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Are you a Soul Searcher?


Do you believe there’s more to life than
clothes and reality TV?




You are not alone.





If you’re searching for your center, your inner voice,
for who you want to be—this is the book for you!


Soul Searching will guide you through the tricky maze of “teendom” and onto the path of self-discovery. Any girl who longs for inspiration over insecurity can learn to unearth her passions, love her body, and find direction using tools such as:


[image: images] Journaling


[image: images] Dream Analysis


[image: images] Yoga and Meditation


[image: images] Philosophy


Whether you’re just looking for ideas or trying to overcome real problems such as gossip at school or friends’ hurtful comments online, this book will help you connect with your incredible girl power to take charge of your future and rock your world.
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To Dad, Mom, Scott, and Joni Mitchell


—Sarah
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Preface


Recently, I woke up to an email from a fifteen-year-old girl in Russia who is recovering from a serious eating disorder and struggling to accept her body. A week before that, I got a note from a teenage girl in Beijing, China, who wanted to share a list of her favorite philosophy books, and a month earlier—tucked away like a gem between spam messages for celebrity diet pills and hair removal potions—I received a Facebook message from a girl in Missouri who hoped to brainstorm ways of dealing with hurtful comments from classmates online.


When I first sat down at age sixteen to write Soul Searching: A Girl’s Guide to Finding Herself, it was beyond my wildest dreams—and qualifications—to publish an advice book that would reach girls from Beijing to Kansas City. My goal was much simpler: I wanted to test out my suspicion that most young women, if given the chance, would enjoy reading about topics like journaling, philosophy, yoga, and creativity every bit as much as about fashion, lip gloss, boys, and dieting. Now, almost a decade later, I’m excited to report that readers like you have proven me right. Today’s teen girls are a lot more self-aware and engaged than adults often give them credit for. Not only do they like to read, but they like to reach out, react, and share their own ideas.


Since the first edition of this book came out, I’ve had the amazing opportunity to exchange emails with hundreds of insightful and inspiring readers like you, who’ve taught me that society has a lot to gain from tuning in to the diverse voices of teenage girls. Some of the recent messages in my inbox made me smile, like the one that asked, “Will you help me interpret my dream about being trapped inside a giant earthworm?” But most of the emails have dealt with big, difficult issues that remind me just how tricky it can be to survive middle school and high school: how to handle the ups and downs of friendships and relationships, how to confront scary challenges like drugs and violence, and how to figure out your hopes for yourself and your world.


Being a teen certainly hasn’t gotten any easier since I first wrote this book. In fact, if anything, girls today are facing more challenges than ever in our fast-paced, plugged-in culture. In the new edition of Soul Searching, I’ve added a section about being a soul searcher in the internet age, which means dealing with issues like cyber-bullying, sexting, and Facebook mania. I’ve also expanded the chapter called “Set Your Body Free” to tackle new themes, such as how to strive for a healthy diet without allowing an obsession with food or fitness to take over your life. And finally, I’ve tossed in a few new examples of brave, cool things that girls around the world are doing to stand up for each other in rough situations, contribute to their communities, and make a better world.


There’s something else I should add: for all the pitfalls of living in a technology-obsessed century, it’s also made this particular moment an incredible time to be a girl. For starters, girls today no longer have to rely on glossy teen magazines—like the ones I ranted about in my original note from the author—for information and advice. These days, if we don’t like the stuff we read on the pages of a superficial magazine, what’s to stop us from seeking out better sources of inspiration or creating our own? Today’s girls are sharing their ideas on blogs, forming their own rock bands, performing their own poetry in local coffee shops, starting their own sports fan clubs, and standing up for themselves in our broader culture, where “Girl Power” finally means something more than our right to buy hip outfits and dance around to the Spice Girls. (Have you even heard of them? If not, I feel very, very old.)


Another cool thing about being a girl in our interconnected world is getting to learn from the struggles and ideas of other young people in very different situations, whether in far-off countries or in our own backyards. Consider the example of Maya Naussbaum, a college senior who founded a program called Girls Write Now to empower young women in New York City public schools to write their hearts out about stuff that matters to them and broadcast it online. Another is a girl blogger in Baghdad, Iraq known as Riverbend, a young female computer programmer who kept an amazing Web diary about her experiences living in a war-torn city, where electricity and running water were often scarce. Her blog reminds me that being a soul searcher is often extremely hard, scary work. Sometimes, it means confronting other people’s harsh judgments and pushing through them to stand up for who you are and what you believe, no matter the risks.


That’s a huge part of what this book is about: learning to take yourself and your opinions seriously, facing up to your fears, and discovering how many wonderful things lie beneath the surface of who you already are. Often, that means making embarrassing mistakes—of which I’ve had plenty—and facing scary moments when you don’t have the “right” answers.


If the past ten years have taught me anything, it’s that soul searching doesn’t stop when you graduate from high school or when you get your first job or when you turn a certain age. I’ve had the chance to try on a lot of hats in my late teens and early twenties, from college student to clueless traveler to war reporter. But for all the adventures I’ve been lucky to have, I’m constantly reminded how much I still haven’t figured out and how many big questions remain a glaring mystery to me.


Sure, this book’s subtitle may be “A Girl’s Guide to Finding Herself.” But I’m beginning to think that there’s no such thing as being totally “found.” And here’s the good news: the fun, I think, is in the searching.


 



Your friend,
Sarah
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A Note from the Author


AT AGE 16


A skinny, freckle-faced girl catches my attention as I scan the magazine rack at my local bookstore. She is probably eleven or twelve, but obviously trying to look older in her flared jeans and chunky high-heels. What gets me thinking are the glossy teen magazines she holds in her hand promising “Ten Ways to Get That Guy!” and “The Absolute Coolest Back-to-School Gear.” I can tell this girl is searching for answers. But why does she hope to find them in the pages of a superficial magazine?


I know why. I know because I, too, looked for advice and approval in these magazines. I figured that if I could be a little bit prettier or own a few more stylish clothes, then I could be more popular, and therefore, happy. Of course, as time went on I realized that it doesn’t really work like that. After studying dozens of articles that promised to make me attractive and irresistible, it dawned on me that I was the same old Sarah as before. If anything, I felt more dissatisfied with my life, my looks, and my social status than ever. Studies show that I was not alone: 70 percent of women feel worse about themselves after reading fashion magazines.


The reason for this is simple: cosmetic companies, clothing designers, plastic surgeons, and a wide range of corporations benefit from our self-hatred. After all, the dieting industry rakes in profits of 33 billion dollars a year from our insecurities. The articles in fashion  magazines are filled with promises, urging us to “Get the Body You Deserve” or “Discover the Secrets to Being Beautiful.” But the truth is, the magazine creators aren’t trying to help us; they are just trying to sell to us! As I found out the hard way, their promises are empty. I was ready to read something new . . . something intelligent.


With this desire in mind, I began my search for meaningful literature on my mother’s bookshelves. After sorting through piles of dusty novels and prehistoric text books, I finally found a title that intrigued me. It was called Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls. The title instantly sparked my curiosity. I began to read, wondering if I needed saving and if this book could help. Instead, I found frightening passages such as this:


Girls today are much more oppressed. They are coming of age in a more dangerous, sexualized and media-saturated culture. They face incredible pressures to be beautiful and sophisticated, which in junior high means using chemicals and being sexual. As they navigate a more dangerous world, girls are less protected.


The author, Dr. Mary Pipher, is convinced that adolescence is a painful and identity-shattering process for most young women. It made me wonder, Are we really oppressed? Is this culture really as dangerous and media-saturated as Dr. Pipher suggests? If so, what should we do?


I began paying attention to the signs that Reviving Ophelia wasn’t exaggerating the difficulties most teens face: my good friend was bulimic, some of my schoolmates were using drugs, many of my phone conversations revolved around comforting a depressed bud. I listened to the facts on the news:


[image: images] Sixty-one percent of girls report that they have dieted in the last year, but only 11 percent actually are overweight.


[image: images] Twenty-five percent of girls suffer from some form of depression.


[image: images] In certain cities, the percentage of girls who have considered suicide is as high as 40 percent.


Along with the fear these statistics brought to mind came a question growing in importance: What can we do about it?


Well, I had already conducted a fruitless search for answers in teen magazines, so I knew they weren’t the place to go. Instead, I roamed the library looking for a book on teenage “soul searching”—something that looked at the deeper subjects of self-exploration and spirituality for girls—yet I couldn’t find a single book that addressed me as a teen today. I even conducted an internet search with the words “spirituality for teenage girls,” only to receive a list of pornography sites!


That was the last straw. I knew something had to be written for girls who didn’t want adolescence to get the best of them. And I figured, if someone needs to write it, why not me? After all, psychology experts like Dr. Mary Pipher can only analyze the needs of today’s young women from afar. As a sixteen-year-old girl myself, I know what it’s like to fear violence, drugs, and growing up. I understand the desire for popularity, beauty, and acceptance, thanks to first-hand experience. Most important, I know how great it feels to confront these things using self-discovery as my weapon.


Although it took me several years, I eventually learned to escape from the poisons of our culture by soul searching. It began most intensely for me in seventh grade, a time when nightmares of being chased and falling were keeping me awake at night. I soon came across the idea of recording my dreams and learning to interpret the messages of my subconscious. Eventually, my dream journal became more than just a place to rehash my nightly visions; it developed into a venue for understanding my reality.


Using dream interpretation as my starting point, I first began exploring my spirituality. Ever since then, I’ve eagerly sought creative ways to follow my intuition and learn about myself. Each new tool I discovered, from meditation to feng shui, fueled my self-discovery mission. I came to realize that the more soul searching I did, the easier it became to cope with the problems in my life: betrayal from friends, expectations from parents, and stressful situations at school.


Each day now (Okay, I admit, I’m not always faithful!) I try to use journaling to vent my emotions, meditation to clear my mind, and yoga to calm my body. I still haven’t conquered all of my nightmares and fears, of course, but I’ve certainly gotten closer. I want to share the tools I’ve found with girls around the world, because I think they can help us triumph over the destructive forces that books like Reviving Ophelia describe.


This book is completely unique. It is for girls who want to understand the true nature of who they are; for girls who love self-exploration, thinking, improving; for girls who desire happiness and are willing to actively seek it.


In the pages of Soul Searching, you can explore dozens of self-discovery techniques, from dream interpretation to volunteer work to aromatherapy. You’ll take quizzes and use brainstorming activities to explore your inner wisdom. Of course, this book won’t solve your problems or change your life immediately. But if you are dedicated to self-understanding, change will follow.


You are setting out on a journey that is probably the most important one of your life. Just the fact that you are reading this book says that you understand the value of knowing your true self. As you read, I urge you to share what you learn with friends, discuss it with family, and work to apply it in your everyday life. I would love to hear from you about your experiences with this book and your own journey as a fellow soul searcher.
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	Best wishes,
Sarah
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CHAPTER 1
What Is “Soul Searching”?





LOOKING WITHIN


. . . I can’t explain how much it hurts to lose my spot of instant security in “the group,” where I always felt comfortable and confident that someone would be standing next to me. It’s so much easier when you and your friends are the same person, the same identity, going everywhere together . . .


—MY DIARY, MAY 28, 1997


As my angst-ridden journal entries can testify, seventh grade was a tough year for me. Exclusive cliques and painful gossip were eating away at my self-esteem, forcing me into a state of questioning. Should I change myself, conform, in order to be popular and accepted? Was I a worthwhile person on my own, or did I need lots of friends to prove it? What was the value of being “cool,” anyhow?


Unfortunately, it sometimes takes a painful situation to awaken our need for self-discovery. In my case, I was searching for a sense of inner worth in the wake of my peers’ rejection. You probably have your own reasons for beginning this soul searching journey. Maybe you’re also seeking self-acceptance after a difficult time. Or maybe you’ve been having a good time in life, yet you get the feeling there’s more to it than that. No matter what made each of us open the pages of this book, we’ve all got a similar challenge: we must learn to listen to ourselves. Once upon a time, this was a truly arduous undertaking for me. I was such an indecisive person that even the “simple” task of choosing an ice cream flavor took me ten minutes—on a good day. Often, I’d try to make my mom choose for me, or I’d point to my brother and say, “I’ll have whatever he’s having.” But eventually, I learned to listen to what I wanted. I developed a system of closing my eyes, envisioning each flavor on my tongue, and rating the pleasure factor. All of a sudden, it was a million times easier to decide between vanilla ice cream and rocky road, a cake cone and a waffle cone, or rainbow sprinkles and Oreo chunks.


Sure, it may sound melodramatic to compare dessert choices to our inner journey, but learning to respect our own desires is no easy task. Thankfully, my middle school years taught me a lot about self-awareness. Similar to that spot inside my mind where I test hypothetical ice cream cones, I’ve developed a quiet place within for remembering who I am. It’s the place I seek when I’m drowning in a moment of indecision, conflict, or discontent.


Certainly, we all know what’s best for us inside—it’s only a matter of listening. Soul searching is about tuning into this inner wisdom; with it, we can learn to harness our brilliance, much like a radio antenna can make enchanting music out of invisible airwaves. Extending our antennas isn’t hard to do. The techniques in this book—like journaling, yoga, and meditation—will help us. The first step, however, is inviting wisdom into our lives.


When you feel ready to begin your soul searching journey, take the following quiz. Find a quiet time and place before you start. Lunchtime at your school cafeteria will probably not be private enough to dig into your inner feelings! Think hard about each question and write your answers in a permanent place, such as a notebook, journal, or even in this book.


QUIZ: ALL ABOUT ME!



1. Tonight you will be offered a magic potion that will allow you to change one thing about yourself. Will you take it? If so, what will you change?


2. List ten things that bring you great joy (watching kung fu movies, riding your bike, playing with your puppy, and so on).


3. List five things you’re confident about in your life (your ability to solve math problems, cracking jokes, painting, and so on).


4. List five things you’re insecure about and why. [image: images]


5. Think of someone you really admire. What is it about this person that makes him or her great? Do you share this quality?


6. Think of someone who annoys you, makes you mad, or hurts your feelings. Why do you think he or she has this effect on you? Do you ever make others feel the same way?


7. What do you like about the world and our society? What things bother you the most? Write down three things that give you hope and three things you would like to change.


8. Write about the last time you cried. When was it, and why? Then write about the last time you felt deep emotion.


9. Think of three ways you are stereotyped, both positively and negatively. For each stereotype, write down a few reasons why it doesn’t fit you. (For example, people might say you’re brainy and a bookworm, but you also spend a lot of your free time hanging out with friends and playing basketball.)


10. Write down ten words that best describe you. Your list can include adjectives, animals, objects, or colors—anything that represents your identity.


Now that you’re done, review your answers. Have you ever thought about these things before? Exactly how familiar do you feel with yourself? Keep your answers close at hand and look back on them as you continue through the book. Some of your answers may change as you learn and grow, so don’t be afraid to make adjustments to them.


UMMM . . . WHAT EXACTLY IS SOUL SEARCHING?



? Before we go any further, let’s take a moment to understand what soul searching really is and why we should bother doing it. Whether you believe in the existence of a soul or not is beside the point. Even for people who don’t, it’s hard to deny the presence of an inner self separate from the image we project to the outside world. Just think of a time when you felt that the “real you” was different from the way you acted around your friends, family, and acquaintances.


When we refer to soul searching, we’re talking about the quest to become familiar with our inner voice, to understand it, and to follow it. A lack of internal communication is at the heart of many problems plaguing teenage girls: eating disorders, drug abuse, loneliness, low self-esteem. If we trust ourselves to begin with, it’s much easier to resist negative media images and peer pressure. Soul searching also gives us:


[image: images] greater access to our creativity and intuition


[image: images] the confidence to follow our dreams


[image: images] better communication with our peers, family, and others


[image: images] a life of peace, purpose, and abundance


Along with these general benefits, many of the techniques you’ll learn about in this book yield more explicit bonuses. They can:


[image: images] relieve stress, insomnia, and depression


[image: images] increase communication between the left and right hemispheres of the brain


[image: images] boost your mental clarity and physical energy


As you can see, soul searching is clearly worth the investment of our time and energy. And beyond the tangible mental and physical benefits, there is a great power that comes from knowing our inner voice intimately—of being able to use that voice to help us navigate our world confidently and calmly.


You have already begun to question by completing the “All about Me!” quiz, but there’s still much more to ask. Living in America, we’re used to quick results: microwaves, email, hairdryers, and so on. However, the attempt to find ourselves is no speedy mission—it’s a perpetual search. Some people believe it’s impossible to ever fully understand yourself completely. As Thoreau once said, “It is as hard to see one’s self as to look backwards without turning around.” However, the mere process of trying will yield great results!


FINDING THE TIME [image: images]



One of the largest barriers to soul searching is the lack of space we make for it in our busy lives. Probably every teen in the country feels like she or he has too many expectations and too little time! We’re already spread so thin, between homework, guitar lessons, sports practice, and friends, where can we possibly find the time for soul searching?


Quite frankly, soul searching deserves a spot on your to-do list, no matter how crowded it may look. To say you can’t find the time for soul searching is like saying, “I’m too busy driving to fill up my gas tank.” Some things in life are investments. Although we give up time now for self-exploration, eventually we will receive the benefits that will make it worthwhile. For example, instead of spending hours stressing over an upcoming history test, meditation techniques will give us the mental focus to study more efficiently and effectively than ever.


So how can we find the time for soul searching in our lives? My first and foremost suggestion may be a little radical. It will take self-discipline and sacrifice. It will put you at risk for not being the most up-to-date girl in school. It will mean missing the season premiere of your favorite TV show, along with video games, music videos, and even news programs. I dare you to STOP WATCHING TELEVISION!


The Great TV Turnoff


The more time we spend mesmerized in front of the tube, the more we give it permission to drain our spiritual energy and promote negative stereotypes. Although I admit we can’t totally escape the media (nor do we necessarily want to), replacing our TV time with soul searching time is an easy way to bring tremendous change into our lives. The average person watches about 1,642 hours of TV each year—that means we’ll watch over 82,000 hours between the ages of thirteen and sixty-three! That’s about fourteen years of our waking lives lost forever to TV.


Imagine all of the wonderful things we could do with that time instead—we could really change the world. We could write novels, learn to speak Chinese, go scuba diving, dance the salsa! We could soul search! By taking the daring leap into the land of the TV-free, you’ll add 5,125 days worth of extra time to your life that can be devoted to anything you choose. National TV-Turnoff week happens twice a year—once in April and once in September. Give it a try!




[image: image]


What do YOU think?


There are a lot of fun, positive TV programs out there, but personally, I think that most people—not just girls—can find better things to do with their time.


—JULIA, AGE 16


While I don’t think that TV is totally bad for girls, it isn’t completely good either. It entertains while connecting girls to the world, and yet it can also cut girls off from the world while they are sitting on their couches. The entertainment itself is sometimes in question as well.


—EMMARIE, AGE 13


TV is bad because it projects horrible images and it makes you feel like buying stuff that you don’t even need. If I could never watch TV again, I would do more outdoor things, like hiking.


—SOPHIE, AGE 16


I don’t think TV is good for girls overall. It still drills in the old stereotypes of “blonde and thin equals pretty.” If there were more shows with real girls (by real girls I mean girls with brains; even though she is a cartoon, Lisa Simpson is a good example) and not Barbies, it would increase girls’ self-esteem.


—ANONYMOUS


Sitting down and watching something specific, I think, is okay. What is destructive to girls is mindless surfing with no purpose. Then we are vulnerable to the destructive messages hidden inside television programs and commercials.
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