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DEDICATION

To my parents and grandparents, for teaching me that I have nine lives, each brighter and wiser than the last.






INTRODUCTION

If you’re reading this, something in your life has changed. It could be a sudden illness that has you questioning everything you had assumed about the future. Maybe it’s a loss of some kind, such as the passing of a loved one, that has left you feeling stuck. Or it could be something that you thought would be positive, like a promotion, that has caused unexpected anxiety.

Regardless of the situation, what matters is that you’re going through it—it’s real for you. And while it may be difficult to see it this way now, this experience offers a unique opportunity: It’s a chance to look at your life with fresh eyes and reevaluate what is important. Is what you’re doing in line with your larger goals? Do your daily habits and priorities reflect the things you deeply value?

If your answer to these questions is no, that’s okay. This Is What Matters is here to help you get back on track with what is truly important and let go of what isn’t. In Chapter 1, you’ll learn how to not just accept but partner with the reality of what’s happening in your life in order to make beneficial changes. You’ll also reflect honestly on what the journey from crisis to living a life aligned to what matters will look like, and how to stay motivated and optimistic through the highs and lows of your progress.

Then, you’ll use fifty guided exercises to reflect across the main areas of your life, from your relationships and home to your career and personal values. In each chapter, you’ll consider what you’d like more of and less of in one of these areas, and what you can do about this right now. You’ll set specific intentions and goals for the chapter, learn why each exercise matters, explore what you’ve learned as a result, and discover a plan to take action using the insights you’ve gained.

Building your new life around what matters consists of building new habits, and the exercises in this book will guide you in deciding the habits that are needed for creating a life that is meaningful to you. Of course, like building muscles in the gym, these habits can feel difficult to keep up at first. At the end of every chapter, you’ll engage in a series of rituals to maximize your success.

You’ll:


	Reward yourself.

	Get clear on what stands in the way.

	Schedule regular check-ins.



As you work through this book, you’ll see that nestled within this crisis is the opportunity to design the life you want going forward. Time will pass no matter what you do: Let’s make it pay dividends for you. Here’s to a good life that you’ve designed, thoughtfully.






CHAPTER 1 Accepting What Is So You Can Discover What Matters


When you think about the people in your life who’ve been through some sort of crisis, you’ll realize that everyone is changed by experiencing difficult circumstances. Consider the folktale about the girl who saw life as a miserable series of never-ending problems: Her father put a potato, an egg, and coffee beans into three pots of boiling water, inviting her to reflect on how each was changed by the water. The potato grew soft and weak, the egg became hard inside, and the coffee beans turned the water into something aromatic and delicious. In the boiling water that is crisis, people can allow themselves to crumble under the weight of what has happened, become hardened and bitter about it, or turn that difficulty into a chance to adapt and thrive. The question here is, what will you choose to do?

Crisis is an invitation to reflect on your life and who you are—and what you want life to be and who you want to become. In the midst of whatever the world has thrown at you is a prime opportunity to take stock of what truly matters to you, and whether your current goals and habits are aligned with those values. Maybe you’ve forgotten your old dreams, or traded parts of yourself that you felt pressured to change. In this chapter, you’ll explore more about how crisis can be used to remember who you are—your values, dreams, strengths, and experiences so far—and decide what you’d like to fill the rest of your life with.


HOW TO ACCEPT REALITY

The first step in the journey of discovering what matters is to accept reality, which understandably asks a lot of you. The truth is, people are wired to cope with reality by self-soothing. This often means choosing actions that make you feel temporarily good or numb, but come with a heavy emotional and physical hangover that increases your dependence on these Band-Aid solutions. On a deeper level, what’s really happening is that you are building more pathways in your brain, body, and behaviors that keep you stuck in helplessness and hurt after a crisis.

You can counteract these ineffective coping mechanisms by making the decision to partner with reality. This means accepting what’s going on for you right now as a fact of the present moment. For instance, your shoulders may be feeling heavy, and you feel terrified. Acknowledging these feelings means you reclaim your power. Throughout this book, you’ll find exercises that help you accept and gain perspective on what is happening and how you are feeling. Completing these exercises will give you a clearer mind, and then you can strategize and take action toward how you’d like to solve the issue at hand, allowing you to journey closer to your best self.

WHAT TO EXPECT ON THIS JOURNEY

Before you can explore what matters and make a plan for bringing those things into your life, it’s important to be aware of what you will likely encounter along the way. This includes the initial feelings as you deal with a crisis, and how it will feel as you shift onto the path of healing and future happiness offered by the exercises in this book. You’ve experienced something pivotal, and it’s going to have an effect on you.

The human brain is built to believe that good things will happen to you, the world is a nice place, and the future is bright. But when crisis strikes, your world of assumptions shatters. Suddenly your brain believes the opposite: Bad things will happen. The world is a dangerous place. The future is bad. Because, after all, you’ve gone through it. It is in your brain’s interest to watch out for any danger, to protect you. And sometimes, you will see benign things as threats, and interact with the world in a way that only fulfills your worst nightmares.

When dealing with a crisis, you will also romanticize the past: Everything was rosier “back then.” You forget the parts of yourself that weren’t helpful and the things that happened that weren’t so wonderful. Instead, you’ll focus on and likely exaggerate what was good before this difficult time.

You’ll feel heartbreak, loss, grief, anger, relief—a confusing cocktail that causes the primitive parts of your brain to hijack the wise, strategic parts of your brain, switching you to autopilot. Here, the brain goes into threat mode, that automatic response that evolved to keep humans alive, and it becomes difficult for you to make intentional, well-thought-out decisions. You may find yourself automatically grabbing hold of any tactic that someone suggests or that you’ve read about—anything to feel better or feel like you’re solving the problem as quickly as possible. But when a course of action is rushed without looking at the bigger picture such as what will happen over time to yourself, your relationships, your work, etc., you are likely to just create more messes to clean up in the future.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll be flipping the switch from autopilot to manual mode—making the intentional choice to override biology that’s concerned only with basic survival. In choosing to take control, you will shift gears to heal, fortify the parts of you that made you vulnerable, and live the future you deserve. And with every step that you take from this point forward, you will grow your hope and strength. You will rebuild that bridge between the past and your future that crisis shattered. In the process, you will make meaning of the past and of what you’re going through now. You will discover and appreciate the resources inside and outside of you that you can leverage. You will feel lighter because you’ve released things you picked up along your life’s path that weren’t quite you or that you’ve outgrown.

And so, choosing to grow through a crisis is how you create a sense of coherence between what happened then and what will happen in the future. You’ll be able to say, “I used this chapter to become someone I’m proud of, and to wholeheartedly live.”


WAYS TO PERSEVERE WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH

Although there are certain things you can anticipate along the way, this journey from present challenges to a future aligned with what matters isn’t the same from person to person. Everyone’s journey is unique, and there will be ups and downs that differ from what you may see in someone else’s experiences. Remember this, especially when you’re tempted to compare. After all, the things that matter to someone else might matter to you differently. During these times, don’t pay attention to the critical voices in your head or any naysayers around you; strong, tactful boundaries will protect you from thoughts and opinions that only serve to make you feel worse.

Focus on the good things and your progress, even though your brain will naturally focus on what’s not done yet. And when things are not going well—for reasons ranging from mood to being new to this to taking a chance—view this as data you can learn from and use to improve your efforts. Instead of giving up, discard whatever is not serving you well and move on. Every day that you show up for yourself, you become the champion your younger self never had. And every time that you choose to commit to recommitting, you’re taking another successful step forward. Choose to see the big picture of how your small steps are leading to a happier, more authentic life. Choose to keep practicing being your best future self. Because things don’t get better by chance, but by thoughtful change.

Be sure to take good care of your physical body throughout these changes as well, so it can support your healing and growth. This includes the fundamentals of eating nutritious food, drinking sufficient water, and sleeping adequately. You might also want to use magnesium and vitamin B supplements to support your nervous system and energy levels; talk to your doctor about this option. Also, make sure you commit to moving even just a little bit every day—whether it’s a short walk after breakfast or a longer run, staying active does wonders to enhance your health and well-being.


How to Tap In to Hope

As you journey through crisis and cultivate the things that matter to you, hope will be invaluable. You are born with hope—it’s what fuels you through your darkest moments and gives you that extra boost when things are going great. Always nurture your sense of hope. Maybe that means remembering all the times you’ve pulled through (or having someone else remind you of those times). Or maybe it means using prayer or looking to something bigger than yourself, such as a faith-based practice or spiritual circle. Sometimes it’s simply trusting that you will reap the harvest of the work you are doing now, even if you can’t yet see exactly what the outcome might be. In good times and bad, keep your hope stores full. Most importantly, know that you are never alone.

TURNING THE PAGE TO DISCOVER WHAT MATTERS

Now that you know more about what to expect and how to navigate the highs and lows of healing and growing from crisis, it’s time to determine just what matters to you and start taking steps to get it. In the next pages of this book, you’ll reevaluate the things you prioritize, get rid of what stands in the way, and develop the mindsets and skills to support the changes you make.

Before getting into the exercises in each chapter, you’ll first identify intentions and set goals related to the insights explored in that chapter. An intention is how you want to feel, or who you want to be, as a result of going on this journey. A goal is something you want to accomplish. Knowing why you are doing something helps you commit, and pinpointing what you want from a certain area of your life helps you map the way forward (and notice if you start to lose focus and get distracted away from your goal).

Each chapter ends with a plan to further help you achieve success by prompting you to:


	
Reward yourself for the progress made. Rewards maximize success because you consistently feel good about what you do, which makes you want to keep doing it over and over again, turning your new actions into a discipline.

	
Figure out what stands in the way. The human brain doesn’t like change, which can make progressing toward your goals difficult. Getting clear on what obstacles might come up will help you be aware of potential stumbling blocks. And when you’re at risk of being thrown off course, you know how to respond and move forward.

	
Check in on your progress. When you start establishing a new habit, you may second-guess yourself at times. This steals mental energy. When you have check-ins scheduled in, you bypass that doubt, knowing that you can simply refine the process during your reviews. Check-ins also let you notice sooner rather than later if you start to lose focus on your goals.



The future you want is waiting for you. It’s up to you to take control and claim what matters most!






CHAPTER 2 Discovering What Matters to You


Getting to know yourself is one of the most valuable journeys you can ever take in life. Sometimes you trick yourself about what’s going on or about what you want. That can end up making you feel more lost. And then, there are so many ideas buzzing about what to do next—you wonder which is the right course.

The truth is, it’s a matter of discerning what’s right for you. Meaning, you have to know who you are, fundamentally. In this chapter, you’ll reflect on who you are, what your life is like right now, and what you want out of life. You’ll also learn more about your patterns of behaviors and beliefs, so you will know your headspace better. This way, you build solid foundations within yourself. Based on these foundations, you’ll craft a plan to put yourself in a place of calmness and control, so you can face the different emotions in your life—the good, bad, and neutral—and make decisions grounded in wisdom. You are the foundation of everything you do. It all starts with mastering yourself.






SETTING INTENTIONS AND GOALS

To support your success in the exercises that follow, answer these questions about your intentions and goals for this chapter.

I want to feel ________________________________ about myself.

As I discover what matters to me, I want to become the type of person who ________________________________

__________________________________________________________.

This is what I want to accomplish from discovering what matters to me:

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

These are the mini-milestones I’m breaking this larger goal into:
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EXAMINE YOUR LIFE IN FIVE QUESTIONS

Before you can make a change—or even determine whether you want or need a change—you have to take stock of what is. What does your life look and feel like right now? What do you look like right now—to yourself and to the people around you? How do you feel about yourself? And what can you be grateful for?

The following “five questions” exercise will help you determine what’s going in the right direction, and what could be different about yourself and your life.

1. Do you like who you see?

This question is about the person you see in the mirror or in photos. How you feel inside impacts the way you look. For instance, if you’re not feeling at peace with your life, your smile may look forced in photos.

What’s going right:
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What could be different:
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2. Do you like your life?

This question is about your everyday life as well as your breaks (weekends, time out from your usual routine, holidays). Consider the different areas of your life, how you live, and the roles you play. For most people, their jobs, resources, relationships, and energy levels heavily influence their answer to this question.

What’s going right:
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What could be different:
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3. Do you like who you are?

How you see yourself as a person revolves around your personality, the choices you make, and the values by which you live your life.

What’s going right:
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What could be different:
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4. Do you own your past?

Pain and negative experiences are inevitable. But some people find it hard to acknowledge these chapters of their life. Others hesitate to acknowledge their role in creating positive outcomes, instead writing them off as luck. Think about your life’s journey so far—what can you acknowledge?

What’s going right:
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What could be different:
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5. Do you like who you’re becoming?

Every choice you make now, and every action you take, is shaping your future. For example, if you typically eat healthy foods and sleep enough at night, you are more likely to have better physical health than the people who usually turn to fast food for their meals and get just a few hours of sleep every night. The same holds for what you do and don’t do in your day-to-day life, whether in your job or relationships, or to build your mental muscles. Consider the person you are growing into, based on what you do now.

What’s going right:
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What could be different:
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Understanding Why This Matters

People sometimes dismiss the entirety of their lives and who they are, especially during a crisis, because their brains zero in on only the negative aspects and the losses. At other times, they may be unrealistically positive, taking for granted that all is good and ignoring what could benefit from a change. This exercise provides you with clarity about the parts you accept and like—about your life and who you are—and which parts you’d like to change. This builds a sense of gratitude for yourself and what you’ve done right, and for others and how they may have helped pave your way.

And because the exercise looks at the past, present, and future, you are able to create a story about who you are, what makes you who you are, and who you might become. This understanding helps you to gain a sense of closure about what happened in the past and control over what will happen in the future—keys to growing from a crisis.


Connecting With What Matters


Use the following questions to reflect on what you’ve identified from this exercise.

Here’s what I’ve realized about myself:
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This is the one thing I’m most grateful for:
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This is the one thing that urgently needs to change:
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Taking Action on What Matters


Now it’s time to make the changes you’ve identified in this exercise! For each of the five questions, you will identify the mindsets, habits, and constraints that stand in the way of being able to answer the questions with a “yes.” Then you will begin to craft an action plan for overcoming these obstacles and making those changes. (This plan may include the help of a partner or a professional.)

1. Do you like who you see?

Changes to make:
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What's in the way?
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First steps to make:
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2. Do you like your life?

Changes to make:
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What's in the way?
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First steps to make:
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3. Do you like who you are?

Changes to make:
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What's in the way?
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First steps to make:
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4. Do you own your past?

Changes to make:
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What's in the way?
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First steps to make:
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5. Do you like who you’re becoming?

Changes to make:
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What's in the way?
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First steps to make:
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DESIGN YOUR GOOD LIFE

What makes a life “good” is different for everyone. Generally, this means a happy life or a purposeful life, or, as researchers Lorraine Besser and Shigehiro Oishi found, a psychologically rich life. Any combination or version of these focuses can make life feel good—you don’t need to choose just one. You can design your own Good Life that focuses on what matters to you. In this exercise, you’ll reflect on the parts of each of the elements of the Good Life that resonate with you:


	
A happy life includes positive emotions, stability, and comfort. It involves some degree of good luck, like having the resources to live a satisfactory life while avoiding major conflicts or disasters.

	
A purposeful life is about living with meaning and service. People who live purposeful lives may be guided by specific values, morals, spirituality, or religion; pursue growth; or contribute to a larger cause or community.

	
A psychologically rich life is one where the aesthetic of living, from finding beauty in everyday things to exploring the depths of inner experience, is emphasized. This life is suited to any budget—as long as you are open and curious!—and people living psychologically rich lives often have a treasure trove of exciting stories to tell.



Understanding Why This Matters

It’s easy to give the responsibility to your culture or your community to tell you what a Good Life is, but ultimately it’s you who has to define your best life. Until you can articulate what you truly want, you will feel dissatisfied—no matter how much you achieve. Breaking things down into the three categories of happiness, meaning, and psychological richness will help you to consider what you already have, and what you want more of.


Connecting with What Matters


Learning about the different types of the Good Life, here’s what I’ve reflected about my own life:
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Here’s how I felt about myself:
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Here’s what I want more or less of:
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Taking Action on What Matters


Here are some prompts to help you explore how you can amp up each of the three elements in your own Good Life. Use the space provided to reflect.

Happiness:

What makes you joyful or delighted? What would you need more of, in order to feel more content?
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Meaning:

What do you need to do to grow personally and/or professionally? How can you make sense of your past, present, and future? What causes or communities can you devote some of your energy to?
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Psychological richness:

What can you fill your life with that will make your experiences more interesting or beautiful? Are there specific practices that might enable you to better access your inner life?
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