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Author’s Note

I have chosen to republish You Don’t Have to Suffer because so many readers have found it to be a life-altering book. At one time or another, we all struggle with problems of love, loss, family, and health. This book is full of tools for facing and recovering from adversity. May it help free you to create a satisfying life.

Judy Tatelbaum
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FOREWORD


I have been using You Don’t Have to Suffer as the text in my Mental/ Emotional Health course at Northern Illinois University for close to twenty years. As an educator I wanted a resource that would supplement our discussions on an array of issues connected to emotional well being, such as understanding ourselves, life stages, control, needs, feelings, and how to bounce back when our lives are not going in the direction we would like.

As an educator I sought a text that conveyed information in a clear, easy to follow style. As a therapist I wanted that resource to provide direction and motivation for individuals in making changes in their lives. This was critical, since information by itself may not be enough to generate personal change. I wanted my course to be one that would help students deal with the realities of their lives. Life is difficult. A happily ever after may not exist. Loved ones have died. Romantic relationships have ended. They have trust issues with the opposite sex. Dreams have been shattered. They have been abandoned by parents, and those with both parents realize they were not June and Ward Cleaver.

You Don’t Have to Suffer is an engaging and refreshing book that provides direction and hope to readers. Judy’s writing style invites readers to examine their lives in a fashion that encourages change and growth rather than suffering through life’s disappointments. It is easy for individuals to relate to the examples presented. Strategies for change are provided in conjunction with Judy’s thoughts on how we can make our lives work for us.

You Don’t Have to Suffer has been a time-tested resource for me. My many students have gained great value from it. I am excited that a new edition is forthcoming and will continue to use what I feel is an excellent guide for living for many semesters to come.

Daniel Klein, PhD, MSW
School of Allied Health Professions
Public Health & Health Education
Northern Illinois University, DeKalb, Illinois



• INTRODUCTION •

YOU DON’T HAVE TO SUFFER


But if a man happens to find himself . . . he has a mansion
which he can inhabit with dignity all the days of his life.

JAMES MICHENER

T his book was inspired by a gift my mother gave me. In October 1984, knowing she was dying of cancer, my mother asked me not to cry for her. Filled with love, sorrow, and anguish, I said, “I can’t promise you that. After all you are my mother . . . . ” Her response was, “Okay, cry a little, but don’t spend too much time on it.”

In saying, “Don’t cry for me,” my mother opened up a possibility that had not existed for me before—the possibility of living the rest of my life not suffering over her death and maybe not suffering over any other of life’s events. This was an extraordinary idea, considering that it took me fourteen years to recover from my brother’s death. My mother’s legacy to me was that she gave me a choice about whether or not to suffer. I am writing this book to pass her gift on to everyone who is open to her message: You Don’t Have to Suffer.

I know I could have used this message earlier in my life, for I have dealt with much illness and death. I was involved with my parents’ chronic illnesses during the last thirty years of their lives. Then in the five years after my book The Courage to Grieve was published, I experienced the sad endings of two love relationships and the deaths of five close friends from cancer: Tommy Berman, a wise friend and mentor since we were little children; Zoe Snyder, an exciting, beloved friend; Jim Simkin, my superb Gestalt therapy trainer, who loved me like a daughter; Al Parker, the fabulous illustrator, a loving supporter and “pretend” dad; and Lyn Friedman, a wonderful, supportive friend. These losses were followed by the deaths of both my parents within nine months of each other—my mother of cancer and then my father of heart disease complicated by grief.

I certainly have known suffering. And I am not suffering now. My choice: I could spend all the rest of my days sorrowing over all the loved ones I have lost, caught up in how bad the rough times have been, or I could let all that go and generate new loved ones, new satisfactions, new joys. I began writing this book two weeks after my father died as a statement to him and to me that I could create a life worth living with or without my family. Two years later, the week I finished the first draft of this book, I met my husband-to-be, certainly a result of my commitment not to suffer.

I have come to realize there is no limit to our ability to move and grow and change except within our own perceptions of what is possible. It became clear to me that time was not necessarily what it took to make changes or to heal, for in fact willingness and commitment play a much larger part in leading us to resolution or change. My psychotherapy work with people changed dramatically after that realization, and I was able to help people to more easily create whatever momentum they wanted or needed in their lives.

My most critical discoveries are that how we suffer and how much we suffer are very much our own choice, not a random experience, and that we can always transform ourselves from the experiences that hurt us. My intention with this book is to unmask the possibility for us that we do not have to suffer to the extent that we usually do, particularly in living through what might be thought of as catastrophic or poignant life experiences. Even though life may present us with a vast range of trying or difficult experiences or ordeals, we can choose how we respond to them and how we use them in our own development and expansion. Since satisfying lives are not our birthright, this book can also generate insights and tools for continually creating satisfying lives. More than we may ever wish to know, life is up to us. My message is choose: choose life, not suffering!



• HOW TO USE THIS BOOK •

HAVING THE COURAGE TO GROW


Courage is grace under pressure.

ERNEST HEMINGWAY

B eing fully alive to life is truly a heroic act. Being a conscious, responsible, and creative human being is living heroically. Many of us think heroism means rescuing people from burning buildings or being daring in wartime. Instead, heroism is an everyday affair. For some of us, getting up in the morning and facing another day is a heroic act. For others, changing jobs or staying in a relationship or managing to survive on limited funds or facing the loss of a loved one is a heroic act. We have many opportunities to be heroes in our daily lives. The heroism of which I speak is the courage to be fully alive to life regardless of our circumstances. This book is about generating that kind of courage in the face of the fact that life hurts.

If you use it as a guide, as a support, as a teacher, this book can be of enormous help. It can truly teach you how not to suffer. The tools are here. However, you cannot learn how to live from reading a book unless you put into action what you learn. Let the material come alive for you. Let it make a difference.

This book will be especially useful if you read it searching for understanding, validation, and openings for expanding your life. Read it with compassion for yourself. If you knew how to manage more easily and effectively, you would do it. Read with the understanding that each of us does the best we can at any moment.

The message of this book is about having power and control over your pain. The good news is that we can powerfully manage the difficult events in our lives, and the bad news is that we unwittingly create a great deal of our own misery. In the following chapters we will look at common behaviors that generate unhappiness. We will see how we exaggerate our pain when we personalize impersonal events, or dramatize, or live in the past. We will uncover how we cause our own suffering, and that we do not have to suffer anymore.

The ideas presented in this book will challenge you, relieve you, or perhaps disturb you. You need to be willing to be uncomfortable, for You Don’t Have to Suffer may reveal unknown, unexpected, or startling features of yourself. Remember that it takes courage to be willing to uncover new or hidden aspects of ourselves. Such self-revelations can be exciting, uncomfortable, or even disturbing. Do not use these new insights to invalidate or judge or torture yourself. Indeed, allow them to stimulate and inspire you. Look for the new possibilities your insights can open up for you toward mastering your life, relieving suffering, and augmenting your ability to live truly satisfied. Know that you cannot help but grow and expand as a result of your new awareness.

Your willingness to experiment with or to try on new ideas will enhance your reading. See if the concepts fit for you. Allow this book to provoke you, consider what is said, evaluate, and use what is of value. You may want to reread particular sections for support in handling any uncomfortable or challenging moments that may lie ahead.

As you read, you may see that up to now you have been a victim of some entrenched and habitual behaviors of which you were unaware. In order to heal or expand, we need to know what we are doing that hurts or disempowers us and thus delays our healing. Undermining behaviors—such as romanticizing, personalizing, and living in the past—will be addressed first, and later you will see particular areas in life where most of us get “stuck”: separation, grief, parents, and our health. You Don’t Have to Suffer concludes with many suggestions for overcoming suffering, with emphasis on forgiving, completing, and healing yourself.

One way to read this book would be to have a notebook alongside to jot down your realizations or your plans for future actions. You can experiment with the many exercises throughout the book. Some readers have suggested using this book as a kind of workbook for personal problem solving. It is up to you to use whatever techniques in reading that would benefit you the most.

The secret of living well is not in the answers we amass but in the actions we take. Read this book knowing that it does not contain the definitive or “right” answers to life. Although we all hunger for them, there are no surefire answers that will make much of a difference in the quality of our lives. Underlying our wish for answers or solutions is the illusion that life should be problem free. No matter how many problems we solve, there will always be new ones to take their place. We can be more masterful in life if we allow problems to be an ever-present, challenging, and stimulating aspect of living.

Open yourselves to new discoveries by reading this book with a profound appreciation for who you are and who you can be. Even if you do nothing new, You Don’t Have to Suffer can provide you with solace and compassion for yourself. You will see that our experiences and feelings are universal, no matter how bewildering or peculiar or different we may privately think they are. Accepting and embracing our own humanity is one of the secrets of living life truly satisfied and free of suffering.

This book cannot be about the end of suffering. Rather, it is about discovering satisfaction even in the wake of suffering. It is about living fully, living with power, dignity, and creativity, regardless of your particular circumstances and all the limitations implicit in humanness and human experience. It is about learning to transcend our circumstances and those beliefs and ideas that limit us. It is about completing the past, so that we are always free to move forward.

The purpose of You Don’t Have to Suffer is to stimulate and inspire you to approach life with a greater commitment to satisfaction than to suffering. This can be an awesome task because of the vast opportunities and experiences we confront. At every moment we get to choose whether to live fully awake and alive to life or closed down and suffering. We are often unaware that how we live is our choice. My wish is that from now on you will choose how you live and, out of choosing, that you will see your power to transform any and all of your experiences.

Except for those who have given permission to appear in this book, all names and identifying details of individuals mentioned in this book have been changed. In some instances, composite accounts have been created based on the author’s professional expertise.
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WE CAN CHOOSE NOT TO SUFFER
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HURT IS INEVITABLE—SUFFERING IS NOT


A hero is no braver than an ordinary man,
but he is braver five minutes longer.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON

L ife hurts. Fate throws us many different kinds of curves. In a full life we are presented with tough tests: crises and obstacles, pain and hardships, failures and tragedies. For all of us, the journey through life is full of changes and surprises. Few of us find the way to be smooth and easy. How we experience our own journey is up to us, for we can choose to view life either as a challenge and an opportunity or as a predicament.

We hurt. The human heart is very sensitive. It is natural to feel sad, to be angry, disappointed, or discouraged. The problem is not that we hurt, but that our hurt continues so long after events occur. Suffering is extended hurt. Suffering is the persistence of painful feelings long after they were provoked. Just because suffering is common among us does not mean that it is necessary, and yet we often suffer because we do not know what else to do.

We perpetuate our own suffering. Although we usually believe that our circumstances, such as our tragedies or disappointments, cause our suffering, that is not true. Suffering is not implicit in circumstances, any kind of circumstances, but rather in the way we view and respond to the circumstances in our lives. This is evident in how different people react to similar events, as not every one of us suffers or responds identically.

One friend who lost all her belongings in a fire was desolate and inconsolable for months, while another seemed quite at ease with her loss, saying she felt “free of history,” free to create her life anew.

One patient with cancer was devastated and felt hopeless. Another began helping other patients as they sat together waiting for their daily chemotherapy.

Two sets of parents in one of my workshops had each lost a teenaged daughter. One couple, whose daughter was murdered, was determined to recover and go on with their lives. The other couple, whose daughter died in an accident, kept saying they would “never recover,” and nothing could in any way console them.

The ending of a marriage can be profoundly painful, and still we see many kinds of reactions to separation or divorce. Usually divorce is an ordeal. Couples may be angry, hurt, even devastated. They may express their pain or hide their feelings. Some ex-spouses grieve for months, even years, and find it hard to establish a new lifestyle alone. Others take the opportunity of newfound freedom to create a new, more satisfying life on their own or with a new partner. Although every relationship’s ending has a unique quality, we can see that it is not the circumstance of divorce that causes our suffering, but how we each respond or react to it.

My friend Jan is an inspiration. A few months after her husband left her, she introduced me to her new lover. Startled at Jan’s quick passage from one relationship to another, I asked her about the speed with which she mastered her grief and began with someone new. She laughed and said, “I guess I just don’t like to suffer.” Unlike Jan, many of us think we must suffer, that it is a necessary and unavoidable part of life. As Jan demonstrates, we can finish quickly with painful events if we choose.

Though we may not always be able to avoid pain, we can choose how much we suffer. Unfortunately, we often feel powerless over our suffering. Thinking we have no other choice, we get “stuck” in pain and stay there much too long. Suffering becomes a habit. We get used to wearing mourning clothes or telling the story of our tragedy, used to feeling upset, sad, or lonely. Thus we just continue to live in misery as if that is our only choice. But it is possible to stop extending that misery.

We do not have to prolong suffering. We certainly do not have to spend our whole lives in pain. We can control some of the ways we suffer, the amount of time we allot to it, and the depth of our discomfort. We can ask ourselves, “How long am I going to take to handle and recover from this event?”We can set a time limit, rather than waiting and hoping for our distress to diminish magically or disappear of its own accord. I met a woman who had grieved twenty-seven years over her mother’s death, proving we can grieve forever if we don’t stop ourselves. We have to take responsibility for ending our own suffering.

We don’t even have to view our experiences as painful or trying. We can control the extent of our suffering by how we view what happens to us. Accepting death as inevitable rather than seeing it as an incomprehensible event, a personal punishment, or a terrible deprivation, for example, lessens the blow of losing a loved one. Accepting loss, change, illness, and accidents as parts of a full life, not as devastating events from which we cannot recover, makes them easier to face.

Consider four people who had polio and chose different ways to deal with it:The first was angry all the time, believing this disease had ruined her life; the second, navigating on crutches, was outwardly independent yet subtly whiny and pathetic; the third seemed at ease with and unaffected by his disability; and the last, Franklin Roosevelt, was a great leader and innovator despite the limitations of his body. Although they may not have consciously chosen their responses to polio, we can see that these four people coped with a traumatic illness in very different ways.

We must realize that we always have a choice to make, a serious and conscious choice, as to how we will react to distressing life events. It may be hard to admit that we create our own suffering in response to our circumstances.Yet that admission gives us the power to choose our responses instead of just letting our circumstances direct or control us.

We really don’t have to suffer, unless we choose to do so. Yet to simply stop suffering is a radical idea that challenges our beliefs and behaviors. Although we long to be contented and satisfied, the idea of living free of pain or unhappiness may seem unfathomable. Thus, we must unravel the beliefs that keep us suffering.

Suffering is not a prerequisite for happiness. Yet many of us believe that suffering is necessary and even noble. We may think we are “better”people for having suffered. We aren’t. We do not have to suffer in order to grow or learn. We do not have to suffer to gain life’s rewards. We do not have to suffer to become enlightened.

However, we can use powerful circumstances as stepping stones to our growth. Instead of just perpetuating our misery, we can choose to use any circumstances, even the terrible events or anguished moments, to develop wisdom, to alter our lives, and perhaps to contribute in some way to the world.

We can alter our relationship with suffering. By examining the ways we stop ourselves from successfully moving through life’s challenges, we can learn to move beyond each crisis or disappointment. We can allow the experience and then just let it go. We can learn to transcend our circumstances, terrible or painful though they may be. Transcending our circumstances, rather than perpetually suffering over them, is one of the major secrets of living a full and satisfying life.

We can learn to broaden our abilities and to expand our repertoire for coping with the ordeals and opportunities life presents to us. To do so will take courage—the courage to live fully, consciously, and responsibly. For some of us, courage would seem an inappropriate word to describe how we have played out our lives up to now. Yet changing our ways invariably takes enormous courage—the courage to change and perhaps admit that we were wrong, the courage to confront whatever is the truth about ourselves and our lives, the courage to experiment and learn and be awkward, and the courage to be fully, uniquely who we are, alive and engaged in life.

Most of all, we need the courage to face the hurts of life. Since suffering is hurt that has been prolonged, we need to come to terms with and accept the inevitability of being hurt.
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ACCEPTING THAT LIFE HURTS


The game of life is not so much in holding a good hand
as playing a poor hand well.

H.T. LESLIE

H urt is a fact of life. Until we accept and allow that hurt is inevitable, we cannot begin to deal more effectively with the hurts of life. As human beings, we will hurt and be hurt. None of us is invulnerable. Not only do circumstances upset us, but we hurt each other, not necessarily intentionally or maliciously. We disappoint, criticize, anger, injure, and withhold from one another all the time.

Because we refuse to accept and include hurt and the suffering that may follow as an inevitable aspect of human experience, hurt takes us by surprise and we never learn effective ways to deal with it. It is not wrong to hurt, but it is tragic that we let our reactions to hurt and our fear of hurt run our lives.

We hold hurt as wrong. We think that hurt should simply not happen to us. We imagine if we were good enough or mature enough or strong enough we would not hurt. In longing to be superhuman—not human—we deny the inevitability of hurting and being hurt. As a result we are outraged and often overwhelmed when we are hurt or disappointed.

If we only accepted that hurts happen, we would be much more effective in dealing with them. Then we could freely admit to inflicting or feeling hurt. With such a consciousness, we could simply recoil momentarily from pain and not feel damaged by every hurtful event in our lives. We would certainly be freer to forgive and forget, the most powerful way we can overcome hurt.

However, it is when we don’t let hurt go that the results are tragic. We allow hurt to influence us very deeply, sometimes for the rest of our lives. Because we often believe that the past damage done to is irreparable, we allow hurts to color our future, often disadvantageously. We act in self-defeating ways to protect ourselves. We make stringent rules about how we are going to respond to people and relationships from now on, and these self-imposed rules may have an impact on the rest of our lives. Our rules often begin with the words, “I will never again.” Then we do things like never again loving or giving or sharing ourselves intimately or asking for anything. Unknowingly, one single hurtful incident can become the basis for how we operate all the rest of our lives.

As a youngster, James was so hurt by his mother’s withdrawal from him to take care of her three younger children that he vowed “never again to trust women, never again to love.” Always alone, he lives virtually as a hermit, doing research and growing African violets.

Risa was so hurt by her husband’s anger at her early in their marriage that she is now frozen in her responses to him, unable to share her feelings or to participate in sex with any satisfaction, and yet too frightened to leave and face more hurt in the world.

Once hurt, we simply write off aspects of living and our own aliveness from then on. Out of an experience of hurt we may suppress or withhold a part of ourselves. We may become very careful of how familiar or expressive or trusting we are; worse, we may not trust people again—period. We often make decisions that have an impact on us for years based on one hurtful moment, decisions that become our own destructive, self-fulfilling prophesies.

We are so afraid we will be hurt again, and we probably will be. Rather than living our lives based on fear of hurt or pain, preventing ourselves from having love and enjoyment, spontaneity and vitality, we need to learn to cope better with hurt. We cannot hide from it.

Few of us handle emotional hurt as masterfully as we handle physical hurt. If we bump our knee on the corner of a table, we might yelp or yell out and briefly be very aware of the pain. We might stop and rub that knee and feel sorry for ourselves for a moment.Then, the pain is over for us. Even though we may occasionally notice an ache or pain in that knee or remember our carelessness, the incident of the bruised knee is completed quickly and easily with a minimum of blame, shame, drama, or distress.

This is vastly different from how we usually handle emotional hurt. We don’t punish our knees for causing physical pain. However, we do punish ourselves and other people for causing us emotional pain by rejecting others or withholding ourselves. This is neither an effective way to handle pain nor much protection against further hurt. In being cut off from intimacy and nourishment this way, we hurt ourselves.

But there is a way out. We can confront hurt and let it go. We can live full and intimate lives, allowing that we might be hurt occasionally. All it would take is for us to be able to say “Ouch!” or “That hurt!” to one another at appropriate moments, to express the pain and let it go. We do not have to suppress our feelings, for we can let them go more quickly. We cannot over-come the fact of hurt in life, and we can overcome our difficulties in coping with hurt—if we are willing.

Knowing now that we have a choice about how we approach hurt and suffering, we will look next at what it takes to make such a choice. At this point we may feel stirred up or confused, for the idea that we have any choice over hurt and suffering may challenge lifelong beliefs. Many of us have inadvertently lived as victims of our circumstances and our feelings for most of our lives. The next chapter, “Designing Our Destinies: Victims or Choosers,” addresses that issue. We do not have to be victims any longer.
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DESIGNING OUR DESTINIES: VICTIMS OR CHOOSERS


If I had my life to live over . . . I’d dare to make more mistakes
next time. I’d relax. I would limber up. I would be sillier
than I have been this trip. I would take fewer things
seriously. I would take more chances. I would take more trips.
I would climb more mountains and swim more rivers.
I would eat more ice cream and less beans . . .

NADINE STAIR, 85 YEARS OLD, LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY

I magine what it could mean to us if we were willing to design our own destinies. We could be thrown a curve by life and not be thrown off course. We could recover quickly from a relationship’s ending. We could lovingly let loved ones die and go on with our lives. We could lose property and not miss it. We could face the crisis of not having money or of losing a job and go on. We could take on and handle whatever life presented us, even the seemingly most unmanageable of life’s events. People do. I have met people who survived disease, disaster, and tragic losses who are living full lives nonetheless. This is possible when we take charge of our lives, when we act as the power behind our lives instead of as the victims of our lives.

WE CAN BE VICTIMIZED BY NOT BEING RESPONSIBLE

When we don’t take charge, we live as if we are a victim, often a helpless victim. Events and circumstances just happen to us. Disappointments, losses, illnesses, failures, accidents, and hardships seem to occur without our being prepared and seem to be out of our control. Sometimes it feels as if life bombards us with one crisis after another. Once confronted, we are either bowled over or we somehow muddle through. But we don’t feel like we have much power or much choice in how we experience life. Thrown off by whatever occurs, we live afraid, hunched over, awaiting the next blow. If we stopped being so cautious and refused to play the victim, we would be freer to enjoy life and to take life on, no matter what might happen next.

Taking responsibility, taking on ownership of our lives, is the powerful alternative to being a victim. This means allowing, accepting, and participating in what happens to us, rather than resisting life’s events. From the vantage point of ownership, we can look for what we can learn, how we can grow, and how we can ultimately make our lives more rewarding as a result of any experience.

When we are living responsibly, we can create value out of our experiences. Then an illness or the breakup of a relationship can be a useful stopping place to reexamine life, to weed out what is unimportant and to nurture that which has meaning to us. An accident could be a time for appreciating what we have and almost lost. A failure could be a chance to generate new goals or to develop more skills. Most important, instead of considering ourselves the victim of an accident or crisis, we could include it as one of the many experiences offered us in a full lifetime.

We do not cause tragic events. Responsibility for and ownership of our lives does not mean seeing ourselves as the cause of the events or circumstances in our lives, for we do not have the power to cause earthquakes or tornadoes, to make other people live or die or be happy or sad.

Instead, being responsible means taking charge of how we respond to or handle our reactions. Our power over our lives comes from how we confront life’s challenges. Ownership of our reactions can potently alter our experience of our circumstances. Even if we have no control over many of the events that occur in life, we can have some control over ourselves. We are most powerful when we take life on, face it, learn from it, let it go, and go on anew, while as victims we can only be overwhelmed, powerless, “stuck.”

Richard’s mother was injured and his sister died in a house fire. At first he felt helpless and thought of running away, but he realized how much his mother needed him. He saw that he had a choice, and he chose to manage this tragedy instead of succumbing to it. He flew to his mother’s side and managed all the details of the funeral, his mother’s injuries, and finding her a temporary new home. We would all understand if Richard had been immobilized in coping with this misfortune, yet he told me later he couldn’t give in to feeling helpless with his family in such great need. He chose not to be a victim of those terrible events. As a result, he was less consumed with grief and felt enormous self-respect. Applying this to any life circumstance, we can see how powerful choosing can be.
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