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Praise for You Don’t Have to Change to Change Everything



“Beth Kurland’s reassuring title says it all and yet offers clear, concise, compassionate instructions for powerful personal transformation.”

—Chris Willard, PsyD, faculty, part-time, Harvard Medical School, and author of Alphabreaths and How We Go Through What We Grow Through

“In her true signature form, Dr. Beth Kurland offers a rich tapestry of practical, accessible strategies that help us rethink change and live with greater presence and compassion.”

—Kristen Lee, EdD, LICSW, bestselling author of Mentalligence: A New Psychology of Thinking and Worth the Risk

“In a sea of self-help hacks, You Don’t Have to Change to Change Everything stands apart in its ability to blend the latest research with the wisdom of the ages to give you insights you can actually use. Beth Kurland’s voice rings true and clear—a brilliant, empathetic voice reminding us that we aren’t flawed beings to be fixed but whole beings whose minds and hearts are on the verge of flourishing. Kurland has given us all a new vantage point from which to see our lives and each other.”

—Terri Trespicio, author of Unfollow Your Passion: How to Create a Life that Matters to You

“In an age when striving for an elusive, perfect kind of happiness infiltrates every domain of life, You Don’t Have to Change to Change Everything offers us an antidote. Part clinical wisdom, part memoir, and part poetic vignette, Beth Kurland presents six vantage points for living a meaningful life. Drawing on contemporary psychology, neuroscience, and Eastern wisdom traditions, this book offers rich recipes for practical mindfulness and self-care.”

—Tara Cousineau, PhD, author of The Kindness Cure

“With kind eyes and a warm heart, Beth skillfully helps readers navigate the challenging landscape of negative emotional patterns. Having walked this walk and experienced its life-changing benefits, she speaks with clear and passionate conviction. Weaving neuroscience, psychology, and mindfulness seamlessly together, she leaves for us an elegant and detailed trail of breadcrumbs filled with practical handholds and rich personal epiphanies. Her voice is gentle and clear, her invitations useful, her encouragement straightforward and inspiring.”

—Susan Morgan, MSN, RN, CS, and Bill Morgan, PsyD, author of The Meditator’s Dilemma

“As a mental health clinician and executive in the field of wellness, I find this book to be a treasure trove of insights. It beautifully bridges the gap between scientific understanding and everyday experiences to offer readers a compelling roadmap to emotional resilience and personal fulfillment. This book shares a refreshing perspective on self-growth and mindfulness and is a must-read for those on a path to deeper self-awareness and well-being.”

—Aimee Gindin, MSCP, chief marketing officer at LifeSpeak Inc.

“In her thoughtful approach combining leading-edge science from a variety of disciplines, Beth helps us to shift away from chasing a fleeting emotion such as happiness and toward meeting ourselves where we are without shame, blame, or criticism. She reminds us that there’s nothing wrong with us, and we don’t need to fix anything. Instead, she teaches us how to relate to what’s happening inside of our mind, body, and nervous system to realign with our intentions, values, and well-being. Through her six vantage points, she provides us with clever strategies, resources, and perspectives that are easily integrated into our daily lives and, importantly, are incredibly helpful in the face of challenge! Even more, Beth has a gift of playfully sharing her own stories, struggles, and vulnerabilities that are so real, relatable, and meaningful!”

—Michael Allison, educational partner with Stephen W. Porges, PhD, and The Polyvagal Institute; developer of The Play Zone—A Neuropsychological Approach to Optimize Wellness, Resilience, and Performance

“I embarked upon You Don’t Have to Change to Change Everything with a physician’s eye and concluded it with deeper breath and stirring hope, realizing that it was exactly what my own nervous system needed. Both wise and disarmingly relatable, Dr. Kurland is an anchor herself as she seamlessly weaves anecdote, theory, and spirituality into a tangible guidebook on how to ease the suffering we all hold tightly inside. This book will remain by my side as I practice medicine, as its profoundly simple tools reveal how true well-being can be cultivated—by any of us—amidst the inevitable messiness of life.”

—Sarah Byrne, MD, family physician and owner of Root Family Medicine, PC
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To my readers, may you find ease, well-being and wholeness.

For Alan —my North Star—and to Rachel and Noah, who bring such light into the world.
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Introduction


The Happiness Conundrum


An Invitation


What if you were living alone on an island but you didn’t even know it. You were so used to living there by yourself that it just became the way things were. On this island you struggle with all the normal human emotional experiences and challenges, such as stress, overwhelm, frustration, anxiety, worry, sadness, loss, and anger… but you do so alone. Some days these emotions are like a slow drip in the background of your day; other days you are swallowed up by these emotions, or you may expend effort trying to push them away, muster on, or wondering what’s wrong with you that you are feeling this way. Just another day in the life. What you don’t realize is that there is a whole vast land not far from where you reside, and it’s connected to your island by bridges that you can’t see. One day you discover a map, and it guides you to not one, but six possible bridges that show you how your island is connected to this vast, expansive, and beautiful land. Stopping to stand in the middle of each of the bridges, you gain a different vantage point of the island that allows you to see things in a new way. When you follow each bridge, you discover resources that you didn’t realize you had access to, and they bring greater ease to your struggles and richness to your life. Once you cross any of the bridges you realize that you are no longer alone, left to struggle by yourself in your emotional distress. There is a greater sense of wholeness as you recognize the interconnectedness of your island with the land that surrounds it. You feel more connected to others around you, to the common humanity we all share. And perhaps most importantly, you feel more connected with the one you were most separated from—your Self, the true essence of who you are.





The first time I met “Miss Fuck You” I was in my early thirties. She wore baggy sweatpants and a hooded sweatshirt that she hid behind; she had unkempt hair and piercing eyes, and she was very angry. She was angry for thinking that she had to be perfect and successful in order to be loved and accepted—even though by all outside appearances she was quite successful. She was angry that, no matter how much she achieved, some deep part of her didn’t feel like she was enough. She was angry that she felt such shame about her body because her curves and shape didn’t match the bombardment of cultural images she received on how she needed to look in order to attract a man (even though she had a wonderful man in her life). She was angry that for so many years she pushed away her grief and sadness about her mom’s death when she was a teen—at the high price of anxiety that masked the sadness. She was rebellious and full of rage, feeling emotions that she had never allowed herself to express. She was everything that I couldn’t be. And yet, she was a part of me that I had ignored for many years of my life.

When I was four years old, I remember sitting on my blue embroidered bedspread in our little suburban split-level house in Michigan, anxiously asking the babysitter every time she tucked me in, “Was I good, bad, or rambunctious?” I desperately wanted my parents’ approval, and I mistakenly came to believe, from my limited four-year-old perspective, that my parents’ love was dependent on me being a happy, never angry, perfectly well-behaved little girl. Later, at fifteen, shortly after my mom died, I wrote in a letter to my then-boyfriend: “I don’t know why I’m feeling so depressed. I don’t know what’s wrong with me—I have so much to be happy about.” I never missed a day of school. I never got less than an A. I put away my sadness and grief, and I mustered on.

But I don’t think I’m alone. Messages from our culture, from well-meaning authority figures, and from the media tell us that certain feelings are unacceptable; they tell us to be strong, stop fussing, don’t get angry, come on—don’t be sad! Surely you need to be happy like the people in the ads—here, have some ice cream or buy this product to feel better.

So, we put these feelings away in the service of our well-being, or we become hijacked by our feelings because we don’t know how to meet and greet and hold them, and without a safe container, they have nowhere to go and spill over. We may run and hide from ourselves, from the very parts of ourselves that need our deepest attention. We do this because we think it will help us feel better, because we think we are not good enough, or that we need to bury what we perceive as broken. We push our feelings away because we think we need to look or be a certain way to gain approval or even love, or because we think it isn’t safe to allow ourselves to feel what is there. But, when we do this, somewhere along the way, we are abandoned by the very person that we need most: our Self.




The Happiness Problem

We have a happiness problem in our culture, and it is making many of us—well, unhappy. There is an unspoken myth that somehow, we “should” be happy, at least much of the time, as if happiness is the holy grail or gold standard upon which we determine the value of our life. The problem is that when we don’t feel happy, we often feel like we are falling short in some way, or that there is something wrong, or even that there is something wrong with us! It is common for me to hear people of all ages talk about their experiences with the social-media comparison trap and how they see all their (online) connections posting pictures that make it appear that they are so happy, that their lives are picture perfect. In contrast, many people feel that their lives don’t match up or that something must be missing. What they don’t see, of course, is the whole range of human experiences behind the snapshot photos and brief taglines: the heartbreaks and grief and losses and challenges that we all experience.

In this happiness culture, we have come to judge our “other” emotions, our more difficult emotions, as “bad,” unwanted, undesirable, or a sign of weakness. Repeatedly, I have sat with patients going through deep grief and loss of all kinds and equating being “strong” with holding it all together, not crying, or not feeling their sadness. The implicit messages that we are taught somehow tell us that feeling difficult emotions intensely is a sign of weakness, and that happiness is what we should strive for.

Additionally, as much as we are taught all manner of skills in our families, schools, and workplaces over the course of our childhood and our adult lives, we are not taught what to do in the face of life’s difficulties and with the uncomfortable emotions that may arise. We are taught, directly and indirectly, to value happiness (“Cheer up, look on the bright side, wipe away those tears, and let’s see that smile”), but other less pleasant emotions are often sorely neglected, not given airtime, and deemed undesirable.

Being happy is not a problem. In fact, it is a wonderful feeling and I wish that all of us can experience it often. But when we strive for happiness at the expense of all else, we can suffer greatly. Part of the reason for this is because the common notion of “happy” in our culture (at least in the American culture I grew up in with its emphasis on “hedonic” happiness or pleasure) has several limitations:

Happiness is dependent upon mood, upon feeling a certain way. When happiness is the gold standard, there is little room for feeling sadness, disappointment, fear, anger, etc. The implicit message is: When I am not feeling happy there is something wrong with me. I need to change how I am feeling.

Happiness is often dependent upon external circumstances. When certain things happen in life, we feel happy. Those things may look different for each of us, but they are all positive experiences of one kind or another. So, what happens when we encounter difficult experiences? And what about the fact that we can’t control many of the more unpleasant experiences that occur in our lives? The implicit message we may internalize is: I need my life circumstances to change in order to be happy. But unfortunately, many times we wait, and wait, and wait for that time to come.

Happiness is often dependent upon doing. We often base our happiness upon things that we do and achieve. We are happy when we get that good job, when we achieve a goal, when we do something that brings recognition. There is nothing wrong with that. Those are moments to be celebrated! The problem is that we can come to value doing and achieving over being. The implicit message is: I need to be doing more or doing different or doing better in order to be happy. I’m not doing enough.

Happiness can often pull us to go after the quick fix. Happiness can offer us a quick hit of dopamine, making us feel good in the moment, but the feeling can often be fleeting, leaving us looking for more. I feel happy when I get a high number of likes on my blogs, when my book sales go up, or when someone compliments me on something that I have done. But that happiness is only momentary, not lasting. If I were to focus only on this, the implicit message becomes: When those things are not happening, something is wrong, something is missing. Something needs to change—I need to get that quick fix to feel okay again. I am not enough.




Stop Striving for Happy, Try Well-Being Instead

It was March of 2020. Need I say more? Anyone reading this book who lived through the early stages of the global pandemic will likely have a visceral feeling, a flashback, to some dark and very scary times: of uncertainties, lockdowns, fear of a virus that was killing people and that we knew little about, loss of a sense of safety, and of our lives as we knew them to be. A happy time? Hardly. And yet, something curious emerged in my own life that was unexpected given the horrendous circumstances that were unfolding. Amidst my own strong fear, worry, anxiety, amidst the social distancing and social isolation, amidst the sleepless nights when my mind would race through worst- case scenarios given that my husband was a frontline worker in a hospital, something curious emerged that had nothing to do with happiness and everything to do with well-being.

In a note to my then cohorts in a Meditation and Psychotherapy class I was taking, I wrote on March 22, 2020:


Just a word for now to say that my meditation practice has been immensely helpful. I find that my anxiety comes and goes at different points and with different intensities but holding it in a vast space of spacious awareness and loving-kindness has helped to bring ease. Instead of following the initial inclination to push the fear away, I allow it to be there and also invite in something else to sit side by side with it (spacious awareness, self-compassion, stillness at my core, etc.). I have been acutely aware of how much of my suffering is from my mind going into future “what ifs,” and I have found some refuge in presence, whether my breath, a run through the woods, or folding my laundry. I have been able to be more present than I ever would have been in the past—and this has surprised me, actually. When my stress (fight-or-flight/fear) response kicks in, I try to thank it for trying to protect me but remind myself that I have more newly evolved ways to find some safety (and that meeting the current circumstances from a place of calm presence is actually more protective than my habitual fear response). (Of course, I have had my moments of neural hijacking too). I have thought a lot about Rick Hanson’s teachings1—and the challenges for all of us more now than ever—to meet our needs for safety, satisfaction, and connection. That being said, I have tried to help myself and my patients find ways to do this nonetheless, even if for short moments. It has been difficult and somewhat exhausting to sit with patients for so many hours talking about COVID-19-related fears and issues—and yet I am so grateful that I can do my work remotely and help to support others.



And from a journal entry in early January of 2022, amidst the height of the Omicron wave here in the Northeast US, when I found myself in a funk, I wrote:


This morning, I got this sinking feeling again—some of that depressive energy from being in now two years of this pandemic… missing my old feeling of happiness and excitement each day. What was helpful was to recognize I don’t have to be happy right now in this moment, but I can cultivate well-being. And I have been doing that throughout this pandemic. When I can let the sadness and angst and confusion rest in a vast space of compassionate awareness, of just being—not needing to achieve anything in this moment, not needing to change anything in this moment—something in me relaxes, softens; there is ease. From that place of ease, of meeting myself right where I am, often emotions start to shift on their own. When I’m in a funk I may not feel happy, but I can remember to dip into my well-being “well” to do things that nourish me: going for walks in the woods, calling friends and family, going for runs, eating healthy foods, meditating… doing things that I care about—that align with my deepest values, with what is most important to me.



Looking back, what was glaringly absent in these writings was a feeling of happiness. But even when happiness was not present, well-being was there to support me. It was like a deep well from which I could draw nourishment. Well-being is something we can cultivate, no matter our life circumstances or situations, no matter how we are feeling, or what is happening around us. It has everything to do with where we rest our minds, how we regulate our nervous system, what narratives we feed ourselves, how we meet our own suffering.

Here are some qualities of well-being that contrast with those of our traditional (hedonic) version of happiness:

Well-being is not dependent upon mood. It allows us to hold our sadness, frustration, fears, and grief as it sits alongside these and becomes the large container in which these emotions can be held. It does not insist that we feel any certain way but gives us permission to be with whatever is here. Implicit message: It is okay to feel however I am feeling. All my feelings are welcome, and I can take care of all of them.

Well-being is not dependent upon circumstances. It has everything to do with how we are relating to our inner experiences, and our outer ones, but it is the relationship to those things that sets the tone for well-being, not those things themselves. When I am spending time with family and friends, I am happy, but I feel a deep sense of well-being when I draw upon that feeling of love, connection, and support as an inner experience, even when I am not with anyone. Implicit message: no matter my life circumstances, there are ways I can care for myself and cultivate well-being each day.

Well-being is not dependent upon doing, but upon being. I am happy when I am doing activities I enjoy. I feel a sense of well-being when I am connected to the things that most deeply matter to me. When I am living my life in alignment with what is important to me—in my case, creating, connecting, teaching, inspiring, helping—there is a sense of well-being present. Even when I am not actively doing those things, when I am connected to that energy, purpose, and meaning, it nourishes me. When we experience a state of well-being, we don’t need to be achieving or striving or accomplishing. There is a deep sense of inner peace and acceptance of things as they are. Implicit message: who I am is enough.

Well-being is not a quick fix. It is like a deep well from which we can draw nourishment. While I am happy when I get likes on my blogs and when my book sales increase, deeper well-being for me comes from the process of contributing or sharing something authentic and putting it out in the world because I believe it matters, regardless of the outcome. Additionally, well-being is there for us to draw from, even when happiness fades away as it inevitably will. Implicit message: even if this moment may be difficult, there is deep comfort in knowing I can handle what is here and I am okay just as I am.

This book will help you cultivate well-being—discover that deep well within you from which you can draw lasting nourishment—and it will help you learn how to work with difficult life experiences and difficult emotions and mind states in a new way.

Part of this new way has to do with changing your relationship to your internal experiences by shifting where you are standing, i.e., your viewing point. When you shift your vantage point, you see things in a new way.

This book will offer you six vantage points that can become foundations of well-being for you. Each of the vantage points shows you how you can develop well-being without needing to change your emotions, your thoughts, your imperfections, your life circumstances; without needing to do more or be more to become better or more improved. Each vantage point offers you a way to access this well-being, by connecting with what is already here, already whole.
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CHAPTER 1 What You Weren’t Taught in School



You Don’t Need to Change (at Least Not in the Way You Think)


The spring that my daughter was learning to drive was one of the rainiest springs that I can remember. The silver Honda was parked on the dirt, grass, and gravel alongside our driveway, and its resting spot often turned into a bit of a muddy mess. On this particular day, “mud pit” was more like it. My daughter had been trying to back the car up, as she always did, but the car had another thought or two in mind. It would have nothing of backing up, and its wheels started to spin in the mud. And spin, and spin some more. The harder she tried to back out, the more stuck she got, sinking deeper and deeper into a rut of muddy muck from which she could not budge. Finally, my husband caught a glimpse of the scene from the window and went out to offer assistance. He showed my daughter how she needed to do something counterintuitive. Rather than continuing to exert effort over and over trying to back up, she needed to move in an entirely different direction: pulling forward toward the house. Only then could the tires gain some traction and become unstuck, allowing her to create a new pathway from which she could find her way out.





What if you were misguided in how you were going about things when you come up against emotional challenges and the accompanying discomfort that comes with them (all those human emotions we know and don’t love, such as frustration, anger, sadness, disappointment, anxiety, worry, grief, despair, etc.)? Maybe you (like I for so many years) have been expending large amounts of energy trying to fix, improve, or change yourself, thinking something is wrong or broken or not enough. Maybe you have told yourself that things will improve once your life circumstances change, and you keep waiting for “someday” to arrive and announce itself in bold colors. Maybe you have subscribed to every kind of self-help you can get your hands on, only to be left feeling like you are missing something, or perhaps even that you are not doing it right or are deficient in some way.

What if, when you encounter emotional challenges, instead of trying to fix yourself, get rid of what you are feeling, or wait for your life circumstances to change, you could move in a different direction, shift your vantage point, the place from which you are standing? From this new place, your relationship to your emotional distress transforms. No longer swallowed up by it or trying to avoid it, you start to see things in a new way and gain access to a whole set of inner resources that were not so easily accessible before. No longer stuck in old brain circuitry focused on helping you survive (but also keeping you more limited in your response repertoire), you can access heartfelt emotions that allow you to experience greater ease and well-being, that uplift and comfort you, that enable you to see a bigger picture, that offer you possibilities you did not see before, and that remind you that you are not alone. In fact, what if the emotional distress that you are feeling, the very thing that is making you feel unease, could be the very thing that, when you relate to it in this new way, allows you to experience a wholeness that brings a deeper sense of peace through life’s inevitable storms. There is a plethora of self-help books about change: how to change yourself, how to improve yourself, how to change your life circumstances, etc., in order to find greater happiness. This is not one of them. Not that those books aren’t useful; I’m not knocking that kind of change or saying there isn’t a place for it. But this book offers something new. It is about moving in a different direction. Instead of trying to “fix” yourself, you reconnect with inner resources that were there all along. Instead of feeling broken or less than, you realize that you were whole all along. From this place, profound change is possible.



Instead of putting effort into trying to change yourself or your circumstances, this book shows you how, when you accept your inner experiences as they are, but view them from different vantage points (which you will learn), you shift the very nature of those experiences in a way that becomes easier to bear. Instead of trying to “fix” yourself, you reconnect with inner resources that were there all along. Instead of feeling broken or less than, you realize that you were whole all along. From this place, profound change is possible.








When Nothing Changes and Everything Changes


Sometimes there are moments when nothing changes at all and yet everything changes. I have had many of these over the years and what stands out most about them is that I go from feeling contracted, tense, anxious inside, as if I am fighting to keep something at bay that, if I let it, will overwhelm me and take me down, to suddenly something relaxing in me, as if naming my fear, grief, or underlying emotions, really coming face-to-face with them, allows the energy of them to transform into something that can be held tenderly, with care.

One of those moments came in my kitchen on a very ordinary day many years ago, as I was caught in mental rumination and worry about deciding whether to put my then-high school son on potentially toxic medication for the next six months to address a non-life-threatening condition. Being someone who has tried to do things as naturally and organically as possible, I agonized over this decision and the fear of uncertainty and risk that weighed heavily on my mind, unsure of what would be best for my son’s well-being. Internally, I fought against this situation and my own fears, desperately wanting it to be different than it was. Outwardly, I had long and anxious conversations with my husband, frantically looking for any other alternative (all of which we had already exhausted).

In this moment standing in the kitchen, gripped with fear and indecision, I did something that felt counterintuitive. I turned toward my fear to take a curious and closer look at what was actually there. I stopped resisting. I let go of the struggle to make this fear go away. What I discovered from this vantage point was that underneath the emotional turmoil was deep sadness and grief at the acknowledgment that no matter how much I love my son and no matter how much I try to control things and do all the “right” things, I cannot fully protect him in this life. Coming face-to-face with this raw vulnerability, I put my hand on my heart and cried deep heaving tears.

In those moments to follow, nothing changed about the situation, but something released in me. That intense fear that had been knocking at my door and taking so much of my energy dissipated when I opened the door to my fear. Surprisingly, when I peered at what was there, what came in alongside the fear was acceptance—a profound acceptance of life as it is, and of this fear being only a part of that, held in a vast expanse of love and care, for my son and for my own human struggles. In the willingness to look at and be with fear, I also discovered courage to help me move forward, which had not been present in my resistance and struggle. I was able to go forward with greater ease and trust in my capacity to be with what was here.



Yes, the first noble truth in action: there is suffering. This is what the Buddha taught some 2,500 years ago, as he observed human suffering and began an inquiry into the different kinds of suffering we humans experience, and eventually discovered a path out of that suffering. The fact that we experience emotional distress is a fundamental truth of this human life. Sitting across from patients for over thirty years in my therapy office, I have seen a good deal of suffering. People come to me because they are experiencing emotional distress of one kind or another, often in the form of high physiological stress, overwhelm, anxiety, low self-esteem, worry, sadness, depression, grief, health challenges, and immense life challenges that feel too hard to navigate alone. No different from you or I, they are looking for a way to manage their day-to-day distress to experience greater ease.

If you are reading this, no doubt as a breathing human being you come up against difficult life experiences on a regular basis that bring with them emotional unease. These might range from the small annoyances—traffic jams, work deadlines, canceled plans, minor illnesses, stress of not enough time—to the bigger difficulties such as relationship challenges, health problems, feelings of unworthiness, and loss. These experiences bring with them accompanying emotions of all kinds and intensities: frustration, anger, sadness, fear, grief, anxiety, disappointment, despair. While it is difficult enough that we as humans experience emotional distress, what is equally problematic is that we are not taught how to relate to these uncomfortable emotions or what to do in the face of them.

But how we relate to our emotional distress can make all the difference between mental wellness and mental un-wellness and where we fall on that continuum. This book is not a treatment for clinical anxiety or depression or any particular condition (and it is not intended to treat trauma), but it does address the human condition and offers a way through difficulties for people who experience emotional suffering of all kinds, to find a way to greater ease.





What We Aren’t Taught

It is a curious thing that most of us aren’t taught how to deal with challenging emotional situations and the emotional discomfort that accompanies them. As much as we learn copious things in schools, from teachers and mentors and others (much of which we forget or don’t end up needing to know to function in life), this is one aspect of learning that is sorely missing. If anything, as we will see further, we learn indirect messages about how it’s not okay to feel or show certain emotions. In the absence of knowing what else to do with this uncomfortable internal energy, and driven by our biological wiring, we tend to push our emotions away, think something is wrong with us for having these feelings, avoid what’s there, ignore it, or get swallowed up by it to the point where it can overtake us. Often, we disconnect from ourselves in the process.

What if we could learn how to be in relationship with ourselves and our inner experiences in a new way? Instead of trying to change your emotions, what if you could widen the container in which you are holding them? In doing so, something begins to shift. Instead of getting stuck in stress, anger, anxiety, worry, overwhelm, depression, numbing out, or unhelpful habitual behaviors, this book explores what possibilities open when we can greet our day-to-day emotional visitors in a new way.

What if, instead of trying to change yourself, you could learn how to reconnect with yourself—with the whole of who you are? Instead of trying to change your inner experiences, you could learn how to shift the vantage point from which you look at your internal experiences. From this new place, the landscape and your inner experiences begin to shift on their own. Our external experiences may still be difficult, and we may still feel painful emotions, but we can handle them with greater ease, and sometimes we can see new solutions or possibilities that we didn’t see before. From this place, genuine heartfelt emotions become available—more expansive emotions that can hold our suffering and soften and soothe what is there.

Many people suffer silently. Unlike physical illness, when we feel emotional distress, we often hide it from others, believe there is something wrong with us, think we shouldn’t feel this way, or tell ourselves if we were stronger or smarter or better, we wouldn’t be experiencing this. We think everyone else has it all together, that there is something wrong with us.

One of the privileges of my profession is being able to see how very common our common humanity is. From my view from the therapy chair, privy to the intimate details and courageous sharing from my patients, I have learned more than anything that this human condition connects us in ways we don’t realize. While my patients often feel alone in what they are experiencing and may worry “What’s wrong with me?” what they don’t often realize at first is that they are not alone in their struggles, and they are in very good company. You are too.




A New Way to Think About Change

I’ve sat with hundreds of patients and witnessed some profound changes that have occurred. When I see people make changes, most often it is not that they change their life circumstances or themselves (as in becoming some new, improved version of themselves). It’s that they learn to relate to themselves and their internal experiences in a new way and gain access to inner resources they didn’t realize they had. This shift in vantage point allows them to see themselves and their circumstances and experiences through fresh eyes. As they learn to shift their relationship to emotional unease, things begin to change. Sometimes they learn to recognize their own strengths and resilience whereas before they had only seen their shortcomings. Sometimes they learn to accept their own imperfections and relax into the possibility that they don’t have to be perfect to be okay. Sometimes they learn to relate to their thoughts and emotions from a place where they can see what is there without getting swept away by it. Sometimes they learn to hold the most vulnerable parts of themselves with deep self-compassion—often seeing these parts through kind eyes for the very first time. Sometimes change comes from recognizing all the ways they have coped in the past and rediscovering inner strengths they didn’t realize that they had. Most always, it is about uncovering what is already there, under the layers, behind the walls, to realize that they don’t have to change, that they are enough just as they are. It is a process of coming home to themselves and finding refuge there.






The Two Arrows of Suffering

As much as we suffer because of the inevitable challenges we encounter in life (sickness, aging, loss, death, transitions, and all the obstacles that life throws at us, large and small), we suffer doubly because of our reactions to our own suffering.

There is a Buddhist parable commonly shared that captures this notion of the ways that we can suffer twice. In this parable, the Buddha is said to have asked a student why, when we experience the pain of being shot by a first arrow (our natural human suffering beyond our control), do we go ahead and shoot a second arrow into ourselves.

The Buddha goes on to explain that “In life, we can’t always control the first arrow; however, the second arrow is our reaction to the first. The second arrow is optional.”2 This second arrow of suffering is what I address in this book. We often can’t change the first arrow; the challenges that life throws at us are at times painful and difficult. But how we relate to our own suffering (both the day-to-day bumps and the bigger ones) is within our control. And that relationship has everything to do with where we are standing.

Our tendency is to stand right in the middle of our muck, to be caught in the middle of our suffering and pain and irritation and stress the way we might be caught and stranded within a storm. When we are in the middle of a storm, with the rain pounding down on us and the wind whipping us off our feet, it takes everything just to remain standing. Many of the habitual ways that we react when we come up against emotional discomfort have to do with the ways our brain and nervous system evolved to help us survive as a species. These habitual reactions and mental habits contribute to this second arrow of suffering that we feel. We have difficult and inevitable life experiences we must face, but on top of this, we have a brain and nervous system that spend a lot of time scanning for threats and danger, often getting triggered by perceived threats (including our own negative thoughts) that are not true emergencies. Because of this, we often over-perceive everyday challenges as threats, and walk around in heightened states of stress, anxiety, and frustration. In addition, our mind is very good at creating narratives about everything we are experiencing; often these narratives can be rather distorted, inaccurate, catastrophic, or self-critical. We fight against our own emotions, rather than viewing them as helpful information and energy passing through us. We spend excessive amounts of time in mental activity worrying about the future and ruminating about the past, when we can change neither. We blame ourselves in unnecessary ways and see all the ways that we are falling short, while easily overlooking our own strengths.

Caught in our own mental habits, and in our own inner storms, we often react to life’s challenges in habitual ways without realizing that we have access to different ways to respond, both to the situation and to ourselves struggling through it.

When we are in the grip of these mental habits, it is as if we are stranded in that storm, without access to inner resources that can help us to calm our nervous system, bring our focus back to the present moment, see a bigger picture and recognize the distortions of our own thinking, meet our unease with self-compassion and kindness, and recognize the strengths and resources we have to cope with whatever is occurring. We are, in essence, cut off from, or have lost access to, our own inner toolbox that can help us experience greater ease and well-being.

This book is not about stopping the storms. But it is about learning where to stand. Instead of being caught and helpless in the storm, imagine that you took safe refuge while you let the storm pass by. Imagine that you could step back and watch the storm from a safe distance, without being caught in it or swept away by it. Imagine that you had a wonderful, warm, water-resistant raincoat to wrap yourself in that made it easier to tolerate the unpredictable weather. And from this vantage point of safe refuge, you could feel greater ease, see greater possibilities available, and trust in yourself to get through this and even be more resilient because of it.

While my previous book focused on five tools to address the common mental habits that we all experience, this book focuses specifically on how we can work with life’s challenges and the accompanying emotional unease, and what to do when it arises. Rather than needing to change your external and/or internal experience (which often you can’t) or yourself (which is often a self-defeating path), it offers you six ways that you can shift your vantage point, the place from which you are viewing what is occurring. As you do this, as you relate differently to your emotional experiences, something begins to naturally shift on its own. One of the consequences of this shift, as you will see, is that you step out of adaptive survival circuitry and begin to have more access to your inner resources that were there all along. This book will show you how.






The Beginning of My Journey: Looking Back


When I look back over the past thirty years, it’s not what I did that really stands out after all. It is who I met along the way and how each of those people changed my perspective, my understanding, of what it means to be human, to love and live and struggle and thrive in this human life. It is Hannah who I met as a young twenty-something in college, looking to broaden my experience working with people who struggle with mental disabilities. It is the house full of adults who I worked with for a summer in the group home near my hometown, showing up day after day and becoming privy to their lives. It is the folks I met in the psychiatric unit of a local community hospital on the 11:00 PM to 7:00 AM shift, waking them for their medications and listening with interest as I caught glimpses of their stories and struggles and observed what made them feel at ease.

When I first met Hannah, she was sitting across from me in a smoky coffee shop in town, near the group home where she lived. She was thin and disheveled looking, wearing a gray sweatshirt with coffee stains on it, hair stringy and thin for someone her age, cigarette in hand—and a pack nearby so at all times there was no break in this nicotine fix that clearly, she relied on. I introduced myself and explained that we would have the chance to meet once a week, to talk or spend time together in whatever way she wanted. Not prepared for what came next, I sat a bit stunned as she began telling me disjointed and hard-to-follow stories about how people were out to get her, how the devil visited her frequently, and how she was being secretly spied on by the government. While the stories she told made no rational sense, the theme of her delusions was about not being able to trust people. So slowly, I built up a trust with Hannah. I helped her to feel seen and heard and listened to. I let her know through our regular visits that I wanted to spend time with her, whether she made sense to me or not. I kept showing up. And once we’d built a trust, one of my favorite memories was taking Hannah on occasion to the music room at my college, where there was a piano. Hannah loved music, and while she didn’t really know how to play the piano very well, playing the notes and making music became a way she could express herself and reconnect with something deeply joyful in her that made her feel vibrant and alive.

I remember Greg—a short man in his thirties, scruffy beard and scratchy voice, homeless for a time, displaying behaviors at the group home that I could only begin to understand as an unwinding from his traumatic past. Having lost his sight several years before, I was amazed at his courage to navigate in the world and touched by his deep compassion for his brother who lived with him. There was Frankie and Sarah—an unusual pair as a married couple—loving in their own tender way as they opened to guidance about how to perform basic daily functions that so many of us take for granted. And there was Robert, in many ways lacking self-awareness and without language, yet still communicating to me clearly in nonverbal ways that he cherished connection and care as much as any of us.

What I discovered in these experiences is the labels that fell away, the diagnoses that felt so insufficient, the boxes that were confining and oh so limiting. Hannah relaxed when I sat with her in the coffee shop listening to her stories, not validating the delusions she shared, but listening through the spaces to hear the pain that she suffered as a teenager, the longing that she felt to be seen and to feel safe. It wasn’t the hallucinations that I tried to talk truth into, but the truth of her suffering that I tried to hold in the silence of my gaze and my simple presence.

Each day was a new adventure, opening my eyes to the depth of what it means to be human, opening my heart to help the challenges of another, pulling me to find the little things that made a difference. In the end, it wasn’t my education that mattered; it was the way I smiled, the warm greeting, the welcome look, the soft tone, the acceptance that became the framework from which trust emerged.

In this space, something unexpected happens, and even more so, as I discovered over the years with countless patients, when we learn to give ourselves this presence. As we do this, we relate to our own experiences in a new way. In the therapy room what I found was that through presence, connection, and ultimately helping others to be present and accept themselves right where they are, something begins to shift.





I went to graduate school to become a clinical psychologist, and in part, I think, to find a solution to my own suffering, and to the suffering of others. I thought that I might figure out how to get rid of anxiety and depression and all the things that make people unhappy, how to change people and make them better.

I myself was (and still am) wired to be anxious and “type A” by nature. On top of this was a strong drive to be perfect in order to be accepted, and a need to (over)achieve in order to feel successful. After my mom died in a car accident when I was fifteen years old, I grappled with many strong emotions that I put away as I forged through high school, college, and graduate school without missing a beat. Through much of this time, I disliked myself in many ways. I had an unhealthy relationship with my body and felt inadequate compared to the unrealistic standards of what I thought I should look like. I developed an unhealthy relationship with food, often binging and then restricting food in harmful, self-defeating patterns in high school and college that led to shame and struggle. Outwardly I was highly successful, but inwardly I vacillated between stifling my emotions or feeling out of control with them. Through it all, I hoped to become a new, better, self-improved version of myself. I went to graduate school to study psychology, a field which, at that time, was very focused on psychopathology (“the scientific study of mental disorders”3). I wanted to understand what was wrong and how to fix it, in myself and in others.

But I discovered a few unexpected things along the way.

First, during my internship at McLean Hospital in Belmont, Massachusetts, I had the privilege of working with Dr. Robert Brooks—now a renowned expert on resilience. What Bob taught me is that we don’t start by finding what is wrong with people, we start by finding what is right with them—we work from strength. We find their “islands of competence” (we all have islands of competence) and then we figure out how to help the other person discover this for themselves, to help them see their own strengths and to build on them. During a time when the study of psychopathology and mental disorders was a major focus of psychology training, Dr. Brooks introduced me to a new way of working with my patients that was quite transformative.

The second transformational thing that I encountered along the way was the practice of meditation and mindfulness. Mindfulness is a 2,500-year-old practice that in large part originated from the Eastern, Buddhist tradition. While my journey with and understanding of mindfulness continues to evolve and deepen, it has had a profound effect on both my personal and professional life over the years. There are many definitions of mindfulness. The first one that I encountered was from the teachings of Jon Kabat-Zinn, the founder of Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, who says that mindfulness is a particular way of paying attention: “on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally.”4 One of my favorite more recent definitions of mindfulness (which I will return to in Chapter 3) is from meditation teacher Susan Morgan, who says, “Mindfulness is an alert, relaxed, nonjudgmental, non-self-referential posture of caring attention, as if a dear friend, wise elder, or beneficial presence is watching over the experience of well-being in this moment.”5

For someone who was so used to being busy, driven, and on the go, this idea of slowing down in meditation to sit and observe my breath and eventually my thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations was quite foreign, and quite frankly uncomfortable at first. The last thing I wanted to do was sit when there was so very much to be done in any given minute. However, with practice and patience, I’ve gained tremendous benefits from observing my inner experiences in this new way.

As I learn to step out of the automatic pilot mode that I (and we all) so often operate from, and observe what is arising moment to moment, I begin to notice the mental stories that my mind creates, the ways that I live in the past and future so much of the time, the way that my worries create much added suffering for myself, and the disconnection that comes when I push away my feelings. I learn to watch what arises with a kinder attention, with an openness and acceptance, without trying to push away or change what is there. Mindfulness invites me to be present with what is here: the pleasant, the neutral, and the unpleasant, and to hold it in an expansive awareness that steps me out of my “small self” view. It offers me a way to embrace the preciousness of the moment and embrace the whole of life and the whole of myself, in all its messiness and muck. It doesn’t mean that I don’t work to improve things, but that I start by accepting what is here. From this mindful viewpoint, when I can hold my pain but not be swallowed up by it, when I can relate to my suffering from a half step back and through kind eyes, something begins to shift.

Hand in hand with my evolving journey with mindfulness came a third transformational learning in my life, when I had the privilege of working with several gifted therapists who incorporated mindfulness and mind-body practices into the therapy session. Having sought therapy in the past for myself (as the patient) through more traditional talk therapy, I was suddenly introduced to a more embodied experience. Rather than just talking about my experiences, I would bring attention to what was happening in my body and often use mindful awareness to connect with mind, body, and heart together to notice what was arising. In these deeper states of embodied presence, I would imagine opening the door and inviting different “parts” of myself to come into the therapy room—often parts that I had pushed away or that held emotions I had cared not to feel. “Miss Fuck You” that I introduced you to at the beginning of the book was one of these parts. (You will hear more about her in Chapter 7.) My therapist would invite me to take a curious look at who came in, and I would talk to and understand these parts of myself that I had pushed away in a way that allowed them to soften and feel heard and understood. In this safe space I allowed myself to make contact with and be with all of those painful emotions that I had tried so hard to suppress. I allowed myself to hold in juxtaposition both the joys of my life and the deep sorrows. I allowed myself to hold my sadness and grief and anger and vulnerability, without needing to get rid of it. Instead, I would sit beside it like I would do with a good friend. The impact of this was profound, and it began to transform the relationship I had with myself, and the way that I sat and worked with my patients.



This book grew out of my personal experiences with mindfulness and mind-body practices to help me move through my own emotional struggles, and my years of practice as a clinical psychologist working with hundreds of patients to help them find greater ease amidst strong emotional challenges of all kinds. The six vantage points are a conceptualization and integration of principles that I’ve learned through my understanding of psychology, neuroscience, and Eastern wisdom traditions. This book is interspersed with personal vignettes and many short, practical exercises to help you learn and practice shifting with the six vantage points that I will teach you.

While this is not specifically a book about mindfulness, each of the six vantage points will help you cultivate aspects of mindfulness in your everyday life. You need not have any experience with meditation or mind-body practices to benefit from this book, but if you do have a meditation practice, my hope is that this book will offer you a helpful framework in which you may deepen your practice in ways that are enriching and nourishing for you.




What You Will Learn

As stated previously, this book is not about changing yourself, fixing yourself, or self-improvement to find happiness, though you might pick up any of a thousand self-help books to do that (and there are many good ones, by the way). This book is about shifting where you stand, shifting your vantage point, and how, when you do that, everything begins to change. It’s about shedding the layers to uncover the essence at your core that has been there all along. It’s about freeing yourself from the mental habits that have been keeping your life small. It’s about shifting your relationship with your own suffering, and how, when you can relate to your suffering in new ways, things begin to change. It isn’t about changing your circumstances (when you can’t) or about changing yourself; it is about changing your relationship to what is already here, and the choices, possibilities, resources, and deep sense of well-being that become available when you do. This has been the gift of mindfulness for me, and of other mind-body practices. I am excited to share this with you! These six vantage points are foundational to well-being, and you will learn how to use each of them to create lasting well-being from which you can draw upon, no matter what life brings your way.




Important Guidelines for How to Use This Book

In the remaining chapters of Part One—Chapters 2 and 3—I provide an important framework for understanding why we react the way we do to our unpleasant emotions and become disconnected from ourselves and the whole of who we are, based on our evolutionary wiring, sociocultural and childhood histories, and other factors. By looking through the lens of our autonomic nervous system, I explain how each of the vantage points help us to shift from being stuck in our adaptive survival circuitry/“old operating system” to access our more newly evolved “thriving” circuits (our “newer operating system”) that help deepen our “well” of well-being. We will explore the ways we disconnect from our bodies and hearts, and the important shift from “hole” self to “Whole Self.” I believe this information provides an important foundation and shift in vantage point right from the start by helping you understand your emotions in a new way. However, for those looking for less foundational background and who are eager to jump right into the vantage points and hands-on exercises, you might skim through these chapters and focus on Part Two and the six vantage points.

In Part Two (Chapters 4 through 9) we’ll explore each of the six vantage points: the anchor view, the child view, the audience view, the compassionate parent view, the mirror view, and the ocean view. Each chapter provides an explanation of the vantage point it is focusing on and is accompanied by personal vignettes and many practical and hands-on ways that you can experiment with shifting your vantage point through: 1) short practices, 2) questions for reflections (I encourage you to journal for these!), and 3) meditations (recordings are available at bethkurland.com/vantagepoints).

The anchor view will teach you how to find calm strength and stability in the midst of life’s emotional storms. The child view will teach you how curiosity can be your superpower and forever change the way you meet and greet your emotions. The audience view will give you a new perspective so that your mental habits don’t continue to run the show. The compassionate parent view will help you feel seen and heard by the one person who has likely been missing from the picture—your Self. The mirror view will help you see your strengths and discover the choices and possibilities that emerge when you start by noticing what is already here, already whole. The ocean view will offer a glimpse into the transcendent, explore the nature of awareness and spirituality, and help you discover what is possible when you experience an interconnectedness beyond the “small self.”


NOTE ABOUT ACCOMPANYING AUDIO MEDITATIONS: In each chapter starting with Chapter 4, wherever you see the ear symbol [image: ], you can find accompanying audio versions of these meditations at: bethkurland.com/vantagepoints.



There are several points I feel are important to emphasize. First, this book is not intended as psychological treatment or intervention of any kind and is purely for educational purposes, with the hope that it will enrich your life in many ways. If you are in need of psychological treatment, I encourage you to seek the guidance of a licensed mental health professional. This can be especially important if you are dealing with overwhelming challenges or trauma of any kind. This book will show you ways to bring ease to emotional distress but is not a substitute for professional help. Second, while my experiences with mindfulness inform much of this book, and through this book you will learn to bring greater mindful awareness into your life, this book does not address the rich Buddhist traditions from which mindfulness came or the teachings of which mindfulness are a part. There are many wonderful books on this topic written by people with far more knowledge on this subject. Please know that you do not need to have any experience with meditation or mindfulness or any mind-body practice to fully benefit from what this book has to offer. Lastly, while my previous book Dancing on the Tightrope might be considered in some way a prequel to this book, one does not need to have read that book to gain the full benefit from this book. They complement each other but offer different tools for you to bring into your life.




Questions for Reflection: Getting Started


	In what ways in your life do you feel that you are “spinning your wheels, stuck in a rut”? In other words, using effort to force something to change (perhaps yourself, circumstances you can’t control)? How well is that working for you?

	What is your current relationship with emotional unease? When you encounter difficult emotional experiences involving anger, sadness, fear, frustration, disappointment, anxiety, and other unpleasant emotions, how do you tend to react? Do you tend to push away your feelings? Plow through and carry on? Get caught in your feelings and have them run the show? Respond with kindness and compassion to what you are feeling?

	Are there certain difficult emotions that you accept and others that you resist?

	In what ways do you feel like you need to change or improve yourself in order to have a better life? How well has that worked for you?

	
What are the things that you already accept about yourself in all your human imperfectness? What is that like when you rest in this acceptance?

	Do the actions you take in your life tend to be aligned with who you are at your core and bring about a deeper sense of well-being?

	What do you do when you are upset? Do you have healthy ways of soothing or comforting yourself when you feel distress?

	Do you ever judge yourself for feeling how you feel or feel that you shouldn’t feel that way? What does that inner dialogue sound like in your head? What does it feel like in your body when you think those things?
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“Beth Kurland’s reassuring title says it all and yet offers clear, concise,
compassionate instructions for powerful personal transformation.”
—Chris Willard, PsyD, faculty, part-time,

Harvard Medical School, and author of Alphabreaths
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