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Introduction



I THOUGHT I HAD TO BE self-critical. If I wasn’t, who knew what would happen, what bad things I’d do, what a loser I’d be?


I didn’t know any other way.


Like most of us, I learned to be self-critical from family, church, school, and other elements of my environment. I learned to tell myself critical and dis-empowering stories, which, at their core, were rooted in a single fear—that I’d never be good enough.


I grew up in a strict Seventh-day Adventist home, believing that I was deeply flawed. My parents did their best, as all parents do, but they had learned to be self-critical, and they passed that on to my sister and me. My Danish grandmother was a highly critical person, and although I loved her dearly, I never felt I could live up to her expectations. My mother was depressed throughout my childhood—her marriage to my father was falling apart (and eventually did)—and as a symptom of the dysfunction, our little family moved continuously from one place to the other, mostly back and forth between Denmark and America.


As an adult, I perpetuated this pattern, moving constantly, and escaping in other ways, too: alcohol, achieving, and codependent romantic relationships. I was sure uncertainty was the thing to avoid, so I tried to control my environment with endless list making, worrying disguised as planning, and performing disguised as high achievement. I struggled to make sense of a critical God and church that seemed misaligned with who I wanted to be, until I finally left the Seventh-day Adventist church in 2013. Doing so was part of a gradual paradigm shift, a move away from the critical stories that had surrounded me throughout my childhood.


I hadn’t always been so self-critical. My mother tells me that at the age of two, when asked how old I was, I would reply, “Two years wonderful!”—and then I would hug myself and flash my biggest smile, because I knew I was wonderful.


Self-criticism is learned. The good thing about that is we can unlearn it!


For me, the game changer was the practice of self-compassion. I first heard about this in a Sounds True interview with Dr. Kristin Neff. After listening to that conversation, I read Dr. Neff’s book, Self-Compassion—and it changed my life. In Dr. Neff’s definition of self-compassion, there are three elements: self-kindness (instead of self-judgment), mindfulness (instead of overidentification), and common humanity (instead of isolation). In the pages to come, I will present stories that illustrate each of these elements.


We all tell ourselves stories about who we are. Many of these stories are self-critical and disempowering. However, we can choose to tell new stories that are empowering. We can stake our claim as heroes in our own lives. We can practice self-compassionate storytelling that heals our core wound of unworthiness and returns us to our courageous hearts, which were never really lost, just buried underneath conditioned thinking. Through the practice of self-compassion, we can become more authentic and powerful versions of ourselves, transforming not only our own lives but also the lives of those around us.


[image: Images] What stories do you tell yourself about who you are?


[image: Images] Does your story help you live a courageous life?
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Sometimes life stops you in your tracks and forces you to take a good look at who you’ve become.


My wake-up call came in August of 2016 when I was diagnosed with breast cancer. After a double mastectomy and a lot of soul searching, I realized I had not been happy for many years, and I needed to make some big changes in order to live a more meaningful life. One of these changes was to leave my husband of almost ten years.


In my marriage, I had perpetuated the pattern of surrounding myself with critical people. My husband did the best he could, considering the challenges he faced, but I found myself stifled in our relationship, unable to grow into the person I wanted to be. For months I agonized about how to tell him I was leaving. I knew it would break his heart, and I desperately wanted not to do that. Finally, on a February day in 2017, with the help of a counselor, I told him.


Later that night, I received a call from the sheriff’s department: There’d been a car crash in West Oakland. A concrete pillar. He’d died instantly.


When I returned to our apartment, I found a suicide note and two Google map printouts of the crash site. The counselor, our friends, our family, me—we were all in shock. There’d been no signs. That must have meant it was my fault.


It had all happened in rapid succession within the course of six months—the breast cancer diagnosis and double mastectomy, the difficult decision to leave my husband, his subsequent suicide. How was I ever going to make sense of all this? How was I ever going to live without blaming myself every day for my husband’s death?


In the fall of 2017, I went back to school for my PhD, determined to study how self-compassion can help us move through transitions. Because that’s what self-compassion has been doing for me, day by day.


Change isn’t easy. It can be a slow and arduous process, very much like the process of metamorphosis that changes a caterpillar into a butterfly. In one of the four stages, the soon-to-be butterfly turns itself into mush, dissolving all the old to make room for the new. Likewise, I’ve had to let go of the past in order to embrace the new and accept feeling like mush sometimes. As we allow the process of transformation to move through us, we must be gentle with ourselves. We can’t control what happens, but we can choose what story to tell about it, and that makes all the difference.


In August of 2018, two years after my cancer diagnosis, I remarried and became a stepmom. My second husband, Daniel, loves me for who I am and inspires me to be my best self. He gives me room to grow. As in all relationships, of course, there are challenges. What’s so amazing about self-compassion is that I can be the container for myself, taking care of me even when the world around me seems to be falling apart. Knowing that I can do this emboldens me to make authentic, vulnerable choices, like breaking my heart open and loving again.


[image: Images] Have you experienced a “wake-up call”?
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Out of Love: Finding Your Way Back to Self-Compassion is a book from my heart to yours, dear reader. I hope to inspire you to choose self-compassion—for doing so is a choice, and we must make it again and again in order to unlearn the pattern of self-criticism we learned from a young age. For me, this pattern manifests as perfectionism, worry, performance anxiety, social anxiety, and addiction. For you, it might be something else. This book is about my journey of unlearning these self-critical patterns and returning to my self-compassionate heart. Perhaps you, too, have struggled with self-criticism and shame. Or perhaps you have struggled to make sense of tragedies and traumas without blaming yourself. This book is for you.


Out of Love: Finding Your Way Back to Self-Compassion tells stories of how the practice of self-compassion taught me to deal with body-image issues after cancer and the guilt around my husband’s death, manage anxiety and stress, be authentic in relationships, make choices in alignment with my values, let go of comparison and be truly creative, cultivate my intuition and speak my truth, and so much more!


Above all, self-compassion has shown me that belonging is something I already have—within myself. Through stories and journaling prompts, I hope to show you the same.


Self-compassion is a practice, meaning there’s no end point. There’s never going to be a time when you have it figured out and you can cross it off your list. You will fall down and into old, self-critical habits. I did. As I was writing this book, I decided to do two things that ended up being really bad experiments: I quit the anxiety medication I’d been taking for ten years, and I started to drink wine again after being sober for six years. Like I said, bad experiments. In the end, I had to quit alcohol and start medication again because that was the self-compassionate thing to do. I beat myself up about it at first. I wanted so badly to be “normal,” and I thought I’d made such good progress. The truth is, I had—but here’s the thing about anxiety or addiction: they don’t magically disappear. This is who I am, and a big part of self-compassion practice is accepting myself exactly as I am. Only then, paradoxically, can I change.


I hope you will use this book as inspiration, whether you read it from cover to cover or skip around. Each piece stands on its own, but there is a narrative arc to the whole book. Above all, take the time to be kind to yourself!
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CHAPTER 1:



Beginner Blues


YESTERDAY I DID SOMETHING I’ve been wanting to do for ten years. All these years I didn’t do it because I knew I wouldn’t be good at it at first, and I like to be good at things—perfect, preferably. The problem is we’re usually not perfect at something we’ve never tried before. We usually make mistakes. I don’t like making mistakes. I don’t like being a beginner.


But I do like learning new things, so I forced myself to set up an appointment to do this thing I’ve been wanting to do for ten years.


When I walked through the door of the dance studio for my first lesson, I was terrified. I felt awkward and uncomfortable in my body, as I usually do, but even more so in this situation. Why was I doing this again? Oh, right. To feel more at ease in my body and gain just the slightest bit of confidence when it comes to dancing.


My dance instructor was so proud of every little step I learned, and at the end of the lesson, he gave me a big hug and said, “You did the hardest part: walking through that door.” Now, why couldn’t I have that kind of compassion for myself?


Turns out, self-compassionate people are more likely to be motivated by a desire to grow than to avoid criticism. This is what psychology professor Carol Dweck calls a “growth mindset” versus a “fixed mindset.” People with the fixed mindset believe that human qualities are set and unchangeable, while people with the growth mindset believe these qualities can be cultivated through effort. People with the fixed mindset tend to be concerned with doing things well from the start and avoiding criticism and failure, while people with a growth mindset are more concerned with learning and less discouraged by criticism and failure.




I’m not here to be perfect;
I’m here to grow.





The good news is that even if we tend toward a fixed mindset, this isn’t fixed! We can learn to be more growth oriented—through mindfulness and self-compassion.


Did I dance perfectly in that class? No, far from it. But I had fun learning, and that, after all, is why I think we’re here: to learn. We’re not here to be perfect; we’re here to grow. Compassionately reminding ourselves of this can help ease those beginner blues.


[image: Images] What do you want to do but have been afraid of doing because you think you might not be “good” at it in the beginning?
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CHAPTER 2:



Stories We Live By


MY MAIN FEAR IN LIFE is that I’ll be an utter failure and won’t accomplish a goddamn thing. My talents will have been wasted on me, and I’ll have served no purpose whatsoever.


I’ve received many gifts from my family and ancestors, but this fear of failure, this story of inadequacy—well, it’s not one of them. My grandmother used to say I’d been given great talents, so a lot was expected of me. I didn’t think I could fulfill her—or anyone’s— expectations of me. My fear of inadequacy expresses itself in many ways: I’m a worrywart, I catastrophize, I focus on the negative. My so-called planning is disguised worry, and my overpreparing is a fear of being incapable of dealing with whatever happens: Be prepared for any scenario, any outcome. Work hard, don’t be lazy, or you’ll end up a bag lady. Fear, fear, fear.


Story is one of the key ways in which we make sense of the world. When an event happens, we make up a story about it in order to understand it. And the particular story we tell ourselves and others is influenced by the stories we were told as children—many of which were limiting, fearful, self-critical stories. It’s not our fault we believe in them. They’re all we’ve ever known.
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"A beautiful, courageous book that charts a path of
profound healing through self-compassion.”
—DR. KRISTIN NEFF, best-selling author of Self-Compassion
and The Mindful Self-Compassion Workbook

Finding Your Way Back
to Self-Compassion

Plerianne: Tighein






OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlea.jpg
Oul o (o1

Finding Your Way Back
to Self-Compassion

Wriansna Tghion

E

SHE WRITES PRESS





