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“I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”
—Philippians 4:13

To the One who revives me each morning with new mercies, who fills my heart with grace when it is fainting, who takes my heavy burden and makes it light, who saw discipline through to the cross, and then to the crown … to you, Jesus, who makes self-discipline (the thing itself and the book) possible.


INTRODUCTION



What is self-discipline? We all seem to know we need it. More of it. I don’t know anyone who thinks they need less self-discipline. We know we need it, yet we all seem a bit foggy on the actual definition. Is it being on time to every-thing? Or early? Waking up at 5 a.m.? Doing everything everyone asks us to, on time, all the time? Does self-discipline run us ragged, chew us up, and spit us out eventually, or is it something deeper? Something more meaningful, perhaps. Something more nourishing. Something not-so-scary, not-so-distasteful.

Perhaps self-discipline, more than being something we lament needing more of, should be something we take joy in cultivating. Something that feeds us, rather than depletes us. Of course, we aren’t always very good at taking care of ourselves, so it’s no surprise we’re still wondering how to get more of this elusive magic-sauce that is self-discipline.

Have no fear. This handbook delves into the art and science of self-discipline. What it is, how to get it, why we need it, how to keep it, and why we want it. It also covers the major stumbling blocks in our way, both internally and externally. Self-discipline has many friends. It also has many foes, and I have made peace with the self-discipline devils. You can, too.

“Nothing is so fatiguing as the eternal hanging-on of an unfinished task.” —William James

Who Am I to Write about Self-Discipline?

I’m no scientist, and I don’t study the way our brains work and what makes us scientifically more likely to keep or not keep resolutions. But I’ve been practicing the art of self-discipline since I was very young. I started high school when I was twelve, not because I was particularly smart, but because I worked hard and was motivated. I enjoyed Latin class, took AP classes, did dual-enrollment, and graduated at fifteen with a year’s worth of college credits alongside my diploma. I graduated college at age nineteen, before taking a few years off. On my twenty-first birthday I started a Master’s program in Poetry at Dartmouth College and graduated when I was twenty-two. I’ve been published in the New Yorker, written several books, been featured on a television show, and worked with many influential people, and I’m not even thirty yet.

Does this make me special? Does this make me Superwoman? I don’t think so, and neither should you. Did I work harder than your average teen? Absolutely. Did I also wear myself out and spend a few years completely crashing and burning? Yes, yes, I did that as well. See, I’ve done this self-discipline thing both ways. I’ve been on top of the world with green juices and aerobics before 5 a.m., and I’ve fallen into the self-discipline depression hole that is my bed for days on end. And I’ve learned a few things from both.

We will take a look at the science, because science has plenty of great things to say about how our brains work. But self-discipline also requires heart, spirit, and motivation, things science still doesn’t have a great handle on. It takes a more creative approach to figure out what makes those things work, and they are crucial for positive self-discipline.

“Let us, then, be up and doing …
Still achieving, still pursuing …”
—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow


WHAT IS SELF-DISCIPLINE?



The two words themselves have a rather unpleasant meaning at first glance, implying that we “punish ourselves.” But the term is more nuanced.

Oxford dictionaries says self-discipline is “the ability to control one’s feelings and overcome one’s weaknesses; the ability to pursue what one thinks is right despite temptations to abandon it.”1 A verb. An action, an exchange of energy.

To do what we think is right, despite temptations to abandon it. Wow, that means a lot more than “punish ourselves,” don’t you think? It means passion and purpose, because we are doing what we think is right. Not what we think is our duty. Not what we, or others, have forced on us. It is a strong-heart thing, a gritted-teeth thing. Temptations. Ahh, that major foe. Temptation is all around, literally. Temptation is also within us, that sly little inner self that says, “Do it tomorrow, really, you’ll be fine.”

Does this mean getting up at 5 a.m. every morning? Maybe. Does this mean knowing you need a break from getting up at 5 a.m. so you don’t burn out? Maybe. Keep in mind that self-discipline is not self-flagellation. Self-discipline is useful, a tool. Self-flagellation is negative, a punishment.

Forgoing self-discipline, or being very sloppy in our execution, therefore equates to abandoning what we think is right. That alone gives me motivation. That makes me want to take heart, to pick up the slack in my life and to tell those weaknesses of mine, “Buck up. We got this.”

So I say to you, too: Buck up. You got this. You’re obviously motivated to get a handle on self-discipline, because otherwise this book wouldn’t be in your hands right now. Way to go! This book is a guidebook, because you are the only one who knows yourself. Use these tools to your best advantage. I’ve made it easy for you by including spaces to journal, draw, and list. The act of writing things down and getting them out of your head is powerful. Actually journal in the spots provided. Add your own tips and tricks. Highlight, underline, star, and annotate. I’m cheering you on. Let’s get started!



1   Oxford Dictionaries, s.v. “self-discipline.” https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/self-discipline.


THE BEGINNINGS OF SELF-DISCIPLINE



Self-discipline is one of those scientific anomalies that keeps scientists scratching their heads through the decades. The explanations for the hows and whys of self-discipline seem just as elusive in the scientific world as they are in real life. There are just so many variables.

The relatively simple Energy Model of Self-Control asserts that the brain has a finite amount of energy at any given time, and that it can be self-controlled if there is enough energy left. Each act of self-discipline depletes energy, so we are successively less likely to be strong. Once it’s used up, it’s all about the donuts, the couch, and the Netflix instead of the veggies, the gym, and the protein smoothie. This model leaves a major question—namely, how can we refuel the brain’s energy? It appears the brain is refueled by simple carbohydrates like sugar. The old phrase of snacks being “brain food” wasn’t too far off. Feeling weak? Pop a pack of M&Ms and all is well? Seems too good to be true, and, if you’re trying to lose weight, counterproductive. But really what you’re looking for is to increase blood glucose levels, so even sucking on a hard candy or swishing some sugar water around in your mouth can actually help. I’d suggest a few berries, though, as fruits are also simple carbohydrates and much more useful to the self-discipline agenda.2

But science also says our self-discipline is a muscle we can strengthen by using. Sugar helps power the muscle, but the stronger the muscle is, the more it can do. This is good news, because it means that when we work on improving our inner selves, the work can stick. We do get stronger. It doesn’t happen overnight, but neither does body-building. We have to work our way up to the power-lifting of self-discipline. The magic formula, then, according to science: make small choices well, fuel your body correctly and consistently, and work on making more and bigger self-discipline choices.

Make Small Choices Well: The small choices in our lives accumulate to have a big impact. One small choice provides the momentum we need and the little boost of self-confidence to set us up for bigger and more demanding choices. Small choices might include drinking a glass of water with breakfast every day, flossing every night, or making one cold call a day to potential clients. Small positive choices set us up for success.

Fuel Your Body Correctly: Fueling your body well and avoiding blood glucose highs and lows is important for making good choices. Keep a mix of protein and carbohydrate/simple sugar snacks in your desk or car. When you feel your willpower waning, grab a handful of raisins and almonds to keep you going. Experiment. See if you feel the difference in decision-making abilities with good, real-food simple sugars versus nothing at all, or poor food choices. Taking a minute to notice the positive effects makes it easier to stick with healthy snacking.

Add More Weight: Adding more self-discipline weight means adding more and/or bigger decisions. You’ll want to do this gradually. Don’t suddenly decide to conquer the world before 9 a.m., cycle 30 miles, be fully available emotionally for everyone in your life, day and night, and to cure cancer on the side. This is only setting yourself up for failure. Add more weight slowly, but consistently. Give yourself a solid week or two to really settle into each additional self-discipline task before adding another.

It would seem all we need to do is feed our bodies well to make good decisions. This is partly true, but it isn’t the whole truth. Because science, try as it might, can’t look at the inner self, the subconscious, the unconscious.

Define Success: Success is a nebulous thing; it doesn’t fit neatly into any one box, and it’s tough to describe exactly what it looks like. But defining benchmarks for success will give you direction and keep you motivated.

I am not talking about goal setting yet. Goal setting is how you get to success. Success is the end result. Goal setting is a valuable tool to meeting success, but we have to define success before we can set goals.

My success is not your success. This is a good thing, and it’s what makes the world go ’round, but it also makes defining our own version of success a bit more difficult. It can take a little soul-searching. Success at work is different from personal relationship success. Success for you now might look different from what it has in the past, or from what your family thinks it should look like. Others might think your definition of success isn’t “right,” but it’s really not their concern. Success is your own measure. Take hold of that truth. Success belongs to you and you alone. If someone else tries to define your success, you get to choose how to handle that. If you like their idea, incorporate it into your own. If you don’t, it’s no skin off your back because you haven’t lost anything.

How do we define our own personal success markers? It boils down to this: what makes us feel that we’ve done our very best? This means that success is actually fluid. The definition of success, the target of success, is constantly changing. Don’t freak out as we begin our self-discipline journey with this revelation. It is actually a good thing. We want success to be fluid. Life is fluid, and self-discipline is fluid, so it makes sense that the result would be, too. Sometimes the main goal stays the same, “Run a successful business of my own,” while the details of the success change. Maybe you thought you wanted to own a multinational, thousands-of-employees business. That was your initial idea of a successful business. But life happens, and you realize that, actually, you’re quite content with a regional business that has hundreds of employees and none of the stress of international business. The result didn’t change, but the details did. This is how success is meant to work.

So we don’t need to be so specific about our success, which takes a lot of the pressure off. Setting goals is good, yes. And having a list of things to accomplish is great, too. But we needn’t become so obsessed with a particular path to success that we forget the destination. Success at being healthy might come from eating better, exercising more, sleeping more, or any number of other things. And those things might change over time, just as your idea of what “healthy” means to you might evolve over time. Success in personal relationships might come from setting aside more time to nurture relationships at one point in your life, or setting more boundaries at another point.

Understand Your Values: Success is directly related to your values. Do you know what your values are? Values can be things like financial security, being close to family, health, independence, time freedom, and just about anything else in life that you put above other things. You get to decide what you value most. It’s not inherently wrong to value financial security more than your family members do, for example. Your values will define your choices and your path, which may very well be different from someone else’s choices and path—even someone you respect.

Make a list of the things that are important to you. Dig deep and be honest with yourself, remembering that no value is inherently bad. Also keep in mind that values change as we grow and mature, so what you used to value may not still hold true. Then, order them from most important to least important. Pick the top three to focus on. Any more than three and we tend to get overwhelmed. These will be your guiding principles in everything you do. Values inform self-discipline. Values keep you going when the going gets tough. Values help you pull from deep reserves of strength you didn’t know you had, because you want to, you have to, you can, and you will for the things you value.
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We do not go above and beyond for things we don’t care about. And I don’t believe that’s the point of self-discipline. Self-discipline is designed to help you improve, and why improve the things you don’t care about? No, we want to be disciplined in our lives so we can honor our values and create our own personal definition of success that we can meet with contentment.

Duty. See, duty’s the thing that most people get confused with self-discipline. A sense of duty is hard-wired into some of us, and we will do almost anything if we feel we must. Now, there are some things we must do out of responsibility, such as attending work meetings or showing up when you’re the leader of a group. Responsibility is different—you’ve signed on because you want to, because this task gives you something (money, respect, influence, the chance to help others). You’ve already made a value-based choice, and responsibility is following through with it.

And of course, there is actual guilt, when you mess up and you feel guilty for not coming through. But there is fear-guilt as well, which is less than virtuous. The reason we do things out of duty is that we may feel guilty if we don’t. And what is this kind of guilt? Fear-guilt. Fear-guilt is not true; it is based on fear that someone else will think we are “less than.” And you are not “less than,” no matter what anyone says. You will not be “less than” if you don’t go to every board meeting of the board you’re on. You will not be “less than” if you don’t go to church every Sunday, or “less than” if you don’t show up to preschool drop-off in the latest fashions. Duty is a liar. Do things out of value and you will find your self-discipline skyrockets.

Now, you can do things out of value that are slightly dutiful, as well. For instance, you might not want to go to your spouse’s work party. It doesn’t add value to your life. But it adds value to your spouse’s life to have you there. And one of your values is family. So this becomes something you are pleased to do to add value to your spouse and your relationship, rather than a task you must complete out of duty and drudgery. And trust me, doing something for a spouse of out duty and drudgery won’t go over very well. They can sniff that out a mile away. Change your mindset and see how it changes the outcome.

Chart a Roadmap: Once you’ve defined your idea of success, it’s time to work on the roadmap. The roadmap is your plan for getting to the success marker from where you are now. Relationship’s a shamble? You might need to detour to a marriage counselor. Work troubles? You might need to think about what you want your career to look like in five years and then consider what will get you there—maybe it’s a lateral move within your company or maybe it’s getting more education or becoming more assertive. The roadmap doesn’t have the exits and stops yet—that’s where the goals come in after this. First, focus on the path. Really get to know your path, make sure it is the best path for you. Of course you can always recalculate due to “traffic accidents” or “roadblocks” and “detours,” but this is your best guess from where you’re standing now. How long do you think the path will take? Are you willing to commit to that time frame? Will this idea of success take you too far away from what you value?

Then go one step further and create the goals themselves. Set reasonable expectations. Give them names and time frames. Make them achievable, and achievable within the time frame you’ve given yourself. I understand that sometimes we are given unreasonable goals to meet and we must make our best self-discipline efforts to rise to the occasion. But when you do get to set your own goals, set them well. Set yourself up for success. Set goals that inspire you, make forward progress, and keep you on the right track.

Goals should …

•   Be achievable

•   Be given a reasonable time frame

•   Move you forward

•   Keep you focused

Now we’ve got good snacks, we’re lifting self-discipline weights, and we know what our version of success is, what our values are, how to get there, and what steps to take along the way. Now it’s time to make sure we’re being our own best keepers.
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Sketch, chart out, or outline your path to success. Start with a word or picture that represents your idea of success (e.g., “publish my novel”). Then add in the stops along the way (e.g., “join a writing group”), and finally the specific goals (e.g., “complete first five chapters”), along with realistic dates for completing your goals.




2   Association for Psychological Science, “Where Does Self-Discipline Come From?” http://www.psychologicalscience.org/news/full-frontal-psychology/where-does-self-discipline-come-from.html.


YOU ARE YOUR OWN SELF: BE YOUR OWN KEEPER



You Are Your Own Self

We have to remember that we are our own selves. That means we make our own decisions. We are in charge of the narrative going on inside our own heads, and we are in charge of the actions we take. This is a double-edged sword. It’s exciting to be in control of your own destiny, to know you can bring about change in your own life and accomplish great things in the world. But it’s tough because we also have to do the dirty work … and we don’t seem to like telling ourselves no or doing things we don’t love. First, let’s take a look at all of the positive aspects of being our own selves.

I think the very best part of being one’s own self is the power that comes from realizing your internal strength and bravery. This isn’t the easiest task, though. You have to take ownership of yourself. We all have some good things and bad things inside us; strengths, weaknesses, positives and negatives. We all have gritty parts of our personalities that like to show when we’re stressed or tired. We all have go-to reactions that may not be the best. We all have them, every single one of us, though our lists vary in length and description.

Owning the negative parts of yourself is one of the most useful things you can do for your self-discipline journey. You must really get to know your weaknesses, what makes them tick, when they come out to play, and what makes them quiet down. These are the things that will trip you up in your self-discipline journey time and time again. Know your enemies. Know how to defeat them.

To do this, you’ll need to take stock of your inner self. It’s tough work, it really is. A funny thing about life is we can often divulge things to strangers, but we have a tough time admitting them to ourselves. I’m not sure why; but I know we must work to get through to ourselves. We’ll start by visualizing our hearts, a great baseline measurement of our current existence.

Heart Visualization: Quiet yourself. Quiet every part of your being. Turn off your negative inner monologue; relax the muscles behind your eyes; let your limbs feel heavy. Find your center. Then, visualize your heart. Chances are an image will pop into your head immediately; one you might not even understand at first. Capture the image. Look at details, ask it questions, see if it changes. Give it time to fully load and for your mind’s eye to fully take it in. Then come back to reality. Use the space below to write down or draw every detail you remember. This is your starting point. What is your heart telling you?

I’ll give you some examples: I’ve seen my heart wrapped in barbed wire, I’ve seen it buried in concrete, I’ve seen it paper-thin, and I’ve seen it bleeding. I’ve seen parts closed off, parts broken, parts growing weeds, and parts growing flowers. My subconscious loves this chance to portray unsaid things and to show me its own state of affairs. It’s different nearly every time I do this exercise, and it always tells me something deep about my life that was bubbling beneath the surface.
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Draw or list all the details you can remember from your heart visualization.
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