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Unveil your inner power to achieve confidence, creativity, and intimacy in every aspect of your life—from work to relationships to sex.
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Helene Lerner—a leading advocate for women’s advancement and empowerment—reveals the nine most common self-sabotaging behaviors that hold women back and uncovers simple secrets to unlocking true feminine power. Her approach is gentle but firm, compassionate yet disciplined, and eminently practical. Discover your unique strength through insightful and uplifting stories that cultivate self-empowerment. Learn how to:


 


• stay present in the face of any challenge;


• express yourself genuinely in all aspects of your life;


• recognize and appreciate your uniqueness;


• be authentically seen and heard with confidence;


• express your sexuality and experience true pleasure.


 


As the traditional male power structures crumble, be part of the new feminine movement that is emerging across the globe and embrace your power.


 


“In Her Power helps us move forward in our lives and bring others along. Armed with a toolkit of personal reflections and more, this book is a must-read.”


—Mindy Grossman, CEO, Home Shopping Network, Inc.


“Living powerfully is about creating success on your own terms. This book will help you do just that! Helene’s exercises show you how to cut through resistance and step into your power.”


—Barbara Corcoran, Shark Tank, real estate mogul
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HELENE LERNER overcame her own significant challenges to become a successful executive at the New York Times, host and executive producer of more than twenty television specials, diversity consultant to Fortune 500 companies, and founder of WomenWorking.com, one of the premier sites relationships to sex.
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To the courageous women I have been fortunate to meet throughout the years, and to the women I have yet to meet. Our common bond is powerful and will create dynamic change.





[image: Image]

Preface


On her deathbed, my mother whispered tenderly, “I’ve never understood you, but I have always loved you, Helene.” (Being the rebel of the family, I readily understood her struggle.) Her poignant statement has become an empowering legacy that I keep before my mind’s eye: Do I understand myself, and do I love the person I understand myself to be?


The desire to understand myself has been the impetus for getting to the bottom of why—throughout my youth, adolescence, and into my twenties—I was destructively overeating, which led me to become overweight and depressed. This food addiction took possession and left me feeling helpless and in despair. In my late twenties, I decided to end my life. I concocted a plot to jump from the window of my fourth-floor New York City walk-up. Just as I flung one foot over the ledge, a commanding inner voice rudely intervened, saying, “There is more to life!” My intention was instantaneously thwarted. Confounded by this unexpected turn of events, I sheepishly climbed back into my apartment and managed to plop myself onto the floor. But the “voice” wasn’t quite finished with me. In the months that followed, I came to understand that I was using food to fill the empty spaces in my life, to temporarily soothe my fears and dissatisfaction, and to compensate for a lack of authentic self-expression. I took comfort in food when I refused to bring an end to relationships and circumstances in which I no longer flourished—in short, when I agreed to be other than who I knew myself to genuinely be.


Loving myself simply wasn’t possible with the negative self-image I harbored throughout those years. Eventually I realized that addiction to any substance or activity is an attempt to ease the tremendous pain that comes from all forms of self-hatred.


I began to reach out to other recovering overeaters—through them I learned more about food addiction as well as healthy eating habits. The weight came off, yet I realized that, if I wanted it to stay off, I had to change the way I interacted with others and, most important, with myself. Rather than giving away my power by being “nice” or conforming to the expectations of others, it was time to be authentic. It was time to risk expressing what I really felt, to say what I really needed to say, and to ask for what I really wanted—even if sometimes I wasn’t sure what that was.


This process of change can only be described as utterly terrifying. Without the extra pounds, I felt as though my protective armor had been stripped away, leaving me to stand fully revealed. What’s going to happen to me if I begin to express myself honestly? I asked myself. Will people leave me? Will I be forced to leave them now that I dare to claim what I really want?


Today I take credit for learning to respect myself enough to be direct with others about my genuine wants and needs, for recognizing that my desire to be clear and say what I truly feel outweighs my need for the false safety of silent acquiescence. Each time I am able to tolerate the fear of what might happen to me if I am truthful and act authentically, my self-respect grows.


For over a decade, I have consulted with Fortune 500 companies about how to attract, retain, and advance female managers. I have given keynotes and moderated panels on themes such as smart risk-taking, reinventing yourself, and embracing change. I am also the founder of one of the premier websites for professional women, WomenWorking.com. It has been a cause of sadness, however, when women I meet confide to me that they realize they have more to give yet cannot seem to find a way to share themselves fully. Some withhold deep yearnings from loved ones, while others are unable to apply their creativity in their professions, parenting, or partnerships. Perhaps they suffer from depression or an addiction, which deny a woman full access to her power.


Having grown through my own tough times, I can now say I have reached the other side. So many people were there for me during my difficult moments that I want to impart what I’ve learned to others who are struggling. This is my reason for writing this book.


I have maintained a fifty-plus pound weight loss for over thirty years. Yet this is not a book about dieting or overcoming any compulsive habit or addiction. In Her Power is a book about the emergence of the inner, authentic person you have always known yourself to be but haven’t yet dared to fully reveal. It’s about discovering, owning, and activating your inner authority. The good news is that once your relationship with yourself shifts, so do the habitual mental and emotional patterns that create the outer circumstances of your life.


Some of the stories and testimonies in this book express the personal views of the women who shared them. They should not be construed as the views of the organizations or entities with which those women are affiliated. Titles and affiliations are provided for identification purposes only. The views of the individuals interviewed for this book are also not necessarily the same as mine.


In some examples, the women who tell their stories are not actual people but composites representing the experiences of several colleagues, clients, friends, or acquaintances. On occasion, names have been changed to provide anonymity.


In this book, the word veil is used as a metaphor for habits of thought and behavior that cover a woman’s power. At the same time, this book maintains respect for the cultural meaning of the veil, as well as the headscarf, in various cultures around the world.
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Introduction


Maybe you feel fulfilled in some or many areas of your life but not in others, or the economic climate has opened a space for you to reinvent yourself, to tap into interests and passions you had set aside at some pivotal point in your life and now have the readiness to rekindle. In this book, you will be given tools to help you move forward and step into your power more fully.


My definition of power is being able to act from a position of strength rather than react out of fear and limitation.


A woman’s power is multifaceted and has nine dimensions. As a woman seeks to discover her unique talents and gifts, she challenges her fears and moves forward despite them. She begins to better appreciate all aspects of herself and acts more genuinely as a result. She becomes more confident and transparent with herself and others, not afraid to express her desires, including her sexual needs. She is able to take on greater responsibility and build a network of support. Finally, her journey of self-discovery is useful to other women, and she shares it generously.


A woman’s capacity to express these nine facets of her power is obscured, however, by a series of veils. Her power lies dormant behind these veils, just waiting for her to discover it, claim it, and activate it.


My choice of the word veil is deliberate. It is a metaphor for the limiting, false beliefs that cover a woman’s authentic self so that the parts of her that are joyous, creative and confident may remain hidden. Veils prevent us from having a genuine relationship with ourselves and, as a consequence, with others. They make it impossible to live as self-actualized beings. We all possess veils, although the tapestry of false beliefs that comprises them may be different from woman to woman.


Just as there are nine dimensions of a woman’s power, there are nine veils that cloud their full expression. Sadly, many of us keep these veils in place throughout a good part of our lives, and are able to cast one or more aside only when a loss or major change rattles our beliefs. Then we have an opening to act differently— more authentically. The good news is that we don’t have to wait for a crisis to rid ourselves of these veils and their false claim on our lives. This book outlines a process to help you lift them and use your innate power more fully.


Through my own work and years of coaching other women, I’ve used what I call Spiritual Power Muscles as an invaluable tool for lifting these veils. The three muscles are the Connective Muscle, the Creative Muscle, and the Courageous Muscle. The Connective Muscle enables us to recognize the interconnection of all life. It is the unifying element that acknowledges our common humanity. With our Creative Muscle, we discover and expand our gifts, talents, and skills to handle life’s inevitable challenges. Our Courageous Muscle is in gear when we no longer shy away from what life places before us, but rather participate fully in our own life and contribute to the lives of others.


When it comes to our Spiritual Power Muscles, the encouraging news is that they are always there, waiting for us to use and strengthen them. The exercises and reflections in the chapters that follow will help you flex these muscles and replace destructive habits with new ways of being.


Most of the time, all three Spiritual Power Muscles are in play, some more than others. For example, when we engage in social or group activities or are looking to expand our circle of friends, the Connective, Creative, and Courageous Muscles are activated. The same is true when we help our children with their homework, coordinate care for our aging parents, or solve challenges by offering new solutions in the workplace. The main point is to exercise our Spiritual Power Muscles consciously and consistently. They are the gateway to our authentic self.


Part 1 of this book presents the nine facets of a woman’s power and the veil that conceals each one. Every chapter includes exercises to remove that veil and access the power behind it, along with stories to illustrate how women have accomplished this. You will also find some of my inspirational tweets sprinkled throughout. Follow me on Twitter: @WomenWorking.


Part 2 of the book contains practical, everyday reflections and affirmations for finding a better balance, understanding change, and practicing creativity. These reflections support the exercises in Part 1, and will offer you ways to focus your power on a daily basis. They can be read and used consecutively or in random order. Simply turn to any page and pick a reflection.


I recommend using a notepad or journal to jot down any thoughts, ideas, and inspirations that arise while reading this book. Your notepad will also come in handy in doing the exercises and in answering questions.
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Wise Tweets


Be passionate about something you believe in
and watch others follow along.
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Authentic self-empowerment is about allowing your inner spirit to speak to you, profoundly reshaping your destiny. Every woman who dares to step into her authenticity is not only uplifting her own consciousness, she is impacting the collective consciousness of all beings on the planet. So I humbly place before you this personal challenge: Give your consent to cultivating an ever-evolving relationship with a more empowered you. Create yourself and take full responsibility for your creation. Consent to fulfilling your highest potential. Let every step taken be of your own free choice, as a blessing to yourself, your loved ones, and to all women.




Part 1
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The Nine Facets of a
Woman’s Power


Each chapter that follows will deal with a different facet of your power. Before reading, affirm your commitment to your personal growth by reflecting on the following (if you like, you may say it out loud):


 


I am open to transforming my life by becoming aware of what is blocking the full access to my power. I am now ready to move on.
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Recognizing Your Unique Destiny


No matter your age or life stage, your background or beliefs … you are on your unique yet universal life journey … you are a woman on a quest to live a life of meaning and purpose.


—CAROLINE JOY ADAMS, AUTHOR OF A WOMAN OF WISDOM


The real you is completely intact, whether you are conscious of it or not. Your core essence remains steadfast, waiting to come into its fullest expression. As I said earlier, for many of us, the authentic self is obscured by a series of veils that cover our capacity to be in our innate power.


There is a power within you that no one and no circumstance can strip away. It is the power to be who you are meant to be. Wherever you now stand in your life’s journey, have you consciously experienced the magnitude of your power? Perhaps you have felt it to a degree, allowed it to direct your path to a point, and then wondered, Where did it go? Nowhere, because it’s always there. It’s your very life force, your creative fire.


To reconnect with your power means to acknowledge and use all of your talents and abilities. You have a unique contribution to make; it is your reason for being on the planet.
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Wise Tweets


Trust in yourself—your insights and creativity.
They are your gifts to the world.
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Are you living as fully as possible? Do you long for more opportunities to express your talents, skills, and insights, and to have a wider range of influence and make more of an impact on the lives of others? Are you ready to change your life for the better? It’s not only possible, it is what you were born to do.


You are a woman who has come into the world to live your full destiny. You will be creating yourself, fashioning your life according to a unique inner vision that pulls you, that broadcasts a big YES! within you. This vision is connected to why you are here. What is it that you must fulfill? Some of you know what this is. But if you don’t, the answers will come as you connect more fully to your talents and abilities, and your contribution will become clearer after reading this book.


If you feel disempowered at times, you may be surprised that when you claim your power, you will feel uneasy as well. In a strange way, keeping it veiled may feel safer than exploring your inner beauty, intelligence, and creativity. Most of us are far too ready to take ownership of our foibles. It requires a good amount of courage and support to want to know who we are.


Why is this so? As children, many of us were raised to unquestionably obey and conform to family and cultural expectations. Thus, our individuality has been veiled since childhood, long before we were given an opportunity to express our uniqueness. Our self-esteem was diminished as well.


Contrary to popular belief, beauty, intelligence, creativity, and joy do not need to be pumped into us from the outside—they are our birthright and are innately within us to be nurtured! We need to recognize, appreciate, and accept them. Imagine how confident children would be if they were raised with this awareness.
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Wise Tweets


Know your power.
You have passion and purpose.
Come from your strength and vow to make a difference.
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The good news is that, at any age, we can reclaim ourselves. We can take hold of our individuality, throw away all the excuses, and stop blaming our upbringing for the way in which we find ourselves stuck. Our ability to get unstuck has nothing to do with IQ, education, or professional credentials; it has everything to do with having the courage to step out of our comfort zone and open ourselves up to new experiences, even if that feels uncomfortable. Stepping out in this way means that we are changing, and with change, it can feel like the solid ground is being pulled from beneath us. It is courageous to keep going in a new direction and discover more of our talents and abilities, despite the pull of the past that wants to keep us in place.


We will need to explore ways to lift the veil blocking our ability to access these unique gifts.


Veil #1: The Inability to Have a Significant Impact


If living out our destiny with a YES! for life is how we are meant to live, why do so many of us not have that experience? Instead, we experience ourselves as having little power—unable to have impact on our lives, let alone make a difference in the lives of others or the world around us.


The reason we may not be in touch with our uniqueness is because we have not experienced the full range of our talents and abilities. Nor have we acknowledged the courage it takes to use them and be visible.
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Wise Tweets


Use your talent. It is very much needed in the world.
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I know what it’s like to feel unfulfilled. During the recession of the 1980s, while I was on maternity leave, I realized I had outgrown my corporate job. I wanted to explore my passion, to create television programs that would empower women. My gut was telling me I had to resign and take a risk, but I was afraid to give up a steady paycheck that gave me a sense of security. After much deliberation, I decided to listen to my fears, and I returned to work after my son was born.


Imagine my surprise when, on my first day back, I found myself, without thinking, headed not to my office but directly to Human Resources, where I gave notice. It was as though my feet were acting on my heart’s behalf! By stepping out of my comfort zone, I was able to let go of a job that wasn’t working


anymore, take a leap of faith, and start a business I was passionate about.


You, too, may have lived such a story, or perhaps you are preparing to. Our desire for inner growth wouldn’t have it any other way. Each of us, on a deep level, knows we are here to make a difference. It’s up to us to neutralize the self-sabotaging patterns that have blocked our greater fulfillment.


Often when we read or hear stories about people who demonstrate an over-the-top ability to meet challenges head-on, we think, Well, she could do that because she’s special, but how could I do that? Being able to live a larger life isn’t for a chosen few; we all have the tools within us. Here are some examples of women like you and me who had the courage to face their fears and make changes for the better.


 


Ruth: Living Beyond Her Wildest Dreams


 


At the age of sixty, Ruth found herself in a dark depression. Through a process of self-discovery, however, she was able to fill her emptiness with something more enduring: a new career she was passionate about.


When Ruth was depressed, she spent her downtime marching through department stores on a lonely mission: to acquire things that might make her feel better. But, of course, they never did. She brought home a new designer bag and then looked in her closet, where there were fifteen other bags, and asked herself, Why did I buy that? Then she would dash back to the store and return the purchase.


A friend told Ruth about a group of people who shared her problem. It was a support group, and although Ruth wasn’t used to talking with strangers about these kinds of things, she went to one meeting. What she received from the people there was totally unexpected. They spoke about a deeper yearning to feel connected to other human beings, and how they experienced the same emptiness Ruth felt. They were actively looking for ways to find a sense of wholeness. She attended regularly for several months.


Ruth had been thinking about visiting her daughter, who had moved quite a distance away and was about to have a baby. She decided to take the trip. When Ruth got back, she realized that she hadn’t admitted to herself how much she missed being with her family, and she knew what she needed to do.


With the help of her support group, Ruth made a plan—she would move across the country to live near her daughter. Things began to fall into place. She put her apartment up for sale and had a buyer a month later. She tied up her business dealings and closed the business. Resolved to create a good life for herself, Ruth made the move. She bought an apartment and got her real estate license within the first year, and began successfully selling homes. A whole new career path opened up for her. She also was a great help to her daughter as an emergency babysitter and loved taking care of the little one.


That was only the beginning. New opportunities started to open up for Ruth. One day, while she was swimming at the local pool club, someone approached her about auditioning for a commercial. She agreed, was selected, and did the spot. Then, an agent who also frequented the recreation facility spoke to her, and the next thing she knew she had representation. Ruth began attending workshops for film and television jobs and has been actively going on auditions. She has even landed several parts in movies.


To quote Ruth: “I’m living an amazing life and having a ball. Imagine, at my age! I never thought that this would be possible.” Ruth faced her emptiness, reached out for support, and was able to reinvent her life.


 


Evelyn: Creating and Enjoying Her Own Life


 


Evelyn, a single mother of a teenage daughter, often found herself giving unsolicited advice that didn’t come from an authentic place. When she realized she was actually sabotaging herself by overeating and pushing her feelings down, she was able to start acting differently, using her energy more creatively.


My daughter’s boyfriend expressed confusion about which college to attend. I sat for hours, listening to his struggle. After our conversation, I found myself, almost robot-like, walking into the kitchen and standing before the ‘medicine cabinet’ of my refrigerator. I’d already had dinner, so I wasn’t hungry. Standing there with one hand on the fridge door, I unexpectedly confronted myself: Why am I telling him what to do when I don’t even know what to do myself? I couldn’t believe that I was still trying to take care of myself with food when all it’s ever accomplished is to numb my sense of inner emptiness for a short time and ultimately make me feel bad about myself. On that pivotal day, I knew I had to find out what I really needed and wanted.
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“In Her Power redeems the concept of power with pleasure and empowerment.
Delightful and usefull”
—Christiane Northrup, MD, author of the New York Times bestsellers
Women's Bodies, Women's Wisdom and The Wisdom of Menopause
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