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Introduction

You may have heard the term “self-love” before, perhaps in the context of body image or pampering activities, but what does it truly mean to have self-love? At its core, self-love is an unconditional acceptance of and value for yourself—body, mind, and soul. Confidence in your decisions, appreciation for your strengths and weaknesses, and care for your physical and mental needs are all part of loving yourself.

Self-love is not something that shows up one day as an unchanging, constant companion through life, however. It is not something you are born with or without. Self-love is a journey, full of twists and turns, each day an opportunity to move one step forward through loving intention and practice. Of course, it can be difficult to know where to start: As a transgender person and published teacher in the healing practices of mindfulness and meditation, I understand there is so much that goes into loving yourself, from past experiences to the influences and relationships that surround us. So, how do you begin to weed through your own history and personal challenges to cultivate self-love? This book is here to help.

Self-Love offers over one hundred lessons, reflections, quotes, and activities to help you manifest and nurture true love for yourself. Gathered from numerous well-established disciplines, including the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, as well as my own background that includes decades of professional experience regarding self-worth, the insights you will discover here are not single-purpose solutions intended to ease just one moment of self-doubt. You will go directly to the root of the problem, looking at the ways you think about and speak to yourself. By targeting the underlying obstacles that weigh on your self-esteem, you will heal past wounds and rewire the harmful behaviors that have kept you from self-love.

But, before you dive into the lessons and practices in this book, take some time to look through the opening part on the principles of self-love. Here you will explore what it means to have self-love and why it is a crucial part of a fulfilling life. Think of this as your own first step toward loving yourself. With it, you will be able to make the most of each insight and activity that follows. Your journey to a more confident, happier you begins now!







Part 1 UNDERSTANDING SELF-LOVE







Every day, you participate in the human condition, which carries with it a great deal of uncertainty about who you are and your place in the world. From an unexpected obstacle at work to difficulties within a friendship, opportunities for self-doubt and a diminished sense of your worth exist around every corner, but opportunities for self-love also exist at each of these turns. You can choose to fall to criticism and strife, or you can journey toward greater confidence and appreciation for the unique person you are. You can love yourself at your best and also love yourself when you are feeling less than wonderful. Self-love operates in all these changing circumstances; it is the anchor that allows you to weather life’s ups and downs and thrive in the best and worst conditions.

In this part, you will dive deeper into what it means to have self-love and why practicing self-love is so important. From resilience in the face of life’s challenges to stronger relationships with those around you, self-love is a key to unlocking your potential and expanding your world. Of course, for many, self-love can feel difficult, which is why this part explores methods for cultivating and maintaining love for yourself no matter where life takes you.


What Is Self-Love?

When you think about self-love, certain themes may come to mind, like accepting your body as it is or speaking to yourself kindly when life gets challenging. Maybe you think of self-care—loving activities to do for yourself to help clear out negative thoughts or feelings and recharge. Each of these is a part of self-love. Body acceptance, self-compassion, and intentional care for your physical and emotional health are all smaller pieces that make up how you see and feel about yourself. When you love yourself, you place your happiness in the highest regard. You value your thoughts and feelings and have confidence in your abilities. You accept and appreciate who you are, inside and out.

Why Should I Practice Self-Love?

You can find shelves and shelves of advice about solving this or that problem (making money, losing weight, finding a partner), but these pursuits fall short when you don’t have love for who you are as a person. Money, weight loss, and romance can help you feel good in the moment, but life is always in motion, and each of these factors can change from one instant to the next. The only thing you can be sure you will always have is yourself, so why not love who you are?

For many, a big part of the focus on making more money, losing a few pounds, or finding a partner is validation from others. Maybe you want to be recognized in your career and move up the ranks, or you want to make more money so you can purchase things that look nice and will be complimented by other people. It feels good to receive praise, and there’s nothing wrong with that! We are social beings, after all; it’s natural to want other people to think well of us. The problem comes when you are unable to rely on internal validation in the moments when those external compliments and rewards aren’t present. There may be days when a work project flops, a favorite pair of pants is a little snug, or you don’t have any spending money. In these moments, you will need a strong and dependable source of positivity and confidence in your life that will always be with you, no matter what is happening in your life. Self-love can be that powerful source. Feeling unconvinced? Just as there is no one quality that defines self-love, there is also no one benefit to loving yourself. A sense of self-love extends into every part of your life, from your ability to bounce back from unexpected challenges to your connections with those around you. We will explore the benefits of self-love more in the following sections.


Resilience

In 2011, University of Arizona psychologist David A. Sbarra studied a group of over one hundred people going through a divorce. Participants were scored using a standardized measure of several factors, including self-kindness (an important part of self-love that means treating yourself with understanding and forgiveness). The study found that those who scored higher in self-kindness tended to exhibit less emotional disturbance and adjusted better to the divorce. This is not to say they didn’t feel any pain from the experience, but they were better at not blaming themselves for things going wrong and did not get stuck in negative emotions as frequently as participants who scored lower in self-kindness. Sbarra also concluded that self-kindness is teachable and that teaching self-kindness could become an effective treatment for people going through a divorce.

Self-love also builds resilience in the day-to-day struggles we each face. In a collection of five different studies, Duke University psychologist Mark R. Leary found that people who scored highly in self-compassion tended to react less negatively to small stressors in everyday life, and that this same self-compassion had a “buffering” effect when imagining potential stressful social situations. These participants were able to accept their own contributions to negative events (procrastinating on a deadline, spending too much on dinner) without underestimating their ability to overcome these problems. Self-love provided a point of balance between the extremes of arrogance and self-deprecation.

Personal Growth

Self-love can help you navigate challenges, but can treating yourself kindly after a mistake lead to increased motivation to improve on the area or areas where this mistake may have originated? Juliana Breines (most recently of the University of Rhode Island) and Serena Chen of the University of California, Berkeley, wanted to answer this question. In a series of experiments designed to test how people feel about personal failings, as well as lackluster academic performance, Breines and Chen found that people who had self-love recognized their failings but were also motivated to improve upon their past performance. As Breines and Chen wrote, “[s]elf-compassion…provides a safe and nonjudgmental context to confront negative aspects of the self and strive to better them.”

Emotional Release

Research also shows that self-love can help you let go of harmful feelings such as anger and hurt. A study conducted at Moa Oasis in Israel asked participants suffering from clinical levels of anger to record loving messages to themselves in their own voices. They then played these messages back to themselves for two minutes every day over a period of twelve weeks. By the end of the twelve-week period, researchers observed a significant decrease in negative feelings, suggesting that self-love can be effective in reducing afflictive emotions.

Stronger Relationships

Self-love plays an important role in all your relationships, not just the one you have with yourself. Lacking self-love can mean lower expectations of your relationships and those close to you. You may overlook harmful behaviors in a romantic partner or friend, for example, or even consider that you might not deserve any better. You may also find it difficult to stick up for yourself in a relationship as self-doubt overshadows any confidence in your own opinions. When you have self-love, you seek healthy relationships that lift you up and you walk away from those that pull you down. You are also comfortable with being alone instead of looking to others for your own happiness or sense of security.


Why Does It Feel Difficult to Love Myself?

You may be thinking that self-love doesn’t come easily for you. Maybe self-criticisms sneak in whenever things feel challenging or doubting yourself seems like a natural part of the decisions you make throughout each day. These unkind thoughts have likely become automatic over time, and, like any established habit, their roots require intentional, regular effort to dig up so you can sow self-love in their place.

Of course, the challenges in self-love don’t just come from within. In today’s world of ever-advancing technology, you have more information accessible to you than ever before. In many ways it’s a blessing, helping you answer questions at the push of a button and keeping you in touch with friends and family, but it can also be a negative influence on your sense of self-worth. From advertisements promising younger skin and rapid weight loss to the carefully curated highlight reels on Instagram, it’s easy to fall into the comparison trap, measuring yourself against the perfectly edited photos of others and their exciting (or at least seemingly exciting) lives. The truth is that self-love is a journey: You don’t simply flip a switch and suddenly love and accept everything about yourself. Just as self-doubt and negative self-talk were cultivated over time and experience, it will take practice to rewire these habits into self-confidence and compassion toward yourself.

As you begin practicing self-love in the lessons throughout this book, it may feel strange at first—to speak positively about yourself, to look in the mirror and express love for what you see—but as you continue your journey with intention, self-love will eventually come more naturally. If ever you feel yourself losing motivation, remember that there are tried-and-true methods for self-love, methods around which the lessons in this book are built. The following sections will provide an overview of these methods. You are now on your way to a more confident, self-compassionate you!

How Do I Practice Self-Love?

The journey toward self-love involves effort on several different fronts: your mental state, your body, your connections with others, and your professional life. We will explore each of these elements of self-love, as well as general practices for nurturing them. The activities found in the lessons of Part 2 draw on these practices.

Self-Love and Your Mind

One of the most important parts of your journey revolves around your mental state. This is where self-doubt and unkind thoughts toward yourself are born. Practices in self-love replace this negative, judgmental thinking with positive, encouraging thoughts about yourself. Meditation is a great tool for clearing the mind of negativity and manifesting the mental state you desire. I recommend a regular meditation practice of at least twenty minutes a day. Simply acknowledging hurtful self-talk is also an easy place to start as these thoughts are often so immediate and automatic that you may not even realize how frequent and unkind they are until you begin to intentionally notice each one. Consider seeing a therapist for mental health issues as well. It’s important to reach out to others when you need a little help.

Self-Love and Your Body

Self-love also means taking care of your physical body and what is known as your “embodied mind.” This refers to the idea that the mind and the body are not opposed to one another but are part of one reality, feeding into one another. Good mental habits lead to good physical habits and vice versa. Caring for your embodied mind is an important way of showing love and respect for yourself. Over time, these acts of self-love will become more natural.

You can start nurturing self-love through physical care with easy, commonsense steps like getting physical exercise every day, cutting back on junk food, eating fresh fruits and vegetables, going to the doctor when you’re sick or injured, and keeping up with wellness visits.

To manifest self-love through the embodied mind, you will need to pay attention to your physical surroundings and be careful about your exposure to harmful influences. Advertising can be a powerful trigger for low self-esteem, so try spending less time browsing media that fosters unrealistic expectations, such as impossible beauty standards or displays of wealth. You might think about installing an ad blocker on your web browser as well and reading books instead of magazines.

Low self-esteem can also point to some form of deprivation in your life. You may take care of others to the detriment of your own health, for example. Treat yourself in a sustainable way by making a spending plan that includes special items for yourself. These could be anything from yoga classes to a regular manicure to a new outfit that amps up your confidence.

Self-Love and Your Working Life

A more overlooked aspect of self-love is your relationship with your work. A job that’s mindless can cultivate feelings of low self-worth as you aren’t working toward something you feel proud of. However, a job that is overly taxing can make you feel underappreciated. Eventually, believing that others don’t value you can lead to questions of whether your skills and time are actually worth appreciating.

Now is a good time to evaluate your attitude toward work. Think about what drew you to your career in the first place. Concentrate on the aspects of the job you love the most and channel your energies in that direction. If you’ve been in the same position for awhile, it may be time to consider professional development. Attend a training that will break open a new area of interest for you, either within the job you have or within a job you might want to pursue. To avoid feeling undervalued, ensure you are working reasonable hours and that the tasks you take on fall under your job description. If you can’t, it may be time to talk to your employer about a raise or promotion.

Work-Life Balance

Nurturing self-love in your professional life also means ensuring balance between work and your personal life. It’s hard to be happy if you are overworked and overtired, neglecting the personal hobbies and relationships that fill your emotional reserves. On the other hand, too much focus on your personal life makes it difficult to work effectively within a professional role and can be a detriment to the career aspirations that would have helped you feel fulfilled and empowered. Finding a balance that allows you to thrive in both aspects of your life cultivates a happiness that influences your view of the world and how you feel about yourself. At home, drawing a concrete line between work and personal hours can be one of the easiest ways to keep this balance and reconnect with your partner or family members. Try playing board games or doing puzzles together and sitting down collectively for dinner at least a few nights a week.

What Now?

You are taking the first steps toward a happier, more fulfilling life, inside and out, and that’s something to be proud of! As you work through the lessons and activities in this book, keep two things in mind. First, this is a day-by-day journey. Each day brings new opportunities and challenges, and taking small steps regularly will help you navigate your journey to self-love without becoming overwhelmed. Second, this is also a long-term journey. There will likely be ups and downs as you practice loving yourself and explore the thoughts and feelings that have weighed on your self-esteem over the years, but you will also be building a foundation of self-love that can carry you through these ebbs and flows.

The Self-Love Pledge

To provide additional help on your journey, the following is a special pledge you can say each day to remind yourself of your dedication to discovering all the wonderful things that make you worth loving. Use it as a template and alter as needed to fit your personal goals in self-love:


Each day I commit myself to loving and respecting who I am. I care for myself—mentally, spiritually, and physically—so I can be present in my life and with everyone in it. I dedicate myself to finding and exploring my own nature and expressing myself in the world. I recognize that my personal good intersects with the good all around me. In thinking, acting, and feeling, I align all my priorities with my personal growth.



Consider writing this pledge on a separate piece of paper and storing it in this book or posting it in your home in a place where you’ll see it regularly, such as the bathroom mirror. Begin and end each day by reciting it.

Getting Started

Now that you’ve explored the ins and outs of self-love and what makes it so important to a happy, fulfilling life, it’s time to dive into the lessons, reflections, quotes, and activities that will help you cultivate and maintain self-love through whatever life throws your way. Devote yourself to reading the following pages with an open mind and an open heart: You deserve the effort! It’s time to love yourself for the unique person you are, both inside and out.





Part 2 PRACTICING SELF-LOVE







You have reflected on what it really means to love yourself and how it applies to the different parts of your life. You have seen how your inner feelings about yourself affect your health and success, and how you respond to the unexpected. Of course, understanding what it means to have self-love and why it is important is just the beginning of your journey. It will take practice to break down your own barriers in loving yourself and truly accept and appreciate who you are.

This part includes over one hundred lessons, reflections, activities, and inspirational quotes to help you banish self-doubt and recognize all the wonderful, unique things that make you worth loving. Since some activities involve reflective writing, it might be a good idea to keep a designated notebook for these exercises, as well as to jot down any additional insights you have. Have fun with these exercises and personalize them however you like. Underline things that stand out to you most, bookmark activities and lessons you want to return to later or share with someone else, and remember that, as in any journey, the experiences and growth you manifest in self-love come down to the effort you put in. You are worth each and every step forward!





If you celebrate your differentness, the world will too. It believes exactly what you tell it—through the words you use to describe yourself, the actions you take to care for yourself, and the choices you make to express yourself. Tell the world you are a one-of-a-kind creation who came here to experience wonder and spread joy. Expect to be accommodated.

—Victoria Moran, author of Lit from Within: Tending Your Soul for Lifelong Beauty










Loving yourself isn’t vanity. It’s sanity.

—André Gide, Nobel Prize–winning author








Choose the Best Role for You


In reality, not a single one of us is so magically normative as to claim the right to separate out the freaks from everyone else. We are all freaks to someone. Maybe even—if we’re honest—to ourselves.…For that matter, if we’re all someone’s “freak,” does this mean that we are all each other’s “normal” too—and worthy of embrace?

—Gwendolyn Ann Smith, author of “We’re All Someone’s Freak,” part of Gender Outlaws: The Next Generation



Sometimes you can put yourself through so much grief trying to be what you think other people want you to be. You try to fit into the roles mapped out for you by society: the strong man, the loving wife, the good child. In some instances, there are responsibilities within these expectations that do benefit your life and the lives of those you care about. For example, acting the part of a professional in the workplace can help you land a promotion, and continue being successful in your career. However, a larger part of these pressures from the outside world simply makes you forget to ask what it is you want. Through ignoring your own desires, you are expressing that what you want isn’t worth considering. It is a sneaky form of self-doubt that weighs on your appreciation for who you are and what you have to offer. You may not be able to silence the voices of those social expectations, but you can choose the role that feels best to you. Remember: Despite what others might lead you to believe, you are the lead in your own life. Each day there are new opportunities for choices that nurture the role in which you feel truly happy. Unsure of what that role is just yet? The choices you make to follow what feels right in the moment can help you figure it out.


TAKING ACTION

Think about the ways you censor yourself to please others. Maybe you hold back from speaking in conversations or wear clothes that don’t really please you. See if you can change the way you play your part so you find more satisfaction in your life. Do one small thing today to get out of line with your typical behavior. It doesn’t have to be anything huge: Wear a top you might otherwise leave in the back of the closet or simply say hello to someone new.








Embrace the Uncomfortable


You are beautiful because of your unrelenting insistence on being utterly, uncompromisingly, completely you.

—Jeanette LeBlanc, writer



In order to get to the place of your dreams, a place where you accept and love yourself, you first have to set aside the comfortable ways that you have known. Moving into a place of self-love requires a certain amount of discomfort. You are trying something new—truly loving and accepting yourself—and with that comes uncertainty. After all, nothing is static. The world and every life in it changes with each passing day. Movement toward the unknown can be difficult because you have to relinquish control over what may happen, and you may even be confronted by hidden aspects of yourself that you have previously been afraid to bring into the light. This hidden self might be the poet who wants to find readers, the queer person who wants to come out of the closet, or the musician who wants to play for an audience. Each one of us contains many different worlds and perspectives. The process of cultivating self-love involves viewing reality through a different lens and embracing all aspects of who you are. This process can be difficult, but it carries rewards that would be unknown without the struggle of growing. Growing as a person does not have to mean perfectionism or competition. It can just mean taking a dormant part of yourself and giving it expression. Your self-expression does not have to be Instagram-perfect, either. It can be something small that only you can see.


TAKING ACTION

Is there some hidden aspect of yourself that makes you a little uncomfortable? Take a small step today to let it out in the open. Go and visit an art gallery, pick up a book of poetry, or do anything that speaks to your inner weirdness. Give yourself a little bit of time and space today that nurtures your inner self.








Create Balance


Optimal self-esteem is grounded in reality in that the individual has adopted a balanced perspective on his/her strengths and weaknesses, including the search for learning opportunities that will further self-understanding and avoid future failures.

—Susan Harter, author of The Construction of the Self: Developmental and Sociocultural Foundations, second edition



Self-love has an internal paradox: If you become overly involved with yourself, you fall into the bad kind of narcissism that disconnects you from the world and strains your relationships as you are unable to think of anyone else’s needs or desires. But if you become too self-effacing, you lose your sense of self entirely, which can lead to resentful or begrudging service of others at the expense of your well-being. Your focus is so fixed on other people that you may not even notice your own accomplishments and skills, your own wonderful qualities. The point of balance can feel elusive, but it lies in a flexible kind of negotiation with the world around you, in a practice of give and take that meets your needs and the needs of those you care about.


TAKING ACTION

See if you can spot these extremes in your own life: times when you had an inflated sense of self and times when you thought little of yourself. An example of an inflated sense of self might be taking pride in something that is the bare minimum, like showing up for work. An example of thinking too little of yourself might be saying, “I always mess things up,” or “I’ll never be able to get a date.” What might a balance between extremes look like for you at this point in your journey?








Rethink Your Idols


The cult of celebrity, in essence, is a distraction from our own progression as human beings.…Of course, an indulgent look every now and then is part of humanity, but perhaps if we were to stop looking for hope in false gods and focus more on our own talents and unique identities we’d waste far less time trying to be like someone else.

—Greg French, fashion writer



As a member of the species that sociologist Mircea Eliade coined homo religiosus, you are a meaning-making creature. You seek out associations between objects and events and are drawn by human instinct to desire deeper significance within them. And there is nothing wrong with that…until the symbols you choose for yourself become too limiting or even destructive. Too often, celebrities are placed on a pedestal where any shortcomings, no matter how great, are ignored or excused outright. When a person is held up as a god, no one wants to see their faults. You may sometimes idolize deeply flawed and even abusive people, or choose a role model who may be too far out of reach, like an airbrushed supermodel. This focus on the unobtainable, revering something that may not even exist, only leads to disparaging yourself as you are. Meanwhile, the real thing—a genuinely kind, intelligent, or courageous person—may already be in your life. By recognizing good qualities like generosity, patience, and creativity in those around you, you choose role models who motivate you each day to be your own best self and to love the good qualities within yourself.


TAKING ACTION

Look back over your life so far. Did a chosen ideal or model of life ever become too limiting? Has a role model ever let you down or tried to take advantage of you? Who are your idols now? Who or what do you worship and how do these idols affect your sense of self-love?








Live More, Conquer Less


Living as love changed me in every way. In the past, I tried to make things happen and force results, but that has morphed into accepting life on its terms, which has given me a peace beyond understanding. I started to see joy and sorrow as two sides of the same coin. No longer bound by the pain of resistance, I welcomed changes as they came to me, seeing everything as part of a cosmic whole.

—Marj Britt, Unity minister



Too often we look at life as trying to get somewhere, to be more “successful.” This questing or conquering view of life has its place—you can find a lot of motivation in a worthy goal—but the motivational worldview can also rob ordinary moments of their beauty and liveliness, and it keeps us from loving what is. You don’t have to be conquering all the time to have a happy, fulfilling life. You can live and love right where you are. This moment matters, just as it is. You matter. You can afford to stop and reflect. You can take stock of the day: what you’ve done and left undone. You can take time to give thanks, to rest, to just be. You are not a whole person worthy of loving yourself just when you are accomplishing things. You are actually most human in your moments of weakness, when you don’t have it all together. You can love yourself right now, just as you are. You deserve it.


TAKING ACTION

Take a moment now to just be. Let go of the tendency to hurry and accomplish. Let go of the aggression that would have you conquer the day. Simply rest for a few minutes to enjoy what is and who you are right now. The world will be there for you when you’re ready.
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