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preface

Owningourstoryandlovingourselvesthroughthatprocessisthebravestthingthatwewilleverdo. 

Once you see a pattern, you can’t  un-see it. Trust me, I’ve tried. But when the same truth keeps repeatingitself,it’shardtopretendthatit’sjustacoincidence.Forexample,nomatterhowhardItry toconvincemyselfthatIcanfunctiononsixhoursofsleep,anythinglessthaneighthoursleavesme

impatient,anxious,andforagingforcarbohydrates.It’sapattern.Ialsohaveaterribleprocrastination pattern: I always put off writing by reorganizing my entire house and spending way too much time andmoneybuyingofficesuppliesandorganizingsystems.Everysingletime.

One reason it’s impossible to un-see trends is that our minds are engineered to seek out patterns andtoassignmeaningtothem.Humansareameaning-makingspecies.And,forbetterorworse,my mindisactuallyfine-tunedtodothis.Ispentyearstrainingforit,andnowit’showImakemyliving.

As a researcher, I observe human behavior so I can identify and name the subtle connections, relationships,andpatternsthathelpusmakemeaningofourthoughts,behaviors,andfeelings.

IlovewhatIdo.Patternhuntingiswonderfulworkand,infact,throughoutmycareer,myattempts

at un-seeing were strictly reserved for my personal life and those humbling vulnerabilities that I lovedtodeny.ThatallchangedinNovember2006,whentheresearchthatfillsthesepagessmacked meupsidethehead.Forthefirsttimeinmycareer,Iwasdesperatetoun-seemyownresearch.

Upuntilthatpoint,Ihaddedicatedmycareertostudyingdifficultemotionslikeshame,fear,and

vulnerability.Ihadwrittenacademicpiecesonshame,developedashame-resiliencecurriculumfor

mental health and addictions professionals, and written a book about shame resilience called  I ThoughtItWasJustMe.1

Intheprocessofcollectingthousandsofstoriesfromdiversemenandwomenwholivedallover

thecountry—ranginginagefromeighteentoeighty-seven—IsawnewpatternsthatIwantedtoknow

moreabout.Yes,weallstrugglewithshameandthefearofnotbeingenough.And,yes,manyofus

are afraid to let our true selves be seen and known. But in this huge mound of data there was also storyafterstoryofmenandwomenwhowerelivingtheseamazingandinspiringlives.

I heard stories about the power of embracing imperfection and vulnerability. I learned about the inextricableconnectionbetweenjoyandgratitude,andhowthingsthatItakeforgranted,likerestand play, are as vital to our health as nutrition and exercise. These research participants trusted themselves, and they talked about authenticity and love and belonging in a way that was completely newtome.

I wanted to look at these stories as a whole, so I grabbed a file and a Sharpie and wrote the first wordthatcametomymindonthetab: Wholehearted.Iwasn’tsurewhatitmeantyet,butIknewthat thesestorieswereaboutpeoplelivingandlovingwiththeirwholehearts.

IhadalotofquestionsaboutWholeheartedness.Whatdidthesefolksvalue?Howdidtheycreate

all of this resilience in their lives? What were their main concerns and how did they resolve or addressthem?CananyonecreateaWholeheartedlife?Whatdoesittaketocultivatewhatweneed?

Whatgetsintheway?

AsIstartedanalyzingthestoriesandlookingforre-occurringthemes,Irealizedthatthepatterns

generallyfellintooneoftwocolumns;forsimplicitysake,Ifirstlabeledthese Do and Don’t.The Do columnwasbrimmingwithwordslikeworthiness,rest,play,trust,faith,intuition,hope,authenticity, love, belonging, joy, gratitude, and creativity. The  Don’t column was dripping with words like perfection, numbing, certainty, exhaustion, self-sufficiency, being cool, fitting in, judgment, and scarcity.

IgaspedthefirsttimeIsteppedbackfromtheposterpaperandtookitallin.Itwastheworstkind

ofstickershock.Iremembermumbling,“No.No.No.Howcanthisbe?”

Even though I wrote the lists, I was shocked to read them. When I code data, I go into deep researchermode.MyonlyfocusisonaccuratelycapturingwhatIheardinthestories.Idon’tthink abouthowIwouldsaysomething,onlyhowtheresearchparticipantssaidit.Idon’tthinkaboutwhat

anexperiencewouldmeantome,onlywhatitmeanttothepersonwhotoldmeaboutit.

Isatintheredchairatmybreakfastroomtableandstaredatthesetwolistsforaverylongtime.

Myeyeswanderedupanddownandacross.IrememberatonepointIwasactuallysittingtherewith

tearsinmyeyesandwithmyhandacrossmymouth,likesomeonehadjustdeliveredbadnews.

And, in fact, it was bad news. I thought I’d find that Wholehearted people were just like me and doing all of the same things I was doing: working hard, following the rules, doing it until I got it right,alwaystryingtoknowmyselfbetter,raisingmykidsexactlybythebooks…

Afterstudyingtoughtopicslikeshameforadecade,ItrulybelievedthatIdeservedconfirmation

thatIwas“livingright.”

Buthere’sthetoughlessonthatIlearnedthatday(andeverydaysince):

Howmuchweknowandunderstandourselvesiscriticallyimportant,butthereissomethingthatisevenmoreessentialtolivingaWholeheartedlife:lovingourselves. 

Knowledge is important, but only if we’re being kind and gentle with ourselves as we work to discoverwhoweare.Wholeheartednessisasmuchaboutembracingourtendernessandvulnerability asitisaboutdevelopingknowledgeandclaimingpower.

Andperhapsthemostpainfullessonofthatdayhitmesohardthatittookmybreathaway:Itwas

clear from the data that we cannot give our children what we don’t have. Where we are on our journeyoflivingandlovingwithourwholeheartsisamuchstrongerindicatorofparentingsuccess thananythingwecanlearnfromhow-tobooks.

Thisjourneyisequalpartsheartworkandheadwork,andasIsatthereonthatdrearyNovember

day,itwascleartomethatIwaslackinginmyownheartwork.

Ifinallystoodup,grabbedmymarkeroffthetable,drewalineunderthe Don’t list,andthenwrote theword me undertheline.Mystrugglesseemedtobeperfectlycharacterizedbythesumtotalofthe list.

Ifoldedmyarmstightlyacrossmychest,sunkdeepdownintomychair,andthought,  Thisisjust

great.I’mlivingstraightdowntheshitlist. 

Iwalkedaroundthehouseforabouttwentyminutestryingtoun-seeandundoeverythingthathad

justunfolded,butIcouldn’tmakethewordsgoaway.Icouldn’tgoback,soIdidthenextbestthing:I

foldedallofthepostersheetsintoneatsquaresandtuckedthenintoaRubbermaidtubthatfitnicely

undermybed,nexttomyChristmaswrap.Iwouldn’topenthattubagainuntilMarchof2008.

Next,Igotmyselfareallygoodtherapistandbeganayearofserioussoulworkthatwouldforever

changemylife.Diana,mytherapist,andIstilllaughaboutmyfirstvisit.Diana,whoisatherapistto

manytherapists,startedwiththerequisite,“Sowhat’sgoingon?”Ipulledoutthe Do listandmatterof-factlysaid,“Ineedmoreofthethingsonthislist.Somespecifictipsandtoolswouldbehelpful.

Nothingdeep.Nochildhoodcraporanything.”

Itwasalongyear.Ilovinglyrefertoitonmyblogasthe2007BreakdownSpiritualAwakening.It feltlikeatextbookbreakdowntome,butDianacalleditaspiritualawakening.Ithinkwewereboth right.Infact,I’mstartingtoquestionifyoucanhaveonewithouttheother.

Ofcourse,it’snotacoincidencethatthisunravelinghappenedinNovember2006.Thestarswere

perfectlyalignedforabreakdown:Iwasrawfrombeingnewlysugarandflourfree,Iwasdaysaway

frommybirthday(alwaysacontemplativetimeforme),Iwasburnedoutfromwork,andIwasright

onthecuspofmy midlifeunraveling.

Peoplemaycallwhathappensatmidlife“acrisis,”butit’snot.It’sanunraveling—atimewhenyou

feel a desperate pull to live the life you want to live, not the one you’re “supposed” to live. The unraveling is a time when you are challenged by the universe to let go of who you think you are supposedtobeandtoembracewhoyouare.

Midlifeiscertainlyoneofthegreatunravelingjourneys,butthereareothersthathappentousover

thecourseofourlives:

marriage

divorce

becomingaparent

recovery

moving

anemptynest

retiring

experiencinglossortrauma

workinginasoul-suckingjob

Theuniverseisnotshortonwake-upcalls.We’rejustquicktohitthesnoozebutton.

As it turned out, the work I had to do was messy and deep. I slogged through it until one day, exhaustedandwithmudstillwetanddrippingoffofmytravelingshoes,Irealized,“Oh,myGod.I feel different. I feel joyful and real. I’m still afraid, but I also feel really brave. Something has changed—Icanfeelitinmybones.”

Iwashealthier,morejoyful,andmoregratefulthanIhadeverfelt.Ifeltcalmerandgrounded,and

significantlylessanxious.Ihadrekindledmycreativelife,reconnectedwithmyfamilyandfriendsin

anewway,andmostimportant,felttrulycomfortableinmyownskinforthefirsttimeinmylife.

I learned how to worry more about how I felt and less about “what people might think.” I was settingnewboundariesandbegantoletgoofmyneedtoplease,perform,andperfect.Istartedsaying no ratherthan sure(andbeingresentfulandpissedofflater).Ibegantosay“Oh,hellyes!”ratherthan

“Soundsfun,butIhavelotsofworktodo”or“I’lldothatwhenI’m_________(thinner,lessbusy,

betterprepared).”

As I worked through my own Wholehearted journey with Diana, I read close to forty books,

includingeveryspiritualawakeningmemoirIcouldgetmyhandson.Theywereincrediblyhelpful

guides,butIstillcravedaguidebookthatcouldofferinspiration,resources,andbasicallyserveasa

soultraveler ’scompanionofsorts.

Oneday,asIstaredatthetallpileofbooksprecariouslystackedonmynightstand,ithitme!  Iwant

totellthisstoryinamemoir.  I’lltellthestoryofhowacynical,smart-assacademicbecameeverybit of the stereotype that she spent her entire adult life ridiculing. I’ll fess up about how I became the middle-aged,recovering,health-conscious,creative,touchy-feelyspirituality-seekerwhospendsdays contemplatingthingslikegrace,love,gratitude,creativity,authenticity,andishappierthanIimagined 

possible.I’llcallit Wholehearted.

I also remember thinking,  Before I write the memoir, I need to use this research to write a guidebook on Wholehearted living!  By mid-2008, I had filled three huge tubs with notebooks, journals, and mounds of data. I had also done countless hours of new research. I had everything I needed,includingapassionatedesiretowritethebookthatyou’reholdinginyourhands.

On that fateful November day when the list appeared and I sunk into the realization that I wasn’t living and loving with my whole heart, I wasn’t totally convinced. Seeing the list wasn’t enough to fully believe in it. I had to dig very deep and make the  conscious choice to believe … to believe in myselfandthepossibilityoflivingadifferentlife.Alotofquestioning,countlesstears,andahuge collectionofjoyfulmomentslater,believinghashelpedmesee.

Inowseehowowningourstoryandlovingourselvesthroughthatprocessisthebravestthingthat

wewilleverdo.

I now see that cultivating a Wholehearted life is not like trying to reach a destination. It’s like walkingtowardastarinthesky.Weneverreallyarrive,butwecertainlyknowthatwe’reheadingin therightdirection.

Inowseehowgiftslikecourage,compassion,andconnectiononlyworkwhentheyareexercised.

Everyday.

Inowseehowtheworkof cultivating and lettinggo thatshowsupinthetenguidepostsisnot“to-do list” material. It’s not something we accomplish or acquire and then check off our list. It’s life work.It’ssoulwork.

For me, believing was seeing. I believed first, and only then I was able to see how we can truly change ourselves, our families, and our communities. We just have to find the courage to live and lovewithourwholehearts.It’sanhonortomakethisjourneywithyou!
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Wholeheartedlivingisaboutengaginginourlivesfromaplaceofworthiness.Itmeanscultivating

thecourage,compassion,andconnectiontowakeupinthemorningandthink,  Nomatterwhatgets

doneandhowmuchisleftundone,Iamenough.  It’sgoingtobedatnightthinking,  Yes,Iamimperfect and vulnerable and sometimes afraid, but that doesn’t change the truth that I am also brave and worthyofloveandbelonging. 

TheJourney

Wholehearted living is not a onetime choice. It is a process. In fact, I believe it’s the journey of a lifetime. My goal is to bring awareness and clarity to the constellation of choices that lead to Wholeheartedness and to share what I’ve learned from many, many people who have dedicated themselvestolivingandlovingwiththeirwholehearts.

Beforeembarkingonanyjourney,includingthisone,it’simportanttotalkaboutwhatweneedto

bring along. What does it take to live and love from a place of worthiness? How do we embrace imperfection? How do we cultivate what we need and let go of the things that are holding us back?

Theanswerstoallofthesequestionsarecourage,compassion,andconnection—thetoolsweneedto

workourwaythroughourjourney.

If you’re thinking,  Great. I just need to be a superhero to fight perfectionism,  I understand.

Courage, compassion, and connection seem like big, lofty ideals. But in reality, they are daily practicesthat,whenexercisedenough,becometheseincrediblegiftsinourlives.Andthegoodnews isthatourvulnerabilitiesarewhatforceustocallupontheseamazingtools.Becausewe’rehuman

andsobeautifullyimperfect,wegettopracticeusingourtoolsonadailybasis.Inthisway,courage,

compassion,andconnectionbecomegifts—thegiftsofimperfection.

Here’s what you’ll find in the pages that follow. In the first chapter, I explain what I’ve learned about courage, compassion, and connection and how they are truly the tools for developing worthiness.

Oncewegetsomeclarityaboutthetoolsthatwe’regoingtouseonthisjourney,inthenextchapter

we move to the heart of the matter: love, belonging, and worthiness. I answer some of the most difficultquestionsofmycareer:Whatislove?Canwelovesomeoneandbetraythem?Whydoesour constantneedtofitinsabotagerealbelonging?Canwelovethepeopleinourlives,likeourpartners

andchildren,morethanweloveourselves?Howdowedefineworthiness,andwhydowesooften

enduphustlingforitratherthanbelievinginit?

Weencounterobstaclesoneveryjourneywemake;theWholeheartedjourneyisnoexception.In thenext chapter,  we’ll explore what I’ve found to be the greatest barriers to living and loving with our whole hearts and how we can develop effective strategies to move through the barriers and to cultivateresilience.

From there, we’ll explore the ten guideposts for the Wholehearted journey, daily practices that provide direction for our journey. There’s one chapter for each guidepost, and each chapter is illustratedwithstories,definitions,quotes,andideasformakingdeliberateandinspiredchoicesabout thewayweliveandlove.

DefiningMoments

Thisbookisfullofbig-conceptwordssuchas love,belonging,  and authenticity.Ithinkit’scritically importanttodefinethegauzywordsthataretossedaroundeverydaybutrarelyexplained.AndIthink good definitions should be accessible and actionable. I’ve tried to define these words in a way that willhelpusunpackthetermandexplorethepieces.Whenwedigdownpastthefeel-goodwordsand excavatethedailyactivitiesandexperiencesthatputthe heart inWholeheartedliving,wecanseehow peopledefinetheconceptsthatdrivetheiractions,beliefs,andemotions.

For example, when the research participants talked about a concept such as  love,  I was careful to define it as they experienced it. Sometimes that required developing new definitions (like I actually did with  love and many other words). Other times, when I started looking around in the existing literature,Ifounddefinitionsthatcapturedthespiritoftheparticipants’experiences.Agoodexample of this is  play.  Play is an essential component to Wholehearted living, and when I researched the topic,IdiscoveredtheamazingworkofDr.StuartBrown.1So,ratherthancreatinganewdefinition,I referencehisworkbecauseitaccuratelyreflectswhatIlearnedintheresearch.

Irealizethatdefinitionssparkcontroversyanddisagreement,butI’mokaywiththat.I’dratherwe

debatethemeaningofwordsthatareimportanttousthannotdiscussthematall.Weneedcommon

languagetohelpuscreateawarenessandunderstanding,whichisessentialtoWholeheartedliving.

DiggingDeep

Inearly2008,whenmyblogwasstillprettynew,Iwroteapostaboutbreakingmy“dig-deep”button.

Youknowthedig-deepbutton,right?It’sthebuttonthatyourelyonwhenyou’retoobone-tiredtoget

uponemoretimeinthemiddleofthenightortodoonemoreloadofthrow-up-diarrhealaundryor

to catch one more plane or to return one more call or to please/perform/perfect the way you normallydoevenwhenyoujustwanttoflipsomeoneoffandhideunderthecovers.

Thedig-deepbuttonisasecretlevelofpushingthroughwhenwe’reexhaustedandoverwhelmed,

andwhenthere’stoomuchtodoandtoolittletimeforself-care.

Inmyblogpost,IexplainedhowIhaddecidednottofixmydig-deepbutton.Imadeapromiseto

myselfthatwhenIfeltemotionally,physically,andspirituallydone,I’dtryslowingdownratherthan

relyingonmyoldstandbys:pushingthrough,soldieringon,andsuckingitup.

It worked for a while, but I missed my button. I missed having something to turn to when I was depletedanddown.Ineededatooltohelpmedigmywayout.So,Iturnedbacktomyresearchtosee if I could find a way to dig that was more consistent with Wholehearted living. Maybe there was somethingbetterthanjustsuckingitup.

Here’swhatIfound:MenandwomenwholiveWholeheartedlydoindeedDIGDeep.Theyjustdo

itinadifferentway.Whenthey’reexhaustedandoverwhelmed,theyget

Del i beratei nthei rthoughtsandbehavi orsthroughprayer,medi tati on,orsi mpl ysetti ngthei ri ntenti ons; Inspi redtomak enewanddi fferentchoi ces; G oi ng.Theytak eacti on.

Since I made that discovery, I’ve been DIGging Deep the new way, and it’s been pretty amazing.

OneexamplehappenedjustrecentlywhenIwaslostinanInternetfog.Ratherthanworking,Iwasjust

lullingmyselfintoahazebymindlesslyplayingonFacebookandpiddlingonthecomputer.Itwas

neitherrelaxingnorproductive—itwasjustagianttimeandenergysuck.

ItriedthenewDIGDeep—getdeliberate,inspired,andgoing.Itoldmyself,“Ifyouneedtorefuel

andlosingyourselfonlineisfunandrelaxing,thendoit.Ifnot,dosomethingdeliberatelyrelaxing.

Findsomethinginspiringtodoratherthansomethingsoul-sucking.Then,lastbutnotleast,getupand

doit!”Iclosedmylaptop,saidalittleprayertoremindmyselftobeself-compassionate,andwatched

amoviethathadbeensittinginaNetflixenvelopeonmydeskforoveramonth.ItwasexactlywhatI

needed.

It wasn’t the old Dig Deep—the pushing through. I didn’t force myself to start working or to do somethingproductive.Rather,Iprayerfully,intentionally,andthoughtfullydidsomethingrestorative.

EachguideposthasaDIGDeepsectiontohelpusstartthinkingabouthowwegetdeliberateand

inspiredaboutourchoices,andhowwetakeaction.IsharemypersonalDIGDeepstrategieswithyou

and I encourage you to come up with your own. These new strategies have been so much more

effectivethantheold“pushingthrough.”

WhatIHopetoContribute

Thisbookisfullofpowerfultopicssuchasself-compassion,acceptance,andgratitude.I’mnotthe

first to talk about these subjects, and I’m certainly not the smartest researcher or the most talented writer.Iam,however,thefirsttoexplainhowthesetopicsworkindividuallyandtogethertocultivate Wholehearted living. And, maybe more important, I’m certainly the first person to come at these topicsfromtheperspectiveofsomeonewhohasspentyearsstudyingshameandfear.

Ican’ttellyouhowmanytimesIwantedtogiveupmyresearchonshame.It’sextremelydifficult

to dedicate your career to studying topics that make people squeamish. On several occasions I’ve literallythrownmyhandsupandsaid,“Iquit.It’stoohard.Therearesomanycoolthingstostudy.I wantoutofthis!”Ididn’tchoosetostudyshameandfear;theresearchchoseme.

NowIknowwhy.ItwaswhatIneeded—professionallyandpersonally—toprepareforthiswork

on Wholeheartedness. We can talk about courage and love and compassion until we sound like a greeting card store, but unless we’re willing to have an honest conversation about what gets in the wayofputtingtheseintopracticeinourdailylives,wewillneverchange.Never,ever.

Couragesoundsgreat,butweneedtotalkabouthowitrequiresustoletgoofwhatotherpeople

think, and for most of us, that’s scary. Compassion is something we all want, but are we willing to lookatwhyboundary-settingandsaying no isacriticalcomponentofcompassion?Arewewillingto say no,  evenifwe’redisappointingsomeone?BelongingisanessentialcomponentofWholehearted living,butfirstwehavetocultivateself-acceptance—whyisthissuchastruggle?

Before I start writing, I always ask myself, “Why is this book worth writing? What’s the

contribution that I’m hoping to make?” Ironically, I think the most valuable contribution that I can maketotheongoingdiscussionsaboutlove,belonging,andworthinessstemsfrommyexperiences asashameresearcher.

Comingatthisworkwithafullunderstandingofhowtheshametapesandgremlinskeepusfeeling



afraidandsmallallowsmetodomorethanpresentgreatideas;thisperspectivehelpsmesharereal

strategiesforchangingourlives.Ifwewanttoknowwhywe’reallsoafraidtoletourtrueselvesbe

seenandknown,wehavetounderstandthepowerofshameandfear.Ifwecan’tstanduptothe never

goodenough and whodoyouthinkyouare?  wecan’tmoveforward.

Ionlywishthatduringthosedesperateanddefeatedmomentsofmypast,whenIwasknee-deepin

shameresearch,IcouldhaveknownwhatIknownow.IfIcouldgobackandwhisperinmyear,I’d

tellmyselfthesamethingthatI’lltellyouaswebeginthisjourney:

Owningourstorycanbehardbutnotnearlyasdifficultasspendingourlivesrunningfromit.Embracingourvulnerabilitiesisriskybutnotnearlyasdangerousasgivinguponloveandbelongingandjoy—theexperiencesthatmakeusthemost vulnerable.Onlywhenwearebraveenoughtoexplorethedarknesswillwediscovertheinfinitepowerofourlight. 



Practicing courage, compassion, and connection in our daily lives is how we cultivate worthiness.

Thekeywordis practice.MaryDaly,atheologian,writes,“Courageislike—it’sahabitus,ahabit,a virtue:Yougetitbycourageousacts.It’slikeyoulearntoswimbyswimming.Youlearncourageby couraging.” The same is true for compassion and connection. We invite compassion into our lives whenweactcompassionatelytowardourselvesandothers,andwefeelconnectedinourliveswhen wereachoutandconnect.

Before I define these concepts and talk about how they work, I want to show you how they work together in real life—as practices. This is a personal story about the courage to reach out, the compassionthatcomesfromsaying,“I’vebeenthere,”andtheconnectionsthatfuelourworthiness.

TheGun-for-HireShameStorm

Nottoolongago,theprincipalofalargepublicelementaryschoolandthepresidentoftheschool’s

parentteacher organization (PTO) invited me to speak to a group of parents about the relationship between resilience and boundaries. I was in the process of collecting data about Wholehearted parenting and schools at the time, so I was excited about the opportunity. I had no idea what I was gettingmyselfinto.

ThesecondIwalkedintotheschoolauditorium,Ifeltthisreallystrangevibefromtheparentsin

theaudience.Theyalmostseemedagitated.

I asked the principal about it, and she just shrugged her shoulders and walked away. The PTO

presidentdidn’thavemuchtosayaboutiteither.Ichalkedituptomynervesandtriedtoletitgo.

I was sitting in the front row when the principal introduced me. This is always a very awkward experience for me. Someone is running through a list of my accomplishments while I’m secretly trying to stave off vomiting and talking myself out of running. Well, this introduction was beyond anythingIhadeverexperienced.

Theprincipalwassayingthingslike,“Youmightnotlikewhatyou’regoingtoheartonight,butwe

needtolistenforthesakeofourchildren.Dr.Brownisheretotransformourschoolandourlives!

She’sgoingtosetusstraightwhetherwelikeitornot!”

Shewastalkinginthisloud,aggressivevoicethatmadeherseemdownrightpissedoff.IfeltlikeI

wasbeingintroducedforWWEWrestleMania.AllweneededweretheJockJamsandafewstrobe

lights.

Inhindsight,Ishouldhavewalkeduptothepodiumandsaid,“I’mfeelingveryuncomfortable.I’m excitedtobehere,butI’mcertainlynotheretosetanyonestraight.Ialsodon’twantyoutothinkthat I’mtryingtotransformyourschoolinanhour.What’sgoingon?”

But I didn’t. I just started talking in my vulnerable I’m-a-researcher-but-I’m-also-astruggling-parentway.Well,thediehadbeencast.Theseparentswerenotreceptive.Instead,Ifeltrowafterrow ofpeopleglaringatme.

Oneman,whowassittingrightupfront,hadhisarmsfoldedacrosshischestandhisteethclenched

so tightly that the veins in his neck were popping out. Every three or four minutes he’d shift in his seat, roll his eyes, and sigh louder than I’ve ever heard anyone sigh. It was so loud that I’m barely comfortablecallingitasigh.Itwasmorelikea humph!  Itwassobadthatthepeoplenexttohimwere visiblymortifiedbyhisbehavior.Theywerestillinexplicablyunhappywithme,buthewasmaking theentireeveningunbearableforallofus.

As an experienced teacher and group leader, I know how to handle these situations and am

normally comfortable doing so. When someone is being disruptive, you really only have two

choices: ignore him or take a break so that you can privately confront him about his inappropriate behavior. I was so knocked off my game by this weird experience that I did the very worst thing possible:Itriedtoimpresshim.

I started talking louder and getting really animated. I quoted scary research statistics that would freakoutanyparent.Iservedupmyauthenticityforabigolehelpingof Youbetterlistentomeor your kids are going to drop out of third grade and take up hitchhiking, drugs, and running with scissors. 

Nothing.Nada.

I didn’t get a head nod or a slight grin or anything. I just managed to freak out the other 250

already-pissyparents.Itwasadisaster.Tryingtoco-optorwinoversomeonelikethatguyisalways

a mistake, because it means trading in your authenticity for approval. You stop believing in your worthinessandstarthustlingforit.And,ohman,wasIhustling.

Thesecondthetalkended,Igrabbedmystuffandran-walkedtomycar.AsIwaspullingoutofthe

parkinglot,myfacewasgrowinghotter.Ifeltsmallandmyheartwasracing.Itriedtopushbackthe

instantreplayofmeactingcrazy,butIcouldn’tstopthinkingaboutit.Theshamestormwasbrewing.

When the shame winds are whipping all around me, it’s almost impossible to hold on to any

perspective or to recall anything good about myself. I went right into the bad self-talk of  God, I’m suchanidiot.WhydidIdothat? 

The greatest gift of having done this work (the research and the personal work) is that I can recognizeshamewhenit’shappening.First,Iknowmyphysicalsymptomsofshame—thedrymouth, timeslowingdown,tunnelvision,hotface,racingheart.Iknowthatplayingthepainfulslow-motion

reeloverandoverinmyheadisawarningsign.

I also know that the very best thing to do when this is happening feels totally counterintuitive: Practicecourageandreachout!Wehavetoownourstoryandshareitwithsomeonewhohasearned therighttohearit,someonewhomwecancountontorespondwithcompassion.Weneedcourage,

compassion,andconnection.ASAP.

Shamehatesitwhenwereachoutandtellourstory.Ithateshavingwordswrappedaroundit—it

can’t survive being shared. Shame loves secrecy. The most dangerous thing to do after a shaming experience is hide or bury our story. When we bury our story, the shame metastasizes. I remember sayingoutloud:“IneedtotalktosomeoneRIGHTNOW.Bebrave,Brené!”

Buthere’sthetrickypartaboutcompassionandconnecting:Wecan’tcalljustanyone.It’snotthat

simple.Ihavealotofgoodfriends,butthereareonlyahandfulofpeoplewhomIcancountonto practicecompassionwhenI’minthedarkshameplace.

If we share our shame story with the wrong person, they can easily become one more piece of flying debris in an already dangerous storm. We want solid connection in a situation like this— something akin to a sturdy tree firmly planted in the ground. We definitely want to avoid the following:

1. Thefriendwhohearsthestoryandactuallyfeelsshameforyou.Shegaspsandconfirmshow

horrifiedyoushouldbe.Thenthereisawkwardsilence.Thenyouhavetomake her feelbetter.

2. Thefriendwhorespondswithsympathy(Ifeelsosorryforyou)ratherthanempathy(Igetit,I

feelwithyou,andI’vebeenthere).Ifyouwanttoseeashamecycloneturndeadly,throwoneof

these at it: “Oh, you poor thing.” Or, the incredibly passive-aggressive southern version of sympathy:“Blessyourheart.”

3. Thefriendwhoneedsyoutobethepillarofworthinessandauthenticity.Shecan’thelpbecause

she’stoodisappointedinyourimperfections.You’veletherdown.

4. Thefriendwhoissouncomfortablewithvulnerabilitythatshescoldsyou:“Howdidyouletthis

happen? What were you thinking?” Or she looks for someone to blame: “Who was that guy?

We’llkickhisass.”

5. The friend who is all about making it better and, out of her own discomfort, refuses to

acknowledgethatyoucanactuallybecrazyandmaketerriblechoices:“You’reexaggerating.It

wasn’tthatbad.Yourock.You’reperfect.Everyonelovesyou.”

6. The friend who confuses “connection” with the opportunity to one-up you: “That’s nothing.

Listentowhathappenedtomeonetime!”

Ofcourse,we’reallcapableofbeing“thesefriends”—especiallyifsomeonetellsusastorythat

gets right up in our own shame grill. We’re human, imperfect, and vulnerable. It’s hard to practice compassionwhenwe’restrugglingwithourauthenticityorwhenourownworthinessisoffbalance.

Whenwe’relookingforcompassion,weneedsomeonewhoisdeeplyrooted,abletobend,and,

most of all, we need someone who embraces us for our strengths and struggles. We need to honor ourstrugglebysharingitwithsomeonewhohas earned therighttohearit.Whenwe’relookingfor compassion,it’saboutconnectingwiththe rightperson atthe righttime aboutthe rightissue. 

Icalledmysister.It’sonlybeensincethe2007BreakdownSpiritualAwakeningthatI’vecalledone

of my sisters or my brother for shamecyclone support. I’m four years older than my brother and eightyearsolderthanmysisters(they’retwins).Before2007,Iwasprettyvestedinbeingtheolder, perfect(akauptight,betterthan,andjudgmental)sister.

Ashleywasamazing.Shelistenedandrespondedwithtotalcompassion.Shehadthecouragetotap

into her own struggles with worthiness so that she could genuinely connect to what I was

experiencing. She said wonderfully honest and empathic things like, “Oh, man. That’s so hard. I’ve donethatdance.Ihatethatfeeling!”Thatmaynotbewhatsomeoneelsewouldneedtohear,butfor meitwasthebest.

Ashley wasn’t uprooted and thrown into the storm created by my experience. She also wasn’t so rigidthatshesnappedwithjudgmentandblame.Shedidn’ttrytofixmeormakemefeelbetter;she justlistenedandhadthecouragetosharesomeofherownvulnerabilitieswithme.

Ifelttotallyexposedandcompletelylovedandacceptedatthesametime(whichisthedefinitionof

compassionforme).TrustmewhenItellyouthatshameandfearcan’ttoleratethatkindofpowerful

connectionsurgingbetweenpeople.That’sexactlywhycourage,compassion,andconnectionarethe

toolsweneedfortheWholeheartedjourney.Totopitoff,mywillingnesstoletsomeoneIcareabout seemeasimperfectledtoastrengtheningofourrelationshipthatcontinuestoday—that’swhyIcan call courage, compassion, and connection the gifts of imperfection. When we’re willing to be imperfectandreal,thesegiftsjustkeepgiving.

Justaquickfollow-uptothestory:Aboutaweekafterthewrestlingmatch/parentingtalk,Ifound

outthattheschoolwasexperiencingahoveringproblem—parentswereintheclassroomsalldayand

interfering with instruction and class management. Without telling me, the principal and PTO

presidenthadrequiredtheparentstoattendmylecture.TheytoldtheparentsthatIwascomingtotell

themwhytheyneededtostophovering.Inotherwords,Iwassetupasahelicopter-parentmercenary. 

Notgood.Imaynotbeafanofhoveringintheclassroom,butI’malsonotaparentinggun-for-hire. 

TheironyisthatIhadnoideathatwasanissue,soIneverevenmentionedthetopic. 

With this story in mind, let’s take a closer look at each of the concepts of Wholeheartedness and howtheyworktogether.

Courage

Courage is a huge theme in my life. It seems that either I’m praying for some, feeling grateful for having found a little bit, appreciating it in other people, or studying it. I don’t think that makes me unique.Everyonewantstobebrave.

Afterinterviewingpeopleaboutthetruthsoftheirlives—theirstrengthsandstruggles—Irealized

thatcourageisoneofthemostimportantqualitiesthatWholeheartedpeoplehaveincommon.And

notjustanykindofcourage;IfoundthatWholeheartednessrequires ordinarycourage.  Here’swhatI mean…

The root of the word  courage is  cor—the Latin word for  heart.  In one of its earliest forms, the word courage hadaverydifferentdefinitionthanitdoestoday.Courageoriginallymeant“Tospeak one’smindbytellingallone’sheart.”Overtime,thisdefinitionhaschanged,and,today,courageis moresynonymouswithbeingheroic.Heroicsisimportantandwecertainlyneedheroes,butIthink

we’velosttouchwiththeideathatspeakinghonestlyandopenlyaboutwhoweare,aboutwhatwe’re

feeling,andaboutourexperiences(goodandbad)isthedefinitionofcourage.Heroicsisoftenabout

puttingourlifeontheline.Ordinarycourageisaboutputtingour vulnerability ontheline.Intoday’s world,that’sprettyextraordinary.1

Whenwepayattention,weseecourageeveryday.Weseeitwhenpeoplereachoutforhelp,likeI

did with Ashley. I see it in my classroom when a student raises her hand and says, “I’m completely lost.Ihavenoideawhatyou’retalkingabout.”Doyouknowhowincrediblybraveitistosay“Idon’t know”whenyou’reprettysureeveryonearoundyougetsit?Ofcourse,inmytwelve-plusyearsof

teaching,Iknowthatifonepersoncanfindthecouragetosay,“You’velostme,”thereareprobably

atleasttenmorestudentswhofeeltheexactsameway.Theymaynottaketherisk,buttheycertainly

benefitfromthatoneperson’scourage.

Isawcourageinmydaughter,Ellen,whenshecalledmefromaslumberpartyat10:30p.m.and

said,“Mom,canyoucomegetme?”WhenIpickedherup,shegotinthecarandsaid,“I’msorry.I

justwasn’tbraveenough.Igothomesick.Itwassohard.Everyonewasasleep,andIhadtowalkto

Libby’smom’sbedroomandwakeherup.”

Ipulledintoourdriveway,gotoutofthecar,andwalkedaroundtothebackseatwhereEllenwas

sitting.Iscootedheroverandsatnexttoher.Isaid,“Ellen,Ithinkaskingforwhatyouneedisoneof

thebravestthingsthatyou’lleverdo.Isufferedthroughacoupleofreallymiserablesleepoversand

slumberpartiesbecauseIwastooafraidtoasktogohome.I’mproudofyou.”

Thenextmorningduringbreakfast,Ellensaid,“Ithoughtaboutwhatyousaid.CanIbebraveagain

and ask for something else?” I smiled. “I have another slumber party next weekend. Would you be willingtopickmeupatbedtime?I’mjustnotready.”That’scourage.Thekindwecouldallusemore of.

IalsoseecourageinmyselfwhenI’mwillingtoriskbeingvulnerableanddisappointed.Formany

years, if I really wanted something to happen—an invitation to speak at a special conference, a promotion, a radio interview—I pretended that it didn’t matter that much. If a friend or colleague wouldask,“Areyouexcitedaboutthattelevisioninterview?”I’dshrugitoffandsay,“I’mnotsure.

It’snotthatbigofadeal.”Ofcourse,inreality,Iwasprayingthatitwouldhappen.

It’sonlybeeninthelastfewyearsthatI’velearnedthatplayingdowntheexcitingstuffdoesn’ttake

thepainawaywhenitdoesn’thappen.Itdoes,however,minimizethejoywhenitdoeshappen.Italso

createsalotofisolation.Onceyou’vediminishedtheimportanceofsomething,yourfriendsarenot

likelytocallandsay,“I’msorrythatdidn’tworkout.Iknowyouwereexcitedaboutit.”

NowwhensomeoneasksmeaboutapotentialopportunitythatI’mexcitedabout,I’mmorelikely

to practice courage and say, “I’m so excited about the possibility. I’m trying to stay realistic, but I really hope it happens.” When things haven’t panned out, it’s been comforting to be able to call a supportivefriendandsay,“RememberthateventItoldyouabout?It’snotgoingtohappen,andI’m sobummed.”

IrecentlysawanotherexampleofordinarycourageatmysonCharlie’spreschool.Parentswere

invited to attend a holiday music presentation put on by the kids. You know the scene—twenty-five children singing with fifty-plus parents, grandparents, and siblings in the audience wielding thirty-ninevideocameras.Theparentswereholdingupcamerasintheairandrandomlysnappingpictures whiletheyscrambledtomakesurethattheirkidsknewtheywerethereandontime.

Inadditiontoallthecommotionintheaudience,onethree-year-oldgirl,whowasnewtotheclass,

criedherwaythroughtheentireperformancebecauseshecouldn’tseehermomfromthemakeshift

stage. As it turns out, her mother was stuck in traffic and missed the performance. By the time her mother arrived, I was kneeling by the classroom door telling Charlie good-bye. From my low vantagepoint,Iwatchedthegirl’smotherburstthroughthedoorandimmediatelystartscanningthe

roomtofindherdaughter.JustasIwasgettingreadytostandupandpointhertowardthebackofthe

classroomwhereateacherwasholdingherdaughter,anothermotherwalkedbyus,lookedstraightat

thisstressedmom,shookherhead,androlledhereyes.

Istoodup,tookadeepbreath,andtriedtoreasonwiththepartofmethatwantedtochaseafterthe

betterthan-you eye-rolling mom and kick her perfectly punctual ass. Just then two more moms walked up to this now tearful mother and smiled. One of the mothers put her hand on top of the woman’sshoulderandsaid,“We’veallbeenthere.Imissedthelastone.Iwasn’tjustlate.Icompletely forgot.” I watched as the woman’s face softened, and she wiped away a tear. The second woman lookedatherandsaid,“Mysonwastheonlyonewhowasn’twearingpajamasonPJDay—hestill tellsmeitwasthemostrottendayever.Itwillbeokay.We’reallinthesameboat.”

Bythetimethismothermadeittothebackoftheroomwheretheteacherwasstillcomfortingher

daughter,shelookedcalm.SomethingthatI’msurecameinhandywhenherdaughterlungedforher

from about six feet away. The moms who stopped and shared their stories of imperfection and vulnerabilitywerepracticingcourage.Theytookthetimetostopandsay,“Here’smystory.You’re notalone.”Theydidn’thavetostopandshare;theycouldhaveeasilyjoinedtheperfect-parentparade

andmarchedrightbyher.

As these stories illustrate, courage has a ripple effect. Every time we choose courage, we make everyonearoundusalittlebetterandtheworldalittlebraver.Andourworldcouldstandtobealittle kinderandbraver.

Compassion

Toprepareforwritingmybookonshame,IreadeverythingIcouldfindoncompassion.Iultimately

foundapowerfulfitbetweenthestoriesIheardintheinterviewsandtheworkofAmericanBuddhist

nun Pema Chödrön. In her book  The Places That Scare You,  Chödrön writes, “When we practice generating compassion, we can expect to experience the fear of our pain. Compassion practice is daring.Itinvolveslearningtorelaxandallowourselvestomovegentlytowardwhatscaresus. ”2

What I love about Chödrön’s definition is her honesty about the vulnerability of practicing compassion. If we take a closer look at the origin of the word  compassion,  much like we did with courage,  we see why compassion is not typically our first response to suffering. The word compassion isderivedfromtheLatinwords pati and cum,  meaning“tosufferwith.”Idon’tbelieve thatcompassionisourdefaultresponse.Ithinkourfirstresponsetopain—oursorsomeoneelse’s— istoself-protect.Weprotectourselvesbylookingforsomeoneorsomethingtoblame.Orsometimes

weshieldourselvesbyturningtojudgmentorbyimmediatelygoingintofix-itmode.

Chödrönaddressesourtendencytoself-protectbyteachingthatwemustbehonestandforgiving

aboutwhenandhowweshutdown:“Incultivatingcompassionwedrawfromthewholenessofour

experience—our suffering, our empathy, as well as our cruelty and terror. It has to be this way.

Compassion is not a relationship between the healer and the wounded. It’s a relationship between equals. Only when we know our own darkness well can we be present with the darkness of others.

Compassionbecomesrealwhenwerecognizeoursharedhumanity.” 3

Inmystory,Ashleywaswillingtobeinmydarknesswithme.Shewasn’tthereasmyhelperorto

fixme;shewasjustwithme—asanequal—holdingmyhandasIwadedthroughmyfeelings.

BoundariesandCompassion

One of the greatest (and least discussed) barriers to compassion practice is the fear of setting boundariesandholdingpeopleaccountable.Iknowitsoundsstrange,butIbelievethatunderstanding theconnectionbetweenboundaries,accountability,acceptance,andcompassionhasmademeakinder

person. Before the breakdown, I was sweeter—judgmental, resentful, and angry on the inside—but sweeter on the outside. Today, I think I’m genuinely more compassionate, less judgmental and resentful,andwaymoreseriousaboutboundaries.Ihavenoideawhatthiscombinationlookslikeon theoutside,butitfeelsprettypowerfulontheinside.

Beforethisresearch,Iknewalotabouteachoneoftheseconcepts,butIdidn’tunderstandhowthey

fittogether.Duringtheinterviews,itblewmymindwhenIrealizedthatmanyofthetrulycommitted

compassionpractitionerswerealsothemostboundary-consciouspeopleinthestudy.Compassionate

peopleareboundariedpeople.Iwasstunned.

Here’swhatIlearned:Theheartofcompassionisreallyacceptance.Thebetterweareataccepting

ourselvesandothers,themorecompassionatewebecome.Well,it’sdifficulttoacceptpeoplewhen

theyarehurtingusortakingadvantageofusorwalkingalloverus.Thisresearchhastaughtmethat

ifwereallywanttopracticecompassion,wehavetostartbysettingboundariesandholdingpeople

accountablefortheirbehavior.

Weliveinablameculture—wewanttoknowwhosefaultitisandhowthey’regoingtopay.Inour personal, social, and political worlds, we do a lot of screaming and finger-pointing, but we rarely holdpeopleaccountable.Howcouldwe?We’resoexhaustedfromrantingandravingthatwedon’t havetheenergytodevelopmeaningfulconsequencesandenforcethem.FromWashington,DC,and

Wall Street to our own schools and homes, I think this rage-blame-tootired-and-busy-tofollow-throughmind-setiswhywe’resoheavyonself-righteousangerandsolowoncompassion.

Wouldn’titbebetterifwecouldbekinder,butfirmer?Howwouldourlivesbedifferentifthere

were less anger and more accountability? What would our work and home lives look like if we blamedlessbuthadmorerespectforboundaries?

Iwasrecentlybroughtintotalkwithagroupofcorporateleaderswhoweretryingtomanagea

difficultreorganizationintheircompany.Oneoftheprojectmanagerstoldmethat,afterlisteningto

metalkaboutthedangersofusingshameasamanagementtool,hewasworriedthatheshamedhis

team members. He told me that when he gets really frustrated, he singles people out and criticizes theirworkinteammeetings.

Heexplained,“I’msofrustrated.Ihavetwoemployeeswhojustdon’tlisten.Iexplaineverysingle

detailoftheproject,Ichecktomakesuretheyunderstand,andthey still do it their way. I’m out of options.Ifeelbackedintoacornerandangry,soItakethemdowninfrontoftheircolleagues.”

When I asked him how he was holding these two employees accountable for not following the

projectprotocol,hereplied,“Whatdoyoumeanbyaccountable?”

I explained, “After you check with them to make sure they understand your expectations and the objectives, how do you explain the consequences of not following the plan or not meeting the objectives?”

Hesaid,“Idon’ttalkabouttheconsequences.Theyknowthey’resupposedtofollowtheprotocol.”

Igavehimanexample,“Okay.Whatwouldhappenifyoutoldthemthatyouweregoingtowrite

themuporgivethemanofficialwarningthenexttimetheyviolatedprotocolandthatifitcontinues,

they’regoingtolosetheirjobs?”

He shook his head and said, “Oh, no. That’s pretty serious. I’d have to get the human resources peopleinvolved.Thatbecomesabighassle.”

Settingboundariesandholdingpeopleaccountableisalotmoreworkthanshamingandblaming.

But it’s also much more effective. Shaming and blaming without accountability is toxic to couples, families,organizations,andcommunities.First,whenweshameandblame,itmovesthefocusfrom theoriginalbehaviorinquestiontoourownbehavior.Bythetimethisbossisfinishedshamingand

humiliatinghisemployeesinfrontoftheircolleagues,theonlybehaviorinquestionishis.

Additionally, if we don’t follow through with appropriate consequences, people learn to dismiss ourrequests—eveniftheysoundlikethreatsorultimatums.Ifweaskourkidstokeeptheirclothes offthefloorandtheyknowthattheonlyconsequenceofnotdoingitisafewminutesofyelling,it’s

fairforthemtobelievethatit’sreallynotthatimportanttous.

It’s hard for us to understand that we can be compassionate and accepting while we hold people accountable for their behaviors. We can, and, in fact, it’s the best way to do it. We can confront someone about their behavior, or fire someone, or fail a student, or discipline a child without beratingthemorputtingthemdown.Thekeyistoseparatepeoplefromtheirbehaviors—toaddress whatthey’redoing,notwhotheyare(I’lltalkmoreaboutthisinthenextchapter).It’salsoimportant thatwecanleanintothediscomfortthatcomeswithstraddlingcompassionandboundaries.Wehave tostayawayfromconvincingourselvesthatwehatesomeoneorthattheydeservetofeelbadsothat

we can feel better about holding them accountable. That’s where we get into trouble. When we talk

ourselves into disliking someone so we’re more comfortable holding them accountable, we’re primingourselvesfortheshameandblamegame.

Whenwefailtosetboundariesandholdpeopleaccountable,wefeelusedandmistreated.Thisis

why we sometimes attack who they are, which is far more hurtful than addressing a behavior or a choice.Forourownsake,weneedtounderstandthatit’sdangeroustoourrelationshipsandourwell-beingtogetmiredinshameandblame,ortobefullofself-righteousanger.It’salsoimpossibleto practice compassion from a place of resentment. If we’re going to practice acceptance and

compassion,weneedboundariesandaccountability.

Connection

Idefine connection as theenergythatexistsbetweenpeoplewhentheyfeelseen,heard,andvalued; whentheycangiveandreceivewithoutjudgment;andwhentheyderivesustenanceandstrengthfrom therelationship. 

AshleyandIfeltdeeplyconnectedafterourexperience.IknowIwasseen,heard,andvalued.Even

thoughitwasscary,Iwasabletoreachoutforsupportandhelp.Andwebothfeltstrengthenedand

fulfilled.Infact,acoupleofweekslater,Ashleysaid,“Ican’ttellyouhowgladIamthatyoucalled

methatday.IthelpedmesomuchtoknowthatI’mnottheonlyonewhodoesstufflikethat.Ialso

loveknowingthatIcanhelpyouandthatyoutrustme.”Connectionbegetsconnection.

Asamatteroffact,wearewiredforconnection.It’sinourbiology.Fromthetimeweareborn,we

need connection to thrive emotionally, physically, spiritually, and intellectually. A decade ago, the idea that we’re “wired for connection” might have been perceived as touchy-feely or New Age.

Today, we know that the need for connection is more than a feeling or a hunch. It’s hard science.

Neuroscience,tobeexact.

In his book  Social Intelligence: The New Science of Human Relationships,  Daniel Goleman explores how the latest findings in biology and neuroscience confirm that we are hardwired for connectionandthatourrelationshipsshapeourbiologyaswellasourexperiences.Golemanwrites, “Even our most routine encounters act as regulators in the brain, priming our emotions, some desirable,othersnot.Themorestronglyconnectedwearewithsomeoneemotionally,thegreaterthe mutual force.” 4 It’s amazing—yet perhaps not surprising—that the connectedness we experience in ourrelationshipsimpactsthewayourbraindevelopsandperforms.

Ourinnateneedforconnectionmakestheconsequencesofdisconnectionthatmuchmorerealand

dangerous.Sometimesweonly think we’reconnected.Technology,forinstance,hasbecomeakind ofimposterforconnection,makingusbelievewe’reconnectedwhenwe’rereallynot—atleastnotin thewaysweneedtobe.Inourtechnology-crazedworld,we’veconfusedbeingcommunicativewith

feelingconnected.Justbecausewe’repluggedin,doesn’tmeanwefeelseenandheard.Infact,hyper—

communicationcanmeanwespendmoretimeonFacebookthanwedoface-to-facewiththepeople

wecareabout.Ican’ttellyouhowmanytimesI’vewalkedintoarestaurantandseentwoparentson

theircellphoneswhiletheirkidsarebusytextingorplayingvideogames.What’sthepointofeven

sittingtogether?

As we think about the definition of connection and how easy it is to mistake technology for connecting, we also need to consider letting go of the myth of self-sufficiency. One of the greatest barrierstoconnectionistheculturalimportanceweplaceon“goingitalone.”Somehowwe’vecome toequatesuccesswithnotneedinganyone.Manyofusarewillingtoextendahelpinghand,butwe’re

veryreluctanttoreachoutforhelpwhenweneeditourselves.It’sasifwe’vedividedtheworldinto



“thosewhoofferhelp”and“thosewhoneedhelp.”Thetruthisthatweareboth.

I’ve learned so much about giving and receiving from the men and women who are engaged in

Wholeheartedlivingbutnothingmoreimportantthanthis:

Untilwecanreceivewithanopenheart,weareneverreallygivingwithanopenheart.Whenweattachjudgmenttoreceivinghelp,weknowinglyorunknowinglyattachjudgmenttogivinghelp. 

Foryears,Iplacedvalueonbeingthehelperinmyfamily.Icouldhelpwithacrisisorlendmoney

ordispenseadvice.Iwasalwayshappytohelpothers,butIwouldhavenevercalledmysiblingsto

askthemforhelp,especiallyforsupportduringashamestorm.Atthetime,Iwouldhavevehemently

denied attaching judgment to my generous giving. But now, I understand how I derived self-worth fromneverneedinghelpandalwaysofferingit.

Duringthebreakdown,Ineededhelp.Ineededsupportandhand-holdingandadvice.ThankGod!

Turning to my younger brother and sisters completely shifted our family dynamics. I gained

permissiontofallapartandbeimperfect,andtheycouldsharetheirstrengthandincrediblewisdom

with me. If connection is the energy that surges between people, we have to remember that those surgesmusttravelinbothdirections.

The Wholehearted journey is not the path of least resistance. It’s a path of consciousness and choice.And,tobehonest,it’salittlecounterculture.Thewillingnesstotellourstories,feelthepain of others, and stay genuinely connected in this disconnected world is not something we can do halfheartedly.

Topracticecourage,compassion,andconnectionistolookatlifeandthepeoplearoundus,and

say,“I’mallin.”



Loveisthemostimportantthinginourlives, 

apassionforwhichwewouldfightordie,andyetwe’re

reluctanttolingeroveritsnames.Withoutasupple

vocabulary,wecan’teventalkorthinkaboutitdirectly. 

—DIANEACKERM AN

Loveandbelongingareessentialtothehumanexperience.AsIconductedmyinterviews,Irealized

thatonly onething separatedthemenandwomenwhofeltadeepsenseofloveandbelongingfrom

the people who seem to be struggling for it. That one thing is the belief in their worthiness. It’s as simpleandcomplicatedasthis:Ifwewanttofullyexperienceloveandbelonging,wemustbelieve thatweare worthy ofloveandbelonging.

Whenwecanletgoofwhatotherpeoplethinkandownourstory,wegainaccesstoourworthiness

—thefeelingthatweareenoughjustasweareandthatweareworthyofloveandbelonging.When

wespendalifetimetryingtodistanceourselvesfromthepartsofourlivesthatdon’tfitwithwhowe

thinkwe’resupposedtobe,westandoutsideofourstoryandhustleforourworthinessbyconstantly

performing, perfecting, pleasing, and proving. Our sense of worthiness—that critically important piecethatgivesusaccesstoloveandbelonging—livesinsideofourstory.

The greatest challenge for most of us is believing that we are worthy  now,  right this minute.

Worthiness doesn’t have prerequisites. So many of us have knowingly created/unknowingly

allowed/beenhandeddownalonglistofworthinessprerequisites:

I’llbeworthywhenIlosetwentypounds.

I’llbeworthyifIcangetpregnant.

I’llbeworthyifIget/staysober.

I’llbeworthyifeveryonethinksI’magoodparent.

I’llbeworthywhenIcanmakealivingsellingmyart.

I’llbeworthyifIcanholdmymarriagetogether.

I’llbeworthywhenImakepartner.

I’llbeworthywhenmyparentsfinallyapprove.

I’llbeworthyifhecallsbackandasksmeout.

I’llbeworthywhenIcandoitallandlooklikeI’mnoteventrying.

Here’s what is truly at the  heart of Wholeheartedness: Worthy now. Not if. Not when. We are worthyofloveandbelonging now.  Rightthisminute.Asis.

In addition to letting go of the ifs and whens, another critical piece of owning our story and

claimingourworthinessiscultivatingabetterunderstandingofloveandbelonging.Oddlyenough, we desperately need both but rarely talk about what they really are and how they work. Let’s take a look.

DefiningLoveandBelonging

ForyearsIavoidedusingtheword love inmyresearchbecauseIdidn’tknowhowtodefineit,andI

wasn’tsurethat“C’mon,youknow,  love”asadefinitionwouldfly.Ialsocouldn’trelyonquotesor song lyrics, however much they might inspire me and speak truth to me. It’s not my training as a researcher.

Asmuchasweneedandwantlove,wedon’tspendmuchtimetalkingaboutwhatitmeans.Think

about it. You might say “I love you” every day, but when’s the last time you had a serious

conversation with someone about the meaning of love? In this way, love is the mirror image of shame.Wedesperatelydon’twanttoexperienceshame,andwe’renotwillingtotalkaboutit.Yetthe onlywaytoresolveshameistotalkaboutit.Maybewe’reafraidoftopicslikeloveandshame.Most

ofuslikesafety,certainty,andclarity.Shameandlovearegroundedinvulnerabilityandtenderness.

Belongingisanothertopicthatisessentialtothehumanexperiencebutrarelydiscussed.

Mostofususetheterms fittingin and belonging interchangeably,andlikemanyofyou,I’mreally goodatfittingin.Weknowexactlyhowtohustleforapprovalandacceptance.Weknowwhattowear, whattotalkabout,howtomakepeoplehappy,whatnottomention—weknowhowtochameleonour

waythroughtheday.

Oneofthebiggestsurprisesinthisresearchwaslearningthatfittinginandbelongingarenotthe

samething,and,infact,fittingingetsinthewayofbelonging.Fittinginisaboutassessingasituation

andbecomingwhoyouneedtobetobeaccepted.Belonging,ontheotherhand,doesn’trequireusto

change whoweare;itrequiresusto be whoweare.

Before I share my definitions with you, I want to point out three issues that I’m willing to call truths.

Love and belonging will always be uncertain.  Even though connection and relationship are the most critical components of life, we simply  cannot accurately measure them. Relational concepts don’t translate into bubbled answer sheets. Relationship and connection happen in an indefinable space between people, a space that will never be fully known or understood by us. Everyone who risksexplainingloveandbelongingishopefullydoingthebesttheycantoansweranunanswerable question.Myselfincluded.

Lovebelongswithbelonging. Oneofthemostsurprisingthingsthatunfoldedinmyresearchis

thepairingofcertainterms.Ican’tseparatetheconceptsofloveandbelongingbecausewhenpeople

spoke of one, they always talked about the other. The same holds true for the concepts of joy and gratitude, which I’ll talk about it in a later chapter. When emotions or experiences are so tightly woventogetherinpeople’sstoriesthattheydon’tspeakofonewithouttheother,it’snotanaccidental entanglement;it’sanintentionalknot.Lovebelongswithbelonging.

Ofthis,Iamactuallycertain.Aftercollectingthousandsofstories,I’mwillingtocallthisafact:A

deepsenseofloveandbelongingisanirreducibleneedofallwomen,men,andchildren. Weare

biologically,cognitively,physically,andspirituallywiredtolove,tobeloved,andtobelong.When

thoseneedsarenotmet,wedon’tfunctionasweweremeantto.Webreak.Wefallapart.Wenumb.We

ache.Wehurtothers.Wegetsick.Therearecertainlyothercausesofillness,numbing,andhurt,but

theabsenceofloveandbelongingwillalwaysleadtosuffering.

Ittookmethreeyearstowhittlethesedefinitionsandconceptsfromadecadeofinterviews.Let’s takealook.

Love :

Wecultivatelovewhenweallowourmostvulnerableandpowerfulselvestobedeeplyseenandknown,andwhenwehonorthespiritualconnectionthatgrowsfromthatofferingwithtrust,respect,kindness,andaffection. 

Loveisnotsomethingwegiveorget;itissomethingthatwenurtureandgrow,aconnectionthatcanonlybecultivatedbetweentwopeoplewhenitexistswithineachoneofthem—wecanonlyloveothersasmuchasweloveourselves. 

Shame,blame,disrespect,betrayal,andthewithholdingofaffectiondamagetherootsfromwhichlovegrows.Lovecanonlysurvivetheseinjuriesiftheyareacknowledged,healed,andrare. 

Be l ong i ng :

Belongingistheinnatehumandesiretobepartofsomethinglargerthanus.Becausethisyearningissoprimal,weoftentrytoacquireitbyfittinginandbyseekingapproval,whicharenotonlyhollowsubstitutesforbelonging,butoftenbarriersto it.Becausetruebelongingonlyhappenswhenwepresentourauthentic,imperfectselvestotheworld,oursenseofbelongingcanneverbegreaterthanourlevelofself-acceptance. 

OnereasonthatittakesmesolongtodeveloptheseconceptsisthatIoftendon’twantthemtobe

true.ItwouldbedifferentifIstudiedtheeffectofbirdpooponpottingsoil,butthisstuffispersonal

andoftenpainful.Sometimes,asIturnedtothedatatocraftdefinitionsliketheonesabove,Iwould

cry. I didn’t want my level of self-love to limit how much I can love my children or my husband.

Why?Becauselovingthemandacceptingtheirimperfectionsismucheasierthanturningthatlightof

loving-kindnessonmyself.

Ifyoulookatthedefinitionofloveandthinkaboutwhatitmeansintermsofself-love,it’svery

specific. Practicing self-love means learning how to trust ourselves, to treat ourselves with respect, andtobekindandaffectionatetowardourselves.Thisisatallordergivenhowhardmostofusare on ourselves. I know I can talk to myself in ways that I would never consider talking to another person.Howmanyofusarequicktothink,  God,I’msostupid and Man,I’msuchanidiot?  Justlike calling someone we love stupid or an idiot would be incongruent with practicing love, talking like thattoourselvestakesaserioustollonourself-love.

It’s worth noting that I use the words  innate and  primal in the definition of belonging. I’m convinced that belonging is in our DNA, most likely connected to our most primitive survival instinct.Givenhowdifficultitistocultivateself-acceptanceinourperfectionistsocietyandhowour need for belonging is hardwired, it’s no wonder that we spend our lives trying to fit in and gain approval.

It’ssomucheasiertosay,“I’llbewhoeverorwhateveryouneedmetobe,aslongasIfeellikeI’m

partofthis.”Fromgangstogossiping,we’lldowhatittakestofitinifwebelieveitwillmeetour

needforbelonging.Butitdoesn’t.Wecanonlybelongwhenweofferourmostauthenticselvesand

whenwe’reembracedforwhoweare.

PracticingLoveandBelonging

Tobeginbyalwaysthinkingofloveasanactionratherthanafeelingisonewayinwhichanyoneusingthewordinthismannerautomaticallyassumesaccountabilityandresponsibility. 
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While I have personally and professionally agonized over the definitions of love and belonging, I have to admit that they have fundamentally changed the way I live and parent. When I’m tired or stressed,Icanbemeanandblaming—especiallytowardmyhusband,Steve.IfItrulyloveSteve(and, ohman,Ido),thenhowIbehaveeverydayisasimportant,ifnotmoreimportant,thansaying“Ilove

you”everyday.Whenwedon’tpracticelovewiththepeopleweclaimtolove,ittakesalotoutofus.

Incongruentlivingisexhausting.

It’salsopushedmetothinkabouttheimportantdifferencesbetween professing loveand practicing love.Duringarecentradiointerviewabouttherashofcelebrityinfidelities,thehostaskedme,“Can youlovesomeoneandcheatonthemortreatthempoorly?”

I thought about it for a long time, then gave the best answer I could based on my work: “I don’t know if you can love someone and betray them or be cruel to them, but I do know that when you 

betraysomeoneorbehaveinanunkindwaytowardthem,youarenotpracticinglove.And,forme,I

don’tjustwantsomeonewhosaystheyloveme;Iwantsomeonewhopracticesthatloveformeevery

day.”

In addition to helping me understand what love looks like between people, these definitions also forcedmetoacknowledgethatcultivatingself-loveandself-acceptanceisnotoptional.Theyaren’t endeavorsthatIcanlookintoifandwhenIhavesomesparetime.Theyarepriorities.

CanWeLoveOthersMoreThanWeLoveOurselves? 

Theideaofself-loveandself-acceptancewas,andstillis,revolutionarythinkingforme.Soinearly

2009,Iaskedmyblogreaderswhattheythoughtabouttheimportanceofself-loveandtheideathat

wecan’tloveothersmorethanweloveourselves.Well,therewasquitetheemotionaldebateinthe

commentssection.

Several folks passionately disagreed with the notion of self-love being a requirement for loving others.Othersarguedthatwecanactuallylearnhowtoloveourselvesmorebylovingothers.Some folksjustleftcommentslike,“Thanksforruiningmyday—Idon’twanttothinkaboutthis.”

There were two comments that addressed the complexity of these ideas in very straightforward terms. I’d like to share these with you: Justin Valentin, a mental health professional, writer, and photographer,wrote: Throughmychi l drenIhavel earnedtoreal l yl oveuncondi ti onal l y,tobecompassi onateatti meswhenIamfeel i nghorri bl e,andtobesomuchmoregi vi ng.WhenIl ook atmyonedaughterwhol ook ssomuchl i k eme,Icanseemysel fasal i ttl egi rl .Thi s remi ndsmetobek i ndertothel i ttl egi rl thatl i vesi nsi demeandtol oveandacceptherasmyown.Iti sthel oveformygi rl sthatmak esmewanttobeabetterpersonandtowork onl ovi ngandaccepti ngmysel f.However,wi ththatbei ngsai d,i ti ssti l l so mucheasi ertol ovemydaughters….

Perhapsthi nk i ngabouti tthi swaymak esmoresense:M anyofmypati entsaremotherswhostruggl ewi thdrugaddi cti on.Theyl ovethei rchi l drenmorethanthemsel ves.Theydestroythei rl i ves,hatethemsel ves,andoftendamagethei rbodi esbeyond repai r.Theysaytheyhatethemsel ves,buttheyl ovethei rchi l dren.Theybel i evethei rchi l drenarel ovabl e,buttheybel i evetheyareunl ovabl e.Onthesurface,onemi ghtsay,yes,someoftheml ovethei rchi l drenmorethanthemsel ves.However,does l ovi ngyourchi l drenmeanthatyouarenoti ntenti onal l ypoi soni ngthemthewayyoupoi sonyoursel f?Perhapsouri ssuesarel i k esecondhandsmok e.Atfi rst,i twasthoughttobenotsodangerousandbysmok i ngwewere onlyhurtingourselves.  Yet[wehave]
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cometofi ndout,yearsl ater,secondhandsmok ecanbeverydeadl y. 

Renae Cobb, a therapist-in-training by day and an undercover writer and occasional blog

contributorbynight,wrote:

Certai nl y,thepeopl ewel ovei nspi reustohei ghtsofl oveandcompassi onthatwemi ghthaveneverachi evedotherwi se,buttoreal l yscal ethosehei ghts,weoftenhavetogotothedepthsofwhoweare,l i ght/shadow,good/evi l ,l ovi ng/destructi ve,andfi gure outourownstuffi nordertol ovethembetter.SoI’mnotsurei t’sanei ther/orbutaboth/and.Wel oveothersfi ercel y,maybemorethanwethi nk wel oveoursel ves,butthatfi ercel oveshoul ddri veustothedepthsofoursel vessothatwecanl earntobe 3

compassi onatewi thoursel ves. 

IagreewithJustinandRenae.Lovingandacceptingourselvesaretheultimateactsofcourage.Ina

societythatsays,“Putyourselflast,”self-loveandself-acceptancearealmostrevolutionary.

Ifwewanttotakepartinthisrevolution,wehavetounderstandtheanatomyofloveandbelonging;

we need to understand when and why we hustle for worthiness rather than claim it; and we have to understand  the things that get in the way.  We encounter obstacles on every journey we make; the Wholehearted journey is no different. In the next chapter we’ll explore what I’ve found to be the greatestbarrierstolivingandlovingwithourwholehearts.



In2008,IwasinvitedtogiveatalkataveryspecialeventcalledTheUPExperience .  Ireallylikethe couplesponsoringtheevent,sowithoutgivingitmuchthought,Iexcitedlyagreedtodoit.

Well, you know how things always sound better when they’re far away and you don’t know the

details?Thiswasoneofthosethings.

I accepted the invitation in late 2008 and never thought about it again until 2009, when the list of speakers was published on The UP Experience Web site. Suffice it to say that it was an overwhelmingly prestigious list of folks. And me. The event was billed as “16 of the world’s most excitingthought-leadersandspeakers.Onemind-openingday!”

I freaked out. I couldn’t imagine sharing the stage with Robert Ballard (the archaeological oceanographerwholocatedthe Titanic),GavinNewsom(themayorofSanFrancisco),NeildeGrasse Tyson(theastrophysicistwhohostsNOVAandrunstheHaydenPlanetarium),andDavidPlouffe(the geniusbehindObama’spresidentialcampaign).Andthat’sjustfouroutofthefifteen.

Ontopoftryingtomanagefeelinglikeacompleteimposter,Iwasterrifiedabouttheformat.The

event was modeled after the TED talks (www.ted.com), and each speaker would have only twenty minutes to share their most innovative ideas with what they were calling a C-suite audience—an audienceofmostlyCEOs,CFOs,COOs,andCIOswhowerepaying$1,000fortheday-longevent.

SecondsafterIsawthelistofspeakers,IcalledmyfriendJenLemenandreadthelistofnamesto

her.Afterthelastname,Itookadeepbreathandsaid,“I’mnotsosureaboutthis.”

Eventhoughwewereonthephoneandshewasthousandsofmilesaway,Icouldseehershaking

herhead.“Putyourmeasuringstickaway,Brené.”

Ibristled.“Whatdoyoumean?”

Jensaid,“Iknowyou.You’realreadythinkingabouthowtomakeyourtwenty-minutetalksuper

‘researchy’andcomplicated.”

Istilldidn’tgetit.“Well,yes.OfcourseI’mgoingtoberesearchy.Doyouseethislistofpeople?

They’re…they’re…grown-ups.”

Jenchuckled.“Doyouneedanage-check?”

Deadsilenceonmyend.

Jenexplained,“Here’sthething.Youarearesearcher,butyourbestworkisn’tfromthehead;it’s

talking from the heart. You’ll be fine if you do what you do best—tell stories. Keep it real. Keep it honest.”

Ihungup,rolledmyeyes,andthought: Tellstories.You’vegottobekidding?MaybeIcoulddoa

 littlepuppetshowtoo. 

Normallyittakesmeadayortwotodevelopatalk.Ineverspeakfromnotes,butInormallyhavea

visualpresentationandanideaofwhatIwanttosay.Notthistime.Apuppetshowwouldhavebeen

easier.Iwasparalyzedforweeksoverthispresentation.Nothingwasworking.

Oneevening,abouttwoweeksbeforetheevent,Steveasked,“How’syourUPtalkcomingalong?”

Iburstintotears.“It’snotcomingalong.Idon’thaveshit.Ican’tdoit.I’mgoingtohavetofakea

carwreckorsomething.”

Stevesatdownnexttomeandgrabbedmyhand.“What’sgoingon?Thisisn’tlikeyou.I’venever

seenyouunravellikethisoveratalk.Youdothesethingsallthetime.”

I buried my head in my hands and mumbled, “I’m blocked. I just can’t stop thinking about this horribleexperiencethathappenedseveralyearsago.”

Stevesoundedsurprised.“Whatexperience?”

“Inevertoldyouaboutit,”Iexplained.Heleanedtowardmeandwaited.

“FiveyearsagoIbombedatalklikeIhadneverbombedbeforeorsince.Itwasatotaldisaster,and

I’msoafraidthatit’sgoingtohappenagain.”

Stevecouldn’tbelievethatIhadnevertoldhimaboutmydisastrousexperience.“Whatinthehell

happened?Whydidn’tyoutellme?”

Igotupfromthetableandsaid,“Idon’twanttotalkaboutit.Itwilljustmakeitworse.”

Hegrabbedmyhandandpulledmebacktothetable.HelookedatmeinanI’ve-been-waiting-mywhole-life-to-use-your-line-against-you way. “Don’t we need to talk about the hard things? Doesn’t talkingalwaysmakeitbetter?”Iwastootiredtofight,soItoldhimthisstory.

Fiveyearsago,whenmyfirstbookcameout,Iwasaskedtospeakatawomen’snetworkinglunch.

Iwassoexcitedbecause,liketheUPExperience,Iwouldbespeakingtoagroupof“normal”people

—not therapists or academics—but normal businesspeople. In fact, this event was my first normal audiencegroup.

I arrived early at the swanky country club where the event was being hosted, and I introduced myselftothewomanincharge.Aftersizingmeupforwhatfeltlikeaneternity,shegreetedmewitha stackofshortpronouncements.“Hello.Youdon’tlooklikearesearcher.I’mgoingtointroduceyou.

Ineedyourbio.”

It was an uptight twist on “nice to meet you too,” but okay. I handed her my bio and that was the beginningoftheend.

She read it for thirty seconds before she gasped, turned to me, and peering over her reading glasses,snapped,“Thissaysthatyou’reashameresearcher.Isthattrue?”

All of a sudden, I was ten years old and in the principal’s office. I hung my head and whispered,

“Yes,ma’am.I’mashameresearcher.”

Withherlipspursed,shepopped,“Do.You.Study.Anything.Else?”

Icouldn’ttellher.

“Do.You?”  shedemanded.

“Yes.Ialsostudyfearandvulnerability.”

She shrapsed, which is like a combo shriek and gasp. “I was told that you collected research on howtobemorejoyfulandhowtohavemoreconnectionandmeaninginourlives.”

Ah…gotit.Shedidn’tknowanythingaboutme.Shemusthaveheardaboutmefromsomeonewho

failedtomentionthenatureofmywork.Nowitallmadesense. 

I tried to explain, “I don’t really study ‘how-to’ be joyful and have more meaning in our lives. I know a lot about these topics because I study the things that get in the way of joy, meaning, and connection.”Withoutevenrespondingtome,shewalkedoutoftheroomandleftmestandingthere.

Oh,theironyofashameresearcherstandinginapuddleof“I’mnotgoodenough.”

Shecamebackafewminuteslater,lookedrightoverthetopofmyhead,andsaid,“Here’showthis

isgoingtogo:

Number1:You’renotgoi ngtotal k aboutthethi ngsthatgeti ntheway.You’regoi ngtotal k aboutthehow-topart.That’swhatpeopl ewanttohear.Peopl ewanthow-to.

Number2:Donotmenti ontheword shame.  Peopl ewi l l beeati ng.

Number3:Peopl ewanttobecomfortabl eandj oyful .That’sal l .Keepi tj oyful andcomfortabl e.”

Ijuststoodthereintotalshock.Afterafewquietseconds,sheasked,“Okay?”andbeforeIcould

sayanything,sheansweredforme,“Soundsgood.”

Then,justasshestartedwalkingaway,sheturnedaroundandsaid,“Lightandbreezy.Peoplelike

light and breezy.” And, just in case I wasn’t clear, she spread her fingers far apart and made huge sweeping gestures with her hands to illustrate “light” and “breezy” (picture Margaret Thatcher imitatingBobFosse).

ForfortyminutesIstoodinfrontofthisgroup,totallyparalyzedandrepeatingdifferentversions

of,“Joyisgood.Happyisso,sogood.Weshouldallbejoyful.Andhavemeaning.Becausethey’re

justsodarngood.”

Thewomenintheaudiencejustsmiled,nodded,andatetheirchicken.Itwasatrainwreck.

BythetimeIendedthestory,Steve’sfacewasallscrunchedupandhewasshakinghishead.He’s

notabigfanofpublicspeaking,soIthinkhewasstavingoffhisownanxietyashelistenedtomy

disasterstory.

But, strangely enough, telling the story made me less anxious. In fact, the second that I finished telling Steve the story, I felt different. I finally got it. My work—me—the decade I’ve spent doing research—it’s all about “the things that get in the way.” I’m not about the “how-to” because in ten years,I’veneverseenanyevidenceof“how-to”workingwithouttalkingaboutthethingsthatgetin theway.

In a very powerful way, owning this story allowed me to claim who I am as a researcher and to establishmyvoice.IlookedatSteveandsmiled.“Idon’tdohow-to.”

For the first time in five years, I realized that the country club woman wasn’t out to get me and sabotagemytalk.Ifthatwerethecase,herridiculousparameterswouldn’thavebeensodevastatingto me. Her list was symptomatic of our cultural fears. We don’t want to be uncomfortable. We want a quickanddirty“how-to”listforhappiness.

Idon’tfitthatbill.Neverhave.Don’tgetmewrong,I’dlovetoskipoverthehardstuff,butitjust

doesn’twork.Wedon’tchange,wedon’tgrow,andwedon’tmoveforwardwithoutthework.Ifwe

reallywanttoliveajoyful,connected,andmeaningfullife,we must talkaboutthingsthatgetinthe way.

UntilIownedandspokethisstory,Iletmylackof“quicktips”and“fivesimplesteps”getinthe

wayofmyprofessionalworthiness.NowthatI’veclaimedthatstory,Iseethatmyunderstandingof

thedarknessgivesmysearchforthelightcontextandmeaning.

I’mhappytoreportthatTheUPExperiencewentreallywell.Iactuallytoldthis“LightandBreezy”

storyasmytalk.Itwasarisk,butIfiguredthatevenC-suitesstrugglewithworthiness.Acoupleof

weeksaftertheevent,Igotacallfromtheorganizer.Shesaid,“Congratulations!Theevaluationsare

inandyourtalkfinishedinthetoptwooftheday,andgivenwhatyoustudy,youwerethedarkhorse goingin.”

Here’sthebottomline:

Ifwewanttoliveandlovewithourwholehearts,andifwewanttoengagewiththeworldfromaplaceofworthiness,wehavetotalkaboutthethingsthatgetintheway—especiallyshame,fear,andvulnerability. 

InJungiancircles,shameisoftenreferredtoastheswamplandofthesoul.I’mnotsuggestingthat

wewadeoutintotheswampandsetupcamp.I’vedonethatandIcantellyouthattheswamplandof

thesoulisanimportantplacetovisit,butyouwould not wanttolivethere.

WhatI’mproposingisthatwelearnhowtowadethroughit.Weneedtoseethatstandingonthe

shoreandcatastrophisizingaboutwhatcouldhappenifwetalkedhonestlyaboutourfearsisactually

more painful than grabbing the hand of a trusted companion and crossing the swamp. And, most important,weneedtolearnwhyconstantlytryingtomaintainourfootingontheshiftingshoreaswe gazeacrosstotheothersideoftheswamp—whereourworthinesswaitsforus—ismuchharderwork

thantrudgingacross.

“How-to”isaseductiveshortcut,andIunderstandthat.Whycrosstheswampifyoucanjustbypass

it?

Buthere’sthedilemma:Whyis“how-to”soalluringwhen,truthfully,wealreadyknow“howto”

yetwe’restillstandinginthesameplacelongingformorejoy,connection,andmeaning?

Mosteveryonereadingthisbookknowshowtoeathealthy.IcantellyoutheWeightWatcherpoints

foreveryfoodinthegrocerystore.IcanrecitetheSouthBeachPhaseIgroceryshoppinglistandthe

glycemicindexlikethey’rethePledgeofAllegiance.Weknowhowtoeathealthy.

We also know how to make good choices with our money. We know how to take care of our

emotionalneeds.Weknowallofthis,yet…

Wearethemostobese,medicated,addicted,andin-debtAmericansEVER. 

Why? We have more access to information, more books, and more good science—why are we

strugglinglikeneverbefore?

Becausewedon’ttalkaboutthethingsthatgetinthewayofdoingwhatweknowisbestforus,our

children,ourfamilies,ourorganizations,andourcommunities.

Icanknoweverythingthereistoknowabouteatinghealthy,butifit’soneofthosedayswhenEllen

is struggling with a school project and Charlie’s home sick from school and I’m trying to make a writing deadline and Homeland Security increased the threat level and our grass is dying and my jeansdon’tfitandtheeconomyistankingandtheInternetisdownandwe’reoutofpoopbagsforthe dog—forget it! All I want to do is snuff out the sizzling anxiety with a pumpkin muffin, a bag of chips,andchocolate.

Wedon’ttalkaboutwhatkeepsuseatinguntilwe’resick,busybeyondhumanscale,desperateto

numbandtaketheedgeoff,andfullofsomuchanxietyandself-doubtthatwecan’tactonwhatwe

know is best for us. We don’t talk about the hustle for worthiness that’s become such a part of our livesthatwedon’tevenrealizethatwe’redancing.

WhenI’mhavingoneofthosedaysthatIjustdescribed,someoftheanxietyisjustapartofliving,

but there are days when most of my anxiety grows out of the expectations I put on myself. I want Ellen’s project to be amazing. I want to take care of Charlie without worrying about my own deadlines.IwanttoshowtheworldhowgreatIamatbalancingmyfamilyandcareer.Iwantouryard tolookbeautiful.Iwantpeopletoseeuspickingupourdog’spoopinbiodegradablebagsandthink,

MyGod!Theyaresuchoutstandingcitizens.  TherearedayswhenIcanfighttheurgetobeeverything toeveryone,andtherearedayswhenitgetsthebestofme.

Aswediscussedinthelastchapter, whenwestruggletobelieveinourworthiness,wehustleforit.

Thehustleforworthinesshasitsownsoundtrackandforthoseofyouwhoaremyageandolder,it’s

notthefunky“DotheHustle”fromthe’70s.It’sthecacophonyofshametapesandgremlins—those

messagesthatfuel“nevergoodenough.”

“Whatwillpeoplethink?”

“You can’t  really love yourself yet. You’re not ________________ enough.” (pretty, skinny, successful, rich, talented, happy, smart, feminine, masculine, productive, nice, strong, tough, caring, popular,creative,well-liked,admired,contributing)

“Noonecanfindoutabout_____________.”

“I’mgoingtopretendthateverythingisokay.”

“IcanchangetofitinifIhaveto!”

“Whodoyouthinkyouaretoputyourthoughts/art/ideas/beliefs/writingoutintheworld?”

“Takingcareofthemismoreimportantthantakingcareofme.”

Shame is that warm feeling that washes over us, making us feel small, flawed, and never good enough.Ifwewanttodevelopshameresilience—theabilitytorecognizeshameandmovethroughit whilemaintainingourworthinessandauthenticity—thenwehavetotalkaboutwhyshamehappens.

Honest conversations about shame can change the way we live, love, parent, work, and build

relationships.Ihavemorethanonethousandlettersande-mailsfromreadersof IThoughtItWasJust

Me,  mybookonshameresilience,thatallsaythesamething:“Ican’tbelievehowmuchtalkingabout shame changed my life!” (And I promise, even if you’re eating while you’re talking about shame, you’llbeokay.) ShameResilience101

Herearethefirstthreethingsthatyouneedtoknowaboutshame:

1. We all have it. Shame is universal and one of the most primitive human emotions that we

experience. The only people who don’t experience shame lack the capacity for empathy and

humanconnection.

2. We’reallafraidtotalkaboutshame.

3. Thelesswetalkaboutshame,themorecontrolithasoverourlives.

Shame is basically the fear of being unlovable—it’s the total opposite of owning our story and feelingworthy.Infact,thedefinitionofshamethatIdevelopedfrommyresearchis:  1

Shameistheintenselypainfulfeelingorexperienceofbelievingthatweareflawedandthereforeunworthyofloveandbelonging. 

Shame keeps worthiness away by convincing us that owning our stories will lead to people

thinking less of us. Shame is all about fear. We’re afraid that people won’t like us if they know the truth about who we are, where we come from, what we believe, how much we’re struggling, or, believe it or not, how wonderful we are when soaring (sometimes it’s just as hard to own our strengthsasourstruggles).

People often want to believe that shame is reserved for the folks who have survived terrible traumas, but this is not true. Shame is something we all experience. And while it feels as if shame hides in our darkest corners, it actually tends to lurk in all of the familiar places, including appearance and body image, family, parenting, money and work, health, addiction, sex, aging, and religion.Tofeelshameistobehuman.

Thestoriesofourstrugglesaredifficultforeveryonetoown,andifwe’veworkedhardtomake

sure everything looks “just right” on the outside, the stakes are high when it comes to truth-telling.

Thisiswhyshamelovesperfectionists—it’ssoeasytokeepusquiet.

Inadditiontothefearofdisappointingpeopleorpushingthemawaywithourstories,we’realso

afraidthatifwetellourstories,theweightofasingleexperiencewillcollapseuponus.Thereisa

realfearthatwecanbeburiedordefinedbyanexperiencethat,inreality,isonlyasliverofwhowe

are.

Itellalotofthesestoriesinmybook IThoughtItWasJustMe,  buttheonethatcomestomindnow

is about a woman who worked up the courage to tell her neighbor that she was a recovering

alcoholic,onlytohaveherneighborsay,“I’mnotsureI’mcomfortablewithmykidsplayingatyour

houseanymore.”Thisbravewomantoldmethatshepushedthroughherfearandsaid,“Butthey’ve

playedherefortwoyears,andI’vebeensoberfortwentyyears.I’mnotanydifferentthanIwasten

minutesago.Whyareyou?”

Ifshameistheuniversalfearofbeingunworthyofloveandbelonging,andifallpeoplehavean

irreducible and innate need to experience love and belonging, it’s easy to see why shame is often referred to as “the master emotion.” We don’t have to experience shame to be paralyzed by it—the fearofbeingperceivedasunworthyisenoughtoforceustosilenceourstories.

Andifweallhaveshame,thegoodnewsisthatwe’reallcapableofdevelopingshameresilience.

Shame resilience is the ability to recognize shame, to move through it constructively while maintaining worthiness and authenticity, and to ultimately develop more courage, compassion, and connectionasaresultofourexperience.Thefirstthingweneedtounderstandaboutshameresilience isthatthelesswetalkaboutshame,themorewehaveit.

Shameneedsthreethingstogrowoutofcontrolinourlives:secrecy,silence,andjudgment.When

somethingshaminghappensandwekeepitlockedup,itfestersandgrows.Itconsumesus.Weneed

toshareourexperience.Shamehappensbetweenpeople,andithealsbetweenpeople.Ifwecanfind

someonewhohasearnedtherighttohearourstory,weneedtotellit.Shamelosespowerwhenitis

spoken.Inthisway,weneedtocultivateourstorytoletgoofshame,andweneedtodevelopshame

resilienceinordertocultivateourstory.

Afteradecadeofresearch,Ifoundthatmenandwomenwithhighlevelsofshameresilienceshare

thesefourelements:

1. Theyunderstandshameandrecognizewhatmessagesandexpectationstriggershameforthem.

2. They practice critical awareness by reality-checking the messages and expectations that tell us that beingimperfect meansbeinginadequate.

3. Theyreachoutandsharetheirstorieswithpeopletheytrust.

4. Theyspeakshame—theyusetheword shame,  theytalkabouthowthey’refeeling,andtheyask

forwhattheyneed.

When I think about the men and women in my study who spoke about the transformative power of story—the folks who own and share their stories—I realize that they are also people who practice shameresilience.

Becausesomuchofworthinessandshameresilienceisaboutowningourstories,Iwanttoshare

one of my own shameresilience stories with you. But before I do that, I want to address two

commonlyaskedquestionsaboutshame.Ithinkitwillhelpyouwrapyourheadandheartaroundthis toughtopic.

What’s the difference between shame and guilt?  The majority of shame researchers and clinicians agree that the difference between shame and guilt is best understood as the differences between“Iambad”and“Ididsomethingbad.”

Guilt=Ididsomethingbad. 

Shame=Iambad. 

Shame is about who we are, and guilt is about our behaviors. We feel guilty when we hold up somethingwe’vedoneorfailedtodoagainstthekindofpersonwewanttobe.It’sanuncomfortable feeling,butonethat’shelpful.Whenweapologizeforsomethingwe’vedone,makeamendstoothers,

orchangeabehaviorthatwedon’tfeelgoodabout,guiltismostoftenthemotivator.Guiltisjustas

powerful as shame, but its effect is often positive while shame often is destructive. When we see peopleapologize,makeamends,orreplacenegativebehaviorswithmorepositiveones,guiltisoften the motivator, not shame. In fact, in my research, I found that shame corrodes the part of us that believeswecanchangeanddobetter.2

Doesn’tshamekeepusinline? Alongwithmanyotherprofessionals,I’vecometotheconclusion

thatshameismuchmorelikelytoleadtodestructiveandhurtfulbehaviorsthanitistobethesolution.

Again,itishumannaturetowanttofeelworthyofloveandbelonging.Whenweexperienceshame,

wefeeldisconnectedanddesperateforworthiness.Fullofshameorthefearofshame,wearemore

likelytoengageinself-destructivebehaviorsandtoattackorshameothers.Infact,shameisrelated

toviolence,aggression,depression,addiction,eatingdisorders,andbullying.

Children who use more shame self-talk ( I am bad) versus guilt self-talk ( I did something bad) strugglemightilywithissuesofself-worthandself-loathing.Usingshametoparentteacheschildren thattheyarenotinherentlyworthyoflove.

ShameResearcherHealThyself! 

No matter how much you know about shame, it can sneak up on you (trust me, I speak from

experience).Youcanbeinthemiddleofashameexperiencewithoutevenknowingwhat’shappening

andwhy.Thegoodnewsisthat,withenoughpractice,shameresiliencecanalsosneakuponyou!The

followingstorynotonlyillustratestheinsidiousnatureofshame,italsoreinforcestheimportanceof

speakingaboutshameandtellingourstory.

For several months in 2009, my blog was featured as an example site on the hosting company’s mainpage.ItwasreallyfunbecauseIgotlotsoftrafficfrompeoplewhowouldn’tnormallysearch outablogonauthenticityandcourage.OnedayIgotane-mailfromawomanwholikedmylayout

anddesign.Ifeltproudandgrateful…untilIgottothispartofhere-mail:

Ireal l yl i k eyourbl og.It’sverycreati veandeasytoread.Thesnapofyouandyourgi rl fri endi nthetheaterwoul dbetheonl yexcepti on…egads!Iwoul dneveraddabadphototoabl og,butIamthephotographerhere.;-) I couldn’t believe it. The photo she was referring to was a picture that I had taken of my good friend Laura and me sitting in a dark theater waiting for the  Sex and the City movie to start. It was openingdayandwewerefeelinggoofyandexcited,soIpulledoutmycameraandsnappedapicture.

I was so angry, confused, and shocked by this woman’s comment about my picture, but I kept

reading.Shewentontoaskalotofquestionsabouttheblog’sdesignandthenclosedhere-mailby

explainingthatsheworkswithmany“cluelessparents”andthatsheplanstoletthemknowaboutmy

parentingwork.  Whatever.  Iwassopissedoff.

Ipacedbackandforthinthekitchen,thensatdowntopoundoutane-mail.

Draft#1i ncl udedthi sl i ne: “Egads!Iwouldneverputdownsomeone’sphotography,butI’mtheshameresearcherhere.” 

Draft#2i ncl udedthi sl i ne: “Icheckedoutyourphotographyonline.Ifyou’reconcernedaboutpostingbadphotos,I’drethinkpostingyourphotos.” 

Draft#3i ncl udedthi sl i ne: “Ifyou’regoingtosendashittye-mail,theleastyoucandoisspell-checkit.‘Their’doesnotmean‘theyare.’” 

Mean.Nasty.Ididn’tcare.ButIalsodidn’tsendit.Somethinginmybodystoppedme.Ireadover

myattacke-mails,tookadeepbreath,andthenracedintothebedroom.Ithrewonmyrunningshoes

and a baseball cap and hit the pavement. I needed to get out of the house and discharge the weird energycoursingthroughmyveins.

About one mile into my walk, I called my good friend Laura, the friend who happens to appear withmeinsaidtheaterpicture.Itoldheraboutthewoman’se-mailandshegasped,“Areyoukidding me?”

“Nope. I’m not kidding. Wanna hear my three responses? I’m still trying to decide which one to use.”Irecitedmy“killanddestroy”responses,andshegaspedagain.

“Brené,thosearereallyballsy.Icouldn’tdoit.I’djustbereallyhurtandprobablycry.”LauraandI

talkaboutheavystuffallofthetime.Wehaveaverycomfortablerhythm.Wecanpingwordsallover

theplaceorbothgetreallyquiet.We’realwaysanalyzingandsayingthingslike,“Okay,staywithme

…I’mthinking…”and“Doesthismakesense?”or“No.No.  Wait.It’scomingtome.”

Atthispointinourconversation,Isaid,“Laura,don’tsayanything.Ineedtothinkaboutwhatyou

justsaid.”Fortwoorthreeminutestheonlysoundwasmysweatypanting.

Finally,Isaid,“Youwouldgetyourfeelingshurtandcry?”

Laurareluctantlyresponded,“Yes.Why?”

“Well …,” I hesitated, “I’m thinking that crying and getting my feelings hurt would be the brave optionforme.”

Laurasoundedsurprised.“Whatdoyoumean?”

IexplainedthebestIcould.“Meanandnastyismydefaultsetting.Itdoesn’ttakecourageformeto

beshamingback.Icanusemyshamesuperpowersforevilinasplitsecond.Lettingmyselffeelhurt

—that’satotallydifferentstory.Ithinkyourdefaultismycourage.”

We talked about it for a while and decided that Laura’s courage is acknowledging hurt without running from it, and my courage is acknowledging hurt and not hurting back. We also agreed that crueltyisneverbrave—it’smostlycheapandeasy,especiallyintoday’sculture.

Aftertalkingforanothermileorso,Lauraasked,“Okay,nowthatwe’vegottheacknowledging—

hurtthingdown,whatwouldbethecourageousthingforyoutodowiththise-mail?”

I fought back tears. “Be hurt. Cry. Tell you about it. Let it go. Delete the e-mail. Don’t even respond.”

Laura was quiet for a minute; then she blurted out, “Oh my God! That’s shame resilience, right?

You’repracticingcourage.”

Iwasconfused,likeIhadneverheardthetermbefore.“Huh?Whatdoyoumean?”

Laurapatientlysaid,“Shameresilience—youknow—yourbook?Theblueone.Thefourelements

of shame resilience: Name it. Talk about it. Own your story. Tell the story. Your book.” We both startedlaughing.Ithoughttomyself,  Holycrap.Itworks. 

AweeklaterIwasstandinginfrontofagroupofseventygraduatestudentswhoweretakingmy courseonshameandempathy.Iwastalkingaboutthefourelementsofshameresiliencewhenoneof thestudentsraisedherhandandaskedforanexample.Idecidedtotellthe“egads”story.It’ssucha

great example of how shame can happen at a totally unconscious level and how important it is to nameitandtalkaboutit.

Isetupthestorybydescribingmyblogandmynewcommitmenttolearnphotography.Itoldthem

thatIfeltvulnerableaboutsharingmypictures,andIfeltashamedandbelittledwhenIreceivedthis

criticale-mail.

WhenItoldthemaboutmydeepdesiretorespondwithcruelty,severalofthestudentsburiedtheir

heads in their hands and others just looked away. I’m sure some were disappointed by my lack of enlightenment.Otherslookedplainscared.

One student raised his hand and said, “Can I ask a personal question?” Given that I was in the middleofsharingavulnerableshamestory,Ifiguredthatitcouldn’thurt.Iwaswrong.

Hebravelysaid,“Ihearyousayingthatitwasaboutfeelingcriticizedaboutyourphotography,but

wasthatreallythevulnerability?Didtheshamecomefromfeelinglikeyouwerebeingcriticizedfor

a bad picture, or were you ashamed because you’re allowing yourself to be vulnerable and open ratherthanclosedandprotected,andsomeonehurtyou?Wasitreallyaboutlettingyourselfbeopen toconnectionandgettinghurt?”

My mouth got dry. I started sweating. I rubbed my forehead and then looked straight at the red-facedstudents.

“Ican’tbelieveit!That’sexactlywhathappened.Ididn’tknowituntilthisminute,butthat’swhat

happened. That’s exactly what happened. I took a goofy picture in the theater—something I don’t normally do, but I was with a close friend and we were feeling giddy and girly. I posted it online becauseIwasexcitedandthoughtitwasfun.Thensomeonecriticizedme.”

Acoupleofthestudentsglaredattheirbravecolleaguelike,  Waytogo.Youtraumatizedher.  ButI didn’tfeeltraumatized.Orfoundout.Orexposed.Ifeltliberated.ThestoryIneededtoowninorder to access my worthiness was not a story of a rookie photographer struggling with criticism over a photograph. It was the story of a pretty serious person being fun and spontaneous and goofy and imperfectandhavingsomeonepokeatthatvulnerability.

Resilienceisoftenaslowunfoldingofunderstanding.Whatdidthatexperiencemeantome?What

were the gremlins mumbling? Not only do we need to own our story and love ourselves in the

process,wehavetofigureouttherealstory!Wealsohavetolearnhowweprotectourselvesfrom

shameifwewanttodevelopworthiness.

WhatDoesShameLookLike? 

When it comes to understanding how we defend ourselves against shame, I have the utmost respect for the work from the Stone Center at Wellesley. Dr. Linda Hartling, a former relational-cultural theoristattheStoneCenterandnowthedirectorofHumanDignityandHumiliationStudies,usesthe late Karen Horney’s work on moving toward, moving against, and moving away to outline the

strategiesofdisconnectionweusetodealwithshame.3

According to Dr. Hartling, in order to deal with shame, some of us  move away by withdrawing, hiding,silencingourselves,andkeepingsecrets.Someofus movetoward byseekingtoappeaseand please.And,someofus moveagainst bytryingtogainpoweroverothers,bybeingaggressive,and byusingshametofightshame(likesendingreallymeane-mails).



Mostofususeallofthese—atdifferenttimeswithdifferentfolksfordifferentreasons.Yetallof

thesestrategiesmoveusawayfromourstory.Shameisaboutfear,blame,anddisconnection.Storyis

about worthiness and embracing the imperfections that bring us courage, compassion, and

connection.Ifwewanttolivefully,withouttheconstantfearofnotbeingenough,wehavetoownour

story.Wealsohavetorespondtoshameinawaythatdoesn’texacerbateourshame.Onewaytodo

thatistorecognizewhenwe’reinshamesowecanreactwithintention.

Shameisafull-contactemotion.Menandwomenwithhighlevelsofshameresilienceknowwhen

shame is happening. The easiest way to know shame is to cultivate an awareness of our physical shamesymptoms.AsImentionedinthechapteroncourage,compassion,andconnection,Iknowthat I’mstrugglingwithshamewhenthatwarmwashofinadequacycomesoverme,myheartraces,my

facefeelshot,mymouthgetsdry,myarmpitstingle,andtimeslowsdown.It’simportanttoknowour

personalsymptomssowecanget deliberate inourresponsetoshame.

Whenwe’reinshame,we’renotfitforhumanconsumption.Weneedtogetbackonouremotional

feetbeforewedo,say,e-mail,ortextsomethingthatwe’llregret.Iknowthatitwilltakemetento

fifteenminutestopullmyselftogetherandthatIwilldefinitelycrybeforeI’mready.I’llalsoneedto

pray.Knowingthisissuchagift.

If you want to kick-start your shame resilience and story-claiming, start with these questions.

Figuringouttheanswerscanchangeyourlife:

1. Whodoyoubecomewhenyou’rebackedintothatshamecorner?

2. Howdoyouprotectyourself?

3. Whodoyoucalltoworkthroughthemean-nastiesorthecry-n-hidesorthepeople-pleasing?

4. What’sthemostcourageousthingyoucoulddoforyourselfwhenyoufeelsmallandhurt?

Our stories are not meant for everyone. Hearing them is a privilege, and we should always ask ourselvesthisbeforeweshare:“Whohasearnedtherighttohearmystory?”Ifwehaveoneortwo people in our lives who can sit with us and hold space for our shame stories, and love us for our strengthsandstruggles,weareincrediblylucky.Ifwehaveafriend,orasmallgroupoffriends,or family who embraces our imperfections, vulnerabilities, and power, and fills us with a sense of belonging,weareincrediblelucky.

Wedon’tneedloveandbelongingandstory-catchingfromeveryoneinourlives,butweneedit

fromatleastoneperson.Ifwehavethatonepersonorthatsmallgroupofconfidants,thebestwayto

acknowledge these connections is to acknowledge our worthiness. If we’re working toward

relationshipsbasedinlove,belonging,andstory,wehavetostartinthesameplace:Iamworthy.



Oftenpeopleattempttolivetheirlivesbackwards:theytrytohavemorethings,ormoremoney,inordertodomoreofwhattheywantsothattheywillbehappier.Thewayitactuallyworksisthereverse.Youmustfirstbewhoyoureallyare,then dowhatyoureallyneedtodo,inordertohavewhatyouwant. 

—M argaretYoung

Before I started doing my research, I always thought of people as being either authentic or inauthentic.Authenticitywassimplyaqualitythatyouhadorthatyouwerelacking.Ithinkthat’sthe waymostofususetheterm:“She’saveryauthenticperson.”ButasIstartedimmersingmyselfinthe

research and doing my own personal work, I realized that, like many desirable ways of being, authenticity is not something we have or don’t have. It’s a practice—a conscious choice of how we wanttolive.

Authenticityisacollectionofchoicesthatwehavetomakeeveryday.It’saboutthechoicetoshow

upandbereal.Thechoicetobehonest.Thechoicetoletourtrueselvesbeseen.

Therearepeoplewhoconsciouslypracticebeingauthentic,therearepeoplewhodon’t,andthere

aretherestofuswhoareauthenticonsomedaysandnotsoauthenticonotherdays.Trustme,even

thoughIknowplentyaboutauthenticityandit’ssomethingIworktoward,ifIamfullofself-doubtor

shame,Icansellmyselfoutandbeanybodyyouneedmetobe.

Theideathatwecanchooseauthenticitymakesmostofusfeelbothhopefulandexhausted.Wefeel

hopeful because being real is something we value. Most of us are drawn to warm, down-to-earth, honestpeople,andweaspiretobelikethatinourownlives.Wefeelexhaustedbecausewithouteven giving it too much thought, most of us know that choosing authenticity in a culture that dictates everythingfromhowmuchwe’resupposedtoweightowhatourhousesaresupposedtolooklikeis ahugeundertaking.

Given the magnitude of the task at hand—be authentic in a culture that wants you to “fit in” and

“people-please”—IdecidedtousemyresearchtodevelopadefinitionofauthenticitythatIcoulduse

asatouchstone.Whatistheanatomyofauthenticity?Whatarethepartsthatcometogethertocreate

anauthenticself?Here’swhatIdeveloped:

Authenticityisthedailypracticeoflettinggoofwhowethinkwe’resupposedtobeandembracingwhoweare. 

Choosingauthenticitymeans

cultivatingthecouragetobeimperfect,tosetboundaries,andtoallowourselvestobevulnerable; 

exercisingthecompassionthatcomesfromknowingthatweareallmadeofstrengthandstruggle;and

nurturingtheconnectionandsenseofbelongingthatcanonlyhappenwhenwebelievethatweareenough. 

AuthenticitydemandsWholeheartedlivingandloving—evenwhenit’shard,evenwhenwe’rewrestlingwiththeshameandfearofnotbeinggoodenough,andespeciallywhenthejoyissointensethatwe’reafraidtoletourselvesfeelit. 

 Mindfullypracticingauthenticityduringourmostsoul-searchingstrugglesishowweinvitegrace,joy,andgratitudeintoourlives. 

You’llnoticethatmanyofthetopicsfromthetenguidepostsarewoventhroughoutthedefinition.

That theme will repeat itself throughout this book. All of the guideposts are interconnected and relatedtoeachother.Mygoalistotalkaboutthemindividuallyandcollectively.Iwantustoexplore how each of them works on its own and how they fit together. We’ll spend the rest of the book unpackingtermslike perfection so that we can understand why they’re so important and what often getsinourwayoflivingaWholeheartedlife.

Choosingauthenticityisnotaneasychoice.E.E.Cummingswrote,“Tobenobody-but-yourselfin

aworldwhichisdoingitsbest,nightandday,tomakeyoueverybodybutyourself—meanstofight

thehardestbattlewhichanyhumanbeingcanfight—andneverstopfighting.”“Stayingreal”isoneof

themostcourageousbattlesthatwe’lleverfight.

Whenwechoosetobetruetoourselves,thepeoplearounduswillstruggletomakesenseofhow

and why we are changing. Partners and children might feel fearful and unsure about the changes they’reseeing.Friendsandfamilymayworryabouthowourauthenticitypracticewillaffectthemand ourrelationshipswiththem.Somewillfindinspirationinournewcommitment;othersmayperceive

that we’re changing too much—maybe even abandoning them or holding up an uncomfortable

mirror.

It’snotsomuchthe actofauthenticity thatchallengesthestatusquo—Ithinkofitasthe audacityof authenticity.  Most of us have shame triggers around being perceived as self-indulgent or self-focused.Wedon’twantourauthenticitytobeperceivedasselfishornarcissistic.WhenIfirststarted mindfullypracticingauthenticityandworthiness,Ifeltlikeeverydaywasawalkthroughagauntletof

gremlins.Theirvoicescanbeloudandunrelenting:

“WhatifIthinkI’menough,butothersdon’t?”

“WhatifIletmyimperfectselfbeseenandknown,andnobodylikeswhattheysee?”

“What if my friends/family/co-workers like the perfect me better … you know, the one who

takescareofeverythingandeveryone?”

Sometimes, when we push the system, it pushes back. The pushback can be everything from eye rolls and whispers to relationship struggles and feelings of isolation. There can also be cruel and shaming responses to our authentic voices. In my research on authenticity and shame, I found that speakingoutisamajorshametriggerforwomen.Here’showtheresearchparticipantsdescribedthe struggletobeauthentic:

Don’tmakepeoplefeeluncomfortablebutbehonest.

Don’tupsetanyoneorhurtanyone’sfeelingsbutsaywhat’sonyourmind.

Soundinformedandeducatedbutnotlikeaknow-it-all.

Don’tsayanythingunpopularorcontroversialbuthavethecouragetodisagreewiththecrowd.

Ialsofoundthatmenandwomenstrugglewhentheiropinions,feelings,andbeliefsconflictwith

our culture’s gender expectations. For example, research on the attributes that we associate with

“being feminine” tells us that some of the most important qualities for women are thin, nice, and modest.1 That means if women want to play it totally safe, we have to be willing to stay as small, quiet,andattractiveaspossible.

When looking at the attributes associated with masculinity, the researchers identified these as

importantattributesformen:emotionalcontrol,primacyofwork,controloverwomen,andpursuit ofstatus.2Thatmeansifmenwanttoplayitsafe,theyneedtostopfeeling,startearning,andgiveup onmeaningfulconnection.

Thethingis…authenticityisn’talwaysthesafeoption.Sometimeschoosingbeingrealoverbeing

liked is all about playing it unsafe. It means stepping out of our comfort zone. And trust me, as someone who has stepped out on many occasions, it’s easy to get knocked around when you’re wanderingthroughnewterritory.

It’s easy to attack and criticize someone while he or she is risk-taking—voicing an unpopular opinionorsharinganewcreationwiththeworldortryingsomethingnewthatheorshehasn’tquite mastered.Crueltyischeap,easy,andrampant.It’salsochicken-shit.Especiallywhenyouattackand

criticizeanonymously—liketechnologyallowssomanypeopletodothesedays.

Aswestruggletobeauthenticandbrave,it’simportanttorememberthatcrueltyalwayshurts,even

ifthecriticismsareuntrue.Whenwegoagainstthegrainandputourselvesandourworkoutinthe

world,somepeoplewillfeelthreatenedandtheywillgoafterwhathurtsthemost—ourappearance,

ourlovability,andevenourparenting.

Theproblemisthatwhenwedon’tcareatallwhatpeoplethinkandwe’reimmunetohurt,we’re

also ineffective at connecting. Courage is telling our story, not being immune to criticism. Staying vulnerableisariskwehavetotakeifwewanttoexperienceconnection.

Ifyou’relikeme,practicingauthenticitycanfeellikeadauntingchoice—there’sriskinvolvedin

putting your true self out in the world. But I believe there’s even more risk in hiding yourself and your gifts from the world. Our unexpressed ideas, opinions, and contributions don’t just go away.

They are likely to fester and eat away at our worthiness. I think we should be born with a warning labelsimilartotheonesthatcomeoncigarettepackages: Caution:Ifyoutradeinyourauthenticity for safety, you may experience the following: anxiety, depression, eating disorders, addiction, rage, blame,resentment,andinexplicablegrief. 

Sacrificingwhoweareforthesakeofwhatotherpeoplethinkjustisn’tworthit.Yes,therecanbe

authenticitygrowingpainsforthepeoplearoundus,butintheend,beingtruetoourselvesisthebest

giftwecangivethepeoplewelove.WhenIletgooftryingtobeeverythingtoeveryone,Ihadmuch

more time, attention, love, and connection for the important people in my life. My authenticity practicecanbehardonSteveandthekids—mostlybecauseitrequirestime,energy,andattention.But thetruthisthatSteve,Ellen,andCharlieareengagedinthesamestruggle.Weallare.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:WheneverI’mfacedwithavulnerablesituation,Igetdeliberatewithmyintentions by repeating this to myself: “Don’t shrink. Don’t puff up. Stand on your sacred ground.” I think there’s something deeply spiritual about standing your ground. Saying this little mantra helps me remembernottogetsmallsootherpeoplearecomfortableandnottothrowupmyarmorasawayto protectmyself.

GetInspired:I’minspiredbyeveryonewhosharestheirworkandopinionswiththeworld.Courage

iscontagious.MyfriendKatherineCentersays,“Youhavetobebravewithyourlifesothatothers

canbebravewiththeirs.” 3

Get Going: I try to make authenticity my number one goal when I go into a situation where I’m



feeling vulnerable. If authenticity is my goal and I keep it real, I never regret it. I might get my feelingshurt,butIrarelyfeelshame.Whenacceptanceorapprovalbecomesmygoal,anditdoesn’t workout,thatcantriggershameforme:“I’mnotgoodenough.”Ifthegoalisauthenticityandthey

don’tlikeme,I’mokay.Ifthegoalisbeinglikedandtheydon’tlikeme,I’mintrouble.Igetgoingby

makingauthenticitythepriority.

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Thethingthatisreallyhard,andreallyamazing,isgivinguponbeingperfectandbeginningtheworkofbecomingyourself. 

1

—ANNAQU INDLEN

One of the best parts of my work is receiving letters and e-mails from readers. In early 2009, I receivedmyonethousandthe-mailfromareaderof IThoughtItWasJustMe.Tocelebrate,Idecided to facilitate an eight-week read-along of the book on my blog. I called it the  Shame.Less Joy.Full read-along.

Basically, the read-along was a Web-based book club. We covered one chapter per week, and I offeredposts,podcasts,discussions,andcreativeartsexercisesalongtheway.Theread-alongisnow on my blog, and people still use it—reading through the book with a group or friend is so much morepowerful.

Justbeforetheread-alongstarted,Ireceivedane-mailthatsaid,“Ilovetheideaofaread-along.I

don’t think I have shame issues, but if you ever do something on perfectionism, I’ll be the first in line.” Her sign-off was followed by a short little sentence that read: “PS—shame and perfectionism aren’trelated,arethey?”

I e-mailed her back and explained the relationship between shame and perfectionism: Where

perfectionismexists,shameisalwayslurking.Infact,shameisthebirthplaceofperfectionism.

Ilovedherresponse:“YoumightwanttotalkaboutthatbeforeWEstarttheread-along.Myfriends

andIknowthatwestrugglewithperfectionism,butwedon’tclaimshame.”

We don’t claim shame.  You can’t believe how many times I’ve heard that! I know  shame is a dauntingword.Theproblemisthatwhenwedon’tclaimshame,itclaimsus.Andoneofthewaysit sneaksintoourlivesisthroughperfectionism.

As a recovering perfectionist and an aspiring good-enoughist, I’ve found it extremely helpful to bust some of the myths about perfectionism so that we can develop a definition that accurately captureswhatitisandwhatitdoestoourlives.

Perfectionismis not thesamethingasstrivingtobeyourbest.  Perfectionismis not abouthealthy achievementandgrowth.Perfectionismisthebeliefthatifweliveperfect,lookperfect,andact perfect, we can minimize or avoid the pain of blame, judgment, and shame. It’s a shield.

Perfectionismisatwenty-tonshieldthatwelugaroundthinkingitwillprotectuswhen,infact,

it’sthethingthat’sreallypreventingusfromtakingflight.

Perfectionismis not self-improvement.  Perfectionismis,atitscore,abouttryingtoearnapproval

andacceptance.Mostperfectionistswereraisedbeingpraisedforachievementandperformance (grades, manners, rule-following, people-pleasing, appearance, sports). Somewhere along the way, we adopt this dangerous and debilitating belief system: I am what I accomplish and how well I accomplish it.  Please. Perform. Perfect.  Healthy striving is self-focused— How can I improve?  Perfectionismisother-focused— Whatwilltheythink? 

Understandingthedifferencebetweenhealthystrivingandperfectionismiscriticaltolayingdown

theshieldandpickingupyourlife.Researchshowsthatperfectionismhamperssuccess.Infact,it’s

oftenthepathtodepression,anxiety,addiction,andlife-paralysis.2 Life-paralysis referstoallofthe opportunities we miss because we’re too afraid to put anything out in the world that could be imperfect.It’salsoallofthedreamsthatwedon’tfollowbecauseofourdeepfearoffailing,making mistakes,anddisappointingothers.It’sterrifyingtoriskwhenyou’reaperfectionist;yourself-worth isontheline.

I put these three insights together to craft a definition of perfectionism (because you know how muchIlovetogetwordswrappedaroundmystruggles!).It’slong,butmanhasithelpedme!It’salso the“mostrequested”definitiononmyblog.

Perfectionismisaself-destructiveandaddictivebeliefsystemthatfuelsthisprimarythought: IfI look perfect, live perfectly, and do everything perfectly, I can avoid or minimize the painful feelingsofshame,judgment,andblame.

Perfectionismisself-destructivesimplybecausethereisnosuchthingasperfect.Perfectionisan

unattainablegoal.Additionally,perfectionismismoreaboutperception—wewanttobeperceived

as

perfect. Again, this is unattainable—there is no way to control perception, regardless of how muchtimeandenergywespendtrying. 

Perfectionism is addictive because when we invariably do experience shame, judgment, and blame, we often believe it’s because we weren’t perfect enough. So rather than questioning the faultylogicofperfectionism,webecomeevenmoreentrenchedinourquesttolive,look,anddo everythingjustright. 

Feeling shamed, judged, and blamed (and the fear of these feelings) are realities of the human experience. Perfectionism actually increases the odds that we’ll experience these painful emotionsandoftenleadstoself-blame: It’smyfault.I’mfeelingthiswaybecause“I’mnotgood enough.”

Toovercomeperfectionism,weneedtobeabletoacknowledgeourvulnerabilitiestotheuniversal

experiencesofshame,judgment,andblame;developshameresilience;andpracticeself-compassion.

When we become more loving and compassionate with ourselves and we begin to practice shame

resilience,wecanembraceourimperfections.Itisintheprocessofembracingourimperfectionsthat

wefindourtruestgifts:courage,compassion,andconnection.

Based on my data, I don’t think that some people are perfectionists and others are not. I think perfectionism exists along a continuum. We all have some perfectionistic tendencies. For some, perfectionism may only emerge when they’re feeling particularly vulnerable. For others, perfectionismcanbecompulsive,chronic,anddebilitating,similartoaddiction.

I’ve started to work on my perfectionism, one messy piece at a time. In doing so, I finally understand(inmybones)thedifferencebetweenperfectionismandhealthyachieving.Exploringour fearsandchangingourself-talkaretwocriticalstepsinovercomingperfectionism.

Here’smyexample:

Li k emostwomen,Istruggl ewi thbodyi mage,sel f-confi dence,andtheal ways-compl i catedrel ati onshi pbetweenfoodandemoti ons.Here’sthedi fferencebetweenperfecti oni smdi etsandheal thygoal s.

Pe rfe cti oni s ms e l f-tal k:“U gh.Nothi ngfi ts.I’mfatandugl y.I’mashamedofhowIl ook .Ineedtobedi fferentthanIamri ghtnowtobeworthyofl oveandbel ongi ng.”

He al thy-s tri vi ng s e l f-tal k:“Iwantthi sforme.Iwanttofeel betterandbeheal thi er.Thescal edoesn’tdi ctatei fI’ml ovedandaccepted.IfIbel i evethatI’mworthyofl oveandrespectnow,Iwi l l i nvi tecourage,compassi on,andconnecti oni nto myl i fe.Iwanttofi gurethi soutforme.Icandothi s.”


For me, the results of this shift were life changing. Perfectionism didn’t lead to results. It led to peanutbutter.

I’ve also had to rely on the old “fake it ’til you make it” a few times. I think of it as practicing imperfection.Forexample,rightafterIstartedworkingonthisdefinition,somefriendsdroppedby our house. My then nine-year-old daughter, Ellen, shouted, “Mom! Don and Julie are at the door!”

Ourhousewastrashed,andIcouldtellbythesoundofEllen’svoicethatshewasthinking,  Oh no! 

Mom’sgoingtofreak. 

Isaid,“Justasecond,”asIhurriedtogetdressed.Sheranbacktomyroomandsaid,“Doyouwant

metohelppickup?”

I said, “No, I’m just getting dressed. I’m so glad they’re here. What a nice surprise! Who cares aboutthehouse!”ThenIputmyselfinaSerenityPrayertrance.

So, if we want to live and love with our whole hearts, how do we keep perfectionism from

sabotagingourefforts?WhenIinterviewedwomenandmenwhowereengagingwiththeworldfrom

a place of authenticity and worthiness, I realized that they had a lot in common regarding

perfectionism.

First,theyspokeabouttheirimperfectionsinatenderandhonestway,andwithoutshameandfear.

Second, they were slow to judge themselves and others. They appeared to operate from a place of

“We’realldoingthebestwecan.”Theircourage,compassion,andconnectionseemedrootedinthe

waytheytreatedthemselves.Iwasn’tquitesurehowtocapturetheseattributes,butIassumedthatthey

were separate qualities. That is until two years ago, when I found Dr. Kristin Neff’s work on selfcompassion. Let’s explore the concept of selfcompassion and why it’s essential to practicing authenticityandembracingimperfection.

SelfCompassion

Amomentofself-compassioncanchangeyourentireday. 

Astringofsuchmomentscanchangethecourseofyourlife. 
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Dr.KristinNeffisaresearcherandprofessorattheUniversityofTexasatAustin.SherunstheSelf—

Compassion Research Lab, where she studies how we develop and practice selfcompassion.

According to Neff, selfcompassion has three elements: self-kindness, common humanity, and

mindfulness.4Hereareabbreviateddefinitionsforeachofthese:

Self-kindness: Being warm and understanding toward ourselves when we suffer, fail, or feel inadequate,ratherthanignoringourpainorflagellatingourselveswithself-criticism.

Common humanity: Common humanity recognizes that suffering and feelings of personal inadequacyarepartofthesharedhumanexperience—somethingweallgothroughratherthan somethingthathappensto“me”alone.

Mindfulness: Taking a balanced approach to negative emotions so that feelings are neither

suppressednorexaggerated.Wecannotignoreourpainandfeelcompassionforitatthesame time.Mindfulnessrequiresthatwenot“over-identify”withthoughtsandfeelings,sothatweare caughtupandsweptawaybynegativity.

OneofthemanythingsthatIloveaboutDr.Neff’sworkisherdefinitionof mindfulness.  Manyof

us think that being mindful means not avoiding painful emotions. Her definition reminds us that mindfulnessalsomeansnotover-identifyingwithorexaggeratingourfeelings.Ithinkthat’skeyfor thoseofuswhostrugglewithperfectionism.I’llgiveyouthe“perfect”example:Irecentlye-mailed

anauthortoaskifIcouldquoteherworkinthisbook.IincludedtheexactpassagethatIwantedto

includesothatshecouldmakeaninformedchoice.Shegenerouslysaidyes,butwarnedmeagainst

usingtheparagraphinthee-mailbecauseIhadmisspelledhername.

Iwentintototalperfectionparalysis.“OhmyGod!I’mwritingtoaskherifIcanquoteherandI

misspell her name. She probably thinks I’m a total hack. Why was I so sloppy?” It wasn’t a shame attack—I didn’t get sucked under that far—but I also didn’t respond with selfcompassion. I came close to being “swept away by negative reactivity.” Luckily, a draft of this chapter was on the table nexttome.Ilookeddownatitandsmiled.  Bekindtoyourself,Brené.Thisisnotabigdeal. 

Using this e-mail exchange as an example, you can see how my perfectionism and lack of selfcompassion could easily lead to judgment. I think of myself as a sloppy hack because of one tiny mistake. By the same token, when I get an e-mail from someone and there are mistakes, I have a tendencytomakesweepingjudgments.ItgetsreallydangerousifEllencomestomeandsays,“Ijust sent my teacher an e-mail, and I accidentally misspelled her name.” Do I say, “What? That’s unacceptable!”ordoIsay,“I’vedonethesamething—mistakeshappen.”

Perfectionismneverhappensinavacuum.Ittoucheseveryonearoundus.Wepassitdowntoour

children,weinfectourworkplacewithimpossibleexpectations,andit’ssuffocatingforourfriends

andfamilies.Thankfully,compassionalsospreadsquickly.Whenwe’rekindtoourselves,wecreatea

reservoir of compassion that we can extend to others. Our children learn how to be self—

compassionatebywatchingus,andthepeoplearoundusfeelfreetobeauthenticandconnected.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:Onetoolthat’shelpedmegetdeliberateaboutmyself-compassionisDr.Neff’sSelf-Compassion Scale.5 It’s a short test that measures the elements of selfcompassion (self-kindness, commonhumanity,andmindfulness)andthethingsthatgetintheway(self-judgment,isolation,and overidentification).ThescalehelpedmetorealizethatIdoreallywellintermsofcommonhumanity

andmindfulness,butself-kindnessneedsmyconstantattention.TheSelf-CompassionScaleandother

wonderfulinformationareavailableonDr.Neff’sWebsite:www.selfcompassion.org.

GetInspired:Mostofusaretryingtoliveanauthenticlife.Deepdown,wewanttotakeoffourgame

faceandberealandimperfect.ThereisalinefromLeonardCohen’ssong“Anthem”thatservesasa

remindertomewhenIgetintothatplacewhereI’mtryingtocontroleverythingandmakeitperfect.6

Thelineis,“Thereisacrackineverything.That’showthelightgetsin.”Somanyofusrunaround

spacklingallofthecracks,tryingtomakeeverythinglookjustright.Thislinehelpsmeremember

thebeautyofthecracks(andthemessyhouseandtheimperfectmanuscriptandthetoo-tightjeans).It

reminds me that our imperfections are not inadequacies; they are reminders that we’re all in this together.Imperfectly,buttogether.



GetGoing:Sometimesithelpsmetowakeupinthemorningandtellmyself,“Today,I’mgoingto

believethatshowingupisenough.”

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Shecouldnevergobackandmakesomeofthedetailspretty.Allshecoulddowasmoveforwardandmakethewholebeautiful. 
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Resilience—the ability to overcome adversity—has been a growing topic of study since the early 1970s. In a world plagued by stress and struggle, everyone from psychologists, psychiatrists, and socialworkerstoclergyandcriminaljusticeresearcherswanttoknowwhyandhowsomefolksare betteratbouncingbackfromhardshipthanothers.Wewanttounderstandwhysomepeoplecancope

withstressandtraumainawaythatallowsthemtomoveforwardintheirlives,andwhyotherpeople

appearmoreaffectedandstuck.

As I collected and analyzed my data, I recognized that many of the people I interviewed were describing stories of resilience. I heard stories about people cultivating Wholehearted lives despite adversity. I learned about people’s capacities to stay mindful and authentic under great stress and anxiety, and I heard people describe how they were able to transform trauma into Wholehearted thriving.

Itwasn’tdifficulttorecognizethesestoriesastalesofresiliencebecauseIwasingraduateschool

during the heyday of resilience research. I knew these narratives were threaded with what we call protectivefactors—thethingswedo,have,andpracticethatgiveusthebounce.

WhatMakesUpResilience? 

Ifyoulookatthecurrentresearch,herearefiveofthemostcommonfactorsofresilientpeople:

1. Theyareresourcefulandhavegoodproblem-solvingskills.

2. Theyaremorelikelytoseekhelp.

3. Theyholdthebeliefthattheycandosomethingthatwillhelpthemtomanagetheirfeelingsand

tocope.

4. Theyhavesocialsupportavailabletothem.

5. Theyareconnectedwithothers,suchasfamilyorfriends.2

Ofcourse,therearemorefactors,dependingontheresearchers,butthesearethebigones.

Atfirst, I hopedthe patterns thatI observed in myresearch would leadto a very straightforward conclusion—resilienceisacorecomponentofWholeheartedness—justliketheotherguideposts.But there was something more to what I was hearing. The stories had more in common than just

resilience;allofthesestorieswereaboutspirit.

AccordingtothepeopleIinterviewed,theveryfoundationofthe“protectivefactors”—thethings

that made them bouncy—was their spirituality. By spirituality, I’m not talking about religion or theology,butIamtalkingaboutasharedanddeeplyheldbelief.Basedontheinterviews,here’showI define spirituality:

Spiritualityisrecognizingandcelebratingthatweareallinextricablyconnectedtoeachotherbyapowergreaterthanallofus,andthatourconnectiontothatpowerandtooneanotherisgroundedinloveandcompassion.Practicingspirituality bringsasenseofperspective,meaning,andpurposetoourlives. 

Without exception, spirituality—the belief in connection, a power greater than self, and

interconnections grounded in love and compassion—emerged as a component of resilience. Most peoplespokeofGod,butnoteveryone.Somewereoccasionalchurchgoers;otherswerenot.Some worshippedatfishingholes;othersintemples,mosques,orathome.Somestruggledwiththeideaof

religion; others were devout members of organized religions. The one thing that they all had in commonwasspiritualityasthefoundationoftheirresilience.

Fromthisfoundationofspirituality,threeothersignificantpatternsemergedasbeingessentialto

resilience:

1. Cultivatinghope

2. Practicingcriticalawareness

3. Lettinggoofnumbingandtakingtheedgeoffvulnerability,discomfort,andpain

Let’stakealookateachoftheseandhowthey’reconnectedtoresilienceandspirit.

HopeandPowerlessness

As a researcher, I can’t think of two words that are more misunderstood than the words  hope and power. As soon as I realized that hope is an important piece of Wholehearted living, I started investigating and found the work of C. R. Snyder, a former researcher at the University of Kansas, Lawrence.3 Like most people, I always thought of hope as an emotion—like a warm feeling of optimismandpossibility.Iwaswrong.

Iwasshockedtodiscoverthathopeis not anemotion;it’sawayofthinkingoracognitiveprocess.

Emotionsplayasupportingrole,buthopeisreallyathoughtprocessmadeupofwhatSnydercallsa

trilogyofgoals,pathways,andagency.4Inverysimpleterms,hopehappenswhen

Wehavetheabilitytosetrealisticgoals (IknowwhereIwanttogo). 

We are able to figure out how to achieve those goals, including the ability to stay flexible and develop alternative routes  (I know how to get there, I’m persistent, and I can tolerate disappointmentandtryagain). 

Webelieveinourselves (Icandothis!). 

So, hope is a combination of setting goals, having the tenacity and perseverance to pursue them, andbelievinginourownabilities.

And, if that’s not news enough, here’s something else: Hope is learned! Snyder suggests that we learnhopeful,goal-directedthinkinginthecontextofotherpeople.Childrenmostoftenlearnhope from their parents. Snyder says that to learn hopefulness, children need relationships that are characterizedbyboundaries,consistency,andsupport.Ithinkit’ssoempoweringtoknowthatIhave theabilitytoteachmychildrenhowtohope.It’snotacrapshoot.It’saconsciouschoice.

ToaddtoSnyder ’sworkonhope,Ifoundinmyresearchthatmenandwomenwhoself-reportas hopefulputconsiderablevalueonpersistenceandhardwork.Thenewculturalbeliefthateverything shouldbe fun,fast,andeasy isinconsistentwithhopefulthinking.Italsosetsusupforhopelessness.

Whenweexperiencesomethingthatisdifficultandrequiressignificanttimeandeffort,wearequick

tothink,  Thisissupposedtobeeasy;it’snotworththeeffort,  or,  Thisshouldbeeasier:it’sonlyhard andslowbecauseI’mnotgoodatit.  Hopefulself-talksoundsmorelike,  Thisistough,butIcandoit. 

On the other hand, for those of us who have the tendency to believe that everything worthwhile shouldinvolvepainandsuffering(likeyourstruly),I’vealsolearnedthat neverfun,fast,andeasy is as detrimental to hope as  always fun, fast, and easy.  Given my abilities to chase down a goal and bulldog it until it surrenders from pure exhaustion, I resented learning this. Before this research I believedthatunlessblood,sweat,andtearswereinvolved,itmustnotbethatimportant.Iwaswrong.

Again.

Wedevelopahopefulmind-setwhenweunderstandthatsomeworthyendeavorswillbedifficult

andtimeconsumingandnotenjoyableatall.Hopealsorequiresustounderstandthatjustbecausethe

processofreachingagoalhappenstobe fun,fast,andeasy doesn’tmeanthatithaslessvaluethana difficultgoal.Ifwewanttocultivatehopefulness,wehavetobewillingtobeflexibleanddemonstrate perseverance. Not every goal will look and feel the same. Tolerance for disappointment,

determination,andabeliefinselfaretheheartofhope.

As a college professor and researcher, I spend a significant amount of time with teachers and schooladministrators.OverthepasttwoyearsI’vebecomeincreasinglyconcernedthatwe’reraising childrenwhohavelittletolerancefordisappointmentandhaveastrongsenseofentitlement,whichis

verydifferentthanagency.Entitlementis“IdeservethisjustbecauseIwantit”andagencyis“IknowI

candothis.”Thecombinationoffearofdisappointment,entitlement,andperformancepressureisa

recipeforhopelessnessandself-doubt.

Hopelessness is dangerous because it leads to feelings of powerlessness. Like the word  hope,  we often think of power as negative. It’s not. The best definition of  power comes from Martin Luther KingJr.Hedescribedpowerastheabilitytoeffectchange.Ifwequestionourneedforpower,think aboutthis: Howdoyoufeelwhenyoubelievethatyouarepowerlesstochangesomethinginyourlife? 

Powerlessnessisdangerous.Formostofus,theinabilitytoeffectchangeisadesperatefeeling.We

needresilienceandhopeandaspiritthatcancarryusthroughthedoubtandfear.Weneedtobelieve

thatwecaneffectchangeifwewanttoliveandlovewithourwholehearts.

PracticingCriticalAwareness

Practicing critical awareness is about reality-checking the messages and expectations that drive the

“never good enough” gremlins. From the time we wake up to the time our head hits the pillow at night, we are bombarded with messages and expectations about every aspect of our lives. From magazineadsandTVcommercialstomoviesandmusic,we’retoldexactlywhatweshouldlooklike, howmuch we shouldweigh, how oftenwe should have sex,how we shouldparent, how we should

decorate our houses, and which car we should drive. It’s absolutely overwhelming, and, in my opinion,nooneisimmune.Tryingtoavoidmediamessagesislikeholdingyourbreathtoavoidair pollution—it’snotgoingtohappen.

It’s in our biology to trust what we see with our eyes. This makes living in a carefully edited, overproduced,andPhotoshoppedworldverydangerous.Ifwewanttocultivatearesilientspiritand stopfallingpreytocomparingourordinaryliveswithmanufacturedimages,weneedtoknowhowto

reality-checkwhatwesee.Weneedtobeabletoaskandanswerthesequestions:

1. IswhatI’mseeingreal?Dotheseimagesconveyreallifeorfantasy?

2. Do these images reflect healthy, Wholehearted living, or do they turn my life, my body, my family,andmyrelationshipsintoobjectsandcommodities?

3. Who benefits by my seeing these images and feeling bad about myself?  Hint: This is ALWAYS

aboutmoneyand/orcontrol. 

Inadditiontobeingessentialtoresilience,practicingcriticalawarenessisactuallyoneofthefour

elements of shame resilience. Shame works like the zoom lens on a camera. When we are feeling shame,thecameraiszoomedintightandallweseeisourflawedselves,aloneandstruggling.We thinktoourselves,  I’mtheonlyonewithamuffin-top?AmItheonlyonewithafamilywhoismessy, 

loud, and out of control? Am I the only one not having sex 4.3 times per week (with a Calvin Klein model)?Somethingiswrongwithme.Iamalone. 

Whenwezoomout,westarttoseeacompletelydifferentpicture.Weseemanypeopleinthesame

struggle. Rather than thinking,  I’m the only one,  we start thinking,  I can’t believe it! You too? I’m normal?Ithoughtitwasjustme!  Oncewestarttoseethebigpicture,wearebetterabletoreality-checkourshametriggersandthemessagesandexpectationsthatwe’renevergoodenough.

Inmyexperiencesasateacherandshameresearcher,Ihavefoundincredibleinsightandwisdom

intheworkofJeanKilbourneandJacksonKatz.BothKilbourneandKatzexploretherelationshipof

media images to actual problems in the society, such as violence, the sexual abuse of children, pornography and censorship, masculinity and loneliness, teenage pregnancy, addiction, and eating disorders. Kilbourne writes, “Advertising is an over $200 billion a year industry. We are each exposed to over 3000 ads a day. Yet, remarkably, most of us believe we are not influenced by advertising. Ads sell a great deal more than products. They sell values, images, and concepts of successandworth,loveandsexuality,popularityandnormalcy.Theytelluswhoweareandwhowe should be. Sometimes they sell addictions.” 5 I highly recommend Kilbourne’s and Katz’s DVDs— they’vechangedthewayIseetheworldandmyself.(JeanKilbourne’slatestDVDis KillingUsSoftly

4, 6andKatz’sDVDistitled ToughGuise:Violence,Media,andtheCrisisinMasculinity. 7)

As I mentioned earlier, practicing spirituality brings perspective, meaning, and purpose to our lives.Whenweallowourselvestobecomeculturallyconditionedtobelievethatwearenotenough andthatwedon’tmakeenoughorhaveenough,itdamagesoursoul.ThisiswhyIthinkpracticing

criticalawarenessandreality-checkingisasmuchaboutspiritualityasitisaboutcriticalthinking.

NumbingandTakingtheEdgeOff

I talked to many research participants who were struggling with worthiness. When we talked about how they dealt with difficult emotions (such as shame, grief, fear, despair, disappointment, and sadness),Iheardoverandoverabouttheneedtonumbandtaketheedgeoffoffeelingsthatcause vulnerability, discomfort, and pain. Participants described engaging in behaviors that numbed their feelingsorhelpedthemtoavoidexperiencingpain.Someoftheseparticipantswerefullyawarethat their behaviors had a numbing effect, while others did not seem to make that connection. When I interviewed the participants whom I’d describe as living a Wholehearted life about the same topic, theyconsistentlytalkedabout tryingtofeelthefeelings,stayingmindfulaboutnumbingbehaviors,  and tryingtoleanintothediscomfortofhardemotions. 

Iknewthiswasacriticallyimportantfindinginmyresearch,soIspentseveralhundredinterviews

trying to better understand the consequences of numbing and how taking the edge off behaviors is relatedtoaddiction.Here’swhatIlearned: 1. Mostofusengageinbehaviors(consciouslyornot)thathelpustonumbandtaketheedgeof offvulnerability,pain,anddiscomfort.

2. Addictioncanbedescribedaschronicallyandcompulsivelynumbingandtakingtheedgeoffof

feelings.

3. We cannot selectively numb emotions. When we numb the painful emotions, we also numb the positiveemotions.

The most powerful emotions that we experience have very sharp points, like the tip of a thorn.

When they prick us, they cause discomfort and even pain. Just the anticipation or fear of these feelings can trigger intolerable vulnerability in us. We know it’s coming. For many of us, our first responsetovulnerabilityandpainofthesesharppointsisnottoleanintothediscomfortandfeelour waythroughbutrathertomakeitgoaway.Wedothatbynumbingandtakingtheedgeoffthepain

withwhateverprovidesthequickestrelief.Wecananesthetizewithawholebunchofstuff,including

alcohol, drugs, food, sex, relationships, money, work, caretaking, gambling, staying busy, affairs, chaos,shopping,planning,perfectionism,constantchange,andtheInternet.

Before conducting this research I thought that numbing and taking the edge off was just about addiction,butIdon’tbelievethatanymore.NowIbelievethateveryonenumbsandtakestheedgeoff andthataddictionisaboutengaginginthesebehaviorscompulsivelyandchronically.Themenand

women in my study whom I would describe as fully engaged in Wholehearted living were not

immune to numbing. The primary difference seemed to be that they were aware of the dangers of numbingandhaddevelopedtheabilitytofeeltheirwaythroughhigh-vulnerabilityexperiences.

Idefinitelybelievethatgeneticsandneurobiologycanplayacriticalroleinaddiction,butIalso

believe that there are countless people out there struggling with numbing and taking the edge off becausethediseasemodelofaddictiondoesn’tfittheirexperiencesascloselyasamodelthattakes numbingprocessesintoconsideration.Noteveryone’saddictionisthesame.

WhenIfirststartedmyresearch,Iwasveryfamiliarwithaddiction.Ifyou’veread IThoughtItWas

JustMe,  orifyoufollowmyblog,youprobablyknowthatI’vebeensoberforclosetofifteenyears.

I’ve always been very up front about by experiences, but I haven’t written about it in great detail because until I started working through this new research on Wholeheartedness, I didn’t really understandit.

NowIgetit.

My confusion stemmed from the fact that I never have felt completely in sync with the recovery community.AbstinenceandtheTwelveStepsarepowerfulandprofoundlyimportantprinciplesinmy life, but not everything about the recovery movement fits for me. For example, millions of people owetheirlivestothepowerthatcomesfromsaying,“Hi,I’m(name),andI’manalcoholic.”That’s never fit for me. Even though I’m grateful for my sobriety, and I’m convinced that it has radically changedmylife,sayingthosewordshasalwaysfeltdisempoweringandstrangelydisingenuousfor me.

I have often wondered if I felt out of place because I quit so many things at one time. My first sponsorcouldn’tfigureoutwhatmeetingIneededandwasperplexedbymy“veryhighbottom”(I quit drinking because I wanted to learn more about true self, and my wild party-girl persona kept gettingintheway).Shelookedatmeonenightandsaid,“Youhavethepupuplatterofaddictions—a little bit of everything. To be safe, it would be best if you just quit drinking, smoking, comfort-eating,andgettinginyourfamily’sbusiness.”

Irememberlookingather,throwingmyforkonthetable,andsaying,“Well,that’sjustawesome.I

guessI’llhavesomefreetimeonmyhandsforallofthemeetings.”Ineverfoundmymeeting.Iquit

drinkingandsmokingthedayafterIfinishedmymaster ’sdegreeandmademywaythroughenough meetingstoworktheStepsandgetoneyearofsobrietyundermybelt.

NowIknowwhy.

I’ve spent most of my life trying to outrun vulnerability and uncertainty. I wasn’t raised with the skills and emotional practice needed to “lean into discomfort,” so over time I basically became a takethe-edgeoff-aholic.Buttheydon’thavemeetingsforthat.Andaftersomebriefexperimenting,I learnedthatdescribingyouraddictionthatwayinameetingdoesn’talwaysgooververywellwith

thepurists.

Forme,itwasn’tjustthedancehalls,coldbeer,andMarlboroLightsofmyyouththatgotoutof

hand—it was banana bread, chips and queso, e-mail, work, staying busy, incessant worrying,

planning,perfectionism,andanythingelsethatcoulddullthoseagonizingandanxiety-fueledfeelings

ofvulnerability.

I’ve had a couple of friends respond to my “I’m a takethe-edgeoff-aholic” with concern about theirownhabits:“Idrinkacoupleofglassesofwineeverynight—isthatbad?”“Ialwaysshopwhen I’mstressedordepressed.”“IcomeoutofmyskinifI’mnotalwaysgoingandstayingbusy.”

Again,afteryearsofresearch,I’mconvincedthatweallnumbandtaketheedgeoff.Thequestion

is, does our _______________ (eating, drinking, spending, gambling, saving the world, incessant gossiping, perfectionism, sixty-hour workweek) get in the way of our authenticity? Does it stop us frombeingemotionallyhonestandsettingboundariesandfeelinglikewe’reenough?Doesitkeepus fromstayingoutofjudgmentandfromfeelingconnected?Areweusing_____________tohideor

escapefromtherealityofourlives?

Understandingmybehaviorsandfeelingsthroughavulnerabilitylensratherthanstrictlythrough

anaddictionlenschangedmyentirelife.Italsostrengthenedmycommitmenttosobriety,abstinence,

health, and spirituality. I can definitely say, “Hi. My name is Brené, and today I’d like to deal with vulnerabilityanduncertaintywithanapplefritter,abeerandcigarette,andspendingsevenhourson Facebook.”Thatfeelsuncomfortablyhonest.

WhenWeNumbtheDark,WeNumbtheLight

In another very unexpected discovery, my research also taught me that there’s no such thing as selective emotional numbing. There is a full spectrum of human emotions and when we numb the dark,wenumbthelight.WhileIwas“takingtheedgeoff”ofthepainandvulnerability,Iwasalso unintentionallydullingmyexperiencesofgoodfeelings,likejoy.Lookingback,Ican’timagineany

researchfindingthathaschangedwhatmydailylifelookslikemorethanthis.NowIcanleaninto

joy,evenwhenitmakesmefeeltenderandvulnerable.Infact,Iexpecttenderandvulnerable.

Joy is as thorny and sharp as any of the dark emotions. To love someone fiercely, to believe in somethingwithyourwholeheart,tocelebrateafleetingmomentintime,tofullyengageinalifethat doesn’tcomewithguarantees—thesearerisksthatinvolvevulnerabilityandoftenpain.Whenwelose

our tolerance for discomfort, we lose joy. In fact, addiction research shows us that an intensely positiveexperienceisaslikelytocauserelapseasanintenselypainfulexperience.8

Wecan’tmakealistofallofthe“bad”emotionsandsay,“I’mgoingtonumbthese”andthenmake

a list of the positive emotions and say, “I’m going to fully engage in these!” You can imagine the viciouscyclethiscreates:Idon’texperiencemuchjoysoIhavenoreservoirtodrawfromwhenhard thingshappen.Theyfeelevenmorepainful,soInumb.InumbsoIdon’texperiencejoy.Andsoon.

Moreonjoyiscominginthenextchapter.Fornow,asthesharpedgeshavestartedtocomeback



inmyownlife,I’mlearningthatrecognizingandleaningintothediscomfortofvulnerabilityteaches

us how to live with joy, gratitude, and grace. I’m also learning that the uncomfortable and scary leaningrequiresbothspiritandresilience.

ThemostdifficultthingaboutwhatI’mproposinginthischapteriscapturedbyaquestionthatIget

a lot (especially from my colleagues in the academic world): Is spirituality a necessary component forresilience?Theansweris yes. 

Feelingsofhopelessness,fear,blame,pain,discomfort,vulnerability,anddisconnectionsabotage

resilience. The only experience that seems broad and fierce enough to combat a list like that is the beliefthatwe’reallinthistogetherandthatsomethinggreaterthanushasthecapacitytobringlove andcompassionintoourlives.

Again, I didn’t find that any one interpretation of spirituality has the corner on the resilience market. It’s not about denominations or dogma. Practicing spirituality is what brings healing and createsresilience.Forme,spiritualityisaboutconnectingwithGod,andIdothatmostoftenthrough nature,community,andmusic.Weallhavetodefinespiritualityinawaythatinspiresus.

Whetherwe’reovercomingadversity,survivingtrauma,ordealingwithstressandanxiety,having

a sense of purpose, meaning, and perspective in our lives allows us to develop understanding and move forward. Without purpose, meaning, and perspective, it is easy to lose hope, numb our emotions,orbecomeoverwhelmedbyourcircumstances.Wefeelreduced,lesscapable,andlostin

the face of struggle. The heart of spirituality is connection. When we believe in that inextricable connection,wedon’tfeelalone.

DIGDeep

Get Deliberate: A good friend of mine heard this wonderful intention-setting reminder during a TwelveStepmeeting.Iloveit!It’scalledthevowelcheck:AEIOUY.

A=HaveIbeenAbsti nenttoday?(Howeveryoudefi nethat—Ifi ndi tal i ttl emorechal l engi ngwheni tcomestothi ngsl i k efood,work ,andthecomputer.) E=HaveIExerci sedtoday?

I=WhathaveIdoneformysel ftoday?

O=WhathaveIdoneforOtherstoday?

U =AmIhol di ngontoUnexpressedemoti onstoday?

Y=Yeah!Whati ssomethi nggoodthat’shappenedtoday?

GetInspired:I’minspiredbythisquotefromwriterandresearcherElisabethKübler-Ross:“People arelikestained-glasswindows.Theysparkleandshinewhenthesunisout,butwhenthedarknesssets in,theirbeautyisrevealedonlyifthereisalightfromwithin.”IreallydobelievethelightthatIsaw

withintheresilientpeopleIinterviewedwastheirspirit.Ilovetheideaofbeing“litfromwithin.”

GetGoing:Ilovedailymeditationsandprayers.Sometimesthebestwayformetogetgoingisquiet

prayer.

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



EarlierImentionedhowsurprisedIwastoseecertainconceptsfrommyresearchemergeinpairsor

groups. These “collections of concepts” have created major paradigm shifts for me in terms of the wayIthinkaboutmylifeandthechoicesImakeeveryday.

A good example of this is the way that love and belonging go together. Now I understand that in ordertofeelatruesenseofbelonging,IneedtobringtherealmetothetableandthatIcanonlydo that if I’m practicing self-love. For years I thought it was the other way around: I’ll do whatever it takestofitin,I’llfeelaccepted,andthatwillmakemelikemyselfbetter.  Justtypingthosewordsand thinkingabouthowmanyyearsIspentlivingthatwaymakesmeweary.NowonderIwastiredforso long! 

Inmanyways,thisresearchhasnotonlytaughtmenewwaystothinkabouthowIwanttoliveand

love, it’s taught me about the relationship between my experiences and choices. One of the most profoundchangesinmylifehappenedwhenIgotmyheadaroundtherelationshipbetweengratitude andjoy.Ialwaysthoughtthatjoyfulpeopleweregratefulpeople.Imean,whywouldn’ttheybe?They

have all of that goodness to be grateful for. But after spending countless hours collecting stories aboutjoyandgratitude,threepowerfulpatternsemerged: Without exception, every person I interviewed who described living a joyful life or who

describedthemselvesasjoyful,activelypracticedgratitudeandattributedtheirjoyfulnesstotheir

gratitudepractice.

Bothjoyandgratitudeweredescribedasspiritualpracticesthatwereboundtoabeliefinhuman

interconnectednessandapowergreaterthanus.

People were quick to point out the differences between happiness and joy as the difference

betweenahumanemotionthat’sconnectedtocircumstancesandaspiritualwayofengagingwith

theworldthat’sconnectedtopracticinggratitude.

Gratitude

When it comes to gratitude, the word that jumped out at me throughout this research process is practice.  Idon’tnecessarilythinkanotherresearcherwouldhavebeensotakenaback,butassomeone who thought that knowledge was more important than practice, I found these words to be a call to action.Infact,it’ssafetosaythatreluctantlyrecognizingtheimportanceofpracticesparkedmy2007

BreakdownSpiritualAwakening.

Foryears,Isubscribedtothenotionofan“attitudeofgratitude.”I’vesincelearnedthatanattitude is an orientation or a way of thinking and that “having an attitude” doesn’t always translate to a behavior.

Forexample,itwouldbereasonabletosaythatIhaveayogaattitude.Theidealsandbeliefsthat

guidemylifeareveryinlinewiththeideasandbeliefsthatIassociatewithyoga.Ivaluemindfulness,

breathing,andthebody-mind-spiritconnection.Ievenhaveyogaoutfits.But,letmeassureyou,my

yogaattitudeandoutfitsdon’tmeanjackifyouputmeonayogamatandaskmetostandonmyhead

or strike a pose. As I’m sitting here writing this, I’ve never practiced yoga. I plan to change that between now and the time you’re holding this book in your hand, but to date, I’ve never put the attitudeintoaction.Sowhereitreallymatters—onthemat—myyogaattitudedoesn’tcountformuch.

So,whatdoesagratitudepracticelooklike?ThefolksIinterviewedtalkedaboutkeepinggratitude

journals, doing daily gratitude meditations or prayers, creating gratitude art, and even stopping duringtheirstressful,busydaystoactuallysaythesewordsoutloud:“Iamgratefulfor…”Whenthe Wholeheartedtalkaboutgratitude,thereareawholebunchofverbsinvolved.Itseemsthatgratitude

withoutpracticemaybealittlelikefaithwithoutworks—it’snotalive.

WhatIsJoy? 

Joyseemstomeastepbeyondhappiness.Happinessisasortofatmosphereyoucanliveinsometimeswhenyou’relucky.Joyisalightthatfillsyouwithhopeandfaithandlove. 

—ADELAROGERSST.J OHNS

Theresearchhastaughtmethathappinessandjoyaredifferentexperiences.Intheinterviews,people

would often say something like, “Being grateful and joyful doesn’t mean that I’m happy all of the time.”OnmanyoccasionsIwoulddelvedeeperintothosetypesofstatementsbyasking,“Whatdoes itlooklikewhenyou’rejoyfulandgrateful,butnothappy?”Theanswerswereallsimilar:Happiness

istiedtocircumstanceandjoyfulnessistiedtospiritandgratitude.

Ialsolearnedthatneitherjoynorhappinessisconstant;noonefeelshappyallofthetimeorjoyful

allofthetime.Bothexperiencescomeandgo.Happinessisattachedtoexternalsituationsandevents

andseemstoebbandflowasthosecircumstancescomeandgo.Joyseemstobeconstantlytetheredto

ourheartsbyspiritandgratitude.Butouractualexperiencesofjoy—theseintensefeelingsofdeep

spiritualconnectionandpleasure—seizeusinaveryvulnerableway.

Afterthesedifferencesemergedfrommydata,Ilookedaroundtofindwhatotherresearchershad

written about joy and happiness. Interestingly, the explanation that seemed to best describe my findingswasfromatheologian.

Anne Robertson, a Methodist pastor, writer, and executive director of the Massachusetts Bible Society,explainshowtheGreekoriginsofthewords happiness and joy holdimportantmeaningfor ustoday.SheexplainsthattheGreekwordforhappinessis Makarios,  whichwasusedtodescribethe freedomoftherichfromnormalcaresandworries,ortodescribeapersonwhoreceivedsomeform ofgoodfortune,suchasmoneyorhealth.RobertsoncomparesthistotheGreekwordforjoywhich

is chairo.  Chairo was described by the ancient Greeks as the “culmination of being” and the “good moodofthesoul.”Robertsonwrites,“Chairoissomething,theancientGreekstellus,thatisfound only in God and comes with virtue and wisdom. It isn’t a beginner ’s virtue; it comes as the culmination.Theysayitsoppositeisnotsadness,butfear.” 1

Weneedbothhappinessandjoy.Ithinkit’simportanttocreateandrecognizetheexperiencesthat

makeushappy.Infact,I’mabigfanofGretchenRubin’sbook TheHappinessProject andTalBen—

Shahar ’sresearchandbook Happier.  Butinadditiontocreatinghappinessinourlives,I’velearned

thatweneedtocultivatethespiritualpracticesthatleadtojoyfulness,especiallygratitude.Inmyown life,I’dliketoexperiencemorehappiness,butIwantto live fromaplaceofgratitudeandjoy.Todo this,Ithinkwehavetotakeahardlookatthethingsthatgetinthewayofgratitudeandjoy,andto somedegree,evenhappiness.

ScarcityandFearoftheDark

TheveryfirsttimeItriedtowriteaboutwhatgetsinthewayofgratitudeandjoy,Iwasinsittingon

thecouchinmylivingroomwithmylaptopnexttomeandmyresearchmemojournalinmyhands.I

was tired and rather than writing, I spent an hour staring at the twinkle lights hanging over the entrywayintomydiningroom.I’mahugefanofthoselittleclear,sparklylights.Ithinktheymake theworldlookprettier,soIkeeptheminmyhouseyear-round.

As I sat there flipping through the stories and gazing at the twinkle lights, I took out a pen and wrotethisdown:

Twinklelightsaretheperfectmetaphorforjoy.Joyisnotaconstant.Itcomestousinmoments—oftenordinarymoments.Sometimeswemissoutontheburstsofjoybecausewe’retoobusychasingdownextraordinarymoments.Othertimes we’resoafraidofthedarkthatwedon’tdareletourselvesenjoythelight. 

Ajoyfullifeisnotafloodlightofjoy.Thatwouldeventuallybecomeunbearable. 

Ibelieveajoyfullifeismadeupofjoyfulmomentsgracefullystrungtogetherbytrust,gratitude,inspiration,andfaith. 

Forthoseofyouwhofollowmyblog,you’llrecognizethisasthemantraformygratitudeposts

onFridaysthatIcallTGIF.Iturnedthisquoteintoasmallbadge,andpartofmygratitudepracticeis

a weekly post about what I’m  Trusting, what I’m  Grateful for, what Inspires me, and how I’m practicingmy Faith.It’sincrediblypowerfultoreadeveryone’scomments.

Joy and gratitude can be very vulnerable and intense experiences. We are an anxious people and manyofushaveverylittletoleranceforvulnerability.Ouranxietyandfearcanmanifestasscarcity.

Wethinktoourselves:

I’mnotgoingtoallowmyselftofeelthisjoybecauseIknowitwon’tlast. 

AcknowledginghowgratefulIamisaninvitationfordisaster. 

I’drathernotbejoyfulthanhavetowaitfortheothershoetodrop. 

FearoftheDark

I’vealwaysbeenpronetoworryandanxiety,butafterIbecameamother,negotiatingjoy,gratitude,

and scarcity felt like a full-time job. For years, my fear of something terrible happening to my childrenactuallypreventedmefromfullyembracingjoyandgratitude.EverytimeIcametooclose tosofteningintosheerjoyfulnessaboutmychildrenandhowmuchIlovethem,I’dpicturesomething

terriblehappening;I’dpicturelosingeverythinginaflash.

AtfirstIthoughtIwascrazy.WasItheonlypersonintheworldwhodidthis?AsmytherapistandI

startedworkingonit,Irealizedthat“mytoogoodtobetrue”wastotallyrelatedtofear,scarcity,and

vulnerability. Knowing that those are pretty universal emotions, I gathered up the courage to talk about my experiences with a group of five hundred parents who had come to one of my parenting lectures.Igaveanexampleofstandingovermydaughterwatchinghersleep,feelingtotallyengulfed ingratitude,thenbeingrippedoutofthatjoyandgratitudebyimagesofsomethingbadhappeningto

her.

You could have heard a pin drop. I thought,  Oh, God. I’m crazy and now they’re all sitting there

 like,“She’sanut.Howdowegetoutofhere?”  ThenallofthesuddenIheardthesoundofawoman toward the back starting to cry. Not sniffle cry, but sob cry. That sound was followed by someone fromthefrontshoutingout,“OhmyGod!Whydowedothat?Whatdoesitmean?”Theauditorium eruptedinsomekindofcrazyparentrevival.AsIhadsuspected,Iwasnotalone.

Most of us have experienced being on the edge of joy only to be overcome by vulnerability and thrownintofear.Untilwecantoleratevulnerabilityandtransformitintogratitude,intensefeelingsof lovewilloftenbringupthefearofloss.IfIhadtosumupwhatI’velearnedaboutfearandjoy,thisis whatIwouldsay:

Thedarkdoesnotdestroythelight;itdefinesit.It’sour fearofthedark  thatcastsourjoyintotheshadows. 

Scarcity

Theseareanxiousandfearfultimes,bothofwhichbreedscarcity.We’reafraidtolosewhatwelove

themost,andwehatethattherearenoguarantees.Wethinknotbeinggratefulandnotfeelingjoywill

makeithurtless.Wethinkifwecanbeatvulnerabilitytothepunchbyimagingloss,we’llsufferless.

We’re wrong. There is one guarantee: If we’re not practicing gratitude and allowing ourselves to knowjoy,wearemissingoutonthetwothingsthatwillactuallysustainusduringtheinevitablehard times.

What I’m describing above is scarcity of safety and uncertainty. But there are other kinds of scarcity.MyfriendLynneTwisthaswrittenanincrediblebookcalled TheSoulofMoney.  Inthisbook, Lynneaddressesthemythofscarcity.Shewrites, Forme,andformanyofus,ourfi rstwak i ngthoughtofthedayi s“Idi dn’tgetenoughsl eep.”Thenextonei s“Idon’thaveenoughti me.”Whethertrueornot,thatthoughtof notenough occurstousautomati cal l ybeforeweeventhi nk toquesti onorexami ne i t.Wespendmostofthehoursandthedaysofourl i vesheari ng,expl ai ni ng,compl ai ni ng,orworryi ngaboutwhatwedon’thaveenoughof…Wedon’thaveenoughexerci se.Wedon’thaveenoughwork .Wedon’thaveenoughprofi ts.Wedon’thaveenough power.Wedon’thaveenoughwi l derness.Wedon’thaveenoughweek ends.Ofcourse,wedon’thaveenoughmoney—ever.

We’renotthi nenough,we’renotsmartenough,we’renotprettyenoughorfi tenoughoreducatedorsuccessful enough,orri chenough—ever.Beforeweevensi tupi nbed,beforeourfeettouchthefl oor,we’real readyi nadequate,al readybehi nd,al ready l osi ng,al readyl ack i ngsomethi ng.Andbytheti mewegotobedatni ght,ourmi ndsracewi thal i tanyofwhatwedi dn’tget,ordi dn’tgetdone,thatday.Wegotosl eepburdenedbythosethoughtsandwak euptothereveri eofl ack …Whatbegi nsasasi mpl e 2

expressi onofthehurri edl i fe,oreventhechal l engedl i fe,growsi ntothegreatj usti fi cati onforanunful fi l l edl i fe. 

AsIreadthispassage,itmakestotalsensetomewhywe’reanationhungryformorejoy:Because

we’restarvingfromalackofgratitude.Lynnesaysthataddressingscarcitydoesn’tmeansearching

forabundancebutratherchoosingamind-setofsufficiency:

Weeachhavethechoi cei nanysetti ngtostepback andl etgoofthemi ndsetofscarci ty.Oncewel etgoofscarci ty,wedi scoverthesurpri si ngtruthofsuffi ci ency.Bysuffi ci ency,Idon’tmeanaquanti tyofanythi ng.Suffi ci encyi sn’ttwostepsupfrompoverty oronestepshortofabundance.Iti sn’tameasureofbarel yenoughormorethanenough.Suffi ci encyi sn’tanamountatal l .Iti sanexperi ence,acontextwegenerate,adecl arati on,ak nowi ngthattherei senough,andthatweareenough.
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Suffi ci encyresi desi nsi deofeachofus,andwecancal l i tforward.Iti saconsci ousness,anattenti on,ani ntenti onal choosi ngofthewaywethi nk aboutourci rcumstances.

Scarcityisalsogreatfuelforthegremlins.Inmyearliershameresearchandinthismorerecent

research,Irealizedhowmanyofushaveboughtintotheideathatsomethinghastobeextraordinary

ifit’sgoingtobringusjoy.In IThoughtItWasJustMe,  Iwrite,“Weseemtomeasurethevalueof

people’scontributions(andsometimestheirentirelives)bytheirlevelofpublicrecognition.Inother

words, worth is measured by fame and fortune. Our culture is quick to dismiss quiet, ordinary, hardworking men and women. In many instances, we equate  ordinary with  boring or, even more dangerous,  ordinary hasbecomesynonymouswith meaningless. ”4

IthinkIlearnedthemostaboutthevalueofordinaryfrominterviewingmenandwomenwhohave

experienced tremendous loss such as the loss of a child, violence, genocide, and trauma. The memories that they held most sacred were the ordinary, everyday moments. It was clear that their most precious memories were forged from a collection of ordinary moments, and their hope for othersisthattheywouldstoplongenoughtobegratefulforthosemomentsandthejoytheybring.

Author and spiritual leader Marianne Williamson says, “Joy is what happens to us when we allow ourselvestorecognizehowgoodthingsreallyare.”



DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:WhenI’mfloodedwithfearandscarcity,Itrytocallforwardjoyandsufficiencyby acknowledging the fear, then transforming it into gratitude. I say this out loud: “I’m feeling vulnerable.That’sokay.I’msogratefulfor____________.”Doingthishasabsolutelyincreasedmy capacityforjoy.

GetInspired:I’msoinspiredbythedailydosesofjoythathappeninthoseordinarymoments,like

walking my kids home from school, jumping on the trampoline, and sharing family meals.

Acknowledging that these moments are really what life is about has changed my outlook on work, family,andsuccess.

GetGoing:Fromtakingturnsbeingthankfulduringgracetomorecreativeprojectslikecreatinga

jartokeepgratitudenotesin,we’remakingWholeheartednessafamilyaffair.

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Everything about this research process has pushed me in ways that I never imagined. This is especiallytruewhenitcomestotopicslikefaith,intuition,andspirituality.Whentheimportanceof intuition and faith first emerged as key patterns in Wholehearted living, I winced a little bit. Once again, I felt like my good friends—logic and reason—were under attack. I remember telling Steve, “Nowit’sintuitionandfaith!Canyoubelieveit?”

He replied, “I’m surprised that you’re surprised. You work off of faith and your gut all of the time.”

Hetookmeoffguardwithhiscomment.

Isatdownnexttohimandsaid,“Yeah,IknowI’magutandfaithkindagirl,butIguessI’mnot

veryintuitive.Readthisdefinitionfromthedictionary:‘Intuitionisdirectperceptionoftruthorfact, independentofanyreasoningprocess.’” 1

Stevechuckled,“So,maybethedefinitiondoesn’tmatchwhatyou’relearningfromthedata.You’ll

writeanewone.Itwon’tbethefirsttime.”

Ispentayearfocusingonintuitionandfaith.IinterviewedandcollectedstoriessothatIcouldget

myheadandheartaroundwhatitmeanstocultivateintuitionandtrustfaith.IwassurprisedbywhatI

learned.

Intuition

Intuitionisnotindependentofanyreasoningprocess.Infact,psychologistsbelievethatintuitionisa

rapid-fire,unconsciousassociatingprocess—likeamentalpuzzle.2Thebrainmakesanobservation, scans its files, and matches the observation with existing memories, knowledge, and experiences.

Onceitputstogetheraseriesofmatches,wegeta“gut”onwhatwe’veobserved.

Sometimesourintuitionorourguttellsuswhatweneedtoknow;othertimesitactuallysteersus

toward fact-finding and reasoning. As it turns out, intuition may be the quiet voice within, but that voiceisnotlimitedtoonemessage.Sometimesourintuitionwhispers,“Followyourinstincts.”Other timesitshouts,“Youneedtocheckthisout;wedon’thaveenoughinformation!”

Inmyresearch,Ifoundthatwhatsilencesourintuitivevoiceisourneedforcertainty.Mostofus

are not very good at not knowing. We like sure things and guarantees so much that we don’t pay attentiontotheoutcomesofourbrain’smatchingprocess.

For example, rather than respecting a strong internal instinct, we become fearful and look for

assurancesfromothers.

“Whatdoyouthink?”

“ShouldIdoit?

“Doyouthinkit’sagoodidea,ordoyouthinkI’llregretit?”

“Whatwouldyoudo?”

Atypicalresponsetothesesurveyquestionsis,“I’mnotsurewhatyoushoulddo.Whatdoesyour

gutsay?”

Andthereitis.  Whatdoesyourgutsay? 

Weshakeourheadandsay,“I’mnotsure”whentherealansweris,“Ihavenoideawhatmygut

says;wehaven’tspokeninyears.”

Whenwestartpollingpeople,it’softenbecausewedon’ttrustourownknowing.Itfeelstooshaky

andtoo uncertain. Wewant assurances andfolks with whom wecan share theblame if things don’t panout.Iknowallaboutthis.I’maprofessionalpollster—it’shardformetogoitalonesometimes.

WhenI’mmakingadifficultdecisionandfeeldisconnectedfrommyintuition,Ihaveatendencyto

survey everyone around me. Ironically, since doing this research, surveying has become a red flag forme—ittellsmethatI’mfeelingvulnerableaboutmakingadecision.

As I mentioned earlier, if we learn to trust our intuition, it can even tell us that we don’t have a good instinct on something and that we need more data. Another example of how our need for certainty sabotages our intuition is when we ignore our gut’s warning to slow down, gather more information,orreality-checkourexpectations: “I’mjustgoingtodoit.Idon’tcareanymore.”

“I’mtiredofthinkingaboutit.It’stoostressful.”

“I’dratherjustdoitthanwaitanothersecond.”

“Ican’tstandnotknowing.”

Whenwechargeheadlongintobigdecisions,itmaybebecausewedon’twanttoknowtheanswers

thatwillemergefromdoingduediligence.Weknowthatfact-findingmightleadusawayfromwhat

wethinkwewant.

I always tell myself, “If I’m afraid to run the numbers or put pencil to paper, I shouldn’t do it.”

Whenwejustwanttogetthedecision-makingoverwith,it’sagoodideatoaskourselveswhetherwe

simplycan’tstandthevulnerabilityofbeingstilllongenoughtothinkitthroughandmakeamindful

decision.

So,asyoucansee,intuitionisn’talwaysaboutaccessingtheanswersfromwithin.Sometimeswhen

we’vetappedintoourinnerwisdom,ittellsusthatwedon’tknowenoughtomakeadecisionwithout

moreinvestigation.Here’sthedefinitionIcraftedfromtheresearch:

Intuitionisnotasinglewayofknowing—it’sourabilitytoholdspaceforuncertaintyandourwillingnesstotrustthemanywayswe’vedevelopedknowledgeandinsight,includinginstinct,experience,faith,andreason. 

Faith

I’vecometorealizethatfaithandreasonarenotnaturalenemies.It’sourhumanneedforcertainty

andourneedto“beright”thathavepittedfaithandreasonagainsteachotherinanalmostreckless

way.Weforceourselvestochooseanddefendonewayofknowingtheworldattheexpenseofthe

other.

Iunderstandthatfaithandreasoncanclashandcreateuncomfortabletensions—thosetensionsplay outinmylife,andIcanfeeltheminmybones.Butthisworkhasforcedmetoseethatit’sourfearof theunknownandourfearofbeingwrongthatcreatemostofourconflictandanxiety.Weneedboth

faithandreasontomakemeaninginanuncertainworld.

Ican’ttellyouhowmanytimesI’veheardtheterms havingfaith and myfaith inmyinterviewswith menandwomenwhoarelivingtheWholeheartedjourney.AtfirstIthoughtthatfaithmeant“there’sa reasonforeverything.”IpersonallystruggledwiththatbecauseI’mnotcomfortablewithusingGod

or faith or spirituality to explain tragedy. It actually feels like substituting certainty for faith when peoplesay,“There’sareasonforeverything.”

But I quickly learned from the interviews that faith meant something else to these people. Here’s howIdefine faith basedontheresearchinterviews: Faithisaplaceofmystery,wherewefindthecouragetobelieveinwhatwecannotseeandthestrengthtoletgoofourfearofuncertainty. 

Ialsolearnedthatit’snotalwaysthescientistswhostrugglewithfaithandthereligiouswhofully

embrace uncertainty. Many forms of fundamentalism and extremism are about choosing certainty overfaith.

I love this from theologian Richard Rohr: “My scientist friends have come up with things like

‘principles of uncertainty’ and dark holes. They’re willing to live inside imagined hypotheses and theories.Butmanyreligiousfolksinsiston answers thatare always true.Weloveclosure,resolution and clarity, while thinking that we are people of ‘faith’! How strange that the very word ‘faith’ has cometomeanitsexactopposite. ”3

Faithisessentialwhenwedecidetoliveandlovewithourwholeheartsinaworldwheremostof

us want assurances before we risk being vulnerable and getting hurt. To say, “I’m going to engage Wholeheartedlyinmylife”requiresbelievingwithoutseeing.

DIGDEEP

Get Deliberate: Letting go of certainty is one of my greatest challenges. I even have a physical responseto“notknowing”—it’sanxietyandfearandvulnerabilitycombined.That’swhenIhaveto getveryquietandstill.Withmykidsandmybusylife,thatcanmeanhidinginthegarageordriving

aroundtheblock.Whateverittakes,IhavetofindawaytobestillsoIcanhearwhatI’msaying.

GetInspired:Theprocessofreclaimingmyspiritualandfaithlifewasnotaneasyone(hencethe

2007BreakdownSpiritualAwakening).There’saquotethatliterallycrackedopenmyheart.It’sfrom

abookbyAnneLamott:“Theoppositeoffaithisnotdoubt,butcertainty. ”4Herbooksaboutfaithand grace inspire me.5 I’m inspired by and thankful for  When the Heart Waits by Sue Monk Kidd6 and PemaChödrön’s ComfortablewithUncertainty7;theysavedme.Andlast,Iabsolutelylovethisquote fromPauloCoelho’s TheAlchemist: “… intuition is really a sudden immersion of the soul into the universal current of life, where the histories of all people are connected, and we are able to know everything,becauseit’sallwrittenthere.” 8

GetGoing:WhenI’mreallyscaredorunsure,Ineedsomethingrightawaytocalmmycravingsfor

certainty.Forme,theSerenityPrayerdoesthetrick.  God,grantmetheserenitytoacceptthethingsI cannotchange,thecouragetochangethethingsIcan,andthewisdomtoknowthedifference.  Amen!

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 





Someofmybestchildhoodmemoriesinvolvecreativity,andalmostallofthemarefromtheyears

that we lived in New Orleans, in a funky, pink stucco duplex a couple of blocks from Tulane University. I remember my mom and me spending hours painting wooden key chains shaped like turtlesandsnails,andmakingcraftsoutofsequinsandfeltwithmyfriends.

Icanvividlyseemymomandherfriendsintheirbell-bottomscominghomefromthemarketin

theFrenchQuarterandmakingstuffedmirlitonsandotherdeliciousdishes.Iwassofascinatedwith

helpingherinthekitchenthatoneSundayafternoonsheandmydadletmecookalone.TheysaidI

couldmakeanythingIwantedwithanyingredientthatIwanted.Imadeoatmeal-raisincookies.With

crawfishboilspicesinsteadofcinnamon.Theentirehousestankfordays.

Mymomalsolovedtosew.ShemadematchingshiftdressesthatsheandIwore(alongwithmy

doll,whoalsohadherowntinymatchingdress).It’ssostrangetomethatallofthesememoriesthat

involve creating are so real and textured to me—I can almost feel them and smell them. They also holdsomuchtendermeaning.

Sadly, my memories of creating end around age eight or nine. In fact, I don’t have a single creativitymemoryafteraboutfifthgrade.Thatwasthesametimethatwemovedfromourtinyhouse intheGardenDistricttoabighouseinasprawlingHoustonsuburb.Everythingseemedtochange.In

NewOrleans,everywallinourhousewascoveredwithartdonebymymomorarelativeoruskids,

and homemade curtains hung over every window. The art and curtains may have been out of

necessity,butIrememberitbeingbeautiful.

In Houston, I remember walking into some of my new neighbors’ houses and thinking that their livingroomslookedlikethelobbyofafancyhotel—Ivividlyrememberthinkingatthetime,  like a HowardJohnsonoraHolidayInn.  Therewerelongheavydrapes,bigsofaswithmatchingchairs,and shiny glass tables. There were plastic plants with hanging vines strategically sitting on top of armoires, and dried flowers in baskets decorating the tops of tables. Strangely, everyone’s lobby kindalookedthesame.

Whilethehouseswereallthesameandfancy,theschoolwasadifferentstory.InNewOrleans,I

went to a Catholic school and everyone looked the same, prayed the same, and, for the most part, actedthesame.InHoustonIstartedpublicschool,whichmeantnomoreuniforms.Inthisnewschool, cuteclothescounted.Andnothomemadecuteclothes,butclothesfrom“themall.”

InNewOrleans,mydadworkedduringthedayandwasalawstudentatLoyolaatnight.Therewas

always an informal and fun feel to our lives there. Once we got to Houston, he dressed up every morning and commuted to an oil and gas corporation along with every other father in our neighborhood. Things changed, and in many ways that move felt like a fundamental shift for our family.Myparentswerelaunchedontheaccomplishments-and-acquisitionstrack,andcreativitygave waytothatstiflingcombinationoffittinginandbeingbetterthan,alsoknownascomparison.

Comparison is all about conformity and competition. At first it seems like conforming and

competingaremutuallyexclusive,butthey’renot.Whenwecompare,wewanttoseewhoorwhatis

best out of a specific collection of “alike things.” We may compare things like how we parent with parentswhohavetotallydifferentvaluesortraditionsthanus,butthecomparisonsthatgetusreally rileduparetheoneswemakewiththefolkslivingnextdoor,oronourchild’ssoccerteam,oratour

school.Wedon’tcompareourhousestothemansionsacrosstown;wecompareouryardtotheyards

onourblock.Whenwecompare,wewanttobethebestorhavethebestofourgroup.

Thecomparisonmandatebecomesthiscrushingparadoxof“fitinandstandout!”It’snotcultivate

self-acceptance,belonging,andauthenticity;it’sbejustlikeeveryoneelse,butbetter.

It’seasytoseehowdifficultitistomaketimefortheimportantthingssuchascreativity,gratitude,

joy,andauthenticitywhenwe’respendingenormousamountsofenergyconformingandcompeting.

Now I understand why my dear friend Laura Williams always says, “Comparison is the thief of happiness.” I can’t tell you how many times I’m feeling so good about myself and my life and my family,andtheninasplitsecondit’sgonebecauseIconsciouslyorunconsciouslystartcomparing myselftootherpeople.

Asfarasmyownstory,theolderIgot,thelessvalueIputoncreativityandthelesstimeIspent

creating.Whenpeopleaskedmeaboutcraftingorartorcreating,Ireliedonthestandard,“I’mnot

the creative type.” On the inside I was really thinking,  Who has time for painting and scrapbooking andphotographywhentherealworkofachievingandaccomplishingneedstobedone? 

BythetimeIwasfortyandworkingonthisresearch,mylackofinterestincreativityhadturned

intodisdain.I’mnotsureifIwouldcategorizemyfeelingsaboutcreativityasnegativestereotypes,

shametriggers,orsomecombinationofthetwo,butitcametothepointwhereIthoughtofcreating

forthesakeofcreatingasself-indulgentatbestandflakyatworst.

OfcourseIknow,professionally,thatthemoreentrenchedandreactiveweareaboutanissue,the

more we need to investigate our responses. As I look back with new eyes, I think tapping into how muchImissedthatpartofmylifewouldhavebeentooconfusingorpainful.

IneverthoughtI’dcomeacrosssomethingfierceenoughtoshakemeloosefrommyentrenched

beliefsaboutcreativity.Thenthisresearchcamealong…

Let me sum up what I’ve learned about creativity from the world of Wholehearted living and

loving:

1. “I’mnotverycreative”doesn’twork.There’snosuchthingascreativepeopleandnon-creative

people.Thereareonlypeoplewhousetheircreativityandpeoplewhodon’t.Unusedcreativity

doesn’tjustdisappear.Itliveswithinusuntilit’sexpressed,neglectedtodeath,orsuffocatedby

resentmentandfear.

2. Theonlyuniquecontributionthatwewillevermakeinthisworldwillbebornofourcreativity.

3. Ifwewanttomakemeaning,weneedtomakeart.Cook,write,draw,doodle,paint,scrapbook,

take pictures, collage, knit, rebuild an engine, sculpt, dance, decorate, act, sing—it doesn’t matter.Aslongaswe’recreating,we’recultivatingmeaning.

LiterallyonemonthafterIworkedthroughthedataoncreativity,Isignedupforagourd-painting

class.I’mnotevenkidding.IwentwithmymomandEllen,anditwasoneofthebestdaysofmylife.

Forthefirsttimeindecades,Istartedcreating.AndIhaven’tstopped.Ieventookupphotography.



It might sound cliché, but the world doesn’t even look the same to me anymore. I see beauty and potentialeverywhere—inmyfrontyard,atajunkstore,inanoldmagazine—everywhere.

It’sbeenaveryemotionaltransitionformeandformyfamily.Bothofmykidsloveart,andwedo

family projects together all the time. Steve and I are Mac addicts, and we love to make movies together.Lastmonth,Ellentoldusthatsheeitherwantstobeachefora“lifeartist”likemyfriendAli Edwards,whoinspiresbothofus.Atthispoint,Charlielovestopaintandwouldliketoownabooger

store(whichisbothcreativeandentrepreneurial).

I also realized that much of what I do in my work is creative work. Writer William Plomer

described creativity as “the power to connect the seemingly unconnected.” My work is all about makingconnections,sopartofmytransformationwasowningandcelebratingmyexistingcreativity.

Letting go of comparison is not a to-do list item. For most of us, it’s something that requires constantawareness.It’ssoeasytotakeoureyesoffourpathtocheckoutwhatothersaredoingandif they’re ahead or behind us. Creativity, which is the expression of our originality, helps us stay mindfulthatwhatwebringtotheworldiscompletelyoriginalandcannotbecompared.And,without comparison,conceptslike ahead or behind or best or worst losetheirmeaning.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:Ifcreativityisseenasaluxuryorsomethingwedowhenwehavesparetime,itwill

neverbecultivated.Icarveouttimeeveryweektotakeandprocessphotographs,makemovies,and

doartprojectswiththekids.WhenImakecreatingapriority,everythinginmylifeworksbetter.

Get Inspired: Nothing inspires me more than my friendship with the Lovebombers, a group of artists, writers, and photographers whom I met online and spend a long weekend with every year. I thinkit’ssoimportanttofindandbeapartofacommunityoflike-spiritedpeoplewhoshareyour beliefsaboutcreativity.

GetGoing:Takeaclass.Riskfeelingvulnerableandnewandimperfectandtakeaclass.Thereare

wonderful online classes if you need more flexibility. Try something that scares you or something you’vedreamtabouttrying.Youneverknowwhereyou’llfindyourcreativeinspiration.

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Attimes,whenIwasinterviewingpeopleformyresearch,Ifeltlikeanalien—likeavisitortryingto

figureoutthecustomsandhabitsofpeoplelivinglivesthatlookedincrediblydifferentfrommine.

There were many awkward moments when I struggled to understand what  they, the Wholehearted, weredoingandwhy.SometimestheconceptsweresoforeigntomethatIdidn’thavethelanguageto namethem.Thiswasoneofthosetimes.

I remember telling one of my colleagues, “These Wholehearted people fool around a lot.” She laughedandasked,“Foolaround?How?”

Ishrugged,“Idon’tknow.Theyhavefunand…Idon’tknowwhatyoucallit.Theyhangoutand

dofunthings.”

Shelookedconfused.“Likewhatkindoffunthings?Hobbies?Crafts?Sports?”

“Yes,” I replied. “Kinda like that but not so organized. I’m going to have to dig around some more.”

NowIlookbackonthatconversationandthink,  HowdidInotknowwhatIwasseeing?  WasIso

personallyremovedfromthisconceptthatIcouldn’trecognizeit?

It’s play!AcriticallyimportantcomponentofWholeheartedlivingisplay!

Icametothisrealizationbywatchingmychildrenandrecognizingthesameplayfulbehaviorsin

themthatweredescribedbythemenandwomenIinterviewed.Thesefolksplay.

Researchingtheconceptofplaygotofftoarockystart.Ilearnedthisveryquickly:Do not Google

“Adultplay.”Iwasclosingpornographypop-upssofastitwaslikeplaying Whac-A-Mole. 

Once I recovered from that search disaster, I was lucky enough to find the work of Dr. Stuart Brown.Dr.Brownisapsychiatrist,clinicalresearcher,andfounderoftheNationalInstituteforPlay.

He is also the author of a wonderful book titled,  Play: How It Shapes the Brain, Opens the Imagination,andInvigoratestheSoul.  1

Drawingonhisownresearch,aswellasthelatestadvancesinbiology,psychology,andneurology,

Brownexplainsthatplayshapesourbrain,helpsusfosterempathy,helpsusnavigatecomplexsocial

groups,andisatthecoreofcreativityandinnovation.

If you’re wondering why play and rest are paired together in this guidepost, it’s because after readingtheresearchonplay,Inowunderstandthatplayisasessentialtoourhealthandfunctioning asrest.

So,ifyou’relikeme,youwanttoknow,“Whatexactlyisplay?”Brownproposessevenproperties

ofplay,thefirstofwhichisthatplayisapparentlypurposeless.Basicallythismeansthatweplayfor thesakeofplay.Wedoitbecauseit’sfunandwewantto.

Well,thisiswheremyworkasashameresearchercomesin.Intoday’sculture—whereourself—

worth is tied to our net worth, and we base our worthiness on our level of productivity—spending time doing purposeless activities is rare. In fact, for many of us it sounds like an anxiety attack waitingtohappen.

We’vegotsomuchtodoandsolittletimethattheideaofspendingtimedoinganythingunrelated

totheto-dolistactuallycreatesstress.Weconvinceourselvesthatplayingisawasteofprecioustime.

Weevenconvinceourselvesthatsleepisaterribleuseofourtime.

We’vegotto get’erdone!  Itdoesn’tmatterifourjobisrunningamultimillion-dollarcompany, raisingafamily,creatingart,orfinishingschool,we’vegottokeepournosestothegrindstoneand work!There’snotimetoplayaround!

ButBrownarguesthatplayisnotanoption.Infacthewrites,“Theoppositeofplayisnotwork—

theoppositeofplayisdepression.”Heexplains,“Respectingourbiologicallyprogrammedneedfor

playcantransformwork.Itcanbringbackexcitementandnewnesstoourjob.Playhelpsusdealwith

difficulties,providesasenseofexpansiveness,promotesmasteryofourcraft,andisanessentialpart

ofthecreativeprocess.Mostimportant,trueplaythatcomesfromourowninnerneedsanddesiresis

theonlypathtofindinglastingjoyandsatisfactioninourwork.Inthelongrun,workdoesnotwork

withoutplay. ”2

What’sshockingisthesimilaritybetweenthebiologicalneedforplayandourbody’sneedforrest,

a topic that also emerged as a major theme in Wholehearted living. It seems that living and loving withourwholeheartsrequiresustorespectourbodies’needforrenewal.WhenIfirstresearchedthe ideasofrest,sleep,and sleepdebt—thetermfornotgettingenough—Icouldn’tbelievesomeofthe consequencesofnotgettingproperrest.

According to the Centers for Disease Control, insufficient sleep is associated with a number of chronicdiseasesandconditions,suchasdiabetes,heartdisease,obesity,anddepression.3We’realso learningthatdrowsydrivingcanbeasdangerous—andaspreventable—asdrivingwhileintoxicated.

Yet,somehowmanyofusstillbelievethatexhaustionisastatussymbolofhardworkandthatsleepis

aluxury.Theresultisthatwearesoverytired.Dangerouslytired.

Thesamegremlinsthattelluswe’retoobusytoplayandwastetimefoolingaroundaretheones

thatwhisper:

“Onemorehourofwork!Youcancatchuponyoursleepthisweekend.”

“Nappingisforslackers.”

“Pushthrough.Youcanhandleit.”

But the truth is, we can’t handle it. We are a nation of exhausted and overstressed adults raising overscheduledchildren.Weuseoursparetimetodesperatelysearchforjoyandmeaninginourlives.

Wethinkaccomplishmentsandacquisitionswillbringjoyandmeaning,butthatpursuitcouldbethe

verythingthat’skeepingussotiredandafraidtoslowdown.

IfwewanttoliveaWholeheartedlife,wehavetobecomeintentionalaboutcultivatingsleepand

play,andaboutlettinggoofexhaustionasastatussymbolandproductivityasself-worth.

Makingthechoicetorestandplayis,atbest,counterculture.Thedecisiontoletgoofexhaustion

andproductivityasbadgesofhonormadetotalsensetoSteveandme,butputtingWholeheartedness

intopracticehasbeenastruggleforourentirefamily.

SteveandIsatdownin2008andmadeapracticallistofthethingsthatmakeourfamilywork.We basicallyansweredthequestion,“Whenthingsaregoingreallywellinourfamily,whatdoesitlook like?” The answers included sleep, working out, healthy food, cooking, time off, weekends away, going to church, being present with the kids, a sense of control over our money, meaningful work thatdoesn’tconsumeus,timetopiddle,timewithfamilyandclosefriends,andtimetojusthangout.

Thesewere(andare)our“ingredientsforjoyandmeaning.”

Thenwelookedatthedreamlistthatwestartedmakingacoupleofyearsago(andkeepaddingto).

Everythingonthislistwasanaccomplishmentoranacquisition—ahousewithmorebedrooms,atrip

here,personalsalarygoals,professionalendeavors,andsoforth.Everythingrequiredthatwemake

moremoneyandspendmoremoney.

Whenwecomparedourdreamlisttoour“joyandmeaning”list,werealizedthatbymerelyletting

goofthelistofthingswewanttoaccomplishandacquire,wewouldbeactuallylivingourdream—

not striving to make it happen in the future, but living it right now. The things we were working towarddidnothingintermsofmakingourlifefuller.

Embracing our “joy and meaning” list has not been easy. There are days when it makes perfect sense,andthentherearedayswhenIgetsuckedintobelievinghowmuchbettereverythingwouldfeel ifwejusthadareallygreatguestroomorabetterkitchen,orifIgottospeakhereorwriteanarticle

forthatpopularmagazine.

EvenEllenhashadtomakesomechanges.Lastyear,wetoldherthatweweregoingtolimither

extracurricularactivitiesandthatshewouldhavetomakechoicesbetweenmultiplesportsandGirl

Scouts and after-school activities. At first there was some resistance. She pointed out that she did fewerthingsthanmostofherfriends.Thiswastrue.Shehasmanyfriendswhoareintwoorthree sportseverysemesterandtakemusiclessonsandlanguagelessonsandartclasses.Thesekidswake

upat6a.m.andgotobedat10p.m.

Weexplainedthatthe“cuttingdown”waspartofalargerfamilyplan.Ihaddecidedtogopart-time

at the university, and her dad was going to a four-day workweek. She looked at us as if she were bracingforbadnews.Sheasked,“Isanythingwrong?”

We explained that we wanted more downtime. More time to hang out and take it easy. After we sworethatweweren’tsick,shegotexcitedandasked,“ArewemakingtimeformoreTV?”

I explained, “No. Just more family play time. Your dad and I love our work, but it can be very demanding. I travel and have writing deadlines; your dad has to be on call. You also work hard at yourschoolwork.Wewanttomakesurethatwescheduleindowntimeforallofus.”

Whilethisexperiencemaysoundgreat,itwasterrifyingformeasaparent.WhatifI’mwrong?

Whatifbusyandexhaustediswhatittakes?Whatifshedoesn’tgettogotothecollegeofherchoice

becauseshedoesn’tplaytheviolinandspeakMandarinandFrenchandshedoesn’tplaysixsports?

Whatifwe’renormalandquietandhappy?Doesthatcount?

Iguesstheanswertothisisonly yes ifitcountstous.Ifwhatmatterstousiswhatwe’reconcerned about,thenplayandrestisimportant.Ifwhatmatterstousiswhatotherpeoplethinkorsayorvalue, thenit’sbacktoexhaustionandproducingforself-worth.

Today,Ichooseplayandrest.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:Oneofthebestthingsthatwe’veeverdoneinourfamilyismakingthe“ingredients

forjoyandmeaning”list.Iencourageyoutositdownandmakealistofthespecificconditionsthat



areinplacewheneverythingfeelsgoodinyourlife.Thencheckthatlistagainstyourto-dolistand

yourto-accomplishlist.Itmightsurpriseyou.

GetInspired:I’mcontinuallyinspiredbyStuartBrown’sworkonplayandDanielPink’sbook A

WholeNewMind.  4Ifyouwanttolearnmoreabouttheimportanceofplayandrest,readthesebooks.

GetGoing:Say no today.Buckthesystem.Takesomethingoffyourlistandadd“takeanap.”

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Afterthisresearchfirstemerged,rememberthatImadeabeelineformytherapist’soffice.Iknewmy

lifewasoutofbalance,andIwantedmoreofwhatIwaslearningaboutinmystudy.Ialsowantedto

figure out why I was having dizzy spells whenever I got really anxious and stressed out. I would actuallygetlightheaded,andtheroomwouldstarttospin.Acoupleoftimes,Iliterallyfellover.

Thedizzinesswasnew;theanxietywasnot.BeforeIstartedlearningaboutWholeheartedliving,I

had always been able to manage the competing priorities, the family demands, and the unrelenting pressureofacademiclife.Inmanyways,anxietywasaconstantinmylife.

ButasIstarteddevelopinganawarenessaboutWholeheartedliving,it’sasifmybodysaid,“I’m

going to help you embrace this new way of living by making it very difficult for you to ignore anxiety.”IfIbecametooanxietyridden,I’dliterallyhavetositdownorriskfalling.

IremembertellingDiana,mytherapist,“Ican’tfunctionthiswayanylonger.Ireallycan’t.”

Shereplied,“Iknow.Iseethat.Whatdoyouthinkyouneed?”

Ithoughtaboutitforasecondandsaid,“IneedawaytostayonmyfeetwhenI’mreallyanxious.”

Shejustsattherenoddingherheadandwaiting,liketherapistsdo.Waitingandwaitingandwaiting.

Finally,itdawnedonme.“Oh.Igetit.Ican’tfunction thisway.  Ican’tfunctioninthismuchanxiety anymore.Idon’tneedtofigureoutawaytokeepgoingwiththislevelofanxiety—Ineedtofigure outhowtobelessanxious.”

Thatsilencethingcanbeeffective.It’sapainintheass,butnonethelesseffective.

I used my research to formulate a plan to lessen my anxiety. The men and women I interviewed weren’tanxiety-freeorevenanxiety-averse;theywereanxiety-aware.Theywerecommittedtoaway oflivingwhereanxietywasarealitybutnotalifestyle.Theydidthisbycultivatingcalmandstillness

intheirlivesandmakingthesepracticesthenorm.

Calmandstillnessmaysoundlikethesamethings,butIlearnedthattheyaredifferentandthatwe

needboth.

Calm

I define  calm as  creating perspective and mindfulness while managing emotional reactivity.  When I thinkaboutcalmpeople,Ithinkaboutpeoplewhocanbringperspectivetocomplicatedsituationsand feeltheirfeelingswithoutreactingtoheightenedemotionslikefearandanger.

WhenIwaspregnantwithEllen,someonegavemeasmallbookcalled BabyLove:ATraditionof

 CalmParenting byMaudBryt.1Bryt’smother,grandmother,andgreat-grandmotherweremidwives inHollandandthebookdrawsontheirwisdom.Icanstillseemyselfsittinginmybrand-newglider withonehandrestingonmyverypregnantbellyandtheotherhandholdingthatbook.Iremember

thinking,  Thisismygoal.Iwanttobeacalmparent. 

Surprisingly,Iamaprettycalmparent.Notbecauseitcomesnaturallytome,butbecauseIpractice.

Alot.Ialsohaveanincrediblerolemodelinmyhusband,Steve.Bywatchinghim,I’velearnedabout

thevalueofbringingperspectiveandquiettodifficultsituations.

Itrytobeslowtorespondandquicktothink Doweevenhavealltheinformationweneedtomake

adecisionorformaresponse?  Ialsostayverymindfulabouttheeffectthatcalmhasonananxious person or situation. A panicked response produces more panic and more fear. As psychologist and writerHarrietLernersays,“Anxietyisextremelycontagious,butsoiscalm. ”2Thequestionbecomes, Dowewanttoinfectpeoplewithmoreanxiety,orhealourselvesandthepeoplearounduswithcalm? 

If we choose to heal with calm, we have to commit to practicing calm. Small things matter. For example,beforewerespondwecancounttotenorgiveourselvespermissiontosay,“I’mnotsure.I needtothinkaboutthissomemore.”It’salsoextremelyeffectivetoidentifytheemotionsthatarethe

mostlikelytosparkyourreactivityandthenpracticenon-reactiveresponses.

Acoupleofyearsagotherewasthispowerfulpublicserviceannouncementthatshowedacouple

screamingateachotherandslammingthedoorineachother ’sfaces.Theywereshoutingthingslike,

“Ihateyou!”and“Mindyourownbusiness!”and“Idon’twanttotalktoyou.”Asyouwatchedit,you

had no idea what or why they kept saying these things, slamming the door, and then starting over.

Afterabouttwentysecondsoftheslammingandyelling,thecoupleheldhandsandwalkedawayfrom

screen. One of them says to the other, “I think we’re ready.” The commercial then cut to the announcer,who said somethinglike, “Talk toyour kids about drugs.It’s not easy,but it could save theirlives.”

Thecommercialisagreatexampleofpracticingcalm.Unlesswehadcalmmodeledbyourparents

andgrewuppracticingit,it’sunlikelythatitwillbeourdefaultresponsetoanxiousoremotionally

volatilesituations.

Forme,breathingisthebestplacetostart.JusttakingabreathbeforeIrespondslowsmedownand

immediatelystartsspreadingcalm.SometimesIactuallythinktomyself,  I’mdyingtofreakouthere! 

DoIhaveenoughinformationtofreakout?Willfreakingouthelp?  Theanswerisalways no. 

Stillness

Theconceptofstillnessislesscomplicatedthantheconceptofcalmbut,formeatleast,waymore

difficulttoputintopractice.

IwishIcouldtellyouhowmuchIresistedevenhearingpeopledescribestillnessasanintegralpart

oftheirWholeheartedjourney.Frommeditationandprayertoregularperiodsofquietreflectionand

alonetime,menandwomenspokeaboutthenecessityofquietingtheirbodiesandmindsasawayto

feellessanxiousandoverwhelmed.

I’msuremyresistancetothisideacomesfromthefactthatjustthinkingaboutmeditatingmakes

meanxious.WhenItrytomeditate,Ifeellikeatotalposer.Ispendtheentiretimethinkingabouthow

Ineedtostopthinking,  Okay,I’mnotthinkingaboutanything.I’mnotthinkingaboutanything.Milk, diapers,laundrydetergent…stop!Okay,notthinking.Notthinking.Oh,man.Isthisoveryet? 

Idon’twanttoadmitit,butthetruthisthatstillnessusedtobeveryanxietyprovokingforme.In

mymind,beingstillwasnarrowlydefinedassittingcross-leggedonthefloorandfocusingonthat

elusivenothingness.AsIcollectedandanalyzedmorestories,Irealizedthatmyinitialthinkingwas wrong.Here’sthedefinitionof stillness thatemergedfromthedata: Stillnessisnotaboutfocusingonnothingness;it’saboutcreatingaclearing.It’sopeningupanemotionallyclutter-freespaceandallowingourselvestofeelandthinkanddreamandquestion. 

Oncewecanletgoofourassumptionsaboutwhatstillnessissupposedtolooklikeandfindaway

to create a clearing that works for us, we stand a better chance of opening ourselves up and confrontingthenextbarriertostillness:fear.Anditcanbebig,bigfear.

Ifwestoplongenoughtocreateaquietemotionalclearing,thetruthofourliveswillinvariably

catchupwithus.Weconvinceourselvesthatifwestaybusyenoughandkeepmoving,realitywon’t

be able to keep up. So we stay in front of the truth about how tired and scared and confused and overwhelmed we sometimes feel. Of course, the irony is that the thing that’s wearing us down is trying to stay out in front of feeling worn down. This is the self-perpetuating quality of anxiety. It feedsonitself.IoftensaythatwhentheystarthavingTwelveStepmeetingsforbusy-aholics,they’ll needtorentoutfootballstadiums.

In addition to fear, another barrier that gets in the way of both stillness and calm is how we’re raisedtothinkaboutthesepractices.Fromveryearlyinourlives,wegetconfusingmessagesabout thevalueofcalmandstillness.Parentsandteachersscream,“Calmdown!”and“Sitstill!”ratherthan

actually modeling the behaviors they want to see. So instead of becoming practices that we want to cultivate,calmgiveswaytoperpetuatinganxiety,andtheideaofstillnessmakesusfeeljumpy.

In our increasingly complicated and anxious world, we need more time to do less and be less.

Whenwefirststartcultivatingcalmandstillnessinourlives,itcanbedifficult,especiallywhenwe

realize how stress and anxiety define so much of our daily lives. But as our practices become stronger,anxietylosesitsholdandwegainclarityaboutwhatwe’redoing,wherewe’regoing,and whatholdstruemeaningforus.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:Myanxietydetoxincludedmorecalmandmorestillness,butitalsoincludedmore

exerciseandlesscaffeine.Iknowsomanypeoplewhotakesomethingatnighttohelpthemsleepand

drinkcaffeinealldaytostayawake.Calmandstillnessarepotentmedicineforgeneralsleeplessness

and a lack of energy. Increasing my daily intake of calm and stillness along with walking and swimmingandcuttingcaffeinehasdonewondersformylife.

GetInspired:IremaininspiredandtransformedbysomethingIlearnedfromHarrietLerner ’sbook TheDanceofConnection. 3Dr.Lernerexplainsthatweallhavepatternedwaysofmanaginganxiety.

Someofusrespondtoanxietyby over functioningandothersby under functioning. Overfunctioners tend to move quickly to advise, rescue, take over, micromanage, and get in other people’s business ratherthanlookinward.Underfunctionerstendtogetlesscompetentunderstress.Theyinviteothers totakeoverandoftenbecomethefocusoffamilygossip,worry,orconcern.Theycangetlabeledas

the “irresponsible one” or the “the problem child” or the “fragile one.” Dr. Lerner explains that seeingthesebehaviorsaspatternedresponsestoanxiety,ratherthantruthsaboutwhoweare,canhelp usunderstandthatwecanchange.Overfunctioners,likeme,canbecomemorewillingtoembraceour

vulnerabilities in the face of anxiety, and underfunctioners can work to amplify their strengths and competencies.

Get Going: Experiment with different forms of still and quiet. We all need to find something that



worksforus.Tobehonest,I’mnevermoreopenandemotionallyclutter-freethanwhenI’mwalking

aloneoutside.It’snottechnicallystill,butit’sanemotionalopeningforme.

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Inthechapteroncreativity,Iwrotethatasignificantpartofmyworkinvolvesmakingconnections.In

fact,theheartofmyworkisfindingandnamingthesubtleandoftenunspokenconnectionsbetween

howwethink,feel,andact.Sometimestheconnectionsareeasytospotandfallrightintoplace.Other

times they are elusive, and trying to put things together feels messy and tangled. This guidepost startedoutasoneofthosemessyandtangledexperiences,butwithtime,Ilearnedaboutsomestriking connections.

Earlyinthisresearch,itwascleartomethatlivingaWholeheartedlifeincludedengaginginwhat

many people I interviewed called  meaningful work.  Others spoke of having a calling. And some simplydescribedfeelingatremendoussenseofaccomplishmentandpurposefromtheirwork.Itall seemed pretty straightforward, except for this pesky list of words that emerged as being important andsomehow connected tothequestformeaningfulwork: giftsandtalents

spirituality

makingaliving

commitment

supposedto’s

self-doubt

I say pesky because it took me a long time to figure out how they all worked together. The

exhaustedpartofmewantedtoforgetaboutthese“extra”words,muchlikewhatStevedoeswhenhe

puts together furniture from IKEA and there are twelve unused screws when he’s done. I wanted to standback,giveitalittleshake,andsay,“Goodenough!Thesemustbeextras.”

ButIcouldn’t.SoItookaparttheideaofmeaningfulwork,interviewedmoreparticipants,found

theconnections,andrebuilttheguidepost.Thisiswhatemerged:

Weallhavegiftsandtalents.  When we cultivate those gifts and share them with the world, we createasenseofmeaningandpurposeinourlives.

Squanderingourgiftsbringsdistresstoourlives.  Asitturnsout,it’snotmerelybenignor“too bad” if we don’t use the gifts that we’ve been given; we pay for it with our emotional and physical well-being. When we don’t use our talents to cultivate meaningful work, we struggle.

We feel disconnected and weighed down by feelings of emptiness, frustration, resentment,

shame,disappointment,fear,andevengrief.

Mostofuswhoaresearchingforspiritualconnectionspendtoomuchtimelookingupatthesky andwonderingwhyGodlivessofaraway.Godliveswithinus,notaboveus.  Sharingourgifts andtalentswiththeworldisthemostpowerfulsourceofconnectionwithGod. 

Usingourgiftsandtalentstocreatemeaningfulworktakesatremendousamountofcommitment, 

becauseinmanycasesthemeaningfulworkisnotwhatpaysthebills.Somefolkshavemanaged

to align everything—they use their gifts and talents to do work that feeds their souls and their families;however,mostpeoplepieceittogether.

Noonecandefinewhat’smeaningfulforus.Culturedoesn’tgettodictateifit’sworkingoutside

thehome,raisingchildren,lawyering,teaching,orpainting.  Likeourgiftsandtalents,meaning

isuniquetoeachoneofus. 

Self-Doubtand“SupposedTo” 

Thegauntletofgremlinscangetinthewayofcultivatingmeaningfulwork.Theystartbytauntingus

aboutourgiftsandtalents:

“Maybeeveryonehasspecialgifts… exceptforyou.  Maybethat’swhyyouhaven’tfoundthem

yet.”

“Yes,youdothatwell,butthat’snotreallyagift.It’snotbigenoughorimportantenoughtobea

realtalent.”

Self-doubtunderminestheprocessoffindingourgiftsandsharingthemwiththeworld.Moreover,

ifdevelopingandsharingourgiftsishowwehonorspiritandconnectwithGod,self-doubtisletting

ourfearundermineourfaith.

Thegremlinsgetlotsofmileageoutof“supposedto”—thebattlecryoffittingin,perfectionism,

people-pleasing,andprovingourselves:

“You’resupposedtocareaboutmakingmoney,notmeaning.”

“You’resupposedtogrowupandbea____________.Everyone’scountingonit.”

“You’resupposedtohateyourwork;that’sthedefinitionofwork.”

“If you’re brave, you’re supposed to quit your job and follow your bliss. Don’t worry about money!”

“You’resupposedtochoose:Workyouloveorworkthatsupportsthepeopleyoulove.”

Toovercomeself-doubtand“supposedto,”wehavetostartowningthemessages.Whatmakesus

afraid?What’sonour“supposedto”list?Whosays?Why?

Gremlinsareliketoddlers.Ifyouignorethem,theygetlouder.It’susuallybesttojustacknowledge

themessages.Writethemdown.Iknowitseemscounterintuitive,butwritingthemdownandowning

thegremlins’messagesdoesn’tgivethemessagesmorepower;itgivesusmorepower.Itgivesusthe

opportunitytosay,“Igetit.IseethatI’mafraidofthis,butI’mgoingtodoitanyway.”

NicetoMeetYou.WhatDoYouDo? 

Inadditiontothegremlins,anotherthingthatgetsinthewayofmeaningfulworkisthestruggleto

definewhoweareandwhatwedoinanhonestway.Inaworldthatvaluestheprimacyofwork,the

mostcommonquestionthatweaskandgetaskedis,“Whatdoyoudo?”Iusedtowinceeverytime

someoneaskedmethisquestion.Ifeltlikemychoicesweretoreducemyselftoaneasilydigestible

soundbiteortoconfusethehelloutofpeople.

Nowmyanswerto“Whatdoyoudo?”is,“Howmuchtimedoyouhave?”

Most of us have complicated answers to this question. For example, I’m a mom, partner,

researcher,writer,storyteller,sister,friend,daughter,andteacher.AllofthesethingsmakeupwhoI

am,soIneverknowhowtoanswerthatquestion.And,tobehonestwithyou,I’mtiredofchoosingto

makeiteasieronthepersonwhoasked.

In 2009, I met Marci Alboher, an author/speaker/coach. If you’re wondering what’s up with the slashes, I think they’re very appropriate as Marci is the author of  One Person/Multiple Careers: A NewModelforWork/LifeSuccess. 1

Alboherinterviewedhundredsofpeoplepursuingmultiplecareerssimultaneouslyanddiscovered

how slash careers—researcher/storyteller, artist/real estate agent—integrate and fully express the multiplepassions,talents,andintereststhatasinglecareercannotaccommodate.Marci’sbookisfull of stories about people who have created meaningful work by refusing to be defined by a single career. Examples include a longshoreman/documentary filmmaker, a management consultant/

cartoonist, a lawyer/chef, a rabbi/standup comic, a surgeon/playwright, an investment

manager/rapper,andatherapist/violinmaker.

I wanted to share the idea of the slash effect with you because in the blogging, art, and writing world, I meet so many people who are afraid to claim their work. For example, I recently met a womanatasocialmediaconferencewhoisanaccountant/jeweler.Iwasexcitedtomeether,becauseI hadboughtabeautifulpairofearringsfromheronline.WhenIaskedherhowlongshehadbeena

jeweler,sheblushedandsaid,“Iwish.I’maCPA.I’mnotarealjeweler.”

Ithoughttomyself,  I’mwearingyourearringsrightnow,notyourabacus.  WhenIpointedtomy

earsandsaid,“Ofcourseyou’reajewelrymaker!”shejustsmiledandreplied,“Idon’tmakevery

muchmoneydoingthat.IjustdoitbecauseIloveit.”Asludicrousasthatsoundedtome,Igetit.I

hate calling myself a writer because it doesn’t feel legitimate to me. I’m not writer  enough. 

Overcoming self-doubt is all about believing we’re enough and letting go of what the world says we’resupposedtobeandsupposedtocallourselves.

EverysemesterIsharethisquotebytheologianHowardThurmanwithmygraduatestudents.It’s

alwaysbeenoneofmyfavorites,butnowthatI’vestudiedtheimportanceofmeaningfulwork,it’s

takenonnewsignificance:“Don’taskwhattheworldneeds.Askwhatmakesyoucomealive,andgo

doit.Becausewhattheworldneedsispeoplewhohavecomealive.”

DIGDeep

Get Deliberate: It can take some time to figure out how to get deliberate about doing meaningful work.Ifinallygotveryspecificandwrotedownmyowncriteriafor“meaningful.”Rightnow,just for me, I want my work to be inspiring, contemplative, and creative. I’m using these as a filter to makedecisionsaboutwhatIdo/whatIcommitto/howIspendmytime.

GetInspired:IhighlyrecommendMarciAlboher ’s OnePerson/MultipleCareers.Itincludeslotsof practicalstrategiesforlivingtheslash.MalcomGladwellisalsoaconstantsourceofinspirationfor me. In his book  Outliers,  Gladwell proposes that there are three criteria for meaningful work— complexity, autonomy, and a relationship between effort and reward—and that these can often be foundincreativework.2Thesecriteriaabsolutelyfitwithwhatcultivatingmeaningfulworkmeansin the context of the Wholehearted journey. Last, I think everyone should read Paulo Coelho’s  The 

Alchemist3—Itrytoreaditatleastonceayear.It’sapowerfulwayofseeingtheconnectionsbetween our gifts, our spirituality, and our work (slashed or not) and how they come together to create meaninginourlives.

GetGoing:Makealistoftheworkthatinspiresyou.Don’tbepractical.Don’tthinkaboutmakinga

living;thinkaboutdoingsomethingyoulove.There’snothingthatsaysyouhavetoquityourdayjob

to cultivate meaningful work. There’s also nothing that says your day job isn’t meaningful work—

maybeyou’vejustneverthoughtofitthatway.What’syouridealslash?Whatdoyouwanttobewhen

yougrowup?Whatbringsmeaningtoyou?

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Dancelikenooneiswatching.Singlikenooneislistening.Lovelikeyou’veneverbeenhurtandlivelikeit’sheavenonEarth. 

—M ARKTWAIN

Throughout human history, we’ve relied on laughter, song, and dance to express ourselves, to communicate our stories and emotions, to celebrate and mourn, and to nurture community. While most people would tell you that a life without laughter, music, and dance would be unbearable, it’s easytotaketheseexperiencesforgranted.

Laughter,song,anddancearesowovenintothefabricofoureverydaylifethatwecanforgethow

much we value the people who can make us laugh, the songs that inspire us to roll down the car windowandsingatthetopofourlungs,andthetotalfreedomwefeelwhenwe“dancelikenooneis watching.”

In her book  Dancing in the Streets: A History of Collective Joy,  social critic Barbara Ehrenreich drawsonhistoryandanthropologytodocumenttheimportanceofengaginginwhatshereferstoas “collective ecstasy.” Ehrenreich concludes that we are “innately social beings, impelled almost instinctively to share our joy.” 1 I absolutely believe she is right. I also love the idea of collective ecstasy—especiallynow,whenweseemtobestuckinastateofcollectivefearandanxiety.

AsIsiftedthroughmydata,Iaskedmyselftwoquestions:

1. Whyarelaughter,song,anddancesoimportanttous?

2. Istheresometransformationalelementthattheyhaveincommon?

These were complicated questions to answer because, yes, we yearn to laugh and sing and dance whenwefeeljoy,butwealsoturntotheseformsofexpressionwhenwefeellonely,sad,excited,in love, heartbroken, afraid, ashamed, confident, certain, doubtful, brave, grief, and ecstasy (just to name a few). I’m convinced that there’s a song, a dance, and a path to laughter for every human emotion.

Afteracoupleofyearsofanalyzingmydata,here’swhatIlearned:

Laughter,song,anddancecreateemotionalandspiritualconnection;theyremindusoftheonethingthattrulymatterswhenwearesearchingforcomfort,celebration,inspiration,orhealing:Wearenotalone. 

Ironically, I learned the most about laughter during the eight years that I was studying shame.

Shameresiliencerequireslaughter.In IThoughtItWasJustMe,  I refer to the kind of laughter that helpsushealas knowinglaughter.  Laughterisaspiritualformofcommuning;withoutwordswecan saytooneanother,“I’mwithyou.Igetit.”

Truelaughterisnottheuseofhumorasself-deprecationordeflection;it’snotthekindofpainful laughter we sometimes hide behind. Knowing laughter embodies the relief and connection we experiencewhenwerealizethepowerofsharingourstories—we’renotlaughing at eachotherbut

with eachother.

One of my favorite definitions of laughter comes from writer Anne Lamott, whom I once heard say,“Laughterisabubbly,effervescentformofholiness.”Amen!

Song

Fromtheeight-tracktapesmyparentsplayedinourstationwagontomystackofvinylrecordsfrom

the1970stomymix-tapesfromthe’80sand’90stotheiTunesplaylistsonmynewcomputer,mylife

hasasoundtrack.Andthesongsfromthatsoundtrackcanstirmemoriesandprovokeemotioninme

likenothingelse.

I realize that not everyone shares the same passion for music, but the one thing that is universal aboutsongisitsabilitytomoveusemotionally—sometimesinwayswedon’teventhinkabout.For example,Iwasrecentlywatchingthedirector ’scutofamovie.Itshowedaverydramaticscenefrom

thefilmwithmusicandthenwithoutmusic.Icouldn’tbelievethedifference.

ThefirsttimeIwatchedthefilm,Ididn’tevennoticethatmusicwasplaying.Iwasjustontheedge

ofmyseatwaitingandhopingthatthingswouldturnoutthewayIwantedthemto.WhenIwatchedit

without music, the scene was flat. There wasn’t the same level of anticipation. Without music it felt factual,notemotional.

Whetherit’sahymnatchurch,thenationalanthem,acollegefightsong,asongontheradio,orthe

carefullyscoredsoundtracktoamovie,musicreachesoutandoffersusconnection—somethingwe

reallycan’tlivewithout.

Dancing

I measure the spiritual health of our family by how much dancing is happening in our kitchen.

Seriously.Charlie’sfavoritedancesongis“KungFuFighting”andEllenlikesVanillaIce’s“IceIce

Baby”! We’re music and dance lovers, not snobs. We’re not above kicking it old-school with “The Twist” or “The Macarena.” We don’t have a big kitchen so when the four of us are in there, sock-footedandslidingaround,itlooksmorelikeamoshpitthanasockhop.It’smessy,butit’salways fun.

Itdidn’ttakemelongtolearnthatdanceisatoughissueformanypeople.Laughinghysterically

canmakeusfeelalittleoutofcontrol,andsingingoutloudcanmakesomeofusfeelself-conscious.

But for many of us, there is no form of self-expression that makes us feel more vulnerable than dancing.It’sliterallyfull-bodyvulnerability.Theonlyotherfull-bodyvulnerabilitythatIcanthinkof isbeingnaked,andIdon’thavetotellyouhowvulnerablethatmakesmostofusfeel.

Formanypeople,riskingthatkindofpublicvulnerabilityistoodifficult,sotheydanceathomeor

only in front of people they care about. For others, the vulnerability is so crushing that they don’t danceatall.Onewomantoldme,“SometimesifI’mwatchingTVandpeoplearedancingorthere’sa good song playing, I tap my feet without even noticing it. When I finally catch myself, I feel embarrassed.Ihavenorhythm.”

There’snoquestionthatsomepeoplearemoremusicallyinclinedorcoordinatedthanothers,but

I’mstartingtobelievethatdanceisinourDNA.Notsuper-hipandcooldancing,orlinedancing,or

 Dancing with the Stars dancing—but a strong pull toward rhythm and movement. You can see this desiretomoveinchildren.  Until weteachourchildrenthattheyneedtobeconcernedwithhowthey lookandwithwhatotherpeoplethink,theydance.Theyevendancenaked.Notalwaysgracefullyor withthebeat,butalwayswithjoyandpleasure.

WriterMaryJoPutneysays,“Whatonelovesinchildhoodstaysintheheartforever.”Ifthisistrue,

andIbelieveitis,thendancestaysinourheart,evenwhenourheadbecomesoverlyconcernedwith

whatpeoplemightthink.

Be i ng Cool and“ Al ways i nControl ” 

Theonlytruecurrencyinthisbankruptworldiswhatyousharewithsomeoneelsewhenyou’reuncool. 

—AQU OTEFROM THEFILM  ALMOSTFAMOUS,  2000

A good belly laugh, singing at the top of your lungs, and dancing like no one is looking are unquestionablygoodforthesoul.ButasImentioned,theyarealsoexercisesinvulnerability.There aremanyshametriggersaroundthevulnerabilityoflaughing,song,anddance.Thelistincludesthe

fear of being perceived as awkward, goofy, silly, spastic, uncool, out of control, immature, stupid, andfoolish.Formostofus,thisisaprettyscarylist.Thegremlinsareconstantlytheretomakesure thatself-expressiontakesabackseattoself-protectionandself-consciousness.

1. “Whatwillpeoplethink?”

2. “Everyoneiswatching—calmdown!”

3. “Youlookridiculous!Getaholdofyourself.”

Womenspokeaboutthedangersofbeingperceivedas“gettingtooloud”or“outofhand.”Ican’t

tellyouhowmanywomentoldmeaboutthepainfulexperienceofthrowingcautiontothewind,only

tobepatronizinglytold,“Whoa…settledown.”

Menwerequicktopointoutthedangersofbeingperceivedas“outofcontrol.”Onemantoldme,

“Womensayweshouldletlooseandhavefun.Howattractivewilltheythinkweareifwegetouton

thedancefloorandlooklikeassholesinfrontofotherguys—orworse—yourgirlfriend’sfriends.

It’seasiertojusthangbackandactlikeyou’renotinterestedindancing.Evenifyoureallywantto.”

Therearemanywaysinwhichmenandwomenhustleforworthinessaroundtheseissues,butthe

two that keep us the most quiet and still are hustling to be perceived as “cool” and “in control.”

Wanting to be perceived as cool isn’t about wanting to be “The Fonz”—it’s about minimizing

vulnerabilityinordertoreducetheriskofbeingridiculedormadefunof.

Wehustleforourworthinessbyslippingontheemotionalandbehavioralstraitjacketofcooland

posturingasthetragicallyhipandtheterminally“betterthan.”Being“incontrol”isn’talwaysabout

thedesiretomanipulatesituations,butoftenit’sabouttheneedtomanageperception.Wewanttobe

abletocontrolwhatotherpeoplethinkaboutussothatwecanfeelgoodenough.

I grew up in a family where being cool and fitting in were highly valued. As an adult, I have to constantly work at allowing myself to be vulnerable and authentic around some of these issues. I couldlaughandsinganddanceasanadult,aslongasIstayedclearofsilly,goofy,andawkward.For years,theseweremajorshametriggersforme.

During my 2007 Breakdown Spiritual Awakening, I learned how much I’ve missed while

pretendingtobecool.IrealizedthatoneofthereasonsI’mafraidtotrynewthings(likeyogaorthe

hip-hopexerciseclassatmygym)ismyfearofbeingperceivedasgoofyandawkward.

I’vespentalotoftimeandenergyworkingonthis.It’saslowprocess.I’mstillonlysupersillyand

goofyaroundpeopleItrust,butIthinkthat’sokay.I’malsoworkinghardnottopassthisdowntomy

kids.It’seasytodowhenwe’renotmindfulofthegremlinsandshametriggers.Here’sproof: Lastyear,IhadtoruntoNordstromtopickupsomemake-up.Iwasinoneofthose“nothingfits andIfeellikeJabbatheHutt”moods,soIputonmybaggiestsweats,pulledmydirtyhairbackwitha

headband,andtoldEllen,“We’rejustrunninginandrunningout.”

Onthewaytothemall,Ellenremindedmethattheshoeshergrandmotherhadboughtherwerein

thebackofthecarandaskedifwecouldexchangethemforabiggersizewhilewewereatthestore.

AfterIboughtmymakeup,wewentupstairstothekid’sshoedepartment.Assoonasweclearedthe

top of the escalator, I saw a trio of gorgeous women standing in the shoe department. They were tossing their long (clean) hair over their narrow, square shoulders as they perched on their high-heeled,pointed-toeboots,andwatchedtheirequallybeautifuldaughterstryonsneakers.

AsItriedtoavoidcrumblingandcomparingbyfocusingonthedisplayshoes,Isawastrangeblur

of jerky movement out of the corner of my eye. It was Ellen. A pop song was playing in the

neighboringchildren’sdepartment,andEllen,mytotallyconfidenteight-year-old,wasdancing.Or,

tobemorespecific,shewasdoingtherobot.

AttheverymomentthatEllenlookedupandsawmewatchingher,Isawthemagnificentmomsand

their matching daughters staring right at Ellen. The mothers looked embarrassed for her, and the daughters,whowereacoupleofyearsolderthanEllen,werevisiblyontheedgeofdoingorsaying somethingmean-spirited.Ellenfroze.Stillbentoverwithherarmsinrigidformation,shelookedup

atmewitheyesthatsaid,“WhatdoIdo,Mom?”

MydefaultresponseinthisscenarioistoshootadiminishinglookatEllenthatsays,“Geez,man.

Don’tbesouncool!”Basically,myimmediatereactionwouldbetosavemyselfbybetrayingEllen.

ThankGodIdidn’t.Somecombinationofbeingimmersedinthiswork,havingamotherinstinctthat

waslouderthanmyfear,andpuregracetoldme,“ChooseEllen!Beonherside!”

IglancedupattheothermothersandthenlookedatEllen.Ireacheddownintomycourage,asfar

as I go, smiled, and said, “You need to add the scarecrow to your moves.” I let my wrist and hand danglefrommyextendedarmandpretendedtobatmyforearmaround.Ellensmiled.Westoodinthe middleoftheshoedepartmentandpracticedourmovesuntilthesongwasover.I’mnotsurehowthe

onlookersrespondedtoourshoedepartmentSoulTrain.Ididn’ttakemyeyesoffEllen.

Betrayal isanimportantwordwiththisguidepost.Whenwevaluebeingcoolandincontrolover

grantingourselvesthefreedomtounleashthepassionate,goofy,heartfelt,andsoulfulexpressionsof

who we are, we betray ourselves. When we consistently betray ourselves, we can expect to do the sametothepeoplewelove.

Whenwedon’tgiveourselvespermissiontobefree,werarelytoleratethatfreedominothers.We

put them down, make fun of them, ridicule their behaviors, and sometimes shame them. We can do thisintentionallyorunconsciously.Eitherwaythemessageis,“Geez,man.Don’tbesouncool.”

TheHopiIndianshaveasaying,“Towatchusdanceistohearourheartsspeak.”Iknowhowmuch

courageittakestoletpeoplehearourheartsspeak,butlifeiswaytooprecioustospenditpretending

likewe’resuper-coolandtotallyincontrolwhenwecouldbelaughing,singing,anddancing.

DIGDeep

GetDeliberate:Ifwebelievethatlaughter,song,anddanceareessentialtooursoul-care,howdowe makesurethatweholdspacefortheminourlives?Onethingthatwe’vestarteddoingisturningon music in the kitchen while we do a family cleanup after supper. We dance and sing, which in turn, alwaysleadstoagoodlaugh.



GetInspired: I love making “themed playlists”—groups of songs that I want to listen to when I’m feelingacertainway.Ihaveeverythingfromaplaylistcalled“GodontheiPod,”toa“Runlikeyou meanit”list.Myfavoriteismy“AuthenticMe”list—thesongsthatmakemefeelmostlikemyself.

GetGoing:Daretobegoofy.Danceeverydayforfiveminutes.MakeaCDofsongstosingalong

withinthecar.WatchthatdumbYouTubevideothatmakesyoulaugheverytime!

HowdoyouDIGDeep? 



Ithinkmostofushavedevelopedfairlysensitivebullshitmeterswhenitcomestoreading“self-help”

books.Ithinkthisisagoodthing.Therearetoomanybooksthatmakepromisestheycan’tkeepor

makechangesoundsomucheasierthanitis.Thetruthisthatmeaningfulchangeisaprocess.Itcan

be uncomfortable and is often risky, especially when we’re talking about embracing our

imperfections,cultivatingauthenticity,andlookingtheworldintheeyeandsaying,“Iamenough.”

However afraid we are of change, the question that we must ultimately answer is this:  What’s the greaterrisk?LettinggoofwhatpeoplethinkorlettinggoofhowIfeel,whatIbelieve,andwhoIam? 

Wholehearted living is about engaging in our lives from a place of worthiness. It’s about

cultivatingthecourage,compassion,andconnectiontowakeupinthemorningandthink,  Nomatter

whatgetsdoneandhowmuchisleftundone,Iamenough.  It’sgoingtobedatnightthinking,  Yes,Iam imperfectandvulnerableandsometimesafraid,butthatdoesn’tchangethetruththatIamalsobrave andworthyofloveandbelonging. 

It makes sense to me that the gifts of imperfection are courage, compassion, and connection, becausewhenIthinkbacktomylifebeforethiswork,Irememberoftenfeelingfearful,judgmental, andalone—theoppositeofthegifts.Iwondered,  WhatifIcan’tkeepalloftheseballsintheair?Why

isn’teveryoneelseworkingharderandlivinguptomyexpectations?WhatwillpeoplethinkifIfailor

giveup?WhencanIstopprovingmyselftoeveryone? 

Forme,theriskoflosingmyselffeltfarmoredangerousthantheriskoflettingpeopleseethereal

me.It’sbeenclosetofouryearssincethatdayin2006,whenmyownresearchturnedmylifeupside

down.It’sbeenthebestfouryearsofmylife,andIwouldn’tchangeathing.TheBreakdownSpiritual

Awakeningwastough,butI’mhardheaded.Iguesstheuniverseneededawaytogetmyattention.

Despitewherethisbookwillbeshelvedinyourlocalbookstore,I’mnotatallsurethatthisworkis

about self-help. I think of it as an invitation to join a Wholehearted revolution. A small, quiet, grassroots movement that starts with each of us saying, “My story matters because I matter.” A movement where we can take to the streets with our messy, imperfect, wild, stretch-marked, wonderful, heartbreaking, grace-filled, and joyful lives. A movement fueled by the freedom that comes when we stop pretending that everything is okay when it isn’t. A call that rises up from our bellies when we find the courage to celebrate those intensely joyful moments even though we’ve convincedourselvesthatsavoringhappinessisinvitingdisaster.

Revolution mightsoundalittledramatic,butinthisworld,choosingauthenticityandworthinessis anabsoluteactofresistance.Choosingtoliveandlovewithourwholeheartsisanactofdefiance.

You’regoingtoconfuse,pissoff,andterrifylotsofpeople—includingyourself.Oneminuteyou’ll



pray that the transformation stops, and the next minute you’ll pray that it never ends. You’ll also wonderhowyoucanfeelsobraveandsoafraidatthesametime.Atleastthat’showIfeelmostofthe time…brave,afraid,andvery,veryalive.



Acoupleofyearsago,ayoungwomancameuptomeafteraspeakingeventandsaid,“Ihopeyou

won’tthinkthisisweirdorrudeorsomething,butyoudon’tlooklikearesearcher.”Shedidn’tsay

anythingelse;shejuststoodtherewaitingandlookingconfused.

Ismiledandasked,“Whatdoyoumean?”

Shereplied,“Youseemsonormal.”

Ichuckled.“Well,lookscanbedeceiving.I’mso not normal.”

We ended up having a great conversation. She was a single mother getting her undergraduate

degreeinpsychologyandlovedherresearchclasses,butherfacultyadvisorwasn’tencouragingher

to pursue the research track. We talked about work and motherhood and what researchers are

supposed to look like. It seemed that I was missing the mice, the long white lab coat, and the Y

chromosome. She told me, “I pictured older white guys working in labs and studying mice, not a soccermomstudyingfeelings.”

Thejourneythatledmetobecomearesearcherwasanythingbutastraightandnarrowpath,which,

ironically,isprobablywhyandhowIendedupstudyinghumanbehaviorandemotionforaliving.I

wasacollegedrop-inanddrop-outforanumberofyears.Duringmy“offsemesters,”Iwaitedtables

andtendedbar,hitchhikedthroughEurope,playedalotoftennis…yougetthepoint.

Ifoundthesocialworkprofessioninmylatetwentiesandknewitwashome.Ididatwo-yearstint

injuniorcollegestoraisemyGPAenoughtogetintoabiguniversitywithasocialworkprogram.It

wasinthosejuniorcollegeclassesthatIfellinlovewiththeideaofteachingandwriting.

Afteryearsofdroppingout,IgraduatedwithhonorsfromtheUniversityofTexas–Austinwithmy

bachelor ’s degree in social work when I was twenty-nine and immediately applied for graduate schoolattheUniversityofHouston.Igotaccepted,workedhardandfinishedmymaster ’s,andwas acceptedintothedoctoralprogram.

Duringmydoctoralstudies,Idiscoveredqualitativeresearch.Unlikequantitativeresearch,which

isabouttestsandstatisticsthatgiveyouwhatyouneedtopredictandcontrolphenomena,qualitative

researchisaboutfindingpatternsandthemesthathelpyoubetterunderstandthephenomenonyou’re

studying.They’reequallyimportantapproachesbutverydifferent.

I use a specific qualitative methodology called Grounded Theory.1 I was fortunate enough to be trained by Barney Glaser, one of the two men who developed the methodology in the 1960s. Dr.

GlasercommutedfromCaliforniatoserveasthemethodologistonmydissertationcommittee.

The basic premise of Grounded Theory research is to start with as few preconceived ideas and assumptions as possible so that you can build a theory based on the data that emerges from the process.Forexample,whenIfirststartedwithwhatIwouldlaterrefertoasWholeheartedResearch,I hadtwoquestions:Whatistheanatomyofhumanconnection,andhowdoesitwork?Afterstudying

thebestandworstofhumanity,IhadlearnedthatnothingisasimportantashumanconnectionandI

wantedtoknowmoreabouttheinsandoutsofhowwedevelopmeaningfulconnections.

Intheprocessofcollectingdatatoanswerthequestions,Iranintoshame—thisthingthatcorroded

connection. I decided to take a quick detour to understand shame so that I could better understand connection.Atthatpoint,myquestionsbecame,“Whatisshame,andhowdoesitaffectourlives?”

Myquickdetourturnedintoeightyears(therewaslotstolearn).Iposednewquestionsbasedon

what I had learned: The men and women who had embraced their vulnerabilities and imperfections anddevelopedapowerfullevelofresiliencetoshameseemedtovalueacertainwayofliving.What did they value, and how did they cultivate what they needed? These questions became the basis for determiningwhatittakesformostpeopletolivewiththeirwholehearts.

Mydatadoesn’tcomefromquestionnairesorsurveys;Iinterviewpeopleandcollectstoriesusing

field notes. I’m basically a story catcher. Over the past ten years, I’ve collected more than ten thousand stories. I’ve done formal research interviews with close to one thousand men and women individuallyandinfocusgroups.Peoplehavesharedtheirstorieswithmethroughletters,e-mail,my blog,andthecoursesI’vetaught.Somehaveevensentmetheirartandcopiesoftheirjournals.I’ve

alsopresentedtotensofthousandsofmentalhealthprofessionalswhohavesharedtheircasestudies

withme.

When I’m finished interviewing, I analyze the stories for themes and patterns so I can generate theoriesfromthedata.WhenIcodedata(analyzethestories),Igointodeepresearchermodewhere myonlyfocusisonaccuratelycapturingwhatIheardinthestories.Idon’tthinkabouthowIwould

saysomething,onlyhowtheysaidit.Idon’tthinkaboutwhatanexperiencewouldmeantome,only

whatitmeanttothepersonwhotoldmeaboutit.

Rather than approaching a problem and saying, “I need to collect evidence of what I know to be true,” the Grounded Theory approach forces me to let go of my interests and investments so I can focusontheconcerns,interests,andideasofthepeopleIinterview.

Thedata-codingprocessislaboriousanddifficult.Myhusband,Steve,likestoleavetownwiththe

kidswhenIgoingintomycomparing,coding,memoingphase.Hesaysit’skindofscarybecauseI

walkaroundthehousedazedandmumblingwithastackofyellowlegalpadsinmyhands.It’savery

attractiveprocess.

WhatIlove/hatethemostaboutGroundedTheoryisthatit’sneverreallydone.Thetheorythatyou

generatefromyourdataisonlyas“good”asitsabilitytoexplainnewdata.Thatmeanseverytime

you collect a new story or a new piece of information, you have to hold it up against the theory you’vedeveloped.Doesitwork?Doesitringtrue?Doesyourexistingtheoryworkthisnewdataina meaningfulway?

If you follow my blog or if you’ve attended any of my lectures, you can probably attest to the evolvingnatureofmytheory-building.Ifyouwanttohonorthestoriesthatpeoplehavesharedwith you,youhavetostayrigorousinyourattemptstoaccuratelycapturetheirmeaning.It’sachallenge,

butIhonestlylovewhatIdo.

Ifyou’rereallyinterestedinGroundedTheoryorifyouwantmoreinformationonmethodology,

visitmyWebsiteforlinkstotheacademicarticlesonShameResilienceTheoryandtheTheoryon

WholeheartedLiving(www.brenebrown.com).
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