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Introduction

I wish I’d had a book like this when I was going through a divorce. No one suggested that there was a way to take the high road and leave all the parties involved still standing. That’s why I wanted and needed to write Thriving After Divorce —a spiritual guide that will help you discover how to use your divorce or breakup as an inspiration for positive change. It will challenge you to look within to find your best self. Your community of friends, family, children, and even business associates are all affected when your relationship dissolves. Whether you are going through a divorce or a breakup, ending a partnership with fairness, kindness, and consideration to those around you will serve you for the rest of your life.

Divorces and breakups are notoriously negative processes, complete with blame, fault, and suffering. So much is needlessly lost because the romantic alliance has ended. Many people have a personal history with their ex that goes back as far as high school or even childhood. Relationships with friends, family, and in-laws become blurred in the emotional turmoil. And the shared history becomes distorted.

As this book will show you, relationships don’t need to end this way. Using the new model for divorce that I have developed, you will learn how to reach for a higher ground to forge a different kind of separation. The romance may end, but many other levels of partnership can still exist. When you understand and set strong boundaries, you will find that you can practice civility and even compassion, which makes the transition so much smoother. Separation can truly be a transformative process that leaves you in a stronger, healthier, more fulfilling place than the one you were in when you started.

Everyone who has been through a breakup or divorce has a story to tell. Here is mine:

At the age of thirty-seven, I was alone in a large new city with three small children. I had given up my exciting career as a consultant to school systems and creator of educational materials to raise the kids. I had no money or job. My family and friends were thousands of miles away. I had cut myself off from all support systems. Having cosigned many loans, I had large amounts of debt on my shoulders. I had reached this place because I kept waiting for my husband to take care of me. Hanging on and hoping things would get better in the marriage only made things worse. He left. I was overwhelmed; I could barely drag myself through the day.

If I had been a coach then, as I am now, I would have told the old me, Be still. Get quiet and don’t waste your energy thinking “My life is over.” Life as you knew it may be over, but your new life is just beginning. Listen to your spiritual self, which knows how to do what is right. When you tap that source, you will discover the voice that nurtures you, accepts you, and prepares you for the next steps on your path.

Finally, I stepped up to learning what my life’s choices were trying to teach me. Drop by drop I began to fill my empty cup. I found seminars, classes, conferences, support groups, spiritual retreats, and books for self-growth. I searched for people to talk to, found inspiring teachers, and met survivors who had made their lives immeasurably better, no matter what their odds. Along the way, I learned a valuable lesson: you can change the quality of your life. This book will give you the tools to succeed and the support systems necessary for positive change. You can do better, you can be better, and you can have the life you’ve always wanted.

Once I learned how to do this for myself, I wanted to help other people find their way. I went back to school and became a life coach and a singles’ relationship coach. My years of experience in training school systems and businesses to find and use their creative powers to achieve results are now melded with my coaching skills. This professional background, combined with living through hard times and divorce as well as my personal quest for a deeper, more spiritual life, has inspired the birth of Thriving After Divorce.

Over the years, I’ve developed processes that have helped my clients, both men and women, move through their own transformative experiences of divorce. Now you, too, can be part of a different relationship with your ex, your past, and yourself. Consider Thriving After Divorce to be a friend and personal guide to your exciting transformation.

With many blessings,
Tonja
March 16, 2010


1
The TAO of Divorce

The dissolution of your marriage or relationship brings you an enormous opportunity. By embracing this time of change, and the significant alterations to your life that it requires, you are letting go of what has come to an end and allowing the mystery of your future to unfold.

Some change is not welcome, but it happens nonetheless. Resisting the inevitable takes enormous energy, and that kind of emotional expenditure doesn’t feed your soul. The path to finding the magic in this time is to release your grip on what is no longer meant to be and flow into your new realms of possibility. There may be times when it doesn’t feel like it, but you’re actually on the threshold of stepping into the best parts of yourself as you forge a new friendship with your partner.

This is your moment in life to find an empowering way of thinking about your breakup. How do you do that? By discovering the TAO of Divorce.

The word Tao comes from an ancient Chinese philosophy meaning “the Way.” It is based on the understanding that the only constant in the Universe is change. The Tao is manifested through cycles and transitions.

If the romance is over between you and your mate, you are now in a new cycle of your partnership and your life, and you are transitioning into something unknown. Transitions can be hard and full of uncertainty. But you can approach this change armed with fresh practices and ideas to guide you through the present and the future. The Tao will help you become fluid—more like water than ice.

I use the three letters T, A, and O as an acronym for a useful process that will allow the Way to work through you. The letters represent Take, Actions, and Outcome. The following diagram explains the TAO:

The TAO of Divorce

[image: Image]

What is a Take? It’s the engine that drives your life. Your Take is how you see the world. It is a world seen through a lens shaped by everything you are and have ever experienced. Your gender, culture, family of origin, teachers, genetics, health, religion, country, successes, traumas, stories, and a million other pieces of information all form it. Your Take has absolutely nothing to do with reality, but it is your reality. It belongs solely to you. And as such, you have the power to shape it.

Every Take (your perception) leads to your Actions. Those Actions are what you do to express your Take, and they always lead to your Outcome (your results). That Outcome reaffirms your Take. This is a clear picture of how you can get stuck in a belief or perspective that does not serve you. It is only by shifting your Take that you will change your Actions, and, ultimately, your Outcome.

With divorce, your TAO becomes especially important when you are relating to your ex, your former in-laws, and your mutual friends. Obviously, a negative Take will lead to negative Actions, which will lead to an Outcome that is not conducive to resolving crucial issues. Also, a negative Take is not emotionally healthy for you—or for your children, family members, and even business associates.

This is not to say that you may not have some very real and valid reasons for holding a negative Take. Some breakups may be amicable, but many others are the result of affairs, abuse, or egregious loss of trust. Even for people who peaceably decide to split, the divorce process itself may bring out the worst in them. It can be a hurtful, messy, contentious, and stressful time. You are certainly entitled to feel your pain and acknowledge your suffering. But you likely picked up this book because you are ready to move on from the anguish to arrive at a higher place. Your thoughtfully constructed Take will get you there.

Here’s an example of how a negative Take on your partner may play out:

• Your Take on your partner/ex: “He never listens to me! We can’t communicate!”

• Your Actions: When you see him, you act resentful.

• Your Outcome: He is abrupt, angry, or cold.

• Your Take is reaffirmed by your Outcome. He doesn’t listen to you. You accomplish nothing.

Now let’s see what this would look like if you readjust your Take. Can you accept the fact that your partner is not a good listener? Can you allow him to be the way he is and let it go? If the romance is over, can you stop being invested in wanting him to change to accommodate you?

After thinking about those questions, let’s start with a new Take. For whatever reason, your partner is not a good listener, and you accept that fact. Can you think of something that is good about him? Everyone has something. Let’s assume he used to be funny. When you relate to him in the future, hold the picture of his humor in your mind.

• Your new Take: He has a great sense of humor.

• Your new Actions: You are more relaxed, remembering his amusing side. You are not as edgy or resentful; you know who he is and you don’t expect him to be different.

• Your new Outcome: You are better at discussing the important areas of your divorce, and your interaction is smoother.

Let’s look at a common Take during or after divorce: “My ex is a jerk.” If you hold this thought, you will probably treat your ex like a jerk, whether you are aware of it or not. The reaction you receive—your Outcome—can only be more negative behavior from your former partner. Instead, consider this thought: “My ex is a human being. All human beings deserve kindness, and I can and will try to be kind whenever we see or talk to each other.”

When we hold a negative Take, we often look for validation for our perception. For instance, whatever it was that went “wrong” in your relationship, did you want to run to your friends and family and tell them about it? Did you feel like you needed understanding and agreement and for the people closest to you to be invested in your side of the story?

This was the case for me once my marriage was over. I was like Chicken Little; the sky was definitely falling, and I had to tell everyone. It seemed that the more people I had invested in my story, the more “right” I was.

I think of that analogy because once when I visited a classroom as a consultant, I heard a teacher telling a group of children the Chicken Little story. When an acorn fell on Chicken Little’s head, he ran to tell all the barnyard animals that the sky was falling. He told Goosey-Loosey, Henny-Penny, Ducky-Lucky, and more. Gathering momentum, they all ran to tell the farmer.

At that point, the teacher asked the children, “What do you think that farmer thought when Chicken Little said, ‘The sky is falling! The sky is falling!’?”

One little boy jumped out of his seat and yelled, “I’ll bet that farmer thought, ‘Holy sh**! A talking chicken!’”

That child’s response certainly changed the trajectory of the story that day. It took a minute for the teacher to gather herself together. But the point for the rest of us is this: Chicken Little had a misconception. Not only did he have incorrect information but he was also basing his decisions and actions on what he perceived.

Both Chicken Little and I had to get a new perspective on what was happening in our lives. Convincing others that our story was true didn’t make it truer. It just meant that we were good at getting others to buy into our perception. And until you shift that view, you can gather a lot of agreement from people that nothing is your “fault,” life is hard, your ex is to blame, divorce is a tragedy, and more. None of these Takes will empower you. When you recognize that, it’s time to redirect your energy toward forming a positive Take.

The TAO in Action

One of my clients is a lovely young woman whose life became more and more negative the longer she stayed in her marriage.

When Mary Ann came to me, she knew she needed to leave her husband to save herself, but she didn’t know how she could do it without destroying her family.

Mary Ann had been married for ten years and had a six-year-old daughter. Earnest and smart, she was an entrepreneur who managed her family’s construction business. She had started operating the business for her father when she graduated from college, and was now the key person who found clients for the company.

She told me that ever since getting married, she had felt a great deal of stress and depression. Her husband was reclusive and secretive, and when he did talk, he was verbally abusive. Mary Ann said she could no longer keep up the charade of marriage. She revealed that she and her husband had not had sex in more than two years. They went to couples’ counseling, but after a few visits, he hated it and refused to go back. He thought Mary Ann needed therapy but he himself did not. He thought all their problems were in her imagination or were her fault.

Mary Ann felt trapped. She had put him in charge of all building projects and woven her husband’s work life so tightly into her family’s business that she didn’t know how to extricate herself, and she felt the family business would be bankrupt in less than six months if she left her husband. Then they wouldn’t be able to make their mortgage and car payments. She feared what the fallout of divorce would do to her child, to her parents, and to her own mental health. In her mind, if the marriage failed, everyone would fall.

Sympathizing with her situation, I asked, “Can we put the marriage on pause for a while? Visualize placing everything about it in a silver box tied with a ribbon, and put it up on a shelf for now. We can see it, we know it’s there, and we’ll address it later. Right now, let’s take the focus off your husband and the marriage and focus on you. Tell me what you need.”

She blinked away tears, was quiet for a full minute, and then said in a small voice, “I have no idea what I need. Right now, I’d settle for a little consideration.”

“How much consideration do you give yourself?” I asked.

“I never think about myself,” she said. “I’m so busy taking care of my daughter, waiting on my parents, who aren’t well, keeping the books, finding clients for the business, volunteering at my child’s school, and making enough money to take care of everyone that there is no time for me.”

“It sounds like you make time for everyone else. What keeps you from making time for you?”

“I guess I think everyone else’s needs are more important than mine.”

I explained the concept of the TAO to Mary Ann. “Let’s look at your TAO.”

• Mary Ann’s Take: Everyone else’s needs come first.

• Mary Ann’s Actions: Managing the business, dealing with her husband’s outbursts, tending to her parents and child, and meeting payroll.

• Mary Ann’s Outcome: Everyone’s needs except hers get met. She feels empty, unappreciated, and stressed. Everyone in the family wants more, demands more, and expects more from her.

• Mary Ann’s reaffirmation of her Take: Everyone’s needs are more important than mine.

“Can you see the circular pattern you are caught in?” I asked.

Mary Ann listened and answered, “I think I need to look at things differently. I suppose I need a new Take.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “And I would like for you to spend the next week listening to your inside voice that says things to you all day, every day. Write every judgmental, accusing comment down. Some of them are so ingrained that you don’t even know you are thinking them. We have thousands of thoughts a day, and most of them are negative. After you identify these internal Takes, see if you can reframe them into something positive.

“Let’s start with changing ‘Everyone else’s needs are more important than mine’ into something that states your importance.

“First of all, what are some of your daily needs that you don’t pay attention to?”

“Well,” Mary Ann said, “I get so busy that I forget to eat lunch. I never see my friends because I’m too busy and too unhappy. I used to work out every day and take a hike in the woods, but that was a long time ago. There are so many things I’ve dropped.”

“Let’s address your needs in your new Take.”

Mary Ann said, “I like this Take: I deserve to meet my needs.”

Mary Ann’s Action steps for the next few weeks were to

1. Write down the negative phrases running through her mind that invalidate her.

2. Say her new affirming Take daily.

3. Spend half an hour a day attending to her needs.

The next time we got together, Mary Ann said she was doing a better job of staying out of confrontations with her husband, but her need to leave him was becoming increasingly urgent.

We looked for the defining moments in Mary Ann’s life that had helped form her self-limiting Takes. She still wasn’t ready to make the move toward divorce because she didn’t want to let people down. That was a big issue for her.

“When did you let people down in the past?” I asked.

She told me that when she was young she was a gymnast, and her parents, coaches, and community were emotionally and financially invested in her qualifying for the Olympics. One week before the trials, she broke her ankle. She never forgot how she thought she had let everyone down. She said people still remembered this from twenty years ago and mentioned it when they saw her. Mary Ann interpreted their words to mean “We are so disappointed in you.”

“What was your Take from that experience?” I asked.

“I guess that I’m a loser.”

“Where’s the evidence that you are a loser? Have you ever given yourself credit for what an amazing young girl you were? Did you ever let yourself feel talented and skilled and incredible? You might not have gotten to the Olympics, and yes, that is sad, but how about all those other ribbons and medals and awards you won? Looking back, do you think that little girl was a loser? Of course not.

“This is what we do to ourselves when we have had tough moments in our lives. We replay them in our minds, judging or condemning ourselves, and then live from the lie that we are not enough or we don’t deserve anything.

“How would you change that Take, ‘I am a loser,’ today?”

I could see recognition of what she had been saying to herself and the thoughts that held her frozen in failure dawning on her face. Her eyes widened.

“So what is the opposite of a loser—which you are not?” I asked.

“I’m a winner? But I sure don’t feel like a winner in my marriage.”

I said, “Your marriage doesn’t have to be a win/lose situation. It can be a time in your life of great enlightenment. And that’s what winners do. In hard times, they look for what they have learned from the experience and use it to grow.”
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All these moments of self-realization were building Mary Ann’s deeper sense of worth, which caused her to continually adjust her Takes.

After we had been working together for a while, Mary Ann said she was ready to face ending her marriage. “I can see how I got myself in this mess. It isn’t his fault, and I was doing the best I knew how at the time. But I’m ready to let go.”

She developed strategies for how the family would proceed with the business and survive. She let them know how they could support her when she had to tell her husband; she wanted them to be near in case he became angry. Because she did not hate her husband anymore, she did not mind working with him, at least for a while, since she knew he would need assistance with bookkeeping and generating new business leads. She could continue to help him until it came time for him to transition from her help to someone else’s.

Her family’s understanding and acceptance of her decision formed a protective boundary around her. They absorbed her calm, her new plans, and, most of all, her new self-respect. With this prevailing attitude, her husband eventually accepted the way it was going to be.

What was Mary Ann’s new TAO?

• Mary Ann’s New Take: I have the courage to start our divorce proceedings. I can do this and be considerate in the process.

• Mary Ann’s Actions: She found a mediator who helped her and her husband design their agreement. She stayed calm, determined, and cooperative.

• Mary Ann’s Outcome: Mary Ann is moving forward with her plans and her life. Everyone around her is cooperating for the good of the family. Mary Ann set the example, and those close to her adopted her attitude.
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Mary Ann’s story is a compelling example of the power of perception. By addressing your own Take, you can turn a difficult situation into one that will work for you. Study your personal Take—what you repeatedly say to yourself, often unconsciously. Then create a more positive one and think it, say it, and write it down frequently. When you do, your new positive Take will influence your Actions and Outcome, and your challenges will become easier.

When you are living in an authentic, promising Take, your flow will happen without the need to push or resist. Whenever you listen to your inner voice and you hear it make a Chicken Little comment like “The sky is falling! The sky is falling!” look for a way to change it into a positive Take. Try saying, “The sky is gorgeous! I’m ready for a great day!”

No one wants to feel like the sky is falling. And no one wants to stay stuck in hopelessness. Your fears, negative thoughts, and judgments may be valid, but they also may be inaccurate or unhelpful. Nudging your Take in a positive direction even a millimeter will change your life. Then you will have control over how you react to your circumstances.

You can start today to look for ways to craft a supportive Take (see the next section for tips). That is the first step along your TAO, and this book is your road map. In the next few chapters, we will look more closely at ways to positively craft your Take. Parts II and III will focus on your Actions and Outcome. In the final section, you will learn how to take what you’ve learned and move forward, living fully from your TAO. Right now, you may feel that you are going through the fire. But with this book as your guide, you will emerge on the other side stronger, wiser, and more alive than ever.

Suggestions for Crafting a Supportive Take


Listen to your self-talk during the day. What negative opinions about yourself, your former partner, and your breakup do you silently express?

Whatever unkind feedback you are listening to, reframe the thought into something positive. For example, instead of saying, “This is too hard! I can’t get through this!” change your thoughts and inner conversations to “I have the strength to face this divorce with dignity and compassion.”

Remember a time when someone said something mean-spirited to you about your divorce. How many times have you replayed his or her words in your mind? The danger in focusing on what was said is that each time you remember it, you believe it more. Access your higher self, using whatever method works for you, such as prayer, meditation, or visualization. Then forgive the person. Replace the negative phrase with positive words and thoughts about yourself.

Repeat this phrase three times in a row, at least ten times a day: “I totally love and accept myself. I will be my best self throughout this transition.” This is especially helpful if you cannot identify your inner negative thoughts. This phrase invalidates the harsh judgments you are unknowingly feeding your spirit.
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2
Laying the Groundwork for Transformation

A crucial step in formulating your Take is reflecting on what was good from your past with your partner. “Easier said than done,” you may be thinking, especially if the pain is still raw. When you are emotionally ready, which may take weeks or months, assessing the positive aspects of your relationship will help you realize the benefits you received from being together. Whatever brought you to a point of leaving each other can be put aside, when appropriate, to allow some appreciation for your joint accomplishments. Pursue this goal in good faith because this is the beginning of your new relationship.

When you are fair and kind, your ex will likely reciprocate. You both may be more willing to cooperate in raising children, working together in the family business, or sharing mutual friends. The key to successfully achieving a level of friendship with your partner is to be a role model for how civility can and will be in everyone’s best interests. When you do this, you are entering a place of transcendence.

How can you accomplish having a different type of interaction with the person you are breaking up with? What are the skills and processes needed to lay the groundwork for transformation and facilitate a smooth transition into your new life? Here are some suggestions about how to shift your Take and ease into your new relationship with your soon-to-be ex.

Remember that life is often not what it seems or the way you’d thought it would be

When you first met, did your partner seem too good to be true? And then, with the perspective that time and intimacy bring to a relationship, did that perception change? We can make some unbalanced decisions in choosing a mate as a result of our projections and blurred pictures of what we thought we saw. But when we’re forced to take another look and realize that things aren’t what they had seemed, we may have to make other decisions.

I experienced a small example of this the other day when I was driving in the car with my big dog beside me in the passenger seat. Fresh from the groomer, purple bows in her hair, she was listening while I talked to her. With the sun shining and radio playing, we were enjoying the perfect moment. Then I noticed a cop car following me. Guilt swept over me as I checked my speedometer, but it was only five miles over the limit. He must be after someone else, I thought. But sure enough, a few miles down the road, his blue lights went on. I was so in denial that I kept on driving … until he turned on his siren. After we had both pulled off to the side, he strode to the car and peered inside while I nervously looked up at him.He staggered back in surprise and said, “Oh . . . that’s . . . that’s just a big poodle! ” His face turned crimson red. Embarrassed, he explained that he had thought the “lady” sitting next to me wasn’t wearing her seat belt. He closed his ticket book and backed away from the car, telling us to have a nice day. “Raji,” I said, turning to my dog, “you almost got me in trouble. We may have to lose the bows.”

How often have any of us made this kind of mistake? Based on how someone looks, we jump to conclusions. We project onto them all kinds of attitudes, history, stories, virtues, mystery, and even wrongdoing. But what we perceive is not necessarily reality.

What ideals and delusions did you bring to your partnership? Did you fall for the way your guy looked? Or did she seem to be the nicest person in the world? More importantly, did you think all your loneliness would disappear when you got married? Did you expect to have the perfect home and the ideal family? Did you think you would both feel the same way about each other forever? It’s hard to let go of illusions. But being forced to see the way things are instead of the way you wanted them to be is important in forming a clearheaded Take and a big step in growth.

Accept the way things are

The following questions may help you find some clarity around the dissolution of your relationship:


When you met your partner, what beliefs did you have about him or her and the life you wanted?

How did those beliefs turn out? If they were illusions, what made them vanish?

Before you married, were there needs that you were trying to have met? What were they?

Are those needs still there, or did you outgrow them? If you outgrew those needs, did your need for your partner diminish?

What were your values when you met your partner?

Did you have values that your partner lacked and that made it impossible for you to continue the relationship?

After thinking about these questions, are you now ready to face the reality of the way things are never going to be—and accept the way things are?



At the heart of many relationship troubles is the false expectation that one partner has of changing the other. The above questions may assist you in seeing that the desire for the other one to change is often illogical and impossible to achieve, and it lays the foundation for finding “fault.” The person you married was probably always just as he is now, but you couldn’t see it. Fear, needs, and your “pictures” of the way you thought he was or the way you wanted him to be got in the way.

Expecting a “correct” type of behavior from your partner in the future can block the progress to civility. Couples become stuck in thinking there is a “right way” or a “wrong way” to act in a relationship—and then in a divorce. Without one or both people taking responsibility for a cordial approach to the breakup, battle lines are drawn, sides are taken, and everyone the divorce impacts digs deeper in the trenches. When you accept the reality of your relationship not working and allow both of you to be just the way you are, you have opened up new lines of communication. It might not happen immediately, but when it does, it will be possible to set aside blame.
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