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Praise for The Four Gifts of Anxiety



“This book brings perspective and understanding to what makes us human. The journey of this book moves one from feeling broken to being whole.”


—Cindy Horgan, Cohost of the Television Show Thriving from Anxiety


“This book is a gift to those living with anxiety. Through practical strategies and powerful insights, you’ll learn how to embrace the wisdom that lies underneath the symptoms and focus on the true messages of healing your body is trying to convey.”


—Jill Hope, Founder and Empowerment Coach at ishinekids.com
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INTRODUCTION


If you or someone you know experience anxiety, you might have seen the title of this book and said to yourself, Anxiety, a gift?! I don’t think so. Anxiety can cause you to feel misunderstood, underappreciated, and overextended. As a result, you might give up your dreams, develop an “I can’t” or “not now” attitude, dissolve businesses, burn out in your job, face financial hardship, live in pain, and end relationships. Anxiety is tied to emotions of guilt and shame, high expectations, daily demands, and pressure. A gift?


Yes, it is true. Anxiety and its symptoms are not inherently “the problem”—the problem is seeing and interpreting those symptoms in a negative way. If you see them as a problem, then that is what they will be. If you see them as guidance, as a road map to gifts already present within you, then that is what they will be. The symptoms of anxiety—such as all-consuming thoughts, negativity, and withdrawal—can actually help you unearth positive attributes inside you, waiting to be discovered. This book shows you how to see your anxiety symptoms not as a burden but as an opportunity to discover four extraordinary gifts. Instead of feeling ashamed, weak, stressed out, or held back, you’ll now feel purposeful, resilient, hopeful, and empathetic. These four gifts will change your life.


Imagining yourself with those gifts is difficult if you’re alone in the throes of anxiety. After all, anxiety is a lonely journey. Yet if you experience the effects of anxiety in your daily life, you’re far from alone. According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America, anxiety disorders are the most common psychiatric illnesses impacting adults and children. An estimated 40 million American adults suffer from an anxiety disorder and only about one-third receive treatment. Where you fall within those statistics does not matter—what matters is that you’re now open to seeing your life in a new light.


The gifts I’ll explain in The Four Gifts of Anxiety are free, abundant, and accessible to everyone. To access them, however, you must know how to look beyond the surface of your emotions and your life. I’ll coach you through the process, showing you different ways to truly get in touch with your sensations, thoughts, beliefs, memories, and emotions. The magnificent gifts of your mind, body, and spirit—purpose, resilience, hope, and empathy—are both your incentive and reward.


The first step on our journey is to learn more about anxiety. When is anxiety “normal” and even helpful? What messages are the common symptoms of anxiety trying to convey to you? Next, you’ll learn techniques for using your own energy to transform the symptoms of anxiety. When you know how to quiet your mind and listen to your body, you’ll be able to receive the gifts awaiting you. Finally, I’ll delve into each of the four gifts—purpose, resilience, hope, and empathy—in more detail.


Sprinkled within each chapter are Gift Tags. Each tag offers a skill, exercise, meditation, or reflection that will help you strengthen your ability to see your life in a new light. Practice them daily, and you will begin to perceive the symptoms of anxiety as potential opportunities to open up to the experience of converting symptoms into gifts.


Within each chapter, you’ll also hear stories of other individuals who have transformed their view. Like you, they thought their anxiety was a part of who they were, beyond their control—a weakness they would rather not deal with. Like you, they also knew their life needed to change to some degree to create the life they truly wanted. Their stories will let you know that you’re not alone—they made it through, and so will you.


A life with your gifts does not mean a life without challenges, vulnerability, or pain. Instead, a life with your gifts allows you to become empowered by the very same symptoms you once believed disempowered you. Unearthing your gifts comes with great insight into how memories and unpleasant feelings have played a role in how you handle life today. You will always have a choice to focus either on your symptoms or the gifts that reside within them. Your symptoms, when honored and experienced, are always worth something.


Your symptoms are actually your ticket to freedom. However, like a show, if you do not bother to attend, you are likely to miss what the event had to offer. By noticing and allowing yourself to experience these symptoms, you are opening yourself up to the gifts within them.


These gifts exist in each and every one of us. Yours (and mine) were delivered through the symptoms of anxiety. I assure you, by the end of this book, how your gifts surfaced will not matter to you. What will matter is your ability and willingness to receive them.





PART 1
ANXIETY: WHAT IT IS AND WHAT IT ISN’T


Anxiety is an emotion of unease, uncertainty, and worry about the future. For many it is a way to cope with the demands of life. Anxiety is not your truth, nor is it a way to control or prevent what is happening. It is a limited part of your experience, a fraction of what you are capable of. There is so much more to understand, know, and learn.





CHAPTER 1
 WHAT IS ANXIETY?


“And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.”


—COMMONLY ATTRIBUTED TO ANAÏS NIN, AUTHOR


Anxiety, Defined


True anxiety is a natural human emotion that alerts you to danger or a perceived threat. Without anxiety, you would not be able to handle true emergencies. Anxiety sends your body in a “fight or flight” mode, ensuring your survival on a very basic level. This is not the kind of anxiety most people deal with every day, however.


Psychological Anxiety


The Four Gifts of Anxiety covers symptoms of anxiety that run on autopilot in your body. These symptoms are psychological and physiological in nature. Most of us have experienced this type of anxiety in some form or another many times in our lives. Anxiety is when you can’t find your keys and you are rushing around frantically trying to find them thinking you are going to be late and snapping at anyone and anything that gets in the way. You then drive white-knuckled down the road, determining the quality of your day by the number of green lights you pass through. You think about all the things you have to do, what you’d prefer not to do, and the things you really want to be doing.


For many, it isn’t until the symptoms of anxiety come on strong that it is even truly noticed. A string of restless nights, disgruntled relationships, weight gain, illness, depression, and poor work performance are some of the ways anxiety can make itself known.


Whether short-term (when you worried while waiting for the result of a medical test) or longer-term (fear over whether or not you are a “good” parent or have saved enough money for retirement), anxiety can present itself in many ways. When feeling anxious, you might experience psychological effects such as:




	Fear


	Worry


	Uneasiness


	Nervousness


	Distress


	Dread


	Self-doubt


	Irritability


	Difficulty sleeping


	Frustration or anger


	Edginess





These emotions can lead to physiological responses such as:




	Increased heart rate


	Perspiration


	Fatigue


	Muscle tension


	Stomachaches


	Poor memory recall





These symptoms of anxiety come and go for most of us. After an event passes, so do the feelings of anxiety that surrounded it. If you’re an “anxious person,” however, you probably find that you frequently experience situations that cause these symptoms. Your anxiety might affect you almost every day, with varying degrees of severity. Most people with anxiety are able to continue their day-to-day activities despite the fear, tension, and irritability it creates for them.


When Anxiety Gets Out of Hand


If you find yourself unable to function on a daily basis because of your anxiety, it may have progressed to a more severe level. Consider getting help from a qualified professional—it can only help. Stand up for your right to live a happy, healthy existence. Never let the stigma or shame of getting support stand in your way. All of the strategies in this book are forms of self-support that will help you as well.


An official diagnosis of an anxiety disorder is likely to be based on four main factors:




	
Frequency: How often do the symptoms occur?


	
Duration: How long do the symptoms last?


	
Intensity: How strong are your symptoms?


	
Impact: How much do the symptoms impact your everyday life?





Questions that may help you determine the intensity, frequency, and duration are:




	Are you able to work or go to school?


	Can you maintain healthy relationships?


	Do you have any trouble sleeping or concentrating?


	Are you able to find pleasure in your life?





Whether anxiety is new for you or you’ve experienced it nearly all your life, it’s never too late to start addressing your symptoms. Just like when you have a cold, it is always better to give yourself a little tender loving care right away instead of waiting until the cold develops into something worse. Overlooking or ignoring your symptoms commands your brain and body to behave as if all situations are urgent and potentially dangerous. Your neurotransmitters repeat the same pathways (cell-to-cell communication) despite the fact that there is no imminent danger. Therefore, part of the process of accessing your gifts is for you to learn how to clear and retrain your brain and body so that your natural, more relaxed state takes precedence over anxiety. The following table shows you the reactions you’re having now and what you can look forward to learning from your anxiety.






	Survival Focused

	Gift Focused






	Fight, flight, freeze response

	Living in the present, self-observation






	Stress hormones activate

	Stress-hormone levels decrease






	Heart rate is erratic

	Heart rate is smooth and consistent






	Feel-good neurotransmitters (e.g., serotonin, GABA) decrease

	Feel-good neurotransmitters increase






	Short, shallow breaths

	Deeper, fuller breaths






	Difficulty digesting food, weight loss or gain

	Able to read bodily cues for signs of hunger and fullness more clearly






	Quick, rushed decisions and actions

	Conscious, mindful movements and actions






	Moody, or think of worst-case scenario first

	Trusting, believing, and seeing good






	Pressure, bodily tension

	Expansion, release, surrender, flow






	Nervous about the future

	Grateful for the moment






	Surviving on fear

	Expanding with love






The synchronicity of your internal systems (respiratory, physical, emotional, muscular skeletal, spiritual, hormonal, energetic, etc.) provide a life of balance. If one system is feeling overpowered while another is doing very little, eventually your body will begin to complain. It complains through your moods, sleep cycles, and behaviors. As a result, you feel like you have one hand on a wheel while the other hovers over a panic button. Your body’s physical responses—which were originally meant to be used in extreme situations to ensure basic survival—are now triggered every time you experience anxiety. The good news is, no matter what level of anxiety you experience, you can still access your gifts.


Your Body on Autopilot


My client Amelia’s experiences illustrate how common it is for people who struggle with anxiety to feel overpowered by their body’s physical reactions. Amelia had been in a relationship with a man for eighteen years. One day, he announced he was ending the relationship and left the home they were living in. Amelia was beside herself. She fluctuated between anger and crying. However, the most intrusive symptom was her thoughts. She paced the floors of her home, wringing her hands, panicking about the future. What would she do if he didn’t return? How could she possibly live without him? These thoughts went on for days, affecting her ability to sleep, eat, and remember. One day, she returned home after an errand and realized she never closed the garage or front door of her home. Her body felt achy and her chest, neck, and shoulders were in knots.


Amelia’s anxiety is clearly rooted in her relationship crisis. Yet her body reacted as if her life were being threatened. Her symptoms of increased heart rate, nervousness, panic, and preoccupation with the future led her to believe her life was falling apart. Although her life was in no imminent danger, her body responded as if a tiger were approaching her in the wild. Her heart had been broken and she was experiencing a tremendous shock—but she was not in life-threatening danger.


The Dangers of Long-Term Anxiety


In the short term, “running on” anxious symptoms can be an addictive way to push yourself through the day. You may appear on the outside like you are a superhero, taking on tasks and getting the job done. However, as anxiety persists over time, your body eventually speaks up, through sore muscles, pain, discomfort, fatigue, poor sleep, feeling overworked, unhealthy habits, breakdown in relationships, and a disconnection from self. As mentioned earlier, when these symptoms are frequent, chronic (lasting for months), and intense, and they interfere with your ability to function in daily life, mental health professionals and physicians will likely consider a diagnosis of anxiety disorder.


If you don’t address your symptoms of anxiety, the buildup can lead to behaviors that on the outside are counterproductive, but on the inside serve as a source of protection. For example, if you were anxious about finishing a final paper for a class, you might hand in the paper early and incomplete as a way to halt the inner experience of anxiety. On the outside, it may appear that you are not trying or didn’t study. However, you are choosing to stop the cycle of thought, dread, and worry even if it means you have to suffer the consequences of a poor grade. This type of buildup can also cause you to give in to demands or allow your beliefs to be negotiated. Inside, you may really not agree with your teenager’s habits; however, the thought of addressing them (and increasing your anxiety in the process) makes letting the behaviors go unattended more appealing. Learning how to appreciate the gifts anxiety is offering you will help you avoid these unfortunate compromises in your success and your values.


Is Anxiety Truly Bad for You?


Anyone who grew up in the eighties was exposed to the “fat free” fad. All fats were considered bad and dangerous to your health. Later, research showed that the elimination of “healthy” fats such as omega-3 was silently depriving brains and bodies of vital nutrients. Living a completely fat-free lifestyle turned out to be inadvisable. Likewise, should an anxiety-free lifestyle really be your goal?


Instead of trying to cut anxiety out of your life, imagine if you could learn to appreciate the symptoms of anxiety. Consider this: Anxiety can teach you how to improve your life. Its symptoms have more potential and ability than previously given credit for. Contrary to what many believe, anxiety can be a gift of growth and change. You just don’t yet know how to interpret the red flags that anxiety is waving at you. That’s what this book will teach you.


Each emotion you experience is a road sign along your life’s path. Even the ones that have been given a bad rap, such as guilt and shame, can point you in the right direction. Instead of ignoring or suppressing each emotion through behaviors such as thinking, you can process the messages they carry. (We’ll talk more about these messages in the next chapter.)


Above all, anxiety and its symptoms are reminders that you have free will. You can choose to respond in ways that help your body feel safe. As you learn to center yourself rather than distract yourself, you will find that addressing and clearing away underlying issues does not need to be distressing. Instead, you become empowered by your ability to be your body’s teacher, friend, and greatest ally. Positioning yourself in this way allows you to make productive and peaceful choices.


Many people have been taught—consciously or subconsciously—to suppress, ignore, or push away unpleasant feelings. However, as you will learn in this book, those feelings contribute to the process of connecting you to your soul. Connecting to your emotions and analyzing them are vastly different. Dr. Joe Dispenza speaks to this in his book Breaking the Habit of Being Yourself. He discusses how connecting to your feelings brings you into a state of balance, while analyzing feelings may drive you out of balance. Choosing to become aware and feel what your body is trying to tell you—without judgment—is what enables you to experience the gifts your anxiety is waiting to give you.




Gift Tag


Reflection: Passion


Have you ever considered that the symptoms of anxiety are your body’s attempt to reconnect you to your passions? Take a moment and reflect on what you are passionate about. If you have trouble coming up with the answer, take a moment and reflect on your childhood. What did you love to do? What places, moments, and experiences made you feel the most connected and alive? Do any of those still exist in some form in your life today? If not, imagine what your life would be like if they did.





Where Does the Negativity Come From?


If anxiety can actually be a productive thing, why does it get such a bad reputation in our culture? The truth is that despite all of its press, scientific studies, and medical concerns, psychological anxiety continues to be a silent, often ignored state of functioning. If and when it is brought to the attention of a medical professional, friend, teacher, or therapist, most likely it is presented as “this is what is wrong with me.” Rarely does anyone choose to see anxiety as portraying what is right.


Much of the negativity surrounding anxiety traces back to the original interpretations of anxiety. Records dating back as far as the fourteenth century report its symptoms as a sign of:




	Weakness


	Failure


	Inadequacy


	Unworthiness


	Neurotic behavior (according to psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud)





Those descriptors do not exactly make you feel cool, confident, and balanced. Thus, anxiety isn’t something you are inclined to advertise on your resume, business card, or Facebook page. If you mention anxiety casually—perhaps to colleagues, other parents, or coworkers—they may acknowledge its presence with a knowing nod, sympathetic look, or meaningless comment. These types of responses silence the emotions that feed the symptoms. Left unattended, emotions like anger, guilt, unworthiness, and shame are stored, rather than approached, never really giving you the chance to see the gifts behind them.


Is Your Response to Anxiety Inherently Negative?


Negativity can also surface in the ways you choose to respond to the worrisome chatter or fear that anxiety brings. If you ignore or disregard the root of the symptoms, you’re probably increasing the negative associations you have with anxiety. Let’s say you’re worried about finishing a complicated work project on time. If you decide to vent about it to your colleagues (instead of buckling down to get it done), you’re adding layers of negativity to the situation. Plus, you’re inadvertently spreading your anxiety around the office. Taking an objective look at your reactions to anxiety can help you see how you have an opportunity to make them much healthier.


The symptoms of anxiety are not the problem. How you choose to see them determines whether or not negativity and stress arise. The energy present in your body speaks volumes about your response. Your emotions are actually made up of energy—a vibration of molecules and atoms. When this energy is in motion your feelings, thoughts, and actions tend to be more positive and you feel capable and strong. When your energy is stagnant or heavy, you may feel tired, irritable, or negative. Psychological symptoms such as dread and self-doubt are denser emotions. That is why they can sometimes feel like a physical burden to carry.


Emotions are heaviest when you store them in your body. Similar to a drawer stuffed with clothing, over time you forget what is even inside it and some pieces may have gotten lost behind or underneath the drawer; the drawer might get jammed, lopsided, or broken. Your symptoms of anxiety are the same if you keep them stuffed inside your body. In Chapters 4–6 you’ll learn how to energetically clean out your body. Changing how you approach your feelings shows you that it’s your response to your emotions—not the emotions themselves—that lead to negativity.


Other Common Negative Associations


Your negative associations with anxiety might also come from your experiences with anxious family members or friends. Living with people experiencing anxiety is rarely interpreted as a blessing. Known for its contagious qualities, symptoms such as worrying can often spark negative behaviors such as yelling, blaming, and avoidance. If you’ve been in the presence of that type of behavior, you likely look at your own anxiety as something to hide or be ashamed of.


Anxiety can also be associated with negative emotions because it reminds you of something painful. People, things, sounds, and sights can serve as painful reminders of unfinished tasks, unpleasant thoughts, uncomfortable feelings, difficult conversations, or past hurt and pain. The very same place you call home, work, or school becomes a trigger for emotional distress. The negative undertone associated with these symptoms blocks the courage, curiosity, and willingness to truly process your anxiety. Instead, you may resort to reacting to and “treating” the symptoms rather than allowing yourself to experience them.


The Connection Between Stress and Anxiety


The Anxiety and Depression Association of America explains that “stress is a response to a threat in a situation,” while “anxiety is a reaction to the stress.” Stress impacts each and every organism on the planet. It is one of the commonalities between humans, animals, mother earth, and the universe at large. Stress can also be defined as a demand placed on an organism in its ability to adapt and cope with a situation. In other words, stress is part of the living experience. Think about it: You are constantly being asked to cope and adapt in some way. Nothing ever remains the same, and if you attempt to control change, you will only introduce more stress into your life.


Another connection between anxiety and stress is that they are often driven by fears and worries that are not likely to actually happen. In fact, the vast majority of stressors you are anxious about will never come true. You may never get hit by a car, lose your job, or develop that rare disease you read about online. Yet your body and mind still react as if they’re imminent dangers.


Your reaction is highly dependent on how you interpret or come into contact with the symptoms of anxiety. You might even absorb stress that isn’t your own. Anxiety and stress are both contagious emotions. (If you ever felt like you were walking on eggshells around someone, you were probably picking up on their stress.)


Most important, it does not matter whether you label your symptoms as those of stress or anxiety. In fact, labels can get in the way of your ability to receive the gifts your anxiety offers you. Instead, you will learn how to focus your attention on your specific symptoms—determining where they reside in your body and the information they have to offer. As you learn the ins and outs of each symptom on its own, your confidence in your ability to know what your body is communicating will win out. You begin to look at the process instead of the outcome. This change of mindset becomes your strongest navigation system toward the gifts.





CHAPTER 2
 COMMON CHARACTERISTICS OF ANXIETY


“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them.”


—COMMONLY ATTRIBUTED TO ALBERT EINSTEIN


Your Earliest Encounters with Anxiety


Before reading this chapter, close your eyes and take a deep breath. A relaxing, cleansing breath can help you center yourself and prepare to learn more about anxiety.


Anxiety is a conditioned response with roots that extend further than you can imagine. For many, anxiety is a habitual way of reacting to the world. It is a set of mental patterns, memories, bodily responses, attachments, and energetic patterns. Chapter 1 briefly mentioned the basic characteristics and symptoms of anxiety. This chapter goes beneath the surface of those symptoms into some of the conscious and unconscious patterns that drive your thoughts, behaviors, and reactions.


You probably don’t remember your first encounters with anxiety—they might have happened as early as in the womb or at the moment of conception. Within eight weeks of conception, your organs were growing rapidly and by week twelve, your nervous system was already communicating messages. Although you did not have the language or experience level to interpret and understand the messages of anxiety, it is likely that you sensed or felt them. Luckily, the womb provided the comfort, protection, and nourishment you needed to deal with those anxious moments.


Once out of the womb, your exposure and experiences with anxiety widened. As a child, you may have learned to imitate responses to stress. Whether the stress was real or imagined does not matter; your body responded as if it were all real. Children are gifted with an imagination and regularly re-enact stressful experiences when they play, such as a dramatic firefighter rescue with trucks and figurines, or parent-child squabbles when “playing house.”


Many of the belief systems that feed your current reactions to anxiety were adopted before age six, long before your brain and body were fully developed. What you believed to be true about anxiety was modeled to you through a childhood lens. Some of these are conscious, meaning within your awareness, while others are not. For example:




	The belief that anxiety is bad or a sign of inadequacy may be conscious.


	An unconscious belief, one that you may not be aware of, is the belief that without anxiety you may not survive. This may sound extreme, but many people’s relationship with anxiety has been a foundation of their personality. If things don’t feel difficult, then something seems wrong.





Mistakenly, you may have been taught to “give away” your energy to help others who are feeling symptoms of anxiety. For example, when children sense something is wrong around them—let’s say a parent or teacher is angry about something—they are asked to quiet down or stop what they are doing. As they do, energy leaves their body, meaning they become less aware and connected to what is happening inside and more focused on what they can do (or not do) on the outside. Parents can instead support their children by helping them to identify the difference between losing energy and gaining it. Children learn best from hands-on or visual experience. For example, ask them to imagine a bathtub is draining and explain that’s what it feels like to lose energy. On the other hand, picturing themselves relaxing in a warm bubble bath may give them an idea of what it feels like to gain it. Without engaging in such dialogue, children may unconsciously train themselves and their nervous systems to believe that anxiety is something to be afraid of. When left unattended and unrecognized, these seemingly harmless reactions may become the basis for your adult responses to common anxiety symptoms like those in this chapter.


Ruminating


When you are anxiety focused, you might find yourself experiencing:




	Preoccupations with thoughts


	Worries


	Concerns about the future or relationships


	Shallow breathing and tension


	And many more





Individuals who experience this symptom often report feeling:




	Unable to concentrate


	Frustrated


	“Stuck” or rushed


	Disconnected from their creativity





As much as these symptoms seem like they are a part of you, anxiety is not who you are. If you remain loyal to this way of thinking, you make your symptoms the centerpiece of your being.


Anxiety Focused: Overusing Your Brain


Mental chatter can lead to an overuse of the brain. This typically occurs when you don’t see your body as a resource. If you break your arm, you are forced to adjust and rely on the opposite arm to go about your day. Making this adjustment requires patience and in most cases will be seen as an inconvenience. The arm that is forced to do all the work may become irritated and sore, while the arm that is resting may weaken. That’s what occurs in your brain. Your overused brain becomes “irritated” and your body weakens. When you overuse your brain as a way to solve problems, disregarding your body as a resource, over time your brain becomes strained. This can be recognized by:




	Frustration


	Sensitivity to noise and lights


	Confusion


	Inability to process information in a way that not only makes sense but also anchors you





Truth Focused: Use Your Body As a Resource


What does it mean to “use your body as a resource”? It’s the process of redirecting your attention from your thoughts back to your body. Instead of letting your mental chatter gain momentum and run away with itself, you can teach yourself to quiet your mind. Techniques such as breathing methods and meditation (explained further in Chapters 4–6) can help you return to a calmer state, from which you’re better able to separate the rational thoughts from the irrational. You will also be able to recognize the difference between actions that are motivated by adrenaline and overstimulated stress hormones and those that are the result of living with your gifts.


Many people don’t bother to use their bodies because they think it takes too long, is indulgent, or is a waste of time to meditate or take a moment to breathe deeply. A fast-paced work environment is a common site of such an unfortunate mindset. Yet, constant rumination often makes a job take much longer than it would have if you’d simply quieted your mind for a few moments. Take Sam, for example:


Sam worked as a project manager for a large company for nearly ten years. One of his responsibilities was to come up with innovative ideas to present to consumers. To do this, Sam went through a mental pattern of tossing around ideas in his head, comparing and contrasting each one. This sometimes took days, and during the process he often found himself more and more distracted. Initially this process seemed to work, but over time it began to be less and less productive. The constant rumination caused him to feel further away from his insight, clarity, and intuition. This disconnection left him feeling overworked, exhausted, uncertain, and frustrated.


Sam was overusing his brain and not regarding his body as a resource. Relying on thinking and analyzing things no longer worked. Instead, it increased his stress and frustration levels. This led him to believe that perhaps he had lost his creativity and insight or had grown too old for his chosen field.


Sam’s story is not uncommon. Many people have been trained in mental chatter. As you begin to see and utilize your body as a resource, this can change. When the chatter does occur, you will learn that following it only leads to more.


Maryanne experienced a similar journey. She was married with two children. For years, she felt upset about the way her parents overfocused on their problems. Their problems seemed to her to take priority over spending time with their grandchildren. Around them she felt impatient, irritated, and emotionally exhausted. In the past she had attempted to manage these symptoms by ruminating over the problem. This magnified her parents’ perceived faults and self-absorbed behaviors, thus creating tension during their visits.


Inside Maryanne knew in order to find peace she needed to find a way to let go of her resentment. She learned how to stay present, breathe, and depersonalize her feelings during a yoga class. To her surprise, she was beginning to learn what “letting go” felt like. In order to let go of the rumination about her parents, she needed to allow it to be a bodily experience. She could choose to accept her parents for who they were, which included their thoughts, behaviors, and decisions. Maryanne had a daily discipline of walking her dog. The walks used to be filled with reviewing events of the past, or listing things to do for the day. But one day, the sights, smells, and sounds around her caught her attention. She felt connected and peaceful.


Finding Faults


Negative or critical self-talk is a key participant in the anxiety cycle. It typically stems from assumptions, judgments, and fears. Fear of criticism and disapproval contribute greatly to the production of negative thoughts. You may recognize it as an inner voice that instead of offering you encouragement, support, and compassion reminds you of everything you are not. Common negative thoughts include:




	They expect me to fail


	I can’t


	No one supports me


	I never have enough time





Assuming that you already know what other people will say, think, and believe supports the manifestation of negative thinking. Often it is due to an unconscious belief of inadequacy or drive toward perfection. Ironically, negative self-talk can also be used as a form of self-protection. If you believe you will fail, you might start letting yourself down early to ease the pain. If you tell yourself it won’t work out you will be less likely to experience feelings of failure when it doesn’t. This can place you at a disadvantage, creating a vicious cycle of wanting things to be different and breeding discontentment, frustration, and inflexibility.


Anxiety Focused: Blaming People, Judging, and Sizing Up Situations


Viewing your anxiety as a problem increases the chances that you may blame or judge the circumstances in your life as the cause of your symptoms. Perhaps your boss, employees, customers, family problems, daily responsibilities, or financial distress occupy your thoughts, causing similar symptoms to resurface. This prevents you from ever experiencing your gifts. Yet your circumstances are not inherently good or bad—how you choose to view them gives them a negative or positive nature. Instead of judging events, situations, and people, focus on receiving the energy they offer, even if it feels uncomfortable. As you learn how to do this, your perception about your situations will shift. This brings you freedom.


Gift Focused: Learn to Receive


Negative thinking, comparing yourself to others, and finding faults leads you to (consciously or subconsciously) feel as if you need a break or can’t catch your breath. When you change your motivation from approval seeking to receiving what your symptoms have to offer, you’ll find these responses contribute to the cycle of wanting things to change. This desire may not be something you are consciously aware of; however, the tension and gripping feeling in your body is a fairly good indication that this belief does exist. You may push this idea away, as you have been conditioned to believe a “good” person, mother, father, wife, partner, employee, or student never thinks this way. Instead, tell yourself these symptoms are not about being “good,” they are about being real and truthful rather than anxiety focused.


Lucy, the mother of two sons and wife of a husband with diabetes, found that her fault finding, though rooted in hard work, was preventing her from enjoying everyday life. During the day, she worked as a nurse’s assistant while attending nursing school part-time. Lucy complained of feeling pulled in many directions. She often found herself feeling guilty for going back to school. When she did have free time, she had trouble enjoying it. Instead, she would fill it up with errands and things she thought she should be doing so she could care for her family. Lucy often talked out loud or to herself. She said things such as: I can’t do anything without my family calling me fifty times, I have to do everything, I feel bad for putting my son in daycare so I can go to school, and I feel guilty for taking time for myself. Lucy had to recognize that the skills and knowledge she learned from her upbringing were contributing to her current mindset. Lucy learned how to give and work hard, yet she never had anyone show, model, or tell her how to receive. Lucy was able to recognize how the guidance her symptoms had to offer was being blocked by her tendency to find faults. Once she was able to make that connection, she no longer expected others to give her what she longed for. Instead, her symptoms became generators of insight supplementing the development of her gifts.
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