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Praise for The Art of Badassery





“Jennifer goes beyond showing women how to feel empowered. She shows them how to take action to protect their peace and their power. A must-read, especially if you want to enhance your ability to be your own superhero.”


—Shaun T, fitness motivator


“Jennifer Cassetta is the master teacher of The Art of Badassery. This book is an empowering and inspiring step-by-step (or rather, belt-by-belt) guide to help you unleash your inner warrior and kick-start the black belt journey to your highest ambitions.”


—Kara Richardson Whitely, author of Gorge: My Journey Up Kilimanjaro at 300 Pounds (soon to be a movie)


“There are books that talk about speaking up, unleashing your inner badass, and reclaiming your power, and then there are books that show you how to do it. The Art of Badassery shows you how to do it.”


—Jess Ekstrom, author, Chasing the Bright Side


“As a mother, working hard to raise an empowered daughter, I was able to add some much-needed tools to my tool belt because of this book. It is not enough for us to tell our girls to be strong, but to empower them mentally, verbally, and physically without hesitation! A must-read as we fight for the next generation of girls to come.”


—Katie Wilcox, founder and CEO of Natural Model Management


“For any woman who wants to find her inner badass, Jenn Cassetta knows the way! The Art of Badassery is a book we all need now—a time when it’s more important than ever to own your mind, your body, and your future. Jenn provides a dynamic, funny, down-to-earth road map to becoming who you were born to be, giving step-by-step instructions on how to heal, how to grow, how to thrive.”


—Dana Belcastro, film producer and black belt
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Do you feel like your confidence, your power, and your mojo have been drained, deflated, or you’re just outright defeated? Have you been knocked down one too many times, and you’re struggling to get back up with gusto? If so, my friend, you are in the perfect place. Even if you’re feeling pretty badass already, you’re still in the right place to level up. The Art of Badassery was created for you as a system to reclaim all of that precious power that may have been drained from you with every hit, loss, drama, trauma, or disappointment. I sourced this time-tested wisdom from martial arts and have used it in my keynotes and coaching programs with thousands of women who have gone from a life of blah to badassery. But first, let me tell you how I use this system in my own life.


In my early twenties, I was on my way to becoming an event planner until one day when my world turned upside down. It was a sunny Tuesday morning as I got onto the 6 Train toward downtown Manhattan to go to work. The event space where I worked had held its first event the night before, and I was excited to see my boss and hear how it went. As I neared Wall Street, the subway slowed and jerked a bit but finally let us off without a warning.


When I emerged from the subway, I looked up and saw the dark smoke billowing out of the World Trade Center. I was shocked and couldn’t imagine what kind of accident could have done such damage. Everyone I passed on the street was pointing toward the ominous sight. When I walked three blocks to the corner of Rector and the West Side Highway, I saw a police officer staring up at the towers, sobbing. My heart sank. Even though I still had no idea what was happening, I knew it was bad.


I got to the building where I worked and spoke to the doorman. He told me I couldn’t go upstairs because no one was there. “They bombed the towers,” he said, “and the subways are shut down.”


“Where should I go?” I shrieked. I was panicked and had no idea what to do. He shrugged and offered to let me use the phone in the lobby. Unsure who to call, I dialed my mom’s work number, a call I can’t remember making to this day.


My mom tells me I called her and in a childlike voice told her there was a hole in the World Trade Center. And that’s when the first tower fell, sending a swarm of people rushing into the lobby seeking shelter. The phone went flying out of my hands, and I was pushed into a utility closet with a bunch of strangers. Poor Mom just heard people screaming because the phone didn’t hang up for several minutes. To her it felt like hours.


While I’d love to tell you that I was the heroine of the story, comforting everyone and keeping them calm, I was not. I was paralyzed with fear and cried uncontrollably. A police officer told me to be quiet, and I remember thinking I was absolutely going to die in a closet with a bunch of strangers. Then a woman came over and put her hands on my shoulders. She asked me my name, and I told her. She said, “Jennifer, I’m Nancy, and you and I are going to get out of here today.” I’m pretty sure I’d just met my guardian angel.


The officer made us all evacuate, concerned the building would collapse on top of us. Everyone scattered in different directions, and Nancy and I headed south. The ash was covering us like snowflakes, and we finally made it to 100 Broadway. There were people giving out masks and water, and for a few minutes we were okay. Shortly after the second tower fell, we had to evacuate 100 Broadway as well.


Nancy and I headed out again to find shelter. The martial arts school I had just started training at was nearby, and I figured we could go there to regroup. When we walked in, we must have looked like zombies, completely shell-shocked, and covered in dust. My instructors, Lena and Holly, were there, and for the first time that day I was able to exhale. I drank water, took a shower, and sat in front of a giant screen TV and heard for the first time what was actually happening in the world. Nancy took off soon after we arrived, and my efforts to try to find her since have been to no avail. (Nancy, if you’re out there, thank you from the bottom of my heart.) I eventually made it uptown to my sister’s apartment and then fled the city for a few days to unwind at my parents’ house.


Once I returned to the city, I didn’t feel safe. The clanging of garbage trucks sent me jumping out of my skin, the roar of an airplane engine overhead would make me want to take cover, and fireworks had me in full-out panic attack mode. And yet, all that fear disappeared in the martial arts school where I’d spend my days training. Wax on. Wax off. Follow the commands of the instructors. Kick, punch, sweat it all out, and end with some meditation. It was the best antianxiety medicine I could imagine. It was addictive but in the best way. That dojo became a source of safety and strength (aka, dojang in Korean, dojo in Japanese).


The more time I spent there, the better I felt. Physically, my body was getting stronger from all the conditioning. Mentally, I started to feel more confident as I learned life-saving skills. Spiritually, I started to feel more grounded and purposeful, more than I ever had in my life.


In the aftermath of the attack, I was out of a job like so many others at that time. That only added further inspiration to find a new path. Training in martial arts was helping me put myself back together, piece by piece. One day it occurred to me that it could be more than a hobby; it could become a new way of life.


It was during the next year that I decided that, somehow, I wanted to create a career that helped others feel strong, safe, and confident, just like I was beginning to feel. That was the beginning of my journey to becoming a motivational speaker, a self-defense and empowerment coach, and, most importantly, a black belt in badassery.


What Is the Art of Badassery?


A badass knows how to speak her truth, set boundaries, and block the bullshit that comes her way. She knows how to believe in herself and get back up after she’s been knocked down. She knows how to fight for what’s right, for what she deserves, and for causes bigger than herself.


We all have a badass inside just waiting to be unleashed. I believe this because I’ve lived it myself, and I’ve seen it time and time again—in the women I coach and speak with at colleges, corporations, and conferences around the country.


I receive e-mails from college women who tell me stories of men breaking into their dorms or slipping blackout drugs into their drinks, and they want me to come speak at their campus. After I speak at organizations, women approach me and share their stories of being stalked or assaulted. I speak to women in the hospitality industry who are objectified, inappropriately touched, or spoken down to. I have professional women share their stories of how they are still being mansplained, overlooked for promotions, or have had their ideas stolen or repackaged by others. I hear from mothers who worry for the safety of their daughters who are heading out into the world on their own. This is the backdrop of what women face collectively.


We deserve better. But I think it has become abundantly clear that nobody is going to grant us what we deserve. We need to know how to stand up and fight for it—for ourselves and for one another. We need to learn how to walk through this world with confidence and strength. How to speak up in a powerful way so people listen. How to preserve our vital energy so we don’t burn out or spend it all on people who are unworthy. How to trust our inner guidance and use all these lessons to make a better world. How to unleash our inner badass. These are the principles that I have been speaking about during my keynotes for the past decade that have inspired the pages of this book.


Unleashing your badassery requires the holistic mind-body-spirit strength of a warrior. Women under pressure have been demonstrating this warrior strength for centuries in order to make a bigger impact on the world. You are a warrior, as I’m sure you have taken a proverbial beating and had to stand up for yourself, your family, and/or a cause greater than yourself. This book will lead you to remember and reclaim that inner strength in your heart forever.


I see it over and over again in my work: Women are looking for an opportunity to develop their warrior skills because (1) the world needs our power and abilities, and (2) the world still, in the twenty-first century, is set up to deny us those opportunities. We must remember that we have been born into a patriarchal system that makes women forget how powerful we are and worthy of taking up space. We battle the patriarchy in small, insidious ways, like the pink tax (paying more for our razors and other self-care products), and we battle it in large, hideous ways, like women dying in massive numbers due to domestic abuse and sexual violence.


All the while men and boys get both explicit and implicit messages of their power and authority all the time. Did you grow up noticing that all the women in the kitchen prepared the food while the men watched football during holidays? Did your mom go to work and still shoulder most of the responsibility for taking care of the kids? Did Mom have access to her own money, or did she need to ask permission for it? Did you see women in leadership positions in your community, houses of worship, political representatives, or local businesses?


I have such clear memories of sitting in the church pews as a kid, listening to male priests, looking around for women in leadership positions, and never seeing them. I’d ask my parents why women weren’t allowed to be priests, and I never received a satisfactory answer. I was lucky enough to grow up in a household where my parents encouraged me to follow my dreams. “You can be anything you want to be,” they would say. Still, my sister and I had to clean the table while my brother sat and watched.


The messages we grew up with were confusing at best. We still feel the effects. Women now make up the majority of the workforce and yet still take on more of the household tasks than their partners. And still make less money than men. And still have not found equal political or social status. And are still touched without consent, harassed, and exploited. And still are not seen enough in positions of leadership and power.


The Path to Unleash Your Inner Badass


This book is a journey for your mind, body, and spirit, grasshopper. In it, I use martial arts as an organizing principle and metaphor for several reasons:




	It’s what turned me and many women I know into badass warriors and women’s empowerment advocates.


	Unlike most other sports or hobbies, martial arts is progressive. The lessons build on one another.


	Martial arts is holistic. It encompasses a structure of growth for the mind, body, and spirit. So does this book.





But by no means do you need to sign up at the nearest dojo to achieve your black belt in badassery. This book is meant for women of all ages and athletic ability because the lessons it teaches are about inner strength, not punching and kicking. In fact, the original purpose of martial arts training was not to strike first, strike hard, and have no mercy, like Cobra Kai. The real purpose was to develop the whole person into an empathetic leader and warrior who fights for justice, like Daniel-san in The Karate Kid.


Martial artists all start out as white belts, total amateurs. They show up to the dojo every day, dress in uniforms, tie on a crisp white belt, bow deeply, and step onto the mat. On the mat is where they learn new skills and drill them until they’re blue in the face. They learn how to get knocked down and pick themselves up again to fight another day. They stretch and become more flexible in body, mind, and spirit. They condition themselves to become stronger in every way. They meditate and become more grounded. They use their voices. They learn to believe in their innate power.


Slowly, they progress from one belt level to the next. From white to yellow to orange to green to blue to red, and, finally, to the black belt: pure mastery. Just when they’re confident that they can move from one belt level to the next, they’re faced with a hard test. A test of their skills, discipline, and, ultimately, their warrior mindset.


This book is laid out in a linear fashion, similar to the martial artist’s journey from white to black belt. As you read it, think of the dojo as a metaphor for life. Stepping onto the mat is where we do the work. The inner skills of a warrior can be learned, practiced, and strengthened. You’ll move through different belt levels, explore the lessons, and then internalize each with a “belt test” at the end before you move on to the next level.


Instead of a dojo, your life happens in your home, office, commute, gym, and your favorite bars or restaurants. Instead of sinking your bare feet onto a mat, you’re doing your work in your Converse or Jimmy Choos, wearing your favorite uniform, whether it be yoga pants or a pants suit. You’re out there sparring with opponents, which may mean wrestling with financial hardships, a difficult boss, or being in a manipulative relationship. You stretching is getting out of your comfort zone. You gain strength because you know how your mind and body are connected. You becoming grounded may be any type of mindfulness practice that makes you feel connected to the earth and humanity.


Your journey to become a black belt in badassery started long ago, the first time you were faced with a challenge, a bully on the playground, or a misogynistic comment. I wrote this book to remind you of how strong you are. You’re a fucking tiger, and after reading this book, you’ll be able to roar fiercely and unapologetically for what you believe in.


The world needs your power and your voice now. The world needs more women to speak up and stand up to bullshit norms of inequality. The world needs you to take up space and share your gifts, not shrink because someone told you that you weren’t good enough. The world needs all of you—the good and the messy. It’s time that we rise up together and pull up those who need some extra help along the way. We need you to fill leadership positions in corporations, raise strong and loving children (if you want), lead community organizations, and fill the highest seats in our government bodies.


My greatest wish is that this book will help you realize that all the power you need to accomplish your dreams is already within you. You don’t have to go outside yourself searching for it. It won’t be found in the latest $100 antiaging face cream, expensive purse, or a number on the bathroom scale. Your power may be muted or drained, but walking through this journey and unleashing your inner badass will help you reclaim and regenerate all of it. Every single drop.


So let’s (metaphorically speaking) enter the dojo. Put on a uniform and tie the white belt around your waist. Take a deep bow to honor yourself and your journey to this very moment in time. Now, step onto the mat and let’s get to work. Because the world needs our badassery now more than ever. [image: ]
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White Belt: Embrace the Suck


I’ll never forget the three powerful words my mom said to me after I cried to her about a terrible breakup. I’d just found out that the man I’d been dating for years had recently had a baby with someone else. He somehow forgot to mention this bit of information, and I might never have known it if I hadn’t discovered a letter from the other woman talking about the daughter “we’re having together.” When I read those words, my mind went blank. I felt shocked, enraged, betrayed, humiliated—all at once. After my initial exorcism and a cooling-off period that involved a lot of tequila, I shared the story with my mom and told her how unfair it was to be treated this way.


Her very straightforward response: “Life isn’t fair, Jenn.”


Now, you may think this sounds a little harsh or even cold coming from a mom who has just heard about her daughter’s heartbreak. But for me it was the most freeing piece of advice that I’d ever been given by anyone.


She was right. Life. Isn’t. Fair. Life can be hard and even cruel sometimes, but who are we to expect that life should follow some kind of mandate that we’ve made up? It’s not fair that some babies are born with diseases and others are completely healthy. It’s not fair that some people are born into wealthy, privileged families, and others are born into slums or refugee camps. It’s not fair that some people get accepted into universities because of family connections over people who truly deserve those spots. When someone takes advantage of your kindness or your generosity, it is not fair. If someone gets the job because of their gender or race, that’s not fair either.


Do these things happen all the time with maddening frequency? Sure. Does that make us powerless? Not even a little bit. In fact, letting go of the perception that life should be fair takes away a bit of the bite and a lot of the struggle. It doesn’t excuse people’s bad behavior, but it gives us the opportunity to take our power back by not getting stuck on the feeling of victimhood or the idea that we’re being punished by some unknown force called “life.” Instead, we can focus on the fact that shit happens, fair or unfair, and how we deal with it is everything.


As a white belt, you’re about to see how those difficult and unfair moments have helped shape you into the person you are today. In this chapter, you’ll learn how to get spiritually naked, honor your past, and build proof that you already have a badass warrior inside just waiting to be let out.


What It Means to Be a White Belt


In martial arts, the white belt student has to get used to being uncomfortable. There are a ton of protocols and traditions to learn that must be followed to embark on this new journey. If not followed, there’s usually some sort of pain associated with it, like being called out in front of the class or being tasked with an extra set of push-ups.


Upon entering the dojo, there’s a sense of stripping down to the basics right away. First, shoes are left at the door as all training is done in bare feet. Street clothes are taken off and jewelry and makeup removed; even wearing perfume is considered offensive. A clean, white, boxy uniform that makes all bodies look similar is the only option for clothing. Then one learns to tie their white belt around their waist in a slow, methodical way, preparing for the mental battle that’s coming.


Next comes the bowing as a sign of respect. It’s done upon entering and leaving the dojo at the beginning and end of class to pretty much anyone who is a higher rank (which, as a white belt, is just about everyone). It’s a lot of bowing. And all this is just in preparation for getting onto the mat in the first place.


On the mat is where the discomfort really begins. At first, the main source of pain has little to do with someone else inflicting it. As a white belt, the pain usually comes from getting the mind and body to do things it’s not used to doing. Punching, kicking, stretching. If the muscles aren’t used to this kind of work, they are going to be SORE and uncomfortable until the body starts to adapt. But the good news is that muscles break down and build back even stronger with every push-up, plank, and squat.


Life is similar. We get pushed and pulled and punched and kicked. We get banged up and bruised and stretched to our limits. And little by little we adapt to the uncomfortable, which stretches our capacity for uncomfortable experiences even further. The more we stretch, the greater our range of experience becomes. If you want to live a badass life, you’re going to need to allow for a wide range of experiences—good, bad, amazing, and disastrous.


Stepping into the dojo and tying on that white belt is a symbol, an acknowledgment to yourself and to others that you’re willing to embrace the suck, whatever that may be. And embracing the suck is about admitting to yourself that terrible things have happened and are going to continue to happen in life. That doesn’t mean reconciling yourself to being smacked down and staying there because there’s nothing you can do about it. It doesn’t mean burying your head in the positive-affirmation sand and wishing the suck would just go away. It means embracing the smackdowns as opportunities to learn what you’re capable of, to practice getting back up again, and to remind yourself that you have the inner strength to do so, even when you’re not sure how.


When you can do that, when you can really embrace the suck, then you can stop wasting energy on protesting life’s unfairness, wishing things were different, or blaming others or yourself for what went wrong. You will have more energy to focus on building strength and making things better. And the more you do it, the easier it becomes to bounce back after the next hard fall or big fat failure. Because you’ve exercised those muscles already, they’ll be there when you need them.


Getting Naked


After the events of September 11, I became a personal trainer. I would spend hours going in and out of the New York City subways and walking the city streets past the fish markets of Chinatown for one client appointment and fancy brownstones in the West Village for the next. At the same time I was navigating the city’s terrain, I was also having to navigate my clients’ personalities, all extremely different. For the tough, extremely successful woman who wanted to be pushed to her physical limits, I had to be tougher and almost militant in my style, or else she would try to bully me. For the real estate mogul who just wanted to talk about his dating escapades and financial investments, I had to be funny and interesting. For the famous actress who would bribe me to go get a beer and a soft-shell crab sandwich with her rather than train her, I had to be the perfect mix of focused and flexible.


When I finally got to the dojo at the end of my workday, I was ready to train. But first, I had to get spiritually naked, back to the core of who I am. Off came my shoes, and with them the stress of the hustle and bustle would start to melt away. As I washed the makeup off my face, the personas I took on to accommodate others dissolved. I released any desire to please the outside world with my appearance as I changed out of my clothes and into my uniform. The practice of tying my belt around my waist was like a meditation that brought me solidly into the present moment. The whiteness of my belt symbolized a clean slate and a beginner’s mind: open and ready to learn. I knew the next few hours would be challenging to my whole being but that I could handle any challenge sent my way. When I was ready, I would take a deep breath and step onto the mat, feeling my feet sink into the rubbery surface, solidifying the connection of my mind and body.


When we are being challenged in life, we often build up armor so we can avoid pain. We bury ourselves in work, we make jokes to distract from the depth of the situation, we take on self-destructive habits that numb us, or we binge on Netflix and takeout. Our coping mechanisms become our suits of armor.


Embracing the suck means having the courage to examine the armor you use to get through difficult times. Doing so will give you the opportunity to strip down and get a bit naked so you can see who you truly are at your core—who you’ve always been since before you were hurt, betrayed, or disappointed. Because here’s the thing about armor: you put it on because it helps to keep you safe, for a time. It’s useful to avoid a painful past or a challenging period, but after a while it starts to weigh heavily on you. It gets in the way of forming deep relationships or going after your dream career or lifestyle. When it’s stripped away, what’s left is authentically you. The purest essence of who you are without the hard shell separating you from the world around you. That “you” has limitless potential and the heart of a warrior. She can stay open and present and eventually bounce back from drama, trauma, or tragedy.


When going through difficult times, people typically use some form of the following as armor:




	
Defensiveness: Fighting or acting aggressively in the face of adversity


	
Denial: Pretending like the situation isn’t as challenging as it is or denying the impact it’s having on you or others


	
Fixing: Wanting to make things better for everyone even if it winds up taking a toll on you or worsening the situation


	
Numbing: Using alcohol, drugs, food, social media, video games, TV, or burying yourself in work in an unhealthy way as escapism from reality


	
Running away: Avoiding or fleeing the situation whenever possible


	
 Deflecting: Using comedy or sarcasm to pretend like the situation isn’t affecting you





Sometimes we use just one dominant form of armor and sometimes we use multiple forms. For example, after I found out about my ex’s secret baby, I built up some serious layers of armor. I was angry. I mean, really angry. As soon as I read that letter, I flew into a fit of rage. As if I were in a scene from Sex and the City, I ran out of his office, onto the street, and headed straight for the nearest Staples store. Something inside me said that I needed proof of what I had just learned because nobody would believe me. So, I proceeded to print tons of copies of this letter. Unlike Samantha Jones, I never posted them for the world to see, but I felt safer having them as evidence for whatever was to come next.


Over the next weeks and even months, I numbed with daily doses of alcohol, and I even went through times of denial. Not denial of the facts per se, but denial of my values and true desires. I had moments of believing that we could build back our relationship even stronger, even though deep inside I didn’t want to. I mean, HE HAD A BABY WITH SOMEONE ELSE AND DIDN’T TELL ME! I knew he wasn’t capable of being the partner I really wanted in life, but I would try to convince myself that maybe he was. Luckily, I was terrible at denial, and ultimately knew that, for my own good, I needed to drop this armor and get back to my core.


I distanced myself from him as much as possible and was finally able to let down the armor. Over time, I was able to release most of the anger that I felt from the betrayal and move on with my life. I came back to my core, back to who I was and what I wanted to be for others before I was betrayed, which was open, loving, and even trusting of the good in others. Then I was able to get clear on what I really wanted in my next relationship.


Identifying the armor I was using has helped me realize when I start to pick it back up again. Getting defensive when I feel like someone may want to take advantage of me is really useful in the moment. It allows me to stick up for myself when there is unfairness and deal with the issue at hand. However, I don’t want to hold onto that armor and bring it into every interaction I have going forward. Using defensiveness in all your interactions makes it feel like there are always people out to harm you and it definitely doesn’t allow for making deep connections.


Using armor with discernment and intention is how we take our power back from situations that sucked in our lives. When we choose the armor we use versus the armor choosing us, that is when we have more control. We can pick it up to protect us and put it down when we know it is no longer useful. The following are some examples of how to use discernment when choosing your armor.




Defensiveness: Anger can be a very helpful tool to cope with situations where you feel sad, hurt, and vulnerable. If someone has lied to you or tried to take advantage of you, anger can be used to motivate you to change the situation, either by removing that person from your life or confronting them and their actions toward you. However, when you hold onto anger for too long, it can turn into bitterness and resentment, which only winds up hurting you.


Denial: Denial of facts or denial of your values can be helpful in the short term to get you through a difficult situation like a betrayal or breakup when the reality feels too heavy to hold. But sooner or later, you’re going to have to face the music if you want to move forward.


Fixing: Fixing situations can make you feel really good, like the hero of a movie. Fixing other people’s problems or saving the day with a much-needed chunk of money or act of service can give you a blast of dopamine. But when your desire to fix problems becomes all-consuming and you no longer take care of your own life and your goals fall by the wayside, it’s time to hold off on being Superwoman and examine how you can strike a better balance of self-care and superhero.


Numbing: There’s a big difference between having a glass of wine or two at dinner with friends or family versus drinking a bottle of wine by yourself to deal with a divorce or a job search. The latter doesn’t help you move forward in life. It’s used to numb feelings of loss or stress. When the booze (or Netflix, or drugs, or video games, or fill in the blank) takes a toll on your health and motivation, it’s time to take a look at putting that armor down.


Running away: Running from a difficult situation can be helpful, like if you ever find yourself in an abusive relationship with a partner or boss. But when running from uncomfortable situations is your MO, it can be difficult to feel settled down and safe in your own skin. If you’re in danger, run. If you’re not, perhaps take a look at why your urge is to keep running away from challenges.


Deflecting: I love humor. I love funny people. I can also tell the difference between someone who’s making a joke to make others laugh and making a joke at their own expense to cover up or deflect their feelings of disappointment or despair. Again, using humor to deflect from a difficult situation can be useful, and it can feel really good to bring a smile to someone’s face. However, if you always deflect and never get real with your emotions, it’s basically the same as denial. You won’t be able to process the challenges of your past or present and get to the part where you can make peace with yourself and warrior on.





Exercise: Getting Naked


Let’s take a look at the armor you may have been using by default all this time. Take out your favorite notebook and a pen. Consider the following prompts and write down, without judgment, whatever comes to mind.


The most important thing here is to practice nonjudgment. None of these behaviors make you a bad person for doing them. They are simply the best armor that you took on at the time. This is an exercise to uncover the behaviors you’ve been using to mask your hurt, disappointment, or feelings of unworthiness.




	Name a difficult situation you’re facing now. Then ask yourself:



	Are you very defensive and confrontational when it comes to the situation and other areas in your life?


	Are you trying to pretend like it’s not happening?


	Are you going out of your way to placate others, fix the situation, or act in a way that feels completely inauthentic to you?


	Are you developing brain-numbing habits like scrolling Instagram for hours or binging on Netflix?


	Are you using food as a way to try to numb out or feel control?


	Are you overdoing the vino as a way to take the edge off?


	Are you burying yourself in work to avoid the issue?


	Have you left the situation completely without really dealing with it?


	Do you use humor as a tool to distract from the seriousness of the situation?


	What if you didn’t use these behaviors as armor? How might things be different?


	Without that armor, who are you at your core?


	What are your personality traits that you love and value the most about yourself? Name at least three.








	Choose more difficult situations from your past and follow the same prompts.


	To complete the exercise, review your previous answers. Do you notice any patterns? Have you been using the same armor time and time again? If so, did you go far enough into your past to see where and when you started using it?





Does the armor that you decided to use as a young girl or teenager serve you as the woman you are today? If not, it might be time to stop carrying around that heavy suit. Maybe not all at once, but little by little. Slowly get naked, back to the core of who you really are.



Bowing to Your Past


Now that you’ve gotten a little naked and had some time to uncover all the kick-ass things that make you YOU, let’s continue to embrace the suck. You just started to look back into your past to find out why you behave the way you do, and now it’s time to honor yourself with a deep bow. When was the last time you honored yourself for how far you’ve come? From that tiny girl you used to be to the fierce woman you’ve grown into. Taking a moment to honor your path mentally prepares you to appreciate the bumps in the road instead of resenting them.


A quick review of your history can give you some insight into what a powerful warrior you already are. I bet you’ve already walked through some heart-wrenching, soul-crushing fires and developed some serious mental muscles. In fact, your journey to black belt began with the first harsh words you endured or the annoying bully on the playground who decided to mess with you.


Think of times in your past when you’ve had to deal with judgments, bullies, failures, disappointments, or even traumas. As awful as they were, can you see how they made you stronger? How they stretched your capacity for handling life? Good, bad, amazing, awful?


After losing my dad to prostate cancer right before my wedding and my fortieth birthday, I was left shell-shocked and devastated. Dad was my rock and my biggest cheerleader. He was also a pinnacle example of health and fitness for men in their seventies, which was why nobody saw his illness coming. But there I was, six months before he was supposed to walk me down the aisle, saying goodbye to his body in the hospital.


I don’t think you ever truly get over a loss of that magnitude, but in the last few years I can see how that suffering has made me more empathetic. I can see how it has expanded my capacity for handling disappointments, like my first, and even my third pregnancy loss. They didn’t crush me as badly as they might have if they had been the first major losses I suffered. I experienced the loss, and it reminded me that I’ve been down this road of disappointment and grief before in a major way. I knew I had the capacity to get through it again. As corny as it sounds, the old adage does ring true: What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Not in the moment or even during the season of suck, but you do gain strength once you emerge from it if you can allow yourself to honor your past instead of being a victim to it.
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