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Introduction


Our childhood conclusions mirror our greatest gifts. Where we feel the most insecure is where we hide our truest treasures.


We all come into this world bearing gifts. Within us as tiny babies lie innate abilities to open our hearts and connect to others, to make people come alive through our mere presence. As divine creations of consciousness in formation we harbour the gifts to feel and excite joy, to laugh and be funny, to experience deep concern and empathy, to be inspired as well as inspiring. We are born with the capacity to feel exuberance, to act autonomously, to relish reverence and gratitude and, most of all, to show and share love.


In the end, our connection with others and advancing their well-being is what makes a good life. Growing up to get to that point of contributing in our very own way, however, bears liking to the game of hide and seek. Through painful experiences we resolve to hide part of our inner riches, as bringing them out in the open feels too risky. We’ll be damaged and hurt or even ridiculed and banished if we show our true colours. At least, that is what we come to believe on the basis of experiences in our young years. Yet, our innate urge to meet our life’s purpose has us seek exactly what we’re trying to hide so we may bring out our gifts and fulfil the promise of our lives.


A word on self-talk


Do we dare to fully incarnate, assume that we are enough, live our own life, put our trust in others and embrace our quirkiness? We may be inclined to shrug our shoulders as if this is not a big deal. Our life, however, is one big string of choices made moment to moment. These choices are the object of the inner conversations that we are conducting with ourselves.


There is no person in the world we talk to as much as we talk to ourselves. We may be lecturers or teachers or work behind a counter or a cash register that has people on the other side all day; our profession may be waiting tables, tending bars or being talk-show hosts, we may discuss every little detail of our lives with our partner or garrulous girlfriends – but still, the extent of our talking to others pales compared to how much we talk to ourselves.


Once we start to pay attention to our ongoing inner conversations, we will soon notice that we are not speaking with one voice only. A wide variety of characters take it in turns to claim centre stage when they are triggered to come to the fore. We may notice that we whine inwardly like a small child who feels not at all up to the demands of life. Moments later, we can find ourselves in a different mood as another inner voice starts to rant and rave that we need to be in control of our destiny, of other people, of life itself. Another inner part of ourselves may be given to bitter berating of ourselves for not behaving well, having said the wrong thing – again! We are on repeat most of the time, telling ourselves the same stories over and over again, getting into the same inner arguments, blaming the same people, cautioning ourselves to hold together, hold on, hold in, hold up or hold back.


The trouble is that we tend to believe what we think. Our most adamant inner voices shrink our awareness until we think what they tell us is true. Yet, we are not our inner voices, we just have them. Thoughts are just thoughts and there is no need to believe everything we think. Especially not when our thoughts arise from the perspective of the small child we once were who felt they didn’t belong or weren’t good enough. As a child we may have felt we had no power over our life or that we needed to keep life under control and fit in at all times. Even if we have entertained such a thought a thousand times, that doesn’t mean it’s true. There is no need to believe everything we think.


A handful of conclusions


I’ve always found it odd that in school we learn the grammar of our language, the history of our part of the world and the logic of mathematics, but not the grammar, history and logic of ourselves. I feel strongly that we ought to be taught basic models of psychology as we grow up.


Wilhelm Reich was one of the first psychiatrists, at the beginning of the 20th century. He discovered that, as different as we may look in our outward appearance, the kinds of thoughts we think about ourselves are not that different at all. I first came across his theory of the character defence structures when I studied at the Brennan School of Healing. Like my fellow students, I was astonished by the small number of distinct categories of thoughts that we usually entertain. Only a handful!


“Why didn’t I learn this insightful model before?” and “Why aren’t we all aware of the conclusions we jump to in our early youth?” Those two questions impelled me to write this book. I wanted a kinder term than the forbidding “character defence structures” coined by Reich’s students. Instead I named the five sources of our ongoing inner dialogues our “childhood conclusions”.


None of us will have all the characteristics and mannerisms of a childhood conclusion as I describe them, nor will the self-talk from each of the conclusions be as neatly separated in us as on the pages of a book. It is, however, helpful to be able to categorize the various streams in our ongoing inner conversations. Once we can identify the thoughts coming out of each of the five childhood conclusions, we will be able to see how they reinforce one another. During the course of our childhood years, we have inevitably jumped to more than one conclusion.


Our most negative self-talk hides our most precious gifts. We can turn our restrictive self-talk around so we can shine in the gifts that lie on the other side of it. As if that is not reward enough, insight into our basic childhood conclusions provides better understanding of our own reactions as well as those of others. Through the model of the childhood conclusions we will be able to respond with more clemency to the previously incomprehensible way colleagues behave, as we realize what causes them to react the way they do. As parents, we will become aware of the unavoidable conclusions of our offspring. There is no escape – they will draw childhood conclusions, just as we did when we were small, and our parents before us.


In this book, I describe the gifts hidden by the five childhood conclusions we jump to when we are small, as a result of inevitable unfortunate interactions with our parents or other adults close to us. Drawing on my own life and my professional experience as well as on contemporary books, movies, talks and interviews, I describe how it is to grow up with each conclusion as well as what they bring us. A positive present begins with comprehension of the distinct elements of our negative self-talk and the childhood conclusions they arise from. On that basis we can turn around self-deprecating thoughts, heal those early wounds and allow our gifts to burgeon.


A brief sketch


Let’s begin with a brief sketch of the five childhood conclusions in the order in which they are usually drawn at the ages of a newborn, a baby, a toddler and a young child. A word of caution before reading: when I first read my innermost thoughts written down in one of the books of Dr Barbara Brennan, I was shocked. Sitting in a cafe in New York where we lived for a semester, I looked around surreptitiously. Other people were having tea, chatting, unaware of me feeling utterly vulnerable now that my deep-seated conviction that I would never be good enough turned out to be a thought the majority of us nurse. I felt horribly found out when my observation that I didn’t seem to feel as much as other people was described as the usual presenting complaint of people who had felt they didn’t fit in with their family. I remember gaping at proving much more predictable and “normal” than I had taken myself to be. Don’t we all want to feel like one of a kind? A whirlwind of feeling offended brought the impulse to throw the book into a corner and not go to this famed healing school at all.


I didn’t act on that impulse, fortunately. To this day I am grateful that I put myself through that school with its four years of immersion into the childhood conclusions we all jump to. I was ready to let go of who I was in order to become who I am. So, be forewarned. Reading these short summaries of the childhood conclusions may bring the relief of recognition as well as a jolt – and may start you on a joyful journey of discovery.




1  CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“I’m not welcome, I must go elsewhere.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“If only I were somewhere else, in another place, another time – maybe then I’d belong and feel welcome and safe. I find the world harsh, hard and unpleasant. I don’t know if I really want to be here. I take refuge in the world of dreams, in higher spheres where it’s quiet, beautiful and harmonious. The contact with those domains keeps me alive.”


The first childhood conclusion arises from the existential terror of the newborn. Are we even welcome on this planet? Maybe our mother lacked confidence, unsure if she really wanted the baby or if she could cope. An infant may be alarmed by a door slamming, a voice shouting. In fright, our small body tenses up. The first neural pathways being laid down in the brain record these initial, adversarial physical reactions.


People with this childhood conclusion are often highly original and gifted. We have maintained our natural connection with the realms of spirit that we hail from and may have a hard time being down to earth. With our heads in the clouds, we may find it difficult to keep our lives together. More often than we’d like, we feel we don’t truly belong – which is a false notion as we are here, so of course we belong.






2  CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“There isn’t enough, I am not enough.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“I’m not good, smart, fit and savvy enough. I never get back as much as I give, but I don’t want to ask people for anything. I will only be disappointed. Again. I have to be able to do everything for myself. If only I had more time, money, capacity – there is never enough.”


The mainspring of the second childhood conclusion is fear of deficiency. A small baby suffers agonies if someone doesn’t show up to feed it when it has woken up hungry, or when it is returned to the crib before it feels wholly satisfied. The little body craves more food, more time being held and cuddled and touched. The impression arises that there isn’t enough: not enough food, not enough time, not enough attention for me: I am not enough.


These babies grow into adults who are forever plagued by thoughts that we don’t have enough time, have not read enough, are not funny, skinny or accomplished enough. We become adored performers, actors, anchors. People with this childhood conclusion are endlessly curious scientists and journalists with the gift of the gab. Seeking to stand out in some way, we succeed in getting the attention we long for. Trouble is, it’s never enough, because that insatiable hunger for more will return – until we realize we have always been and will always be enough.






3  CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“What do I know – have it your way.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“I’ll just go along with the others, that’ll be the easiest. I don’t really know what I want, so I’d rather let the others choose. That way I won’t make any enemies. It does make me feel powerless, though. As if I’m a nobody. I tend to play the innocent – I can’t help it, and it’s safer, if you know what I mean. But then, I end up feeling stupid, and that sucks too. So, I’m stuck, I guess.”


Underlying the third childhood conclusion are feelings of confusion and impotence. Toddlers like to keep their parents and other grown-ups happy but in our innocence, we do things that make them angry. Some of us as young children had things happen to us that we didn’t want but were powerless to prevent. We are furious that our boundaries were not respected by someone we knew, but, afraid to jeopardize the love of our parents, we kept quiet. We swallowed our frustration and fury, resigned ourselves to our fate and consoled ourselves by eating and cracking jokes at our own expense.


Beyond our apparent lethargy lies a well of creativity. Feeling like a victim ourselves, we have developed huge empathy and behind our happy face lies deep compassion for the plight of others. The false image this childhood conclusion paints is that we have no power over our lives, and so we tend to give up even before we’ve begun. In truth, all of us are ultimately the directors of our own lives. We are free to live our own destiny. Becoming aware of that freedom is an inner job that begins with the question “What if my body, my creativity and my life were truly mine?”






4  CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“I must be in control.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“In the end no one is fully trustworthy. I love people and I have many friends but I also keep an eye on everybody, so I know exactly where they’re at. Never again will I be betrayed by someone I trusted as I make a point of always knowing what comes next. I like being ahead of the game as it gives me a sense of control.”


In childhood games we assume grandiose roles. We can easily imagine ourselves as princes and heroines, saving the world and everyone in it, or as the true partner of Mummy or Daddy, whom we will later, of course, marry. We take a caress or a look as proof of this bond and then feel betrayed when the parent turns out not to see us as their life partner. Our hearts break for the first time: our naive trust is dented and this is so painful that we resolve never to let that happen again.


Cultivating our sensitivity to other people’s motives, we become superb strategists, people who look ahead and like to keep things under control. No matter how commanding we are, however, life takes unexpected turns and control remains elusive, which creates stress and tension even though we continue to look self-assured.


We have big hearts that can easily fit our whole family, wide circle of friends and worthy causes to fight for. Our strategic insight and our charisma make people achieve more than they thought themselves capable of, and have a great time too. We are well-loved and if we could find it in ourselves to begin to trust life, we could do even much more good than we are already doing.






5  CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“I must conform to fit in.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“What should I wear to show the world I know the codes? Others think I am competent, but I am afraid to be found out as a fake. I have learned to get on well with people in all situations, yet I can’t help but keep a distance. Outwardly, my life looks perfect. Inside I feel empty and cold. I just don’t feel as much as other people. Is this all there is to life? I’d better keep up the false facade so at least people think I’m capable.”


For some of us, the way our parents shaped their lives doesn’t resonate, and as the odd one out we conclude we must be a bit off. It may come to pass that we have wanted to show our parents how much we loved them, but that at an age of budding sexuality we did so in a way that created embarrassment.


As a child, we sensed we had overstepped a boundary without ever having known it was there. We take fright as we think we might do so again, and so decide instead to follow suit and produce only desired ways of behaving. We fret endlessly over our appearance, what to wear and what to say, and scrutinize our behaviours long after anyone continues to remember what we said or did. We become keen observers of others and, as chameleons, put in any situation we can “do as the Romans do”.


The challenge is to give up trying to be perfect as that is unattainable anyway, to thaw and get in touch again with our emotions and our very own quirkiness. A positive present begins with our rediscovery of our authentic selves. We can be who we are, quirks and all. Life is quirky anyway.






Taking the test


If you want to find out which childhood conclusions you have predominantly drawn, do the test on my website lisetteschuitemaker.com. Going through the 25 questions quickly, clicking the button at the bottom and getting the results will give you an impression of the measure in which each of the childhood conclusions operate in your life.





Turning our childhood thoughts


Turning a childhood conclusion is my term for transforming the unhelpful thoughts that stem from early life experiences and interpretations by allowing the underlying emotions to flow and dissolve. A first step towards tending the garden of our minds is to begin to recognize the thoughts produced by our childhood conclusions.


These three clues are helpful in identifying thoughts that stem from big conclusions that we drew when we were only very small:


1. The same thoughts keep coming back


We may all be familiar with thoughts that go around and around in our heads without getting us anywhere. Maybe we find ourselves repeating the same argument to justify an action, blame someone else or commiserate on our situation like we did a thousand times before. These kinds of endlessly recurring thoughts that get us worked up or bogged down arise from our childhood conclusions.


2. These thoughts stress us out


Something must happen and it must happen now! Someone must be told the truth this very moment or… This is no ordinary “must”. This is a must with a charge that is a clear signal that a childhood conclusion has been triggered. We must know what happens next, we must get people to listen to us, we must keep in line, we must buy those trendy jeans or we must put up with what others want. These kinds of thoughts are like a merry-go-round that keeps spinning without giving us a chance to hop off. Faster and faster we go, while staying forever in the same place.


3. These thoughts often contain the words “always” or “never”


A third characteristic of self-limiting thoughts generated by our childhood conclusions is that they tend to contain the words “always” or “never”. When we are small, our family is the world to us and if we feel somehow wrong or lacking in their eyes, we think everyone will always disapprove of us and we will never find our place in this world.


It may take some practice to identify recurring thoughts. What makes it hard is that we are in the habit of going along with our thoughts instead of watching them shapeshifting by like clouds in the sky. Once we are on to them, we can greet recurring thoughts like old friends: “Ah, there you are again.”


Neuropsychiatrist Dr Daniel Siegel has written extensively on the ability to understand where our thoughts come from, to know our mind and direct our thoughts and feelings rather than be driven by them. “Mindsight” is the term he coined for this aptitude. In his best-selling book by the same title, he compares the dexterity to focus our attention on our inner world to picking up a scalpel in order to resculpt our brain. “Through the cultivation of the skill of mindsight,” he states, “we can resculpt our neural pathways and stimulate the growth of areas of the brain that are crucial to mental health and well-being.” But change never just happens, he warns. It’s something we have to work at.


His view is substantiated by the work of cell biologist Bruce Lipton, PhD, author of The Biology of Belief. He first had the insight 30 years ago that he could change his life by changing his beliefs. He was instantly energized, he writes, because he realized that there was a science-based path that would take him from his job as a perennial “victim” to his new job as “co-creator” of his destiny. “Especially in the last decade,” he says now, “the belief that we are frail, biochemical machines controlled by genes is giving way to an understanding that we are powerful creators of our lives and the world in which we live.”


Turn our thoughts, change our lives


Changing our beliefs to change our lives – that is the idea behind turning the loops of thought that our childhood conclusions keep whispering to us long after we have grown into adults. “Name it to tame it” is number two of the 12 whole-brain strategies that Dr Daniel Siegel and parenting expert Tina Payne Bryson describe in The Whole-Brain Child. The phrase is the authors’ shorthand for the strategy of allowing a child who is upset to tell their story. Taking the time for them to relay what happened in detail reassures the child that the adult cares. Retelling the story will also serve to calm the child down. “In fact, research shows that merely assigning a name or label to what we feel literally calms down the activity of the emotional circuitry in the right hemisphere,” the authors say.


Being willing to give the child we once were the time to recount their story, relive the emotions and thus let go is exactly what the five steps of turning the childhood conclusion propose. The first of the five steps is to begin to recognize the recurring patterns that bring us back into child consciousness. Some thoughtful watching will soon reveal which of the childhood conclusions they stem from.


Since we ourselves are now the adult who will work with our own inner childhood memories and conclusions, the second step is to focus on who we have become. Through all the trials and tribulations of our life we have grown into who we are today. We ground ourselves firmly in the present, in our strengths and capacities, in the life we have built for ourselves.


Thirdly we thank the childhood part of us that has stepped up in an effort to protect us from further fear, lack, shame, pain or embarrassment. In essence, we thank ourselves for how we have tried to avoid suffering. Receiving heartfelt gratitude, even from ourselves, relaxes our whole system. Then we are ready to be a container for old emotions we are consciously going to evoke with the aim of letting them go.


The fourth step is to revisit the fear, panic or pain we felt as a child while being centred in the adult we have become. It’s as if we sit down with a child to hear what has happened. We can deal with their anguish, their pain and their struggle. We can let them feel they are safe with us. We all naturally know how to do that. Now we can practise extending the same loving attention to ourselves as we consciously evoke feelings we have been trying to avoid and repress since childhood. When they come up, they will gather momentum – but we are adults. We can weather a storm. We know that, even if it seems to be lasting an eternity, it will pass. Then we come out the other end, released, relieved and with more capacity to express our essence – which is what step five is about.


A healing response


Each of the following chapters also contains a description of a healing response that is useful to apply when you want to stand strong but negative self-talk arises. A healing response may sound airy-fairy, but fact is that we influence each other’s energy all the time. Who doesn’t feel uplifted when a friend greets us effusively out of obvious joy to see us again? Who hasn’t gone to a movie feeling dead beat only to come out fully re-energized by its happy ending? Who has not had the experience of having someone cry on your shoulder and you just sat with them without saying much until they upped and left, saying how much better you had made them feel?


A healing response works something like that. Through consciously regulating our interior state of being we can relax and uplift ourselves and others in no time. As we infuse our cells with a sense of well-being, this will communicate to the cells of someone standing or sitting across from us, or even someone who is some distance away but whom we hold in our awareness.


Siegel and Payne Bryson explain this phenomenon of each of us being able to influence others emotionally through the discovery of mirror neurons in the early 1990s. In Italy, a group of neuroscientists had implanted electrodes in a macaque monkey to monitor individual neurons. A certain neuron in the monkey’s brain fired when it ate a peanut. When one of the scientists ate a peanut in view of the monkey, to their surprise the very same neuron fired in the monkey’s brain. This is how the researchers discovered that the monkey’s brain was activated merely by watching the action of another. The research on how mirror neurons work in humans is still ongoing, but findings indicate that we can mirror not only actions but emotions as well. This is why a feel-good movie warms our heart and cheers us up.


This is also why we can make others feel good by choosing to activate positive emotions in ourselves, to smile as we walk the street, to radiate loving kindness.


Healing responses are tailored to each of the childhood conclusions and the kind of thoughts they produce. To deal with the conclusion that we are not welcome and must go elsewhere, we fill ourselves with a sense of being welcome. Hit by thoughts of not having or being enough, we can respond by fostering a sense of general enoughness; not too little, not too much but exactly enough. Overwhelmed, confused, terrified of showing what we’ve got, we can kindle the flame of freedom in our bellies. When we feel the urge to keep control, we go to our heart and let love spread through our whole system. In the grip of thoughts that tell us we need to project a perfect image or be excommunicated, we invite our sense of authenticity to grow, knowing it is real.


Practising these responses on ourselves will help us relax each time a thought from a childhood conclusion tries to force us into a narrowed awareness of what is happening. As with the oxygen masks on a plane, the person to give aid to first is ourselves. Once we are back in balance, we may want to extend the sense of wholeness to others.


Travelling recently I sat next to a fidgety man. To be honest, my first reaction was apprehension, but fortunately I soon remembered that a different response could benefit both of us. Realizing that he might feel nervous to be leaving the control of his fate in the hands of the pilot, I inwardly nurtured a sense of infinite trust. This helped me shift from irritation to open-heartedness and after a minute or so he picked up his book and started to read with happy concentration. That’s the point with the healing response – to remember it.




1


Welcoming our existence


CHILDHOOD CONCLUSION


“I am not welcome, I must go elsewhere.”


NEGATIVE SELF-TALK


“A mistake has been made. I am not welcome. I can’t be with these people who are too coarse, too crude for me. I need eternal beauty, peace and quiet. I don’t belong here. I must go elsewhere.”


CORE GIFTS


aesthetics, sensitivity, spirituality, vision


Within the immeasurable vastness of the universe, tucked in a corner of a small solar system, here we are on our beautiful blue Planet Earth. Whether from a spiritual or a physics point of view, the realization that our earthly life is part of a much bigger context immediately broadens our vision. This larger framing of an evolving cosmic life expressed in myriads of entities, us as humans among them, gives meaning and purpose to life. Some people will reject the spiritual interpretation, but many of us do not need reminding of the heavens as that is where our attention usually soars. We may, in fact, find it hard and even hazardous to come down to earth. This is illustrated by the predicament of a highly successful Dutch entrepreneur by the name of Jim.


After selling his latest business venture he was quite a disconsolate millionaire. “I have had a glowing career, I’ve turned difficult companies around, sold them and earned more money than I will ever be able to spend, but if you care to know the truth,” he said to me, “I have yet to set foot on this earth.” Financially he could do as he liked, but, no longer having work to distract him, he initially found it hard to bring structure into his days. He lounged about and found no fulfilment in a life of pleasure. He read the news for hours on end, only to end up exasperated by the brutality with which humans make a mess for one another. People, of course, expected him to be over the moon about his good fortune. “That’s exactly the issue,” Jim said with a sorry smile. “Over the moon is precisely where I hang out. Way beyond in outer space. I am not here with my attention at all, but I think the time has come to make this spacecraft land.”


He had been feeling antsy for longer than he cared to remember. “I’ve lived in several countries but I have never really felt like I belonged. I’ve never felt at home anywhere, not even in my own body. Or in my own life,” is how he described his flighty condition. As well as disconsolate, he was rather angry; it seemed as if everything irked and irritated him. Could it be that he was troubled by the imperfection of existence? “Yeah,” he said, with a grin but without his eyes joining in the mirth, “I could put it like that. And I want rid of it. ET come home.”


Half of us


Many of us suffer from the uncanny feeling of not quite being welcome here on earth, as if a mistake had been made and we should not have ended up in a body in the first place. We yearn for the peaceful perfection that we sense in the heavens, the oneness that was our habitat before being born. If we are not beset by these kinds of feelings ourselves, we all know people who live among the stars rather than on this crude earth plane. Theory has it that at least half of us are escapists who prefer to move up, up and away. We tend to be half here, half there, out and about in the vast realms of imagination, dreams and fantasy, the spheres of spirit.


Under pressure, but often for no easily identifiable reason, we become restless. Agitation washes over us like an incoming tide. Our thoughts become jumpy and have us believe we are not where we ought to be. We had better get a move on fast. Out of the confinement of this room, this job, this relationship or this town. On to the next scene that might, just might be where we can finally rest our buzzing head. Away from the relentless bombardment of daily impulses that are way too loud and too many to process. Away also from the intensity of the emotions of others that, in this sensitive state of not being fully in our bodies, we pick up from everyone we are in touch with, and sometimes even from people just passing by. The jitters tell us anywhere is better than here; but once we’ve arrived somewhere else our agitated self-talk will tell us this isn’t the right spot either. In this mercurial way, as long as we listen to our skittish impulses of needing to flee, our thoughts will keep us moving as the perfect peace we seek remains out of sight.
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