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Foreword: Resilience In a Time of Crisis


“What can we do to help?”

In a time of crisis - such as the 2020 covid-19 pandemic - we all have a natural impulse to help our neighbors. John Hunt, founder of John Hunt Publishing, asked this question of our company, and then offered a suggestion. He proposed producing a series of short books written by experts offering practical, emotional, and spiritual skills to help people survive in the midst of a crisis.

To reach people when they need it most, John wanted to accomplish this in forty days. Bear in mind, the normal process of bringing a book from concept to market takes at least eighteen months. As publisher of the JHP imprint Changemakers Books, I volunteered to execute this audacious plan. My imprint publishes books about personal and social transformation, and I already knew many authors with exactly the kinds of expertise we needed. That’s how the Resilience series was born.

I was overwhelmed by my authors’ responses. Ten of them immediately said yes and agreed to the impossible deadline. The book you hold in your hands is the result of this intensive, collaborative effort. On behalf of John, myself, the authors and production team, our intention for you is that you take to heart the skills and techniques offered to you in these pages. Master them. Make yourself stronger. Share your newfound resilience with those around you. Together, we can not only survive, but learn how to thrive in tough times. By so doing, we can find our way to a better future.

Tim Ward

Publisher, Changemakers Books

May 1, 2020





In a dark time, the eye begins to see.
—Theodore Roethke

People wish to be settled. Only as far as they are unsettled, is there any hope for them.
—Emerson






Introduction


I was invited to write this short book by my publisher in light of the challenging crisis of 2020, the global novel coronavirus pandemic. The book that follows is not about that event, but rather about our psychological responses to a crisis of any order of magnitude, from getting fired from a job, ending a relationship, or something more large-scale. The premise of this book is that during a time of crisis—and especially one that involves some variation of physical distancing—the ability to ‘go within’ becomes crucial for well-being.

There are of course many practical ways to ‘go within’ in the context of work on self. Some involve different forms of meditation, some involve art therapy or journaling. Some also involve simple contemplation. There are also forms of ‘going within’ that are less that, than they are idle day-dreaming, or excessive rumination. It is common, for example, when feeling stressed, to dwell on old memories, not all of which may be pleasant. The present book is concerned with productive and illuminating ways of going within.

Since approximately the mid-1990s the Internet has been widely used, and today, a quarter of a century later, online life is so intertwined with our daily existence that for younger folk it is almost hard to imagine (or remember, for older folk) when such a thing did not exist. This may seem to indicate that our collective society, and people in general, have grown more introverted. I would argue however that this is more an artificial introversion, where people are more commonly staring at screens than they are truly looking into their minds.

In this short book I will outline some teachings and guidelines for going within, based on my many decades of making this inner journey. The main point I want to stress here off the top is that ‘going within’ during a time of crisis—which includes a global crisis—is not about avoiding responsibilities or relationships. It is not about an insular, self-congratulatory practice that ignores the plight of others. On the contrary, it is about using one’s time to look more closely in the psychological mirror and develop the correct attitude in the face of hardship, even while we do whatever is necessary to deal with worldly necessities and keep our relationships clear and balanced.

As I write these words in the spring of 2020, the exponentially growing statistics concerning the novel coronavirus, on a global level, have been disturbing and stressful to many. Listing the numbers at present seems pointless as they are increasing daily in many countries (even as they level off, and begin to decline, in others). The medical realities have been made clear by the experts, but these have also been accompanied by economic realities, and difficult financial stresses incurred by many. For all of us, 2020 is an unprecedented year. The last great pandemic of a similar nature, with a significant loss of life, was just over a century ago. Few, if any, are alive who have personal memories of that event.

Why Go Within?

One argument in support of the importance of going within during a time of crisis is to turn away from thinking that is fueled by anxiety. This kind of thinking plays havoc with our minds, because it is usually seeking some sort of explanation for the anxiety we feel. We may think we find this in dwelling on outer circumstances, such as individuals or organizations or governments to blame, or conditions to fret about. And in larger-scale crises, such as the global pandemic of 2020, some might even take refuge in conspiracy theories, which appear to offer up select bogie men to pin the cause of everything on. That might seem to be a short-term fix for our anxiety, but it is usually based on a lack of critical thinking and the desire to turn the unknown into the known—better the devil you know, than the devil you don’t. It is in the very nature of a crisis, of any order of magnitude, to bring about changes, and such changes inevitably are accompanied by uncertainty and the unknown. Conspiracy theories may appear to offer up shelter from facing our anxieties and the unknown before us, but in addition to usually being factually wrong, they also generally do not contribute toward well-being and a balanced state of mind.

Going within, in the sense that I mean it in this book, is an attempt to take stock of our mind, and utilize some time-honored methods to work with our mind during such times.

Hard Times and Resilience

As just mentioned, this book is not about a global pandemic. That said, a brief overview of some previous similar global events of disastrous magnitude can be useful to summarize, if only to provide broader context. We humans are deeply resilient creatures by nature. You could say that resilience is baked into our DNA. We have been around—in our current form as homo sapiens —for at least 300,000 years, and probably as far back as 500,000 years.1 Our anatomical ancestors (such as homo habilis) go back even further in the fossil record, as far back as two million years, with even older ancestral species beyond that. So clearly, the force of Nature is strong in modern humans, drawing on thousands of centuries of natural selection to result in a tough and resilient species. We have that going in our favor. But when caught up in the throes of our particular crisis, it’s easy to forget that bigger picture.

A rough breakdown of pandemics in the past hundred years or so looks like this:


	
1.1918 Spanish flu pandemic (so-called only because it was first reported by the Spaniards, not because it began there): This was an H1N1 flu. It infected about 500 million, or about one-third of the global population at that time. The mortality estimate of the 1918 pandemic varies greatly, running anywhere between 20 and 100 million killed. Fatality rate was around 2%, which gives it the maximum ‘five’ rating on the Pandemic Severity Index.2 It burned out after about 18 months, possibly due to increasing lack of hosts (deaths, plus herd immunity, which occurs when enough people recover and develop antibodies to the virus). At the time of the 1918 pandemic, there were no vaccines and antibiotics to treat secondary bacterial infections. We did not even yet understand how viruses caused diseases. The Spanish flu spread through respiratory droplets and attacked mainly younger people under 40.


	2.Asian influenza pandemic of 1957–58. Killed over 1 million worldwide. About 90,000 died in the U.S.

	3.Hong Kong influenza of 1968–69. Killed around 1 million worldwide. Both the Asian flu and the Hong Kong flu were of category 2 severity, meaning they killed around 0.5% of people afflicted. By comparison, the seasonal flu is a category 1, with a less than 0.1% fatality rate.

	4.The SARS virus (which is a type of coronavirus) emerged from China in 2002. While its effects could be severe, it did not survive long in the global population and afflicted just over 8,000 people worldwide. However, it had a lethal fatality rate, killing 9%, or close to 700 people. The SARS pandemic ended in the summer of 2003, when the vaccine also became available.

	
5.The H1N1 flu pandemic of 2009–2010 emerged out of Mexico, and ultimately afflicted about one-quarter of all people on Earth, or around 1.7 billion people. The fatality rate was comparatively low, just 0.02%, with around 284,000 dying. As a comparative example, the 2020 coronavirus is, as of April, showing about a 2% to 3% fatality rate.3


	6.Ebola. This lethal virus was first detected in late 2013 in New Guinea but didn’t appear as an outbreak until the spring of 2014. It was concentrated mainly in West Africa, afflicting close to 29,000 people and killing in excess of 11,000 of them. Those struck with this virus had a 40% to 50% chance of dying. For that reason, it was the most frightening of the viruses listed here, even if it was nowhere near as contagious as the others. Minor outbreaks have continued in various African countries up to 2019.



Far greater disease-based calamities can be found throughout history, such as the Black Death of the mid-14th century, a version of the bubonic plague, in which roughly half of the entire population of Europe was killed off between 1347–51, and which recurred periodically after that over the next three centuries.

Great crises, on a global scale, have been consistent throughout history. In the 21st century alone, these have been some of the worst ones:


	•The September 2001, terrorist attacks on the World Trade Towers, resulting in close to 3,000 deaths.

	
•The 2003 European heat wave, a summer that recorded the hottest temperatures in Europe since the 16th century. The heat wave killed over 70,000 people.


	•The Indian Ocean earthquake of December 2004, which triggered a series of 100-foot-high tsunamis, ultimately killing about 228,000 people in 14 countries bordering the Indian Ocean.

	•Hurricane Katrina, which devastated much of New Orleans in August of 2005 and killed over 1,200.

	•Haiti earthquake of 2010, which killed around 150,000, though possibly more.

	•The Great Japan earthquake of 2011, along with accompanying tsunamis, killed over 16,000 people, with another 2,500 missing (and is considered the costliest natural disaster in history).



These large-scale crises are utterly beyond the control of the individual, but the fears provoked by our personal, small-scale crises can seem every bit as strong, if not more so.

The Illusion of Control

Diseases and natural disasters are distinct from man-made wars, and yet in the end all of them bear the marks of mega-events beyond any semblance of personal control. We humans live, to some extent, lives founded on elaborately constructed illusions, one of which is the idea that we are somehow in control of things. Smaller scale, personal crises, usually involve the theme of losing control, something commonly reflected in dreams at night involving themes of being out of control (a car with no breaks, a plane that flies crazily, a journey through some huge and frightening landscape, being caught naked in public, and so forth).

The great teacher from the East known as the Buddha based his teachings mainly on the understanding that the individual self is largely an elaborate mental construction. . We have the remarkable ability to live out our lives within the parameters of this illusion, but we also, more problematically, regularly experience all the suffering that comes along with the deeply ingrained belief that we exist as truly separate selves. A global crisis, as well as an individual crisis, hammers hard on this carefully constructed worldview that we are all separate—from each other, from other nations, and from the planet itself.

Whenever our sense of self along with its most cherished illusions is threatened, we typically experience fear in any one of its many faces. The fear largely reduces to some form of fear of the unknown. This unknown may take very practical forms, such as not knowing how bills will be paid in the event of job losses or other economic shortfalls, or even how food will be put on our table or on the table of those we support, care for, or care about. It may even take form as fear of our own mortality.

In this connection, the etymology of the English word ‘crisis’ is interesting and revealing. It stems from the Greek word krisis, which means ‘turning point in a disease’. It speaks to the proverbial fork in the road, in which the disease could get better or worse, and therefore decisions made at that time are crucial. ‘Disease’ here is best understood as both physical and mental. For our very real physical realities are always accompanied by psychological realities that, on occasion, can be as bad or even worse. Dealing with those psychological realities becomes crucial to our well-being. This is true whether we are physically ill or not or whether our crisis is related to something different and unexpected altogether.


OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
CHANGEMAKERS
BOOKS





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
as=
\—/

L OHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
resilience

Going Within
in a Time of
Crisis






