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To my wife, Robin, and my sons, Jay and Jordan

Who have inspired me to survive those most challenging days

And to

My mother, who has endured more “challenging days”

than any woman should ever be called to do yet

never complained to any of her family

And to

All of you who have overcome and lived to

share and use your story





 



The anecdotes in this book are used to illustrate common issues and problems that I have encountered, and do not necessarily portray specific people or situations. No real names have been used.

As with all books, this one contains opinions and ideas of the author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, psychological, or any other kind of personal professional services or therapy in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, psychological, or other competent professional before adopting any of the concepts in this book or drawing inferences from it. The content of this book by its very nature is general, whereas each reader’s situation is unique. Therefore, as with all books of this nature, the purpose is to provide general information rather than address individual situations, which books by their very nature cannot do.

The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.
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Introduction



If, by chance, you’re one of those people who is tempted to skip ahead and read the last part of a book first, we are actually on the “same page,” so to speak, because I want to work backward with you here for a minute. I want to tell you right off the bat how I am going to end this book. It really kind of makes sense to start this way because these few beginning pages are actually the last ones that I am writing after spending more than a year working on how best to help you, me, and the ones we love prepare for the seven most challenging days of your life.

So here’s the endnote: You might expect that after being immersed so fully in the dissecting of the difficult details of days that are anything but welcome, that I might be a bit ragged or pessimistic about life. But in actuality, nothing could be further from the truth! Life can be tough, but we are not victims—at least we don’t have to be! This is a book about hope, joy, personal strength, and, most importantly, peace of mind. These qualities of life can only be enhanced by doing and actively acknowledging that you have done the work needed to maintain your “life balance” and help those you love maintain theirs, in the face of the ups and downs that have always been part of life. Though they are a part for which most of us get very little preparation. Real Life has been written with the goal of helping to fill what I think is a real void in how we are prepped for the most challenging days of our life.

Despite the fact that life isn’t always comfortable and can, in fact, be downright painful, I absolutely, unequivocally love it and cannot wait for what lies ahead in the years to come. After living in this world for more than half of a century, I have seen a lot. Frankly, I have seen more than a lot, and, just like yours, my life hasn’t always been fun. It hasn’t always been easy, and I certainly haven’t always had the best reactions—especially early on in my life. But all in all, I do love being in this world and feel blessed to be here. In fact, given some of the days I’ve had, I feel blessed to be anywhere!

So far, I have lived just over 21,000 days. I don’t remember specifics about most of those days, but some stand out because they have been nothing short of tremendous and spectacular. Many of these really good days can be attributed to good health, a wonderful, God-centered family, and a career that is so much fun I almost feel guilty getting paid for it—almost!

But (and isn’t there almost always a big but?) there have also been days that stand out because they were anything but tremendous and spectacular. In fact, some of those days I remember because they were among the most difficult days of my life. They were days that threatened, took away, or destroyed that which I held most dear. Some of them felt as though they were a month long and at times made me question everything I thought I knew about myself and the world around me. These were days that sometimes left me feeling inept, inadequate, and out of control—especially when they impacted or involved those closest to me. If you are at all like me, you too have sometimes wondered, in the face of those bad days, if you would ever regain your balance, your joy, and your hope and vision for any kind of future. If life can be so harsh, why am I so passionate about it and looking forward to what’s coming?

Because I have come to believe that all of us, you and me included, have within us (or, if you don’t believe in God-given gifts, can acquire) the strength and wisdom to deal effectively with every challenge we will ever face in our lives. I don’t say this as a “rah-rah” platitude, and I’m certainly not saying that we have algebra or geometry knowledge built into our DNA. But when it comes to the real questions about life, survival, peace, and happiness—no matter how much they are threatened or challenged—I believe that the ability to get to the truth and the answers needed to meet the demands resides within us and always has. We have what it takes to make this life a huge net plus. We are beyond equal to the challenge. I know this because I have learned to step back and watch myself and others triumph in the darkest of hours. We have all seen ordinary people show extraordinary depth and resourcefulness in the face of overwhelming challenges. The hardest part in making sure that you are one of those people is overcoming all the noise, clutter, and distractions of life that may have buried and distorted the strength and wisdom you have within you and need in order to get through the toughest times.

The pace and complexity of life in this day and time sometimes make it very difficult to get back to a place in our mind and spirit where we are able to access all that we are and need to be. There is no substitute for good old-fashioned hard work, informed preparation, and clearly thought out coping strategies for difficult times.

That is what Real Life is all about. I want to help you access the best parts of who you are, especially in the worst parts of your life. Think about it: If you have an average life span, you will live approximately 78 years, or 28,470 days. Some (hopefully most of them) will be really good; some will be so mundane it will be as if they didn’t even happen; some won’t be so great; and a few (hopefully a very few) will be really tough—tough enough to affect your experience of all the other days. How much depends on how ready you are for those critical times.

You know I’m right and that you and those most precious to you are worth the time and effort it takes to prepare. In the pages that follow, I have not tried to “reinvent the wheel,” and I have made a concerted effort not to bog you down with more information than you need or can really effectively use when facing challenging times. I could have written hundreds of pages about each of the seven days that I have chosen to address here, and in fact many experts have done exactly that and done it very well. If you feel you need more information on any of the crises I discuss here—and you very well may—there is extensive information at the back of this book. But my intention here is more focused on giving you what is, based on my experience and opinion, the core information that will help you manage your crisis one day at a time, without having to dig through an endless body of research (most of which was not written for real people in the real world anyway). Others might disagree, but I feel pretty strongly about what I’ve included here.

I have put verbs in my sentences and tried to get to the point in a clear, concise, and usable fashion. I am going to identify what some of the most challenging days are; tell you what to expect when they come so you are not surprised, ambushed, or shocked; and then suggest a strategy for getting you or your loved one back to better days. You will see that while there are some important differences, there are also some powerful commonalities in the coping strategies suggested for navigating through these tough days, so the good news is that you don’t have to learn seven totally different game plans!

My hope and prayer when you have finished this book is that you feel a sense of calm in knowing that you are one of those people that are prepared for all that comes in this life. This preparation can yield huge dividends for yourself and even empower you to lead and help others in difficult times.








1

Prep Talk


Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.

—JOHN LENNON






If we are fortunate in our lives, somewhere along the way we encounter at least a few special people who change us in powerful, positive, and sometimes unexpected ways. These individuals, although wise, are sometimes not at all persons you would consciously seek out for counsel. One such person I was blessed to have in my life was a flight instructor I met back in the sixties, a man from whom I expected to learn how to get airborne and nothing more. I could not have been more wrong, because he proved to be one of the great “gifts” in my life.

Bill was, by his own account and all appearances, just a good ol’ flying cowboy without a lot of formal education who happened to love anything that had to do with flying. But his contributions to my life ultimately proved to include much more than flying, as this very book will attest.

I was just a teenager when I started taking lessons, but he “saw” into my future in that airplane. About the time I was finishing my training, he told me that I had checked all the boxes, done all the drills, met all of the requirements, and could certainly go get my license and wing happily off into the wild blue yonder. He then paused and said something that really got my attention. I have never forgotten that moment standing next to the plane on a grass landing strip outside a small town in north Texas. “Phil,” he said, “you’ve got the basics, you know how to get ’er up and down and around the ‘patch,’ and frankly you ain’t half bad. But I have come to know you, and I know just as sure as I’m standing here that you are going to need more than you got. You won’t play at this flying stuff, you will attack it and make it a big part of your life rather than flying to Grandma’s house on a nice clear Sunday afternoon. You’re going to be out there ‘mixing it up’ come rain or come shine, daylight or dark, and that’s okay, but the truth is things just happen when you mix it up. Maybe it will be your fault for being too aggressive, or maybe you will just be in the wrong place at the wrong time, but chances are that somewhere along the way this plane will carry you into a crisis. When you are airborne, all you’ve got is yourself. You’d have to depend on who you are, and if you aren’t prepared for it ahead of time you can die in this airplane. So it’s up to you—but know that it may come and if it does, you will be one of two types of pilots: one who was ready and survives to tell the story, or one who wasn’t and doesn’t.”

He didn’t wait for a response; he had spoken his piece and that was that. Even then I realized the significance of that exchange, mostly because he had just spoken more words than I had ever heard him say at once in the entire time I had known him. Now, you have to understand here that I was a teenager in the worst sense of the word. I suspect a lot of people who knew me then probably figured I had eaten a lot of paste as a child! Boy oh boy, did I have ants in my pants to “sky up” and go for it. Yet for some reason (and certainly out of character for me), I actually listened to his wise counsel. We weren’t even almost done because I wasn’t even almost prepared for when things would go wrong, and though I didn’t know it then, they would in fact go wrong—way wrong.

Fast-forward four years and several hundred hours of flying later. I took off in a high-performance single-engine airplane just before midnight (some would call such behavior crazy) and on the heels of a strong winter storm that had blown through the Midwest like a freight train (some would repeat themselves). The flight started like every other I had flown, but it ended very differently. I was cruising at 10,000 feet when all of a sudden the engine just quit—and I mean quit. It didn’t sputter, it just quit. The sky was pitch black without even the tiniest sliver of moon to illuminate it, and there were two feet of fresh snow blanketing the ground so that everything below me looked one-dimensional. I couldn’t tell the difference between the houses, fields, and roads, and there was no horizon to use as a guide. The silence was deafening, making me feel utterly and totally alone. I couldn’t pull over as I could if I had car trouble, and I couldn’t grab a life preserver. I had just five minutes to work with—that’s 300 seconds. The clock was ticking, I was going down—no negotiation, no maybe, I was going down. Whether I lived or died would be determined by the grace of God and what I did in those 300 seconds. There was no time to panic or call someone on the ground. Looking back, I realize that I probably went into a kind of “internal autopilot.” All my training and preparation kicked in. During those additional training exercises I had completed at Bill’s behest, he must have had me simulate emergency dead-stick landings dozens and dozens of times, some during the day, some in the black of night. And in that cockpit, as I quickly came to grips with my situation, I heard his voice in my mind: Fly first, navigate second, and communicate last…the clock is ticking. I felt very alone, but I calmed myself with the fact that I had prepared completely for this exact situation—my emergency just meant that all those practice drills were for a purpose. It was now “showtime.” Let me tell you, that night I learned that there are just some things in life that come down to you and everything that’s inside you. That’s it; that’s the deal.

An old joke among pilots (which wasn’t very funny that night) is that any landing you walk away from is a good one. I flew that airplane-turned-glider for those 300 seconds with more purpose and focus than anything I had ever done in my life. It was a “good” landing because I did walk away. I’d love to say I swaggered away like John Wayne in The High and Mighty, whistling and slapping the wing as I left. But the truth is, I was so shaken and scared I was having trouble getting either one of my feet to cooperate in any way that even resembled walking. That five minutes of my life changed me forever, but it was all the preparation that led up to those five minutes that allowed me to make the right choices when it counted. If Bill hadn’t cared enough to tell me the truth as he saw it, if he hadn’t inspired and helped me get ready for what was ahead, I have no doubt I would not be here now, typing these words.

I know now that the outcome on that cold and dark winter’s night was determined long before I ever took off. I survived not because I was lucky or because I was some great, macho pilot, cheating death with flair and panache. I survived because I had listened, because I had done my homework; I was prepared for the crisis before it happened. That night built into me a sense of confidence that if I prepared myself for the emergencies and crises that I would most likely face in life, I could at least influence their outcomes as well.

I hope that you never find yourself in a crisis like I was in that night. But we both know that while your crises will probably be different in both form and substance, they may already be on your schedule. The question is: Will you be ready? Will you have done your homework for yourself and those you love? Just like my night in the airplane, the outcome will probably be determined by what you do or don’t do between now and then. So this is as good a time as any to start thinking about those days in life we would rather skip.

REAL LIFE BRINGS REAL PROBLEMS

Sometimes I wish I could predict, and even control, the future but I can’t, and neither can you.

Nobody has a “Get out of jail free” card. Although I have identified seven of the most common crises, you may have a list of five or ten more. There is no magic number, but I wanted to focus on the ones that, in my experience, you are most likely to encounter either yourself or through a loved one. They are likely to happen whether you’ve got an eighth-grade education or a Ph.D. They may happen whether you walk the red carpet or clean carpets for a living. They may happen whether you’re in a big city, living life in the fast lane, or in the woods, moving at a snail’s pace.

That means we are left to manage, adapt to, and survive what does come. Unfortunately, some people just knee-jerk react to what pops up in front of them. Some choose to live in stark denial, deluding themselves into believing that if they just don’t think about the inevitable and undeniable crises of life, maybe they just won’t happen. I think Scarlett O’Hara expressed it best: “I can’t think about that right now—if I do, I’ll go crazy. I’ll think about that tomorrow.” Well, frankly, Scarlett, my dear, those tomorrows do come, and if you haven’t prepared for them, those tomorrows can kick your butt. You will see that these strategies (or more accurately, non-strategies) can come at a very high price.

Even though we may not like to think about it, we all know that life is unpredictable. We can’t expect that, just because yesterday was sunny, it won’t rain today or tomorrow. A part of us always maintains a watchful eye, and no matter how well things seem to be going now, there can be the underlying nagging thought: Will the “other shoe” drop? And the truth is “yes,” the other shoe probably will drop at some point. I say this not as a pessimist, but as a realist and a coach, so that you may decide to do what it takes to have the peace that comes from being ready when it does.

If I had waited until that night at 10,000 feet to make a plan, it would have been way too late. When one of these seven days does arrive, I would want you to be able to say, “This is a crisis that I have prepared myself for. I’m at a fork in the road, and I can either panic and fall apart or I can use all of my skills and preparation to manage this day. The choice is mine.” Of course, the only way you can say that is if you are the person with a plan, the person who did their homework. The time to think about what you’re going to do when you’re in rough waters is when you are still in smooth waters, because on those seven days you’ll likely be way too busy physically, mentally, and emotionally to start making a plan.

Monsters Live in the Dark

I don’t think of life as being good versus bad or fair versus unfair. Life just is. I don’t think the world is out to get you or me or that we should view life as a ticking time bomb that’s going to blow up on us. I want all of us not just to survive these days but to come out of them with a new place to stand—with new tools, new wisdom, and a deeper understanding of how you got there, so that if it’s something you were doing that was ineffective, you can change it, and if it’s something that happened out of the blue, you can weather it and be stronger for it. The tools that I’ll share are designed to help you do just that, as well as, in the process become more successful as an individual—a wife or husband, a mother or father, and a member of your community. It’s a skill set that should be taught but seldom, if ever, is. It ought to be part of the preparation for growing up, but for most of us, it just isn’t.




I want all of us not just to survive these days but to come out of them with a new place to stand—with new tools, new wisdom, and a deeper understanding of how you got there, so that if it’s something you were doing that was ineffective, you can change it, and if it’s something that happened out of the blue, you can weather it and be stronger for it.





My goal is not only to help you learn how to cope well but also to empower you to fill the void of information in your children’s lives—whether they are still young or grown with their own families. You don’t have to live your life in fear of these seven days, the “dropping shoe,” or any other crisis for that matter. You don’t need to live scared if you have a plan in place and if you take some time to recognize and fill any voids in coping skills—before you need them.

People who play the game with “sweaty palms” are probably scared because they should be, because they know they have a void. One woman told me that she saw herself going through life as if she were sitting at the edge of one of those stiff metal folding chairs. She feared that the second she got excited about life it would be pulled out from underneath her. I’m guessing she has a “void” in her coping skills and knows in her heart of hearts that she is not equal to the challenges that could come. She’s not alone. Many of us live this way because fearing the unknown is what we do. We can’t see the road ahead of us, so sometimes we just envision the worst. But what if you did think about, acknowledge, and have a sense of what’s likely around the corners of your life? None of us knows exactly how our lives will play out, but wouldn’t it help to know what at least seven of the most common difficult days or crises most likely to touch your life will be like? Wouldn’t looking at these days before they hit be a lot smarter than waiting and having to struggle with the shock, distress, and confusion on top of all the stress of dealing with the event itself?

Sometimes those first moments of a crisis can be crucial. One way to explain this is to think about what happens between a mugger and his unsuspecting victim. When you’re being mugged, the number one edge that your attacker has over you is those first few seconds when he steps up to you and pulls a knife, holds up a gun, or takes a swing at you. That moment of shock is a state of mind that he is actually counting on to give him the time he needs to victimize you. Now imagine if you knew your attacker was about to strike. If you saw him coming, he wouldn’t have this advantage. Of course, you would never be totally calm in this situation or in the major kinds of crises we are talking about here. You would definitely go into high alert and arousal. But the difference is, you wouldn’t panic and fall apart—not with the mugger and not with one of the seven most challenging days of your life.

I want you to feel certain that you can handle whatever comes your way and, more important, to live each day in that place of confidence. This is part of what I call your attitude of approach—something we’ll talk about in detail in the next chapter. Monsters live in the dark. But once you turn the lights on, you say, “Oh, okay. I can handle this.” And you can. I believe you can. More importantly, I want you to believe that you can.

THE 7 MOST CHALLENGING DAYS OF YOUR LIFE

For most of us, our formal education and other life experiences don’t give us any information about crisis management, problem solving, or even problem recognition. Much of this book is based on my opinions and experiences of what I have seen work for people dealing with these seven days in their lives as well as in my own life. But I didn’t write it in a vacuum, because most, if not all, of my opinions are also supported by the results of those studies. I also did not discover some great new information to break the “code of life,” which is okay because I didn’t need to.

As is my usual focus, this book is about real people and real problems of living. When I started working on this book, I was curious about what people saw themselves wrestling with in these current times. In order to get a current snapshot of what some of our friends and neighbors see as their greatest stressors and toughest days, a Web survey was conducted at www.dr.phil.com with more than a thousand respondents. We asked what they believed their top stressful events were, based on their opinion about the level of interference these stressors created in their lives according to a scale from 0 to 100 percent (0 meaning the event had no interference, 100 meaning total interference).

Ask yourself if you agree or disagree with the ratings of these various events in light of your own experiences. In other chapters, I’ll discuss the relationship between stressful events, such as these and possible consequences or reactions that may be associated. Fifteen stress events that were reported to interfere at a level of at least 75 percent are ranked as follows:



[image: image]

*As you look at these responses, keep in mind that this is an Internet survey, not high science, and even though the information is useful for discussion purposes, it has limitations from a scientific perspective—meaning that if I had conducted it for predictive, rather than discussion, purposes, I would have gone about it somewhat differently. But it is a “report from the field”—and as such, I think you will find it very interesting.

†Foreclosure probably rates number one more as a function of the survey being conducted in the middle of a media frenzy about the huge housing market crash rather than as a function of it really being seen as more disruptive than death of a family member or health crisis. Nonetheless, it was rated number one by these respondents.


The results of the survey were largely consistent with many of the studies that have been conducted on stress in the past. It alerts us to possible areas we need to be watchful of because—as you’ll read in later chapters—these events can be linked to other physical and emotional consequences that can make a situation even worse. For example, the researchers Holmes and Rahe conducted a study with a stress scale a generation ago, and the findings suggest that interpersonal stress events, such as the death of a spouse and divorce, were the greatest stress events and furthermore could be linked to physical diseases. The data didn’t answer the question about which came first, the stressor or the disease, but either way both are problems worth attending to.

Here is a breakdown of the seven days I have chosen to discuss. If you find yourself experiencing one of these days you will recognize the painful descriptions. As I have said, these seven days were selected based on my opinions and my observations of their potential for interference with your life and peace of mind, and on the commonality with which I have seen them occur in people’s lives.

The Day Your Heart Is Shattered

On this day, you lose something of great value and your heart is broken. It’s safe to say that none of us will escape this day, and chances are that at some time in your or your loved one’s life, you have already experienced it. It’s also likely that you’ll go through this day more than once, and each time will be different depending on what it is that you are losing—a loved one lost to death, a marriage, a friendship, your career, or life’s dream—but one common denominator is the sense of grief, mourning, or gripping pain that can bring you to your knees.

The Day You Realize You Have Lived Your Life as a Sellout

This is one of the seven most challenging days because it’s the one when you realize that you are living without courage and without integrity. You finally admit that fear has been ruling your life and that almost every choice you have made up to this point has been fear-dominated. You realize that you have sold out on yourself and your dreams because you were afraid you might fail or displease those people whose opinions you value. You cannot look back on your life with a sense of pride because it’s not even your own life you’ve been living—it’s been for someone else, or maybe everyone else…everyone except you. You have let your “authentic self” down.

The Day You Realize You Are in Way Over Your Head

How you cope in this world is what I call your adaptability. On this most challenging day, your ability to meet life’s demands has broken down. Mentally, emotionally, and physically, you feel completely overwhelmed—whether the source of your meltdown was financial or just the realization that you can’t keep living as though you have everything under control because you don’t. This day you are overwhelmed and feel that you are out of options. You feel as if you are drowning in demands and can’t do a thing to keep your head above water.

The Day the Body Breaks Down

We hate to think about getting sick, but a health breakdown is one of the inevitable facts of life. The chances that either you or your loved ones are going to encounter a major health crisis at some point are pretty high. Even if you live a healthy and accident-free life, at some point your body will just wear out. Like all of these difficult days, the attitude of approach you take into a situation when you or somebody you love is diagnosed with a life-threatening or health-compromising disease, or experiences an injury or a breakdown, is crucial.

The Day the Mind Breaks Down

The day you recognize and acknowledge that you or a loved one’s mental or emotional functioning is in trouble can be a day of pain, shame, fear, and confusion. We as a society are much less enlightened about mental as opposed to physical breakdowns, and as a result the challenges perceived in finding answers can be daunting, to say the least. Looking for answers can sometimes be as scary as the problem you are seeking help for because of the pain and fear of judgment by self and others. Amazingly, mental health is something that’s still not openly discussed very much in this country, yet it’s one of the most important aspects of our existence. It is something that defines all our lives in some form or another. When mental health breaks down, it can take many different forms, but statistically is most likely to be expressed as anxiety, depression, or the less frequent but more severe mental disorders that involve gross impairment of reality testing or, more simply put, an inability to distinguish what is real versus what is fantasy, delusion, or hallucinations.

The Day Addiction Takes Over

One look at the headlines, and it’s clear that addiction is sweeping through this country at an alarming rate. It used to be that drug addicts were found mostly in dark alleys or other seedy parts of town. But today you might find them anywhere from the suburban bedroom to the executive boardroom. Hearing about a soccer mom or successful businessperson who’s addicted to drugs isn’t a fluke anymore. Part of this is how much easier they are to obtain—you can get your drug of choice with the click of a computer mouse. And it isn’t limited to drugs alone; alcoholism too is occurring at alarming levels. Whether it’s your own addiction or that of someone you love, it takes over your life and can easily destroy it.

The Day You Have Lost Your Purpose and Have No Answer to the Question “Why?”

This is the challenge of finding meaning for your life. It deals not so much with who you are but why you are. This can be a crisis of faith or a feeling of losing your compass or purpose in this life. What’s the point? What’s your purpose? It’s that feeling of being insignificant. Time is finite, and you have a limited amount of time to make an impact. What are you going to do? If you have lost your connection to meaning in your life, you need to examine this area and get plugged in to something that will stabilize you when nothing around you makes any sense. This could be anything from a new foundation in your faith to devoting yourself to a cause you have always wanted to join to just being the best dad, mentor, employee, daughter, or friend that you can be.

When you face your challenges on these seven days or on others that may come into your life, and you watch yourself come through to the other side, you can be exhilarated and empowered by it. You can hold your head up even when everything around you is falling down.

LIFE IS NOT A SUCCESS-ONLY JOURNEY

The fact is that despite our best-laid plans and deepest desires, real life isn’t always easy. It isn’t a success-only journey for any of us. Going through life can at times feel like going through a wind tunnel. Sometimes life comes at you in a steady breeze; other times it’s like a category five hurricane. The storms of life may not always have happy endings, but they can at least be dealt with and sometimes even put you in a better place on the other side. What’s at least as important is that you will be able to be in a position to lead your family—to be calm in the middle of the storm.

If you live a faith-based or spiritual life, you may say that you will pray to God when a crisis hits and He will save you. That makes perfect sense, but you also have to get busy yourself. I can tell you that as somebody who embraces a faith-based life, I am also very active in using all of my resources to help myself. I figure that’s why God gave them to me. My point is that no matter where your strength comes from, your job is to kick, fight, scratch, and claw for your best position in this world. Whether you think you got them through the DNA chain or as a gift from God, you have resources that are going to be called into play especially on those seven days, and what I want you to do is learn how to mobilize them.

HOLD YOUR HEAD UP

We are all products of our learning history, and if there were never any challenges, we wouldn’t develop mentally, physically, emotionally, or spiritually. I’ve always said that if you face adversity in life and you don’t learn from it, it’s a penalty. If you learn from it, at least you can consider it tuition. I’m not saying that changing your attitude of approach or having an action plan is going to keep you from having problems or keep you from the challenges that life is going to serve up. It won’t. I’m not saying that it’s going to prevent these seven days of your life. It won’t. You may still hit the same bumps on those seven days, but now you can react differently.

The way you walk through this world is going to be different. It’s sort of like this: Imagine someone who is a black belt in martial arts walking down a dark alley late at night. Then imagine someone who doesn’t have that training going down that same alley. The difference in their experience of that walk is huge. Ultimately, my goal with this book is to equip you to walk with confidence and power, not based on a false bravado, but based on readiness.
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Attitude of Approach


Pray to God, but continue to row to shore.

—RUSSIAN PROVERB






No one can fix your life—because it is something that is managed, not cured. Hopefully, your life is, for the most part, working okay. But you can always become better equipped to manage it. When you finish reading this book, chances are you will have most of the same problems you had before you started reading it. If you had a bad marriage when you started this book, you’re going to have a bad marriage when you finish it, maybe even worse. If you were in a dead-end career and were overweight before, you’re going to have the same career and same body after. Moreover, you almost certainly had some if not all seven of these days ahead of you when you began reading, and you still do. Reading this book may not change the problems you already have or enable you to avoid what may be coming.

What’s going to change is far more important than any one situation or problem. What’s going to change is you: your ability to manage your life and to put things in the right perspective, your understanding of why you’re doing the things you do and the things you don’t do, and where it’s all getting you. And most importantly, you’re going to examine and make a conscious decision to embrace or change the attitude with which you approach your life. And that is huge because it is this attitude that can determine how your life turns out.

You’re going to pick up some new and important skills so that you can work the problem, not be part of the problem. Instead of focusing on, or even obsessing about, things you can’t control, you’re going to gain the understanding that will help you avoid feeling like a victim, even at those “intersections” in life where you feel as if you have been broadsided in a hit-and-run. My hope is that you will understand that it is not what happens in your life that makes you feel the way you do but instead how you choose to respond. I’ll talk more about that later; for right now, I want to make it clear that I’m not saying that pumping yourself full of sunshine will make a problem like one of the seven days disappear. I wish it were that easy, but it’s not.

So let’s talk about your personal and unique “attitude of approach.” Everyone without exception, whether they know what it is or not, has one. You have one even if you aren’t consciously aware of it; I am betting that if you really think about it, you will quickly see yours, because it is such an important part of who you are. Different people simply approach the world and their life in different ways. Some people are victims and some are hunters, some people are givers and some are takers, some people are passive while others are very aggressive. The categories, descriptors, and dichotomies are endless.

I start here because if your “attitude of approach” is not working for you in calm waters, you are going to be in a real mess when one of the big seven hits. So the important questions are: “What is your attitude of approach, and is it working?” “How would those who know you best describe your approach?” “Is it generating the results you want, or is it getting in your way and keeping you from creating what you most want and need?” “Where did it come from, and when was the last time you tried to change it?” Your attitude of approach affects everything you do and feel, and it is a filter through which you view the world; it is the sum and substance of the strategy with which you take on life. It also can powerfully influence how other people respond to you and define your place in this world. You get what you give. If you’ve never sat down and asked yourself what your philosophy of life is, what your strategy is, what your unique approach is—now is the time.

In the Eye of the Beholder

I believe that there is no reality, only perception. There is no good news or bad news; it is only your interpretation of the news that makes it “good” or “bad.” It is a function of your point of view, your perception, and your interpretation of how any event you experience impacts you.

My point is that you make a choice, sometimes very habitually, about how you interpret and react to the events of your life. Maybe your habitual pattern is analytical, maybe it’s emotional, maybe you personalize almost everything from a traffic jam to a rate increase on your electric bill. Your reactions and interpretations come from someplace, and they influence the running conversation you have with yourself about what’s going on and how you’re going to feel about it. The fact is, how you react today to people or events is probably shaped to a great degree by outdated information that you need to examine in order to make sure it is not obsolete and secretly sabotaging your best-laid plans. It is all a choice. Knowing where your choices come from, and being able to anticipate how you’ll react to a situation, can help you understand and acknowledge your “patterns.” And that’s what I want to talk about here—how those filters that have been put into place over the years have resulted in your interpreting certain words, gestures, actions, and events the way you do.




Knowing where your choices come from, and being able to anticipate how you’ll react to a situation, can help you understand and acknowledge your “patterns.”





So how did you develop your specific attitude of approach, and how do you become consciously aware of what it is? (And, if necessary, how do you change it?) Your attitude of approach is maybe one small part inherited tendencies and many parts the cumulative and ever-evolving result of events, experiences, and consequences in your life and how you’ve learned to react emotionally to and interpret them. A big component of your attitude of approach is emotional. Your emotions don’t just happen automatically or by magic. It helps to understand what my predecessors in rational thinking have termed “the anatomy of an emotion.”




The Four Basic Parts of the Anatomy of an Emotion


	
1. An event takes place, and you perceive it in a sensory way—using your sight, hearing, smelling, touching, and maybe even tasting abilities. The same event can be perceived 1,000 different ways by 1,000 different people, which is why police investigators will tell you that multiple eyewitnesses to the same event seldom give consistent or accurate reports. They are all looking through different filters (past experiences).


	2. You label it by using your filters to place meaning on the event—this could mean seeing an authority figure as threatening because of an abusive father, or, on the other hand, using pleasure points like that “warm and fuzzy” feeling we get when we enjoy a birthday cake or the smell of the ocean because you spent blissful childhood summers at the beach.

	3. You have an emotional reaction based on what you say to yourself about the event, your internal dialogue—which is the nonstop conversation you have in your head. Your internal dialogue can become so well rehearsed and so deeply entrenched as to become automatic and operate habitually without your conscious awareness.

	4. You respond behaviorally in a way that flows from the emotions you have chosen by your internal dialogue.







The anatomy of an emotion is complex. Let me show you how it comes together in the following real-life scenario: Ann’s father walked out on her family when Ann was just three. (The beginning of the “event.”) With no support from her husband, Ann’s mother could barely make ends meet, so for the next five years Ann bounced from one foster home to the next. Unfortunately, each one was worse than the last. She slept on a bare cot in a room filled with other foster children, had few personal belongings, and, at some homes, had to fight for basic things like a hot meal and clean clothes. If she complained or questioned anything, Ann was punished with physical or verbal abuse. She switched schools so frequently that she could never make any real friends, and her mother came in and out of her life in an unpredictable pattern.

Ann applied meaning to each of these events, forming “facts” about her experiences as she went along. (The second part of the anatomy: labeling and “filing” each event for future reference.) These facts would shape her future views and expectations of how people will treat her and how she must behave in order to escape the negative treatment. Ann’s lack of a stable routine and steady, nurturing caregiver in her life—on top of the harsh treatment she received early on—set her up for future intimacy and relationship issues. Although she had occasionally encountered the truly devoted loving and caring foster parents that typify most of the “saints” that sacrifice personally for children in need, her early experiences had already put many of her filters in place. She made emotional judgments about people because of the things that had happened to her, which caused her to maintain a safe distance from others as she tried to make her way through life.

Not surprisingly, Ann grew up feeling like the only person she could depend on was herself. (The third part of the anatomy: with her internal dialogue running daily on the same tracks, her childhood judgments continued on into her adult life.) She knew if she needed something, it was up to her to figure out how to get it. She also decided that she needed to stay in control of her world so she would never again be subject to the whims of other people. As a result, right out of school she took a sales job in the field, where she would not have to deal with the typical pressures of office supervisors and rules. (The final part of the anatomy of an emotion, where the internal dialogue fuels the emotions, which results in the behavior that completes the cycle.) Her performance became her currency (that which she valued)—she learned she could let her sales numbers do the talking, which, in certain ways, worked for her. She was a real go-getter, and it won her the respect and admiration she felt she deserved. But what it did not win for her was the love and trust that had been violated as a child, which she was actually craving all along underneath her self-reliant exterior. Her career kept her busy so she always had excuses to pull back when relationships started getting too serious, and she never learned how to partner with others or to give and receive love in committed relationships. Ann is finally living the successful life she always dreamed of, yet she still feels emotionally crippled because she is living through the same filters of her childhood. Because she never went back to reexamine and correct old information about the unreliability of people and the pain they would cause her, she has no one to share her deepest joys or heartaches in life.

As I said earlier, the anatomy of an emotion is not a simple process. Ann’s attitude of approach was created by many different factors, and if her reactions to her earlier perceptions had been different (meaning, if step two had taken a different turn), her experiences could have created a response from the other end of the spectrum. She could have interpreted her foster-care events to mean that if you’re the “good girl” and don’t complain or make waves, you won’t be hurt. If she had chosen this response, her attitude of approach would probably be one that was more passive rather than driven. Either way, she would have serious baggage to deal with. Ann’s filters are directly related to how she learned to process her childhood experiences, attaching meaning to the events that took place and establishing an internal dialogue that supported her views—no matter how false or incomplete—until they became her chosen reality. The good news is that no one has to live with the consequences of old information and dirty filters: you can choose to identify the source of your conflicts and to challenge the “facts” you may have accepted as truth for so long.

This is a good place to briefly discuss something I’ve written about before, called the Litmus Logic Test—a simple set of questions you can apply to any thought or belief to see if it might be poisoning the “well” of your internal dialogue. Maybe it’s a judgment or idea that has followed you from past situations or events or has just attached itself to you somewhere in your journey. Wherever it came from, you should be the only one deciding if it should go forward with you. Challenge your thoughts on a regular basis and make sure they can pass this four-point test:


	
Is the thought or belief a true fact?

Remember that a fact is different from an opinion that you may hold. For example, no matter how much you want to believe or tell yourself that downing a box of 12 glazed donuts every week won’t affect your health, the fact remains that it will. You need to line up with the truth of the matter if you’re serious about making any kind of lasting changes in life. In other words, you need to deal with the truth in order to be healthy.

	
Does the thought or belief serve your best interest?

Is your best interest served when you prioritize this matter? In other words, is putting it high on your list actually giving you true satisfaction? If you have trouble saying, “No,” as many people do, you may be telling yourself things that distort your perception of the world. You join committees that you don’t really want to be on or do things for friends that you don’t have the time—or desire—to do. Why do you do these things that aren’t working for you? Because somewhere in your internal dialogue you are loading yourself up with “shoulds” and “musts.” That kind of thinking poisons your internal dialogue. It may lead you to make choices that are based on a fear of rejection that are clearly not in your best interest.

	
Does the thought or belief protect and prolong your health?

Does making this matter a priority compromise your health in any way? For example, does worrying about it create chronic stress, which can cause a physical breakdown in your system and eventually lead to a major illness or even death? How does your internal conversation affect you physically? If you are obese, is your denial about your condition placing you at risk of heart disease, diabetes, or cancer? If you call yourself a “failure” or “worthless,” are you allowing yourself to live a stress-filled life because you don’t believe you deserve better?

	
Does the thought or belief get you what you want?

Is this behavior working for you? Does your internal dialogue help you achieve your goals, or has it negatively impacted your ability to pursue things that you want in life? For example, if your mother often said that you’d never be as good as your sister, you may grow up telling yourself that you’re unworthy. Even though you’re now an adult, you still hear your mother’s words in your head. You’re not good enough, you’re not worthy of love, and—as a result—you live in fear about losing your job or spouse. Though these fears are unfounded, you spend a lot of time and energy trying not to lose things, instead of working toward the things you really want in life.



It’s important to give yourself this Litmus Logic Test often so that you don’t slip into bad patterns or filters.


PRIORITIZING CONSISTENT WITH A HEALTHY ATTITUDE OF APPROACH

Your attitude of approach is directly linked not only to your daily life, but also to the highly significant peaks and valleys throughout, which include the seven most challenging days of your life. To develop a plan that will help you survive those days intact, you need to understand the importance of perspective, accountability, and taking action to create the experience you want in life. Once you have these in place, you’re on your way to establishing an attitude of approach that will work for you.

Living with Perspective

People always say, “I never met a man on his deathbed who said he wished he’d spent more time at the office.” Why? Because when you’re down to those final moments of your life, you realize what really matters. You have the ultimate perspective. Unfortunately, at that point it’s a little too late to do anything about it. You see executives who are so busy trying to make money that they burn through a great marriage and a set of kids before they realize that they were already rich. They had what really matters in life, but they squandered it because they didn’t have the right definition of currency. Their “income” was monetary instead of familial.

My father told me just before he died that one of life’s greatest lessons would be the wisdom to recognize critical moments and decisions when they happened instead of at the end of your life—when it’s too late to do anything about it. He told me if I wanted to really make a contribution to people’s lives, helping them see those critical, life-changing moments when they occurred rather than after the fact would be a great place to start.

Having perspective is critical to a productive attitude of approach. It puts a frame around your problems and creates a context. I see people who think they have problems because their kids didn’t get into the right preschool or a coworker was talking behind their back. Then their husband or wife is diagnosed with cancer, and now they really have problems. Now they don’t care quite so much whether or not their child got into the “cool” preschool or who is gossiping about them around the water cooler. Those things don’t matter anymore because their life has been forced into perspective for them. What I want to do with your attitude of approach is visit that on you before you get hit over the head and discover you aren’t ready.

To be ready, you have to decide what your life is really all about. You have to decide what your priorities truly are—what it is that is truly important to you. What does success look like to you? What do you really stand for and where do you spend your time, energy, and money? In chapter 10, there is an exercise that may help you delve into this further. These things have to be clear in your mind and heart so that you have your feet solidly on the ground and your compass sensitive to the direction you really want to go if one of these seven days hit. If you aren’t already clear about who you are and where you want to be, it may be awfully hard to keep your balance once the crisis hits.




To be ready, you have to decide what your life is really all about.





For example, among the things I value most in my life are my personal relationship with Jesus Christ; providing for, protecting and nurturing my family; my health; and being a responsible and contributing member of society. After that, I value my career and dealing with important life issues for people who also care about them. My point about perspective is that if a camera breaks in the middle of the show or a guest doesn’t show up, I put it into a bigger framework. Were my wife and kids healthy before that camera broke? Yes. Was my home warm and dry? Yes. Was I proud of the contribution I am making to society? Yes. So in the grand scheme of things, a broken camera may provide a moment of temporary frustration, but it is ultimately not that big a deal. But you have the ability to look at it that way only if you have an attitude of approach that includes a balanced perspective.

Words Are Very Powerful Because You Believe What You Say to Yourself

Words are very, very powerful, and the language you use plays a major role in your ability to put things into perspective and therefore your attitude of approach. This is important to note in regard to your conversations with other people and your internal dialogue. Words are emotionally laden; for every thought you have or word you say, you have a physiological reaction. Your words cause a visceral reaction in you, especially negative ones, which seem to scream louder than positive ones. And the more extreme the negative language, the louder it screams. So if you say that a movie is the worst one you’ve ever seen, you will feel more strongly about it than if you just said, “That movie was bad.” That also means that if you say, “This is the worst thing that has ever happened to me,” you will be more affected than if you said, “This is bad but not the end of the world.” What I’m getting at here is that you do not want to have a melodramatic, histrionic, and overreactive way of talking to yourself about life.

For example, I try to never use words like “horrible,” “disastrous,” or “catastrophic” to describe a flat tire or sitting in endless Los Angeles traffic when I’m in a hurry. Sure, those things are annoyances. They’re irritating and inconvenient. However, they’re not catastrophic. They’re not disastrous. They’re not horrific. But I often hear people use words like those to describe things that don’t even almost qualify for that level of crisis, and they do so because they don’t have the right attitude of approach. I have known couples whose weddings went awry—one groom drank too much, one bride tripped on her long veil, and a third couple’s bus full of wedding guests broke down in the pouring rain. They described these events as “devastating,” “a nightmare,” and “the worst moment of my life.” Admittedly, their weddings were not fairy-tale perfect and I am not trivializing the fact that they wanted this special day to go well. But “horrible” and “devastating” are words that I used to hear in the burn unit of a hospital during my training. They’re words that can describe Hurricane Katrina, 9/11, and a multitude of other tragedies. They aren’t appropriate descriptions of a melted wedding cake, tipsy groom, or rain-soaked guests. Those things pale in comparison to what is really important in life, and if these kinds of events are truly the “worst moments” of your life, you have hit the lottery! Again, if you are saying these things to yourself, you have a lack of clear, realistic perspective.

Do Not Give Your Power Away

One of the most burdensome attitudes of approach that you can have is letting your self-worth and your choice of what matters be determined by, be a function of, or be greatly influenced by what others say and think about you. Why? Because if you give your power away to an employer, mate, family member, friend, or anyone else you interact with, then you put yourself in a highly vulnerable position. How well you feel about yourself is going to be a function of how secure that person is. If they are insecure and can only feel good about themselves by putting you down, then you’re doomed to be judged and criticized independently of what you do. If you let that affect you, then you’re giving your power away to somebody whom you don’t and can’t control.

For example, imagine you are driving to work, enjoying the sunny morning with your coffee and a favorite song playing on the radio. Suddenly, a guy whips up next to you, gesturing and yelling angrily as he makes sure you know that you’re not moving fast enough for him. You had noticed someone riding your bumper but didn’t realize how upset he was until he was in your face, ranting and raving. Then, just like that, he’s gone. Although it all happened in less than a minute, you spend the rest of the morning thinking about the guy and being upset. Why did he do that? Why didn’t he just pass you without making such a big deal? He didn’t have to be so mean. What was so terrible about your driving anyway? It’s not as if you were creeping along—or were you? You waste hours dwelling on something that occurred in a moment with someone you don’t know and you will probably never see again. Even worse, you’ve let him affect how you feel about yourself. So just think: if you’re that blown away by something as small as a stranger’s reaction, imagine what will happen when a real crisis comes knocking on your door!

Now, if you’re secure and know who you are, that rude driver’s behavior will still be an annoyance. But it will also be irrelevant. You’ll be able to shrug it off and say to yourself, “He must be a really miserable human being.” After that, you won’t give it another thought. You’ll go on with your day because your self-worth, self-esteem, and what matters to you are self-determined.

And “self” is the key word here. Although we will be discussing your “authentic self” in the context of a fear-based life later on in chapter 5, I want to bring it up here, because how you view yourself makes all the difference in how you relate to your world. If you have never heard me use this term before, in brief, your authentic self is the you that can be found at your absolute core, in contrast to your “fictional” self (who the world has told you to be). It is the part of you that is not defined by your job, function, or role but is the composite of everything unique in you. Having a clear understanding of what really matters to you and who you are is like being inoculated against the negative messages of the world. You say, “I am going to decide what matters in my life. I am going to decide what is important. I am going to decide how I feel about me!” You realize that you don’t have to be liked or included to feel good about yourself.

I’m not saying this is easy. It’s not. It’s a tremendous thing to strive for, but it is one of the most freeing experiences you can have in your life. Think about it: if the only person you have to control to feel happy, secure, and accepted is you, then that sure simplifies your life. Yes, it’s okay to want people to like you and accept you, but there is a huge difference between wanting that acceptance and needing it. In your approach to life, you need to sort out the wants from the needs. You need to prioritize the things that are truly consistent with your values over the things that are just preferences. Please don’t sabotage yourself by thinking it is selfish to press your own agenda for you. You aren’t pressing it onto anyone else. If it does involve others, be sensitive and negotiate to be sure everyone’s needs are respected. There is a difference between being aggressive, which protects your interests but at another’s expense, versus being assertive, which protects your interests but not at another’s expense.

I work really hard not to give my power away, which is one reason why I don’t play the game of life with sweaty palms. Acceptance by everybody in the world is just not a high priority for me. I couldn’t do what I do and take on the topics I do if I didn’t have that in perspective, because I have a lot of critics. If I let the critics determine how I feel about myself, I would withdraw and spend the rest of my life apologizing. I don’t do that because I believe in what I do. If you let your self-esteem be determined by your critics (and we all have them), you will spend a lot of time sitting life out. You have to decide that everyone doesn’t have to like you, understand you, agree with you, or want you to succeed in order for you to be okay. And unless you can really take that attitude of approach, you are vulnerable. If other people think they can control you, they will. People debate me all the time on the show and my website’s message boards. They say things like “Dr. Phil, you’re an idiot. Where did you get your degree? Sears?” I don’t mind if people criticize me, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to substitute their judgment for my own. I know my values. I know what I believe and what I stand for. That’s what matters.




You need to prioritize the things that are truly consistent with your values over the things that are just preferences.





You have to decide, “I accept myself—flaws, fallacies, and all. I don’t have a gap that must be filled by your approval. I believe in who I am and what I do. If I don’t, I need to change it, but I sure don’t need your approval to be okay with me.” Just imagine that freedom. I promise that getting to this place will be very, very valuable when you are in the middle of one of the seven most challenging days of your life.

Accountability Counts

Another critical element of your attitude of approach is being accountable. You cannot dodge responsibility for how and why your life is the way it is. If you don’t like your job, you are accountable. If you are overweight, you are accountable. If you are not happy, you are accountable. You have to take ownership over any situation if you’re ever going to be able to change it.

In life and in the middle of a crisis, the best way to take control of a situation or challenge is to stop blaming others and stop playing the victim. Until you acknowledge that you are not a passenger in your own life and take responsibility for what’s going on, you’re going to be looking for excuses instead of solutions. You will not move forward but will remain stuck. When you play the victim, you waste precious time thinking, Why did this happen to me? What did I do to deserve this? You can’t fixate on why it is happening to the exclusion of dealing with the fact that it is happening. As you know, I have learned the hard way that if I’m piloting a plane that is going down, it’s not going to do much good to sit there just wondering why the plane is going down. Unless it directly impacts how to deal with the fact that it is going down. The seconds will tick away and I will get closer and closer to the ground whether I dwell on life being unjust or whether I get busy and fly that plane. Which one I choose determines how that plane hits the ground and my chances of survival. The same goes for you when you hit a bump in the road of life. You have to take action and think about what you’re going to do now. When you have this attitude of approach, you stop waiting for someone to fly the plane for you.




Until you acknowledge that you are not a passenger in your own life and take responsibility for what’s going on, you’re going to be looking for excuses instead of solutions.





If you want change, and you want to endure the marathon of life—whether it’s a divorce, the loss of a loved one, a financial crisis, or any of the other seven days—you have to realize that you create your own experience. You have to look to yourself for the explanation of why your life is where it is. When you are accountable, you understand that the solutions to life’s challenges lie within you. Even if you feel angry, hurt, or upset, you own those feelings. You are responsible for their presence in your life. You need to see that no one but you is going to help you get out of any situation and say, “I do have the power and therefore the responsibility, so I need to grab the laboring oar and get busy creating what I want.”

One of the biggest obstacles that people face when it comes to accountability is denial. There are very few people who don’t lie to themselves; we lie by either omission or distortion, both of which are a huge problem because we can’t change what we don’t acknowledge. If you panic or pretend that a situation isn’t happening, you won’t take responsibility and you won’t take action. But if you stop denying it, and feel the pain, then you’ll do something. If you were victimized as a child, your accountability for that is zero, but how you react to it and respond to it once you are an adult is your responsibility.

The following are important questions that can help you determine how accountable you are in your life and what your attitude of approach is. Think about your answers in terms of a situation that may have already happened. Be honest. Your answers are for your eyes only.


	How often do you find yourself thinking that a situation is unfair? ___________________________________________

	When and if someone else gets credit for your efforts, what do you do? Do you sulk, try to undermine that person, or find some level of satisfaction for what must have been some very good ideas? ___________________________________

	What have you done with unfair experiences or events from your childhood? Have you brought that resentment to relationships in your adult life, or have you been able to create value from those experiences? ___________________________________________________________________

	If you are in a bad situation, such as being married to someone who is abusive or working a job with a boss who is unfair to you, what do you do? Do you sit back and wait to be rescued by Prince Charming? Do you hope and pray that the other person is going to change? Or do you figure out a plan to improve the relationship or leave? ________________________________________________________________

	Imagine that you have invested a major part of your life in a career that you no longer enjoy, but doing anything else would cost you a lot of time and/or money. Do you stay in that profession until you retire and look for a hobby that you like, or do you study and prepare for another field? _________________________________________________________



TAKE ACTION

One of my core beliefs is that you create your own experience in life. I say it often because I truly believe it. If you’re in a car going down the highway at 90 mph and you sit there with your hands in your lap refusing to take the wheel, things are going to go badly for you. I don’t care how well intentioned you are, I don’t care how pure your heart is, you’re going to come to a sad end. It’s the same way on the highway of life. If you won’t take the wheel and you won’t be proactive, you’re going to wind up with a bad result. You have to decide what matters and behave consistently with that. Do something with it. I am not saying that this is easy, but if you do nothing, you get nothing. Life rewards action.

When developing your attitude of approach, you have got to be proactive. My father used to say, “You should spend 5 percent of the time deciding if you got a good deal or a bad deal and 95 percent of the time deciding what you’re going to do about it.” It’s true. When you come up against friction, you shouldn’t spend a lot of time asking “why” questions, you should be asking “what” questions. What can you do to make what you want happen? What actions can you take? What triggers can you pull? If you want different, you have to do different. If you’re unhappy in your career or marriage, you are probably in some emotional pain. The only way to stop that pain is to get busy. You have to be willing to get out of your comfort zone and reach for something other than what you have. There’s that old expression that “time heals all wounds.” Not true! That is a big oversimplification because time itself really heals nothing. It’s what happens in that time that heals. If you want to reduce your stress level, if you want to have a winning record in dealing with the crises of life and those seven days, you’re going to have to be proactive.

I believe that I’m this way partly because I grew up very poor. I had a small paper route where I got paid about ten bucks a week. It sounds like a small sum of money, but the difference between that few dollars and no money at all was huge, because sometimes it was the difference between whether I ate that day or went to bed hungry. There were times when there would be a freezing storm, with sleet and winds blowing thirty-five miles per hour. My mother would say, “You’re not going out to do your collections tonight, are you?” You bet I was! Everyone was home on a stormy night. I’d get them at the front door and they would pay me. And I would get to eat that day. I had to be results-oriented; you can have all the good intentions in the world when you’re dirt poor, but you can’t go to the grocery store and say, “I’d like some food, but I don’t have any money. I meant to collect my pay tonight but I didn’t.” Nope, I had to perform. I had to be pragmatic.

When we get to the seven days later in this book, I will tell you the helpful action-oriented steps you need to take. However, just reading them or thinking about them isn’t going to help you. It’s a start, but it won’t get you out of a crisis. What will help is actually doing those things now. Intentions won’t take you very far when you find out you have a life-threatening disease or you’re drowning in debt. Intending to get a second opinion on a cancer diagnosis is not the same as actually making an appointment and going to see the second doctor. Intending to create a budget is not going to help you pay your bills when you’re neck-deep in debt. The collection agencies don’t care that you “really meant to send them a check.” They don’t care that you were thinking about it. They care that you do it. No matter what the problem, crisis, or challenge, it’s not going to resolve itself or get better based on what you intended to do. It will get better or resolve itself only based on what you do.

Living with this attitude of approach also means that you don’t waste time worrying about things you can’t control. The Serenity Prayer that’s used in Alcoholics Anonymous pretty much sums it up: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference.” In my opinion, too many people spend too much time focusing on things that they can’t control. As a result, they don’t enjoy life on days when friction is low and they decrease their chances of survival when they’re face-to-face with a crisis.

YOUR ATTITUDE CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE

I can’t predict anything in your life, but I can tell you one thing for sure: with the right attitude of approach, you will change your life. You will change the outcome of those seven most challenging days and in turn change the other days in between. You will be more prepared for what’s to come and feel safer and more secure day to day. As a result, your relationships with everyone and everything around you will change. If you do different, you will get different. Your actions will be rewarded. You will gain momentum. You will begin to find new solutions to the problems and challenges you face, and instead of being swallowed up and spit out by life, you will confront it and get through it. It will shape you rather than demolish you. You’ll live differently day to day. You’ll have a sense of peace, calm, and confidence that’s just amazing. And I’ll bet you’ll react differently when any of those seven days arrives.
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