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Introduction


Hell is other people.

—JEAN-PAUL SARTRE



Other people are our greatest gift.

Other people can be our greatest challenge.

Do a mental inventory. Better yet, pull out a piece of paper and write down every problem or challenge you are facing, every issue that concerns you—anything about which you have negative feelings or concerns. Then ask yourself, “How many of these problems involve other people?” Chances are the vast majority of struggles you face has to do with other people and could be improved by better relationships with them. Whether it is connecting at a deeper level with your intimate partner, convincing someone at work that your course of action is best, getting your children to do their chores, or explaining your needs to a sales-clerk, most of our problems involve other people and could be resolved with successful, productive relationships. Even in support of large-scale global issues or causes, when you are able to build solid connections with others you are better able to influence positive change.

Our relationships with others can enhance every aspect of our lives or create untold stress. Our relationships can bring us pleasure as well as pain, comfort as well as conflict, peace as well as power struggles.

You may feel you are a victim in your relationships and powerless to improve them. You may even feel you are trapped in a spiral of negative, unhappy, and unfulfilling associations with others. But such is not the case. You are not a victim and you are not trapped. Beginning now, you can create the relationships you desire. You can transform your relationships with your significant other, friends, family, coworkers, and even casual acquaintances and begin to experience greater joy in these connections.

As you learn new relationship skills, you will begin to attract people to you who are warm, giving, helpful, agreeable, supportive, positive, and complimentary. And you will begin to draw out these same qualities in your existing relationships. Instead of complaining about how others are treating you, you will begin to create positive experiences that compound themselves and your life will vastly improve.

The genesis of what you will learn in this book began in July of 2006 when I presented an idea to my congregation. I am the lead minister at One Community Spiritual Center in Kansas City, Missouri. While teaching a series on manifesting prosperity, I handed out purple bracelets to be used as a tool to help eradicate complaining.

Our thoughts create our lives and our words indicate what we are thinking. Most people believe they are positive and optimistic. They think they are holding affirmative visions of ideal outcomes. In actuality, most people’s thoughts are negative. Try as they may to think positively, most people’s thoughts are decidedly bleak, as evidenced by their constant complaining. This propensity to think negatively plays out as dissatisfying life events and relationship.

The prolific mystery writer Agatha Christie once wrote, “Curious things, habits. People themselves never knew they had them.” Truer words were never spoken, especially in regard to people’s habitual complaining. Based on the information shared by people who have taken the Complaint Free challenge, the average person complains fifteen to thirty times a day and has no awareness he or she is doing so. Our Complaint Free bracelets have helped millions set a trap for their negativity by catching themselves in the act. Unlike the other ubiquitous silicone bracelets you see in every color of the rainbow, the ones we distribute are not to inform the world that the wearer supports a cause. Our purple bracelets are a tool to help people become aware of how often they complain and to begin to eradicate this negative and destructive form of communication from their lives.

The idea is simple: put the purple bracelet on either wrist and when (not if) you catch yourself complaining aloud, move the bracelet to the other wrist. With each complaint, the bracelet is to be moved from the current wrist to the other. In this process, you became aware of your negativity and, over a period of months, begin to complain less.

The goal is to complete 21 consecutive days without complaining. Scientists believe it takes 21 days for a new behavior to become habitual, so when you have gone 21 consecutive days without complaining, you will have reformatted your mental hard drive and being Complaint Free will be a new and enduring habit.

I first gave out 250 bracelets to my congregation but in short order the idea exploded around the world and what was a simple sermon tool has since become a worldwide movement. We have sent millions of purple bracelets to people in more than 105 countries and continue to send out tens of thousands each month. Thousands of individuals, families, churches, schools, prisons, therapists, hospitals, drug rehab centers, and businesses have embraced this program, with some amazing results.

A Complaint Free World split off from our church and is a thriving nonreligious not-for-profit organization offering resources and tools to help people and organizations move beyond complaining to create a brighter reality.


www.AComplaintFreeWorld.org



We have been featured on Oprah and on every major television network in the United States as well as on many, many network and cable television shows around the world. Hundreds of newspapers both in the United States and internationally have done stories on us. Stories about us have appeared in dozens of magazines in the United States including People and Newsweek. Magazine publishers in the Netherlands and South Africa have included our purple bracelets in their magazines and have not only helped spread this concept and distribute bracelets but also seen their magazines’ sales increase.

Companies have approached us wanting to distribute our bracelets with their products and have become official sponsors in their product arenas for what has become known as the Complaint Free Movement. My previous book, A Complaint Free World: How to Stop Complaining and Start Enjoying the Life You Always Wanted, which I wrote to answer the thousands of questions I was receiving by letter and email, became an international bestseller and continues to be published and read in more than a dozen countries around the world.

Not a day goes by that I don’t receive several Google alerts of people blogging about their experiences with the Complaint Free challenge. I have been invited to deliver keynote addresses at dozens of conventions and conferences for many types of organizations, from federal agencies and Fortune 20 companies to schools, churches, hospitals, and civic organizations. This truly has become a phenomenon that continues to grow and expand and I am touched, honored, and amazed to be a part of it.

This is all very exciting. However, what is most gratifying are the thousands of people who have stayed with the challenge (and challenge it can be) to go 21 consecutive days without complaining. We have a link at our website, AComplaintFreeWorld.org, where people can let us know that they have completed 21 days without complaining, and we have received confirmation from people around the world who have made being Complaint Free a habit.


Extensive research shows that unhappy couples are distinguished from happy ones by the extent to which they reported their partner being argumentative, critical, and nagging—in other words, complaining.



But one day, as I was sitting on a plane waiting to fly out to deliver a speech to several hundred corporate leaders about developing Complaint Free organizations, I had an epiphany. I was thinking about the Complaint Free program and was struck with what some might call a blinding flash of the obvious.

Yes, our lives are a reflection of our thoughts—this has been said by philosophers and leaders of every stripe for thousands of years. Yes, it’s important for us to monitor what we are saying, as it indicates what we are thinking. Yes, this can be accomplished by the simple exercise of switching a bracelet from wrist to wrist until we become Complaint Free. All this is true.

The epiphany I experienced that day was that nearly all complaining is based on relationships.

Complaining is almost always about another person—a person with whom we are in some sort of relationship. The relationship may be formal, such as a marriage or work relationship, or it may be an informal relationship, such as with a customer we are serving or a person living in the next apartment. The relationship may be fleeting, such as with someone we pass in traffic, or it may span decades, such as our relationship with our family.

Because I am a minister, people often come to me for counseling and in nearly every case the challenge they are facing is a relationship challenge. In most of these counseling sessions, I discover that the relationship problems are either created or exacerbated by them complaining to or about the person with whom they share the relationship. As I delved into the subject, I discovered copious research has been done on the negative effects of complaining on relationships.

As early as 1938, a study by Lewis Terman showed that unhappy couples were distinguished from happy ones by the extent to which they reported their partner being argumentative, critical, and nagging (i.e., complaining). And in “A Descriptive Taxonomy of Couples’ Complaint Interactions,” originally published in the Southern Speech Communication Journal in 1989, Dr. J. K. Alberts states, “Diverse research indicates that negativity and negative communication are positively correlated with relational dissatisfaction.” In other words, unhappy relationships are most often distinguished by complaining.

You may think, “But relationships are challenging, so why not complain?” Complaining gets out our frustrations so we don’t have pent-up anger and resentment, right? Actually, the opposite is true and we’ll discuss the “getting it out” myth in detail in this book.

Perhaps, rather than struggle, we could just give up on relationships—become the epitome of solitude and self-reliance. Then at least we wouldn’t have to endure Sartre’s “hell” of other people.

Sorry, that’s not an option. We need relationships with others. Relationships are not simply something we want—relationships are a need.

Enrique Gutierrez immigrated to the United States from Cuba. While in Cuba, Enrique refused to sign on to the Castro regime’s quashing of civil rights and exploiting the citizens of his beloved homeland. Enrique spoke out in favor of liberty and human rights. As a result, he was imprisoned in solitary confinement for more than a year. As he lay on the floor of his four-foot-by-six-foot cell, naked and with nothing but a rancid, threadbare blanket to stave off the cold, Enrique was in pain. The arresting officers had repeatedly and severely beaten him and, in the process, knocked out all of his teeth. His body was bruised and his bones were broken. Due to the poor nutrition offered at the prison, Enrique, who was already quite thin, had lost a great deal of weight and his skin had begun to crack and split at his elbows, shoulders, and knees, leaving festering, oozing sores.

His body was in relentless pain, yet Enrique told me that his greatest pain at that time was in his separation from other people. Not only did he miss his family but he was allowed no contact with any other human being and his soul cried out for connection.

We not only want to be in relationships with others, we crave our connections with them. Children who do not experience adequate human contact in their formative years can develop what is known as failure to thrive (FTT), in which their bodies fail to develop in normal, healthy ways. According to the University of Maryland Medical Center, one of the major contributing factors in FTT is often emotional deprivation. These children may experience the lack of an emotional relationship with others and their bodies respond to this deprivation by not growing properly.

The physical impact of a deficiency of relationships can be experienced at any age. Research has found that older people tend to visit doctors more often than younger people. Surely the decrepitude of age plays a part in this but studies have also found that a major reason older adults seek out doctors, chiropractors, and other health professionals is simply so that they can spend time with someone who gives them caring attention. Many of these older people have outlived their contemporaries, leaving their lives a wasteland void of human connection. Doctors and other professionals provide the relationship stimulation they hunger for.

Studies of other species support the idea that relationships are a need. Human beings often study chimpanzees, our closest evolutionary relatives, in an attempt to understand our own nature. In the simian world, the necessity of relationships is evident. A study on the enrichment of nonhuman primates by the National Institutes of Health found that chimps have a need for social interaction and relationships. Scientists there concluded, “While wild chimpanzees often spend part of the day alone, they are naturally social animals for whom constant solitude is a hardship.”

Beyond needing connections and the pure joy of being with and sharing our life experiences with others, we also gain a great deal from our relationships.

A recent study conducted at Walter Reed Army Hospital found that approximately 17 percent of soldiers who were in battle but were not wounded suffer post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Surprisingly, only 4 percent of soldiers—one out of every 25—who have been in battle and were seriously wounded (loss of an arm, leg, serious burns, paralysis, etc.) experience PTSD.

Doctors reviewing these statistics were surprised because they reasoned that a soldier who was badly wounded would have far greater challenges with post-traumatic stress. Why would a severely wounded soldier be 75 percent less likely to have lingering emotional challenges than one who was not wounded at all?

The researchers found that the answer to this perplexing question lay in therapy. Not psychological therapy but physical therapy; specifically, how physical therapy at Walter Reed was administered. Physical therapy at Walter Reed Army Hospital is conducted in one large room in which all of the wounded soldiers strive to return to a life resembling normalcy. As injured soldiers go through their daily physical therapy regimen, they see other soldiers, perhaps worse off than themselves, struggling to overcome their afflictions. Witnessing the other soldiers’ efforts to recover, the soldiers become cheerleaders for one another. They encourage one another; they celebrate each other’s smallest gains; they empathize deeply and let the other wounded soldiers know that they are pulling for them. The relationships created during their physical restoration help to heal their tortured psyches.

Relationships are the channels through which we receive the material things we desire as well. Every human being has hopes and dreams to which he or she aspires. Take a moment and reflect on the things you want. Ask yourself, “If I could have any of a thousand wishes, what would I like to have?”

Now, consider that everything you desire is either in the form of or possessed by another person. You may want a caring and supportive person with whom to share your life; that means a relationship. You may want a new car, fine home, or other luxury; you will need to earn the money for these things by serving other people and that means relationships. Relationships with others bring us everything we seek. It is imperative that we learn to get along with other people to achieve what we desire.

In The Millionaire Mind, author Thomas Stanley reports that of the thousands of self-made millionaires he interviewed, when they were asked, “What is the most important skill for attracting wealth?” fully 94 percent listed an ability to get along well with others as very or extremely important to wealth accumulation. In fact, they rated the skill of creating healthy relationships with others as nearly five times more important to wealth creation than having above-average intelligence. Your ability to get along with others will yield relationships that themselves can be more valuable than money. And your ability to cultivate and maintain relationships can bring you the material possessions you desire as well.

Complaining warps, weakens, and sometimes even destroys the very relationships that are vital to our happiness and well-being. When we engage in complaining, our relationships stagnate and devolve. Complaining shifts our focus from the positive attributes that drew us to the other person to what we perceive to be his or her faults. This shift draws us into a trap in which we feel unfulfilled and the other person feels inadequate.

My wife, Gail, used to work in an office where once a month several female employees would engage in what they called “group therapy.” “Group therapy” meant going to a local Mexican restaurant, drinking several margaritas, and complaining vociferously about the men in their lives. The dominant theme seemed to be that “all men are dogs.” Not surprisingly, none of these women was in a happy and sustaining relationship with a man.

Now, you might think that the women complained because their relationships with men were unfulfilling. But studies show that the opposite is true: their relationships with men were unfulfilling because they complained. Their focus was on the negative aspects of their relationships, and their commiseration about their challenges magnified their problems. Having spent the evening complaining about the “dogs” in their life, when these women arrived home they couldn’t help but see Old Yeller sitting there in the La-Z-Boy. Their expectation, based on the case they had built in their heads, was that men were dogs. The women’s husbands or boyfriends sensed this dissatisfaction and simply lived up (or, actually, down) to their expectations.

I once knew a very famous minister who confided, “Ministry would be great if only you didn’t have to deal with people.” Dealing with people can be a struggle filled with pain and sorrow but it needn’t be so. The brilliant French philosopher and playwright Jean-Paul Sartre is known widely for the downbeat quote that begins this introduction—”Hell is other people.” Late in life, Sartre explained, “‘Hell is other people’ has always been misunderstood. It has been thought that what I meant by that was that our relations with other people are always poisoned, that they are invariably hellish relations. But what I really mean is something totally different. I mean that if relations with someone else are twisted, vitiated, then that other person can only be hell.”

If your relations with others are twisted and vitiated (faulty), your relationships with them will seem like hell. You can straighten out twisted relationships. You can place them upon a solid foundation. You simply need to be open to new ideas and willing to allow these ideas to create new experiences. At the end of each chapter in this book you will find a section titled “Opening Up,” which will give you exercises to more deeply integrate what you are learning. Some of these exercises include writing and you will gain much greater benefit from these exercises if you invest a moment to write down your answers on a piece of paper or in a journal.

If you’re ready to move from hellish to harmonious connections, if you are ready to move from contemptuous to Complaint Free relationships, then let’s get started.




CHAPTER 1
Relating in Relationships


Whatever I say must limit the world.

—LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN



The word relationship stems from relate, which means “to recount or tell.” Therefore, it could be said that a relationship is a human connection grounded in what we tell ourselves about another person; that is, what we relate to ourselves about that person. That inner dialogue defines and determines the course of our relationship.


Relationship stems from relate, which means “to recount or tell.”



When I was growing up, my dream was to become a radio announcer. In my freshman year of college I landed my first announcing job working for a station in my hometown of Columbia, South Carolina. I loved my job and over the course of several years I was promoted to production director for the station. As production director, my job was to mix music and sound effects into the commercials voiced by some of the greatest voice talents in our city.

Phil, an announcer some twenty years my senior with a deep, resonant voice, had served as production director until senior management replaced him with me. Phil had an incredible voice—a “real set of pipes,” in radio parlance. Phil wrote great ad copy, too, and he had a knack for selecting just the right music for a commercial. But Phil had come along during the early days of AM radio and ours was an FM station. Phil’s skills had not kept pace with new technology, and although his commercials sounded fine on AM radio, in the rich, full sound of FM his productions sounded flat and tinny.

At first it was thrilling to mix commercials for Phil and the other talented announcers I had grown up listening to on the undisputed top radio station in our town. In time, however, I began to have problems working with Phil. Phil would tell me, and anyone who would listen, that the way I mixed commercials was careless and substandard. Phil did not like the way I catalogued the music. Phil did not like the way I filed copy. Phil did not like, it seemed, anything about me.

Over time, my appreciation for this icon of broadcasting crumbled into deep resentment. At first when Phil chastised me I would stare at the floor and mumble, “I’m sorry.” In time, however, I began to defend myself and point out what I considered to be his inadequacies. Soon we were locked in frequent shouting matches hurling criticisms and insults at each other. Given that radio production booths have glass walls and are nearly soundproof, I can only imagine how ridiculous we looked to other employees as we stood, red-faced, mouthing all manner of insults that were seen by all but heard only by us.

One day, when we were locked in the middle of one of our heated arguments, Phil glanced at the studio clock and said, “I don’t have time for your crap now—I’m having lunch with a friend.” He stomped out of the production studio and down the hall, my eyes following him through the glass. There, waiting for him in the lobby, was a man about Phil’s age. When he saw Phil, the man’s face exploded into a grateful smile and he rushed to hug him.

As I watched Phil and this man exit the door of the radio station I was stunned. I can remember thinking, “Phil has friends? Phil’s a jerk—how could Phil have friends?” That may sound strange, simplistic, and even arrogant, but it had never occurred to me that Phil could have friends. How could anyone actually like Phil?

I pondered this as I lay in bed that night. How could the other man derive such obvious pleasure from Phil’s presence when I found him a constant source of irritation? Phil was a jerk, I told myself—end of story. “But if Phil is a jerk,” I wondered, “why isn’t he a jerk all the time with everyone?”


How do I change other people?



Phil’s relationship with his friend was different from his relationship with me because Phil related (recounted or told) different things to himself about his friend than he did about me. Phil’s internal dialogue was about the things he appreciated about his friend. Phil’s pal also told himself positive things about Phil. I, on the other hand, experienced a constant, negative, judgmental voice shouting in my mind whenever I thought of Phil. “Phil is an obnoxious, opinionated, condescending jerk,” I related to myself about him, and the result was that I had a relationship with a person who was all of those things. Phil’s friend had a very different relationship with Phil because he related different things to himself about Phil.

The most common question I am asked is, “How do I change other people?” My experience with Phil gave me the answer to that question. Years later, I would meet Norm Heyder, a man I greatly admire who seems to know this secret instinctively. Norm has an uncanny ability to change other people. He has a capacity for standing his ground and presenting his opinions even in the midst of the most contentious interactions. Further, Norm is able to listen empathetically and dispassionately during a discussion. Norm and the other person may not always reach agreement or even meet on common ground but they always part as friends. If someone comes to Norm angry and irate, he or she leaves peaceful and content. In the face of staunch opinions and even vitriol, Norm has the ability to draw out the other person’s rational and compassionate side, reflect it back, and then deal with that improved version of the same person. I once asked Norm how he is able to do this so consistently, and he said, “The only way to change someone is to change what you think about them.”

A relationship is not just a surface interaction between two human beings. It is much more deep and complex. Other people sense the story we have created in our minds about them and they react accordingly. This is subconscious and instantaneous. It is something we all do all the time.

Think of someone you truly appreciate. What is it that you find appealing about this person? What do you relate to yourself about this person when you see or think of him or her? Do you characterize the person as genuine, giving, caring, helpful, courteous, upbeat, selfless, happy, or loving?

Next, call to mind a person who really bugs you—a person whose very name makes you grind your teeth. It could be anyone you really dislike: an ex-spouse, boss, neighbor, political leader, celebrity, or coworker. Ask yourself, “What am I telling myself about this person?” Be honest and free with your answers—let them flow without censoring or judging them. What is it about this person you really don’t like? Do you see the person as rude, obnoxious, mean-spirited, selfish, opinionated, uncaring, unethical, conceited, stupid, oafish, or lazy?

Now consider this: the person you would place highest on the list of people you most cherish would probably be placed atop a “most-resented” list by someone else. And the person you find the most repellent would probably be placed at the peak of a “most-cherished” list by someone else.

I recently spoke at a very large seminar that spanned several days. During my presentation one woman interrupted my speech several times with questions and comments. I had only 60 minutes to present and was concerned I wouldn’t get to cover everything I had prepared. Further, I found myself losing my place with each interruption. As I watched the other speakers over the next couple of days, I noticed she did the same thing to them. They were as visibly distracted and frustrated as I had been. I found that I related to myself that the woman was rude, thoughtless, and irritating.

After the seminar concluded, I went to the airport and purchased some dinner at a take-out restaurant to eat prior to my flight. I looked around for a place to sit but found no empty tables. A woman saw me standing there and invited me to share an empty seat at her table. Although I didn’t recognize her, she told me that she had attended the seminar as a guest of her best friend. She talked at length about how generous, giving, thoughtful, and caring her friend was. She shared touching stories about her friend and the great philanthropic work her friend was doing.

Well, you guessed it—my dinner companion’s friend was the very same woman I had found rude, thoughtless, and irritating. What she told me completely reshaped my experience of the woman. I began to tell myself different things about her and now find I have similarly warm feelings toward her. Further, I or one of the other speakers could have solved the problem by owning our experience with her and speaking to her privately, asking her to keep her questions and comments to the allotted Q&A sessions.

Think of someone you find truly loathsome. Now ask yourself: does this person have friends or family who love and appreciate—even cherish—him or her? If you’re honest, in nearly every case the answer is yes. Ask yourself what this person’s friends or family say to themselves about him or her. Picture in your mind this person’s greatest, most appreciative supporter and ask what he or she values in this person.

Whew! This is tough. Our minds don’t want to go there. Our minds want to write the person off. It makes us feel better to pigeonhole the other person in a way that makes him or her bad and us good.


You are constantly relating to yourself about everyone. Just this awareness will unravel complex and challenging relationships.



To have Complaint Free relationships we must understand that relationships stem from what we relate to ourselves about other people. You needn’t begin to relate to yourself about others; you are already doing it all the time. Just the awareness that you do this begins to unravel the complex and often challenging opinions you have created about those with whom you share relationships.

In Hamlet, Shakespeare wrote, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.” Imagine for a moment that everything you think about another person is exactly that and nothing more—something you think. It is something you have fabricated and accepted as fact in your head. This is true for the people you most appreciate and those you find most irritating. People are neither good nor bad but our thinking makes them so—for us.

I realized that Phil was Phil—neither good nor bad. He was a very different version of Phil with me than with his friend but the kind, giving, joyous Phil enjoyed by others was there whether it manifested itself in my presence or not. His friend drew out these qualities by the thoughts he held about Phil.

With this new awareness, I knocked tentatively at the open door to Phil’s office. Phil glared up contemptuously from his type-writer. “Phil, you started out in radio as a young man about my age, right?” I said.

“Yeah,” he growled. “I’ve been in this business longer than you’ve been alive.”

My first thought was that he was taking a shot at me for being inexperienced. But then I thought, “The nice Phil would never say something unkind and I’m here to see the nice Phil.” I took a deep breath and asked, “What was it like when you first started in this business?”

Phil stared at me for a long moment as if trying to figure out what I was up to. Without invitation I slid into the chair opposite his desk and did my best, for the first time in years, to smile at him. Slowly Phil began to smile back and share with me a tidbit or two about the “good old days” of radio.

What began as the melting of a glacier soon became a spring torrent as Phil told me many a fascinating tale. He told me that the first radio station he worked for didn’t even have audio tape—they recorded on audio wire, which came in long spools. To make an edit in the wire they would touch the lit end of a cigarette to the wire and melt through it, remove any unwanted sections, and then press the warm, soft copper ends together. “I think this is one reason I’ve never been able to give up cigarettes,” he said, waving his hand, which always seemed to hold a lit Winston. “Smokes and radio—they just go together, you know?”

Four and a half hours—that’s how long I sat in Phil’s office. He told me behind-the-scenes stories about the great announcers I’d idolized as a young boy. I didn’t feign interest; I didn’t have to. I was riveted in place. I wasn’t trying to make Phil feel good. I was reveling in the stories he shared about a medium he and I both loved. Around ten o’clock that night Phil and I both looked at the clock and realized we had work to do to prepare for the next broadcast day. But in our conversation I’d not only healed a relationship with a coworker but reclaimed a childhood hero.


Having Complaint Free relationships is not about learning what to do; it is about learning how to be.



Things were different from that point forward. I realized that when Phil offered advice he wasn’t challenging my competence, even if his tone was didactic. I developed compassion for him, knowing he was expressing a deep need to still be relevant in an industry that seemed to be passing him by. As a result, I found I no longer needed to justify myself or prove myself superior to him. Rather than trying to show him up with my expertise in what was then new technology, I asked his opinion and, most important, I listened. I changed what I related to myself about Phil and as a result our relationship changed.

Do you want to change other people? You can. The question is whether you are willing to do what is necessary. Having healthy and happy relationships is not about learning a bunch of tricks so you can manipulate others. The results of such techniques are often short-lived.

Having Complaint Free relationships is not about learning what to do; it is about learning how to be. When you become the kind of person for whom such relationships are common, others shift in your presence.

To change someone else you must first change how you relate to yourself about that person. This is where it all begins. You must change what the voice inside your head is saying. You must take responsibility for and be willing to transform your inner dialogue, which is setting the tone of your relationship.

You may be hearing that very same voice now as you read. It may be telling you that this approach is simplistic or naive. Further, that voice may be demanding to know why you should have to change. You’re not the problem, you think—they are! This voice was best summed up by a woman who emailed me about her relationship problems with her husband. When I emailed her back suggestions of things she might do to improve her situation with him, she responded angrily, “Why should I be the one to change and my husband be allowed to get away with his behavior?”

What this woman does not understand is that in many ways her husband’s behavior is a reaction to her behavior toward him. And her behavior stems from what she is relating to herself about him. Just as Phil was very different with his friend than he was with me, the people in your life are different with other people. Why? Because others tell themselves different things about those people and they respond accordingly. Others relate observations about these people different from the ones you tell yourself; people sense this and react to fit the role ascribed to them.

What is the one thing common to all of your relationships? In every connection you have with any and every other human being you will ever encounter, what is the one unchanging constant? The answer is, of course, you. You are a primary ingredient in every relationship you will ever have. Take yourself out of the relationship and there is no relationship. If by altering what you tell yourself about the other person you change how you relate in the relationship, the dynamics of the relationship shift. You can spend your life waiting, complaining, and insisting that the other person change, with little or no result. Or you can realize that the experience you are having of the other person is one of many possible scenarios available to you, and you can begin to focus on and create the relationship partner you wish to experience.

The first thing you must do is understand that you are already doing this. You are relating to yourself information about every person you encounter. You do this continuously and unconsciously. Other people sense your bearing toward them and respond in kind.

Recently I was staying at a hotel in Austin, Texas. Unlike many hotels in which I’ve stayed, there were two exterior doors leading to my room. The first door opened from the main hotel hallway into a narrow foyer; inside the foyer, two doors opened into two different suites, mine and that of the people who were staying in the suite adjacent to mine.

Several times throughout the day I went in and out of my suite, each time allowing the doors of both my suite and the outer foyer to close unassisted by me. Around six in the evening I left my room to attend a reception with my hosts. Again I allowed the weight of both doors to close them. As I was walking toward the elevator I heard a woman shout from behind me, “You are the most inconsiderate man I have ever met.” I looked around to see whom this woman was yelling at and was surprised to find that she was addressing me. She continued, “All day long you have been intentionally slamming these doors and you’re driving me crazy! Slam! Slam! Slam! You are inconsiderate and rude!”

Then, with her words dripping with sarcasm, she grasped the handle of the outer door and in an overly dramatic fashion demonstrated how she felt I should close the doors. Slowly and deliberately she began opening and closing the door, saying, “See? It’s very simple: open, close, open, close, open, close!”

I muttered an apology and smiled as she stomped back into her suite.

As I pressed the elevator button, I thought about my relationship with this woman. Just moments earlier we had not met and so in my mind there was no relationship. But in her mind, our relationship had been ongoing for quite some time and it had a very unpleasant tone. To her I was the “rude and inconsiderate” man next door. From her anger, it seemed she had been having quite a conversation in her head about me. She was relating to herself what type of person I must be and had built up a head of steam that burst forth in angry and condescending words when she finally saw me.

As I rode the elevator I found myself beginning to relate thoughts to myself about her. In the short time it took for a nonstop elevator ride from the sixth to the eighteenth floor, I told myself a great many things about this woman—angry, judgmental, and critical things. I began to look forward to returning to my room later that night. “She thought I was slamming the doors before? I’ll show her door slamming,” I thought, my blood pressure and anger rising along with the elevator.

As I stepped out on the eighteenth floor, I stopped for a moment and realized that I was not immune to creating a complaining relationship in my head. I had built a judgmental case in my mind about this woman and was now ready to react in accordance with my thoughts. The case was so strong and I felt so right that I was eager to really slam those doors. I felt justified reacting this way even though I knew I would be embarrassed later if I did slam the doors. I also knew this would do nothing to lessen my upset or improve our relationship.

This was not how I wanted to be. Regardless of how she acted toward me, I had a choice. I could improve this relationship even if I was the only one making an effort to do so. The first step toward turning this around was to realize that I was indeed telling myself a story about her and that I could choose to tell myself something different. This is always the first step. You need to become aware that you are relating a story to yourself about the other person.

I then began to consider reasons for her behavior. What if she had been up the previous night with a terminally ill son or daughter at a local hospital? The stress of this would certainly make her hypersensitive to the sound of the doors closing. Or what if she had just found out her husband was cheating on her? Her anger could have been misdirected at me.

My neighbor at the hotel had created a story about me based on her experiences of me but I did not have to respond in kind—or rather, unkind. The first step to changing an internal story is realizing we are telling ourselves one and then we can choose to relate something different.


Assumptions are the termites of relationships.

—HENRY WINKLER



Because I was speaking the next day to a group of people on the importance of living a Complaint Free life, I soon began to think how comical it was that this woman had complained so stridently to the “no-complaint guy.” In no time, I began to see the humor in this and found myself laughing out loud. Rather than an enemy, this woman became an ally of sorts. She had given me a great example to share when I spoke. Rather than create a story in my head that made me right and her wrong, I related a story to myself that invited me to empathize with her rather than want to take revenge on her for her treatment of me.

As I went into my room that night, I closed each door gently. The following morning I was sitting outside enjoying a cup of coffee when the woman’s husband approached, introduced himself, and thanked me not only for closing the doors more quietly but for not reacting angrily to his wife. “She’s been under a lot of strain lately,” he said. “It’s just not like her to behave that way. I’m really sorry.”

Although my reactive human mind initially had wanted to write her off as being a querulous, nagging, petty, condescending shrew, the truth was more in line with the empathic story I had created for myself. Even if I had not found out that she was indeed under a lot of strain, I still would have found peace in the midst of turmoil. And isn’t that what we really want?

Your relationships all stem from what you are relating to yourself about the other people in your life. Relationships are an outer expression of the judgments you make about others and the stories you create based on them. This is not a new phenomenon; it has gone on since human beings first appeared. In fact, one of the oldest stories in our culture points out our natural propensity for making judgments.

The allegory of Adam and Eve in the Bible says that the couple lived together in paradise. Think about that for a moment—a couple living together in absolute bliss. But something happened that caused them to leave this idyllic state.

In the story, the pair was told they could enjoy all of Eden with the exception of one thing: they were not to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. It wasn’t an apple tree that they were forbidden to partake of; it was the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. What does it mean to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil? It means we gain knowledge (relate to ourselves) that one thing is good and another thing is evil. Eating from the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil means we relate to ourselves that one thing is good and another bad.

Adam and Eve committed the original sin and as a result found themselves evicted from paradise. And this is the original sin: to judge. Once we judge a person as being bad we begin to build a case for this judgment in our heads. We relate, over and over, the substantiating evidence for this belief and the other person is then seen in all our interactions as possessing these negative traits. Relationships based on negativity cannot exist in paradise.

There is an old story of two tribes of people who lived on either side of a yawning gorge. They wanted to build a bridge to connect their communities but the gorge was so wide and steep they could not think of a way to bridge it. In time an idea came to someone on one side. He tied a string to an arrow and attached a note to the arrow’s shaft. He then shot the arrow to a safe spot on the other side of the chasm to be found by the villagers there.

Once the villagers on the other side recovered the arrow they read the note. It said, “Tie a string to the thread and we will pull it back across. Then we will tie a piece of yarn to the string for you to pull back to your side. Then you tie a rope to the yarn and we will pull it back.” Through this action of pulling first a thread, then a piece of string, then a piece of yarn, then a light piece of rope, then heavier rope, then still heavier rope upon which they built a bridge, they were able to connect with each other.

Relationships are joined in much the same way. We pull to ourselves meaning based on what we see the other person doing. The other person then pulls back meaning to him- or herself based on what we do. Back and forth this energetic interplay moves, each time reinforcing our preconceptions. Like two submarines pinging sonar and then attempting to maneuver about based on the other’s position, we relate and react, relate and react.

This process is automatic and continual and because we don’t realize we are doing it, we feel we have little if any control. This explains how you can find yourself in the middle of an argument with someone and have no idea how you got there. The inner communication threads cause us to react in ways that rapidly multiply on themselves.

We tend to think of relationships as the interactions between human beings but the interactions are the expression of the relationship, not the relationship itself. The true relationship is the relating that is going on in the minds of the two people—the threads, strings, yarns, and ropes that get pulled back and forth.

Whether we are assigning positive or negative meaning to the interaction determines how we will respond and this response creates meaning in the other person’s mind. These intertwining threads of inner communication can become strands that bind us in happy relationships or they can become a noose around the neck of the relationship.

In 1946 Viktor Frankl published his classic book Man’s Search for Meaning, which chronicles his experiences as a concentration camp inmate. Frankl found that those who survived the horrors of Nazi internment had a similar characteristic: they had a reason to live. Their lives continued to have meaning. Regardless of their loss of family, physical torture, and interminable imprisonment, if prisoners had a reason to live—if they had meaning for their lives—then they were far more likely to survive this devastating experience.

We all search for meaning, for relevance. The human mind thrives on things making sense. Whether we are looking for a meaning to our lives that transcends being in a Nazi concentration camp or we are looking for an understanding as to why someone treated us in the manner they did, our minds are meaning-making machines.

The word mean has several definitions. Primarily it means “significance” or “intention,” as in “What does this mean?” or “What do you mean by that?” Another of the definitions for mean is “unkind.” Far too often when we are relating the meaning of another’s actions to ourselves we extend the word to its definition of “unkind.” We assume that what they “mean” is to be “mean” or unkind.

Our meaning-making machines decide that the other person is, well, mean!


When we observe another’s actions and assign “meaning,” we often assume that what they “mean” is to be “mean” or unkind.



In the 1970s, a new field of psychology emerged called “narrative psychology.” Narrative psychology holds that our identities are shaped by the accounts of our lives found in the stories (narratives) we create. Dan McAdams, a pioneer in the field of narrative psychology, said, “We are all tellers of tales, and we seek to provide our scattered and often confusing experiences with a sense of coherence by arranging the episodes of our lives.” In other words, we relate to ourselves a meaningful story about the events of our lives. Random events that have little or no connection to each other are dots that we connect into a story—a story that provides rational, if not accurate, meaning for us.

We accept as true the story we have created and then we look for experiences that reinforce the narrative. If we feel a person we know has treated us unkindly in the past, or if someone in a similar position such as a spouse, boss, or clerk has treated us unkindly, or even if someone who resembles the person with whom we are interacting has treated us unkindly, we assume the worst. Our defenses go up. We prepare for battle and the other person, sensing this, responds in that way when dealing with us. It happens so quickly on both sides that neither is aware of what has caused the situation and both react and compound the experience, reinforcing it as they go along.

Have you ever been around a person who you can tell does not like you? We’ve all been in a situation where people have made up their minds about us based on a story they have related to themselves about us. They have concluded that we are a certain way and we sense this in their presence. Everything we do seems to reinforce the judgments they have made about us. It feels uncomfortable. It feels unfair. We feel misjudged, maligned, attacked.

So what do people do when they feel attacked? They counterattack. They gather their army of thoughts and their munitions of assumptions and meet in the battlefield of their own minds. They begin to ascribe all manner of negative attributes to the other person. Rather than allowing the other person’s opinions to be just that—opinions—they feel compelled to create stories in their heads vilifying the other person. “She doesn’t like me? Well, that’s because she’s just a clerk at a store. She’s too stupid to get a real job!” And the threads begin to weave.

For every person in your life, you are playing Santa Claus. You are deciding whether he or she belongs on the “naughty” list or the “nice” list. And yet your distinctions are true only for you; others do not necessarily share your opinion of this person. Your judgments about the person are stories you have created and have no more foundation in reality than Santa Claus himself.


We accept as true the story we have created and then we look for experiences that reinforce our narrative.



I’m not saying you should not seek to discern what is best for yourself. For the survival of our species, it is important for us to discern what is healthy and helpful and distinguish it from what is destructive and dangerous. It is a sad fact that some people, because of their own challenges, act out in ways that make them unhealthy or unsafe to be around. They may be violent, critical, unethical, or otherwise dangerous. These are people for whom we should have compassion, knowing that something must have happened in their lives that hurt them deeply and causes them to act out as they do. People who hurt others are hurting people. Hurt people hurt people. We are not being judgmental by separating ourselves from such people. But we should do so with compassion.

Compassion is defined as “a keen awareness of the suffering of another coupled with a desire to see it relieved.” People hurt others as a result of their own inner strife and pain. Avoid the reactive response of believing they are bad; they already think so and are acting that way. They aren’t bad; they are damaged and they deserve compassion.

Note that compassion is an internal process, an understanding of the painful and troubled road trod by another. It is not trying to change or fix that person. It may mean reaching out a hand to that person but it does not mean repeatedly putting your hand out to be bitten. That is not compassion. Every person is on his or her own journey and is not here for us to fix. Thinking you need to fix someone is a judgment. Desire to see the suffering of another relieved, but realize that it is not up to you to change that person. Constantly trying to actively intervene in another’s suffering is not compassion.

Discern if someone’s presence in your life helps your soul grow, helps you experience more joy and more of the goodness in the world, helps you to discover your own innate beauty and wonder. If not, bless that person and release him or her with no need for judgment.


Strong and bitter words indicate a weak cause.

—VICTOR HUGO



Discernment is not judgment. Discernment is determining what will not only protect you but fulfill you and bring you happiness. Judgment, on the other hand, comes from a need to build a case to prove to your inner voice that the decision you have made is the correct one. Judgment is used to seek validation for your decision. Judgment and anger result from a need to prove you are right when at your core you know you probably are not. French novelist and playwright Victor Hugo wrote, “Strong and bitter words indicate a weak cause.” You seek to make your weak cause strong through harsh condemnation of the other person. All of this happens in the true realm of all relationships: your mind.

The concept of New Year’s Eve is fascinating. Based on a construct that human beings created and that we have all agreed upon—the calendar—we cross over from one year to another at the stroke of midnight on the mutually agreed upon day, December 31. The arrival of the New Year is met with resounding celebration and much anticipation for improvements in our lives. “Happy New Year!” we shout to anybody and everybody. We resolve that our lives are going to vastly improve over the next 365 days and we expect great things. The coming year is going to be terrific and we can’t wait for it to arrive. We have a symbol in the United States of a bright, happy baby to represent the burgeoning New Year, whereas we see the waning year as a withered, tired old man. Not only is the old year something we are ready to release but we can’t wait for it to be over and done with.

The irony, of course, is that the year that is concluding is the very same year we jubilantly welcomed in just 12 months earlier. When that year came into being, based on our agreement that it came into being—remember, the calendar is nothing more than a system created by and agreed upon by people—we were not only filled with joy but certain that it would bring all manner of great things. And now we celebrate its passing as if it were rotting fish being carted off to a garbage dump.


What you say, goes—but only for you and those who agree with you.

—THADDEUS GOLAS



What makes the difference between December 31 and, say, May 10? What’s the difference between one year and another? The difference is the stories we tell ourselves—the meaning we ascribe, what we relate to ourselves. We tell ourselves that the coming year presents a beacon of hope for health and abundance and we celebrate that potential. Then, just a few months into that New Year, our old stories about our lives begin to kick in. We begin to live out the narrative we have created about our existence and the momentum of our lives kicks in like a tidal wave crushing and drowning our aspirations for the New Year. That is, until the next New Year arrives and we repeat the process.

We are living, breathing examples of narrative psychology. Psychologist Dan McAdams notes, “Starting in late adolescence, we manufacture our dramatic personal myths by selectively mining some experiences and neglecting or forgetting others.” And Thaddeus Golas put it this way in The Lazy Man’s Guide to Enlightenment: “What you say, goes—but only for you and those who agree with you.”

If you are truly ready to transform your relationships, you must embrace that you are a major causal factor in your relationships. Your relationships with others are a projection of the stories you tell yourself about the people in your life. You can change the stories you relate to yourself about another. By changing your narrative about another person, by putting him or her at the top of your “nice” rather than “naughty” list, your relationship with that person will change.

Several years ago, my wife, Gail, and I were driving home from a dinner with friends. We were traveling in separate cars with me in the lead. Although Gail was not far behind me, as I looked back in my mirror I noticed that I had trouble seeing her following me. The lights on her car seemed to be very dim. I was concerned for her safety because I thought other cars might not be able to see her coming.

When we arrived at home, I told Gail about her dim headlights. She admitted having trouble seeing the road ahead of her at night and that her headlights had been getting progressively weaker for nearly a year.

“I thought headlight bulbs went out all at once,” she said. “I didn’t think they dimmed out slowly over time.” I agreed that I had never heard of headlights dimming slowly and we wondered if the problem might be more serious than just bulbs; perhaps the car’s electrical system was going bad.

We dropped the car off at our local mechanic’s the next day. When I asked the mechanic how much we owed him for the repair, he said, “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” I asked. “Why not?”

“There was nothing wrong with the bulbs or the electrical system,” he explained. “Your headlights were just dirty.” Gail is one of those people who pride themselves on keeping their car clean, so I didn’t see how this was possible. The mechanic read the confusion on my face and said, “Your wife’s car has pop-up headlights. When she drives at night the headlights are on and, therefore, up—bugs, road grime, and other stuff stick to them.”

“But she washes her car every week,” I said.

“Well, unless she washes the car with the headlights on so they pop up, the lenses aren’t getting clean. The junk builds up over time and makes the headlights grow dim.”

Think about the relationships that are challenging to you. On the outside you might think that you have tried everything you can to improve them. Perhaps you consciously smile when you are with the other person. Perhaps you’ve done things that you thought might please the other person. Yet nothing has worked. You have washed the outside of the car but the headlights are still not showing a bright light coming from you. The real issue is not on the outside; it’s what is going on inside. Over time you have related to yourself a narrative and this is how this person is for you. But he or she is not necessarily this way with others. You can change your stories and, in so doing, transform your relationships.


“What am I telling myself about this person?”



About now you may be asking, “Are you suggesting I constantly ask myself what I’m saying to myself about everyone I encounter?”

Yes, I am.

Whenever you are with someone, break through the default haze of reactive story creation by asking yourself what you are relating internally about that person. Just doing this will make you aware that you are indeed creating narratives about everyone and this will afford you the chance to form thoughts about others intentionally rather than reactively. Again, you are already relating things to yourself about every person in your life. Become aware of this by asking yourself, “What am I telling myself about this person?”

“But won’t constantly asking myself what I’m thinking about everyone I meet drive me crazy?” No, you’re already crazy. What better definition of crazy is there than letting your mind run amok unchecked? This is your first step toward sanity and, more important, toward happy relationships.

Venerable spiritual guide and author Thich Nhat Hanh wrote,


When you plant lettuce, if it does not grow well, you don’t blame the lettuce. You look for reasons it is not doing well. It may need fertilizer, or more water, or less sun. You never blame the lettuce. Yet if we have problems with our friends or our family, we blame the other person. But if we know how to take care of them, they will grow well, like the lettuce. Blaming has no positive effect at all, nor does trying to persuade using reason and argument. That is my experience. If you understand, and you show that you understand, you can love, and the situation will change.




Opening Up


	Think of someone with whom you have a happy and satisfying relationship. Write down what you tell yourself about this person.


	Think of someone with whom you struggle. Write down what you relate to yourself about this person.


	Considering the person you find challenging, what would people who have a satisfying relationship with this person tell themselves about him or her? Write down things this person’s best friend, mother, or other admirer might say about him or her.


	The next time you are with this person you experience as challenging, actively hold thoughts of appreciation and admiration, attempting to see him or her as someone who belongs atop your “nice” list.


	Whenever you are with someone, ask yourself, “What am I relating to myself about this person?”









End of sample
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