worry spreads and escalates into the fearful hypervigilance of anxiety or the chronic rumination of depression. You may feel stuck, powerless, and unable to resolve issues and stresses. Your connection to your inner spirit and intuitive guidance erodes. It is easy to feel tense and difficult to feel relaxed and peaceful.

At Level 3, worry erupts into panicky feelings. Worry has now become toxic. Because they may come out of the blue, you cannot find logical reasons for these troubling feelings, which seeds more worry and more anxiety. A loop of fear engages and may spread to more and more situations. Here, exaggeration replaces appropriate analysis and leaves you with the overwhelming feeling that you can’t handle the situation. You feel disconnected from your inner spirit and intuitive guidance. Panic attacks, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) are examples of Level 3 worry.

As you can see, the constellation of reactions to worry can vary dramatically. The key to making worry work for you instead of against you is a matter of focus, knowledge, and willingness to change unproductive habits. That is why I wrote this book. My goal is to help you better manage not only your worries but also the stresses that seed your worries. The first step is recognizing both the beneficial and devastating effects of worry. And the good news is that becoming more aware of how your mind is working allows you to begin taking back the reins of control to consciously rewire circuits blown by worry. This time, the wires are strong. This time, they allow positive energy to flow. This time, they directly connect to the highest you, the one who is peaceful and happy.


My Story: Anxiety Rescue


Before writing Why Worry? I published a book in 2007 called Anxiety Rescue that not only presented the story of my remarkable recovery from crippling, lifelong anxiety but also shared simple, powerful strategies to stop anxiety dead in its tracks. These experiences with anxiety were also my best teachers. As painful as the lessons felt, I learned what works and what doesn’t.

I am a scientist on the faculty of one of the top five medical schools in the country, and a prolific writer with more than 250 articles (often penned under the last name Liszewski) in leading health/science publications. For the past thirty years, I’ve studied how the immune system works to protect us from infection as well as how it can devastate our bodies when that process goes awry or is overcome by pathogens. In many ways, the biological mechanism of worry is similar to our innate immune system: when held in check, our psychological immune system is designed to help and protect us; allow it to spin out of control, however, and worry—just like an unchecked immune system—can hurt instead of help us.

This is what happened to me. My analytical brain automatically churned out possible scenarios of what could go wrong in any situation, leaving me tense and wary about the unknown future. Like many, I felt that if I worried enough, perhaps it would help me anticipate and thus prevent bad things from happening. Instead, this natural, well-meaning plan became a chronic mental infection.

During my super stressful sophomore year in college, while studying day and night for my finals, I suddenly experienced a sense of overwhelming fear as I reviewed formulas I didn’t really understand in my chemistry book. The more I noticed this feeling, the more afraid I became. I wanted to run away, but there was no danger; it just felt like there was. I wondered if I was having a heart attack or losing my mind. I learned later that this experience was a panic or anxiety attack.

I didn’t figure that out for quite some time, though, and I continued having episodes, but in more and more situations: driving on the highway, sitting in the classroom, shopping at the grocery store. It seemed that anything could trigger an attack. I was given some sedatives and told by school counselors to relax more. I worried constantly about having these awful feelings. Eventually they subsided, and I was able to bury those troubling emotions. Time helped, but it took several months of confusion and occasional gripping fear. I thought fear was my problem. It didn’t occur to me to change my daily stress-producing routine. In other words, I was focusing more on the outcome (fear) than the cause (stress)—on the outside rather than the inside, on the flat tire instead of the nail in the tire. And I learned a great coping mechanism: avoidance. The problem was, how could I avoid waking up in the night and feeling that way? I could always leave class, but I could never leave me.

I spent the next thirty years dealing with anxiety and panic. For a while, I avoided anything that made me feel anxious. I stopped going on vacations, stopped driving on bridges—or just suffered through—and eventually, I stopped leaving my hometown (behavior that continued for more than twenty-five years). Though I went into therapy, tried different medications, and read all the books I could on the subject, I still made only minor progress.

I cried many times and wondered if I would ever overcome my fears, but something inside me never gave up. Something kept searching and hoping.

Maybe that was the helpful aspect of my analytical mind. I’d spent most of my scientific career trying to understand the intricacies of the immune system, asking questions, formulating plans, and then performing experiments to test the hypothesis. If this process didn’t give me the answer, I’d start over or revise the experiment for the next time. Even when successful, more experiments were always needed to dig deeper into the subject. As a scientific writer, I was also familiar with taking complex scientific subjects and simplifying them for readers. I had experience in helping to write review articles in prestigious scientific journals and in preparing original journal articles to present new laboratory findings. Could I not use those well-honed skills to help chart a new course for my life as well?

My “Eureka!” moment appeared when I finally realized that worry is a choice. Worry is indeed an inborn response that alerts us to possible trouble, but instead of allowing its dire predictions of future calamities to escalate, I have the power to evaluate it and to react differently. I can choose to hear the voice of worry and disagree; I can choose to maintain harmony with my psychological immune system whose biologic purpose is to help, not hurt.

Here are some other things I learned. Our fears provide valuable lessons. Combining the wisdom and knowledge of our mind, body, and spirit, we can solve any problem. Within each of us is a powerhouse of inner energy that we are seldom aware of; we just have to release it. We can challenge worry and create peace in simple ways. Within us is the power to handle not just some but all of our challenges.

New Help for Anxiety and Worry

In Why Worry? I have added new scientific findings about how the mind works and even more tools and strategies than were included in my earlier book. Why Worry? also focuses on the incredible healing power of using holistic strategies that connect our mind, body, and spirit. The message is rather simple: We do not have to be stress-aholics curled up into a tight ball of worry, fear, and incapacitation. Simply reverse the age-old paradigm of working from the outside in (pills, booze, ignoring it) and transform from the inside out. Harness the power of focused intention to create positive possibilities instead of imagining catastrophes. Getting over worry—or any problem—is always an “inside job.”

One of the first concepts that can supercharge our ability to overcome worry is the recognition of the absolute power held within our thoughts. By first becoming aware of our automatic responses, we harness the secret power of choice. (These tools are described further in chapter 3.)

Although we can choose to make great strides out of the pit of worry, choice alone is not enough. Thundering doubts will persist. This is the protective side of worry. However, we can choose instead to hear a quieter voice that assures us we will be safe and can handle whatever we need to handle. By disagreeing with the doomsday voice, we can amplify another that says, “All is well!”

Now, instead of automatically engaging the worry reflex, we rewire those circuits (described in chapters 4 and 5). Despite the best of intentions, we don’t always immediately succeed at everything we try. It takes time to change unproductive lifelong habits. We may stumble along the path and fall back into our old ways. But this too provides a learning opportunity. Here we learn to forgive that which is imperfect. When we release ourselves from the steely grip of perfectionism, our lives become more joyful and less stressful. As we dissolve the need for perfectionism, we allow others to be their imperfect selves. We then learn to flow with the currents of life instead of fighting against the waves. (Those strategies are described in chapter 6.)

One deal breaker that can quickly stall our progress in overcoming worry is failing to recognize and manage our negative mental baggage that is loaded with blame, anger, and guilt. By tackling these emotional barriers, we can help cultivate a mindset for better resolving interactions that cause us pain. We’ll also go over new ways to move beyond these limitations and provide the antidotes to blame, anger, and guilt (chapter 7).

Now, here is a question. You are sitting in your new car with a full tank of gas; how far can you go if you don’t turn the key to get the car moving? The answer, of course, is nowhere. Thus, overcoming chronic worry is an active, not a passive, process. Our real journey begins when we start to step outside of our comfort zones and take risks to move beyond our limitations and improve our lives.

As you practice challenging yourself in small ways, you will find something miraculous happening. You will begin to feel comfortable and powerful as you face challenges. Risking and doing are far more powerful than worrying and wondering. Not long after I began challenging myself to go farther and farther away from home, I took my first plane flight from Saint Louis to nearby Chicago. There was a thick fog that morning. Although the worry voice was loud, I thanked it for trying to protect me and forged ahead. I boarded the plane with my wonderful friend Pam. I’ll never forget the sensation when the plane lifted off the runway. In an instant, the rough and bumpy ride turned silky smooth. We were riding on air and softly ascending into the gentle sky. In between patches of fog, I watched the airport and surrounding houses get smaller.

Then a remarkable thing happened. The fog that blanketed the airplane like swirling smoke just disappeared. In its place was a bright, beautiful, golden sunlight and brilliant blue sky. What an amazing sight for my first airborne view of the heavens. Below us was a pervasive cottony layer of clouds. I beamed and looked over at Pam. She had tears in her eyes. She knew this was a life-altering moment for me. It was a golden flash of victory over a lifelong struggle to release myself from the darkness of my worries and fears. I wasn’t crying; my heart was rapidly beating, excited and enthralled. Risk can do that for us. It frees us, it empowers us, and it places us directly back on our life’s path. (Tools for learning to expand your comfort zone are described in chapter 8.)

Our journey from worry to peace is incomplete without one more healing aspect: reconnecting to and embracing our inner spirit. This is the doorway to lasting healing. Unfurling and enhancing our connection to our inner spirit can transform the ordinary into the extraordinary. We can access a remarkable realm in which we have the ability to surge beyond self-imposed limitations. We feel happier, more fulfilled, and more guided. One of the signs that this is working is when coincidences begin occurring. (Chapter 9 describes how to embrace your inner spirit and recognize helpful synchronicities.)

Ultimately, it is the combined strength of our mind, body, and spirit that catapults us out of our worries and into peace and power. Combined with knowledge, determination, and flexibility, we can push back the barriers of our limitations. A month after my Chicago flight, I received an invitation to attend an international scientific convention—in Greece! My protective, worrying side immediately fed me dialogues filled with concerns and possible problems. Was I really ready to do this? Could I fly that far, that long, to a foreign country? This could be a catastrophe. What if . . . what if . . . what if . . . But now I could better recognize, hear, and disagree with the loud voice of worry. I countered each negative scenario with something more positive and equally possible. I began to pay attention to the worries that were productive (such as prearranging a cab pickup at the airport in Greece, getting local currency to bring, and so on). I disagreed with other worry thoughts and knew that I could use the tools I had developed.

Shortly after booking the flight, I learned that my scientific abstract had been selected for oral presentation. In other words, I would be speaking to a packed audience of international scientists! Again, using every tool I had developed (and a few more), I knew that it was the right time and the right place to go. I knew I had access to help on many levels, and I knew I would accept the invitation. Four months later, I flew to Greece, stood on a podium, looked out over hundreds of world-renowned scientists, cleared my throat, and began my well-rehearsed presentation about how the immune system regulates itself. Here I was, little old me, who trembled at going to the nearby shopping center a few years before, who felt petrified about taking an elevator to the eighteenth floor, who cried in bed late at night because I felt powerless to overcome my fears. After my talk, I reflected on the very surreal moment I had just experienced. I had delivered a message about healing on the physical level while experiencing a deep and profound healing on a personal and spiritual level.

Perhaps that is the most compelling aspect of our journey out of worry: we transform a mindset of lack and limitation into one of fulfillment and power. Although we may not be able to fully comprehend the vast expanses held within the entire meaning of “spirit,” we can sense its wonderful presence and the loving strength that connection provides. This places us in a position of power and love, where there is no need for worry.

We all have our demons to face (and that’s plural, not singular). We all have our roads to trek. No one escapes life’s challenges, and new tests come with each step. But these difficulties are opportunities to continue growing and expanding. Every time we encounter challenges, we may worry that we cannot forge ahead. We may feel that it’s just too hard or too much. But every time we avoid life’s challenges, we feel weaker. Only by tackling our challenges can our inner strength grow.

With each new step forward, I wondered, I did that, but can I really do this? In answer, I just kept practicing my skills. Each step helped me build on the previous success, but it all began with the first decision to go beyond my comfort zone. From there, in spurts forward—with occasional, agonizing setbacks—it was a progression of the spirit. By working on myself, I built on my successes. I forgave myself for my tumbles, and by connecting to my spirit—that boundless source of strength and love—and taking the hand of my frightened inner self, I continue to challenge my limitations. I now know that I can make it over, around, or through any obstacle. Though worry still speaks to me (and I hear it), I thank it for the input it offers and then decide consciously what I will do. I take charge of my own reactions because worry is a choice. And there are always options.

You may not have experienced the extremes of worry and fear that I did, but how you react to and handle whatever challenges you face will determine if you are living your life to the fullest or are stalled miserably in struggle. Whatever your specific circumstances are, if you are struggling with worry, this book is for you. I wrote it in a simple style, loaded with practical tips and inspiring stories that I hope will be of help to you. Why Worry? is a “from the trenches” approach, providing self-help methods that blend remarkably easy concepts of mind, body, and spirit.

If you feel minimized by your worries, at your wits’ end, or hopeless, let me assure you that you can regain control of your life, just as I did. I wrote this book for you. I thought my world was out of control and spinning toward disaster. What I found by working from inside out was a powerhouse of energy I never knew existed. What I found by using these simple ways to challenge worry is that we can create inner peace. What I found by exploring my power within is that we have an internal energy source that never fails. I learned we can handle not just some but all of our worries and stresses. These tools are already available to you. While I cannot guarantee my ideas will work for you, try them, change them to suit your own situation, and go forward step by step. Seek the best possible help on any level. Never, ever give up on yourself. Your journey out of worry and into peace and power begins now.

There is a Zen saying that when the student is ready, the teacher appears. I hope that you have come across this book because you are a student of life who has been guided to these powerful, healing words. I also hope you are ready to open yourself up to a journey, not only out of worry, fear, and stress but also directly into a life of love, fulfillment, and great peace.

From my spirit to yours,
Kathryn Tristan
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Understanding Why We Worry

Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. And today? Today is a gift.
That’s why we call it the present.

—Babatunde Olatunji

If you are spending more time worrying and less time enjoying life, this book can help you. Worry is a natural part of our biology, designed to serve a useful purpose. We run amok when, instead of allowing it to provide guidance, we focus on dire calamities in the future rather than realistic solutions in the present. Unproductive worrying harms more than it helps.

The goal of this book is to provide you with (a) fresh, new ways of dealing with the stresses that may seed your worries, (b) key strategies for transforming worry into a positive force, and (c) tools to tap into your inner sources of wisdom.

There is a growing body of scientific evidence that helps explain how the brain works and how we can retrain it to overcome unproductive habits. We will explore some of those new, exciting concepts.

But we are so much more than our brain and anatomy. The sublime interconnectedness of our mind, body, and spirit provides a powerful way to tune in to inner guidance—once we quiet the thunder of our worry. When you overcome the worry habit, life emerges as a wonderful experience, regardless of your troubles, problems, and challenges. In this space you find greater joy, personal empowerment, and access to a more fulfilling life.

Why We Worry

Life can challenge us in many ways. A natural response is to worry, because the true purpose of worry is to alert us to the need to respond to these challenges. Worry is a dual-edged sword: a positive force that provides a helpful alert or a negative force that overreacts and keeps us stuck. Here are some examples of both. Is your story like one of these?

• Sarah has a presentation to make before her colleagues in a week. She’s worried that it isn’t good enough. She decides to do more research on the topic and keep polishing it until she is satisfied. Sarah is an example of how to productively worry.

• Chris’s son is deployed overseas and most days she worries about his safety. Feeling unsettled was beginning to feel normal. She decided to volunteer at her local USO, welcoming home returning soldiers and assisting their families. Chris shows that while we cannot eliminate worry, we can learn to channel our concerns and focus on something that helps rather than hurts.

• Tim is unemployed and can’t find a job. He worries that he’ll never find work or be able to pay off his mounting debts. He’s miserable, and he sends that energy to everyone around him. Tim isn’t using worry to solve his problems; instead, he is creating more problems because of his unproductive reactions.

• Maria is a stay-at-home mother of three. She feels trapped in an unhappy marriage but is afraid to leave. Maria provides an example of how we can fail to seek solutions because we are worried we cannot handle our challenges.

• Doris likes to wonder what could go wrong with anything. She constantly frets, warning her friends and family members to watch out for this and that, and she seldom feels safe doing anything new. Doris is an example of how our personality (high-strung) and learning (“my parents were this way too”) can wire our brains into circuits of unproductive behavior.

• Pat cares for an aging mother and aunt, and one of her children has just moved back home. Caught in the middle between the two generations, Pat never seems to have enough time for herself and constantly mulls over her situation. Pat shows us what can happen if we let our worries translate into feelings of helplessness and hopelessness. By giving away her power to her worries, they now run her life.

• Amy, an overworked elementary-school teacher, frequently awakens in the middle of the night with a pounding heart and shortness of breath. She dreads going to bed and is becoming depressed. Her doctor found nothing physically wrong with her and prescribed an antidepressant. Amy provides an example of how stresses can mount from overwork, and how inner worries quickly amplify without conscious awareness.

• Elizabeth’s fiancé cheated on her, so she broke off their engagement. She’s says she is now over it, but she recently began to feel anxious when riding elevators and lightheaded while shopping, and now some of these disturbing sensations are coming out of the blue. She was given a clean bill of health but has begun taking sedatives to relax. Elizabeth does not quite realize just how hurt and angry she remains. These powerful buried emotions are severing her connection to her inner sense of safety and are spurting out as anxiety.

What these examples show is that we worry in many different ways and with different levels of intensity. Many of us who suffer from overworry or unhealthy worry are unaware that we are worrying at all, as it has become a normal part of our days, but we may actually feel on edge much of the time. Some cope by using drugs or alcohol, or by keeping super busy. Unfortunately, none of those strategies solve problems. What this book teaches is that managing our worry is an “inside job.” Many of us want to work from the outside in, as in some of the coping mechanisms discussed above. But overcoming chronic worry requires us to change from the inside out. What we learn is that we can balance the messages of worry with our reactions to it. We first need to recognize how the rapid-fire response of worry can quickly get out of control.

Snaring those initial, overly worried thoughts can provide the solution to better managing how we worry and what we worry about. It is not so much a matter of not having those thoughts, for they are automatic. The key is to become aware of them and consciously respond to them. Our strength to change lies in our ability to choose how we perceive and react, which is empowered by our own conscious intentions.

Here is one of my favorite verses that I’ve adapted:

Watch your thoughts, for thoughts become words.

Watch your words, for words become attitudes.

Watch your attitudes, for attitudes become actions.

Watch your actions, for actions become habits.

Watch your habits, for habits become character.

Watch your character, for character becomes destiny.

Do you see the pattern? Thoughts [image: logo] Destiny. Which destiny do you want: worry or authentic power?

How Worry Expands

Those of us battling our worry may find that the more we worry, the more we have to worry about. It keeps coming back or, like a chameleon, changes its color. The automatically expanding nature of worry is something my sister Debbie calls “expandomatic worry.” This means that once we begin to worry, the path to a productive outcome can quickly dissolve into doom and gloom. In this way, we unknowingly defeat the purpose of worry or misread a thought of concern and amplify it into a catastrophe. Because so many of our thoughts and reactions are automatic, we may not be aware of how our runaway thoughts even began. The time to evaluate our response to worry is at the very beginning, before the thought mushrooms out of control. Here is an example:

Joan developed a headache in the late afternoon. She focused on that feeling of discomfort and had an immediate thought: What if it’s a brain tumor? Then Joan focused on that and thought, I’ll have to have an MRI. I hate those! I bet I’ll feel claustrophobic. Then Joan wondered, If it is a brain tumor, will I need chemotherapy or will an operation be best to remove it? Then Joan considered, What if it doesn’t respond to treatment? Is my will up to date? What will my family do without me? I’ll miss my daughter’s graduation and never see my grandchildren!
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“Just what the doctor ordered for all those who suffer from the devastating effects of constant
fear and worry. Written by a compassionate scientist who has overcome the problem herself,
Why Worry? offers instantly accessible solutions that really work!”







