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Preface



I have spent my whole career striving to help people be and do their best and claim joy from the struggle that is life. The irony is that the struggle to be happy has been a lifelong and difficult one for me too. I have come to see this has been a blessing, since my struggles have helped me understand and motivate others, and the helping of others has fed back into my experiencing joy in life.

I have written many books covering just about every aspect of interpersonal and intimate relationships. This book is different. It is about your relationship with yourself and a coming to terms with the limitations of life and acceptance of opportunities for great peace and happiness.

Simply put, you have to decide for whom you are dancing, through life, and why. Are you still trying to get a mommy or a daddy to love or approve of you? That was my ballet, and it led me to constantly look for new challenges to prove my worth, with the frustration of never finding what was, ultimately, impossible: love through success.

Are you not dancing at all, lest you be criticized or rejected for not dancing well enough? Are you dancing with new partners every moment because you crave the feeling of that first touch? Are you dancing roughly, stepping on others feet, hoping to remedy your hurts by delivering even greater ones?

These and more are some of the themes of this book. My goal is that even before you get through the introduction, youll tear up, let down your guard, and open your heart to the prospect of making your life more of a pleasure to yourself and to others.













Introduction

You are what you dofirst do good, then feel good.




There is, I believe, no such thing as unconditional self-acceptance. Those who say so are promulgating a pernicious lie. One must first live a decent, honorable, and productive life. Only then do you get to feel good about yourself. Seeking to heedlessly gratify your desires or impulses of the moment to do things (or fail to do things) your conscience knows to be contrary to your standards of right, worthy, and virtuous behavior is, in a mental, emotional, and spiritual sense, akin to spending capital that you have not earned, and therefore will eventually cause you to feel very negativelyabout who and what you are. You cannot in the long run eat your cake and have it too. The longeryou behave in certain ways, the more it comes to define you, not only to others, but also to yourself.







Robert, one of my listeners, sent this to me with a note that said, Thank you for helping me to learn this lesson of life. It makes me quite proud to read and hear that folks have learned certain values from me that have given their lives some contentment, direction, or purpose. I have long thought that the ultimate meaningfulness of our lives comes from fulfilling our obligations to others.

For most of us, others means friends, family, or colleagues. But what if, as in the case of Robert and me, you are total strangers? How does one become obligated to a stranger? Who is a stranger? Is the person behind you in line at the grocery store or gas pump a stranger to whom you owe nothing? Does that mean you are free to take advantage of your opportunity to dominate his or her time and resources, or be otherwise disdainful? Some people seem to get an actual rush from those stolen moments of pseudo-importance and power.


All strangers, though, are people like you. Have you seen the commercial where individuals see strangers doing good deeds, and then in their turn do something for anotherand so it keeps going? Not knowing peoples names doesnt mean you dont matter to them or they to you. Look at every human being as an opportunity to advance humanity and add something positive to the rsum of your life.

Does that moments emotional high from the anonymous win of one-upmanship last? No, it generally doesnt. By the time you get home or to work, youre probably in a worse mood. Why? Ugly sentiments breed uglier feelings, and the inevitable downward spiral continues.

Too many people think that feeling good comes from competition, from beating someone else out for something, be it a parking space or an inheritance, or gaining an edge over someone, be they siblings, coworkers, even spouses and children. These are mentalities that drive people deeper into despair because although these wins might mean momentary glee, the deeper needs for admiration, love, and respect are never met.

You cannot demand or grab love or respect. Demanding it will result only in resentment, fear, or dislikeeven hatred. Grabbing it will not satiate your innermost desires for loving connections, given openly and without reservation. And that which you grab or demand will not have the mirror on the wall reflect back what you need to see.

You dont deserve anything you havent earned. And a lot of what you get that is challenging, unpleasant, or horrific wasnt earned either. The key to a satisfying life is to strive toward the former, and survive the latter with your humanity intact. That, my friends, is not easy.


John, another listener, wrote,


Long ago I discovered that life is a day-to-day process. Life has its BMW (Bitch, Moan, and Whine) days, and its days of joy. The bumper sticker S**t Happens is a reflection of reality. One of Gods little jokes is that you dont get pretty flowers without feeding them the proper amount of excrement, not too much and not too little.

I found that the quality of my life very much depends on what I focus on and the environment that I choose. It is difficult to be negative when you make the choice to be around positive people.

The key is choice. Are there days of profound depression? In my life, yes. Then I hear one of my trainers shout GOYAGet Off Your Anatomyand do something about it. Sometimes doing something about it takes support, and sometimes I can do it on my own.



Open up the newspaper or turn on your computer any day and you will find page after page and blog after blog about death, mayhem, murder, betrayal, vicious reputation and personal attacks, lies, dirty politics, injustice, Hollywood stars undermining our government, ethnic cleansings, assassinations of the innocent, daily rapes and murders of mothers and children, hurricanes, tornadoes, and earthquakes claiming lives in an instant, dictators fomenting terror, and the like. It makes one wonder, What is there to be happy about?

Patricia submitted her answer to my radio program,


My mother- and father-in-law taught me that life is for the living and we should never whine about how bad we had it or have it. They lived through the Depression and my mother-in-law had three bouts of cancer (breast, vaginal, colon) and is still alive and cancer free but in a nursing home with macular degeneration, osteoporosis, and angina. But every time we visit, she asks about our day, whats new? how is the weather?never complains about anything. She is eighty-eight and still conquering.

My father-in-law died two years ago with Alzheimers. Until the end, even when he could hardly swallow, he kept trying to help. If you came to visit, he put his drink up and pushed it toward you, offering you a drinkstill in some small way trying to be of use.

He was eighty-six when he died peacefully with his son and myself by his side. His funeral was the best attended Ive ever seen, with people talking about how he always helped them and total strangers who were in need. God bless.



When I first read Patricias letter, I choked up. Quite frankly, it is truly difficult to imagine being the slightest bit easy to get along with, cheerful about anything, caring about anyone, when youre suffering so very much. When Im confronted on my radio show by a caller who is clearly going through a nonvoluntary hell, asking me why he or she should even bother with anyone or anything, I fall back onto two flowers from the cesspool of the Holocaust: the Righteous Gentiles (Christians who risked their lives, and those of their children and relatives, to save Jews from the Nazi death camps) and the known acts of compassion by concentration camp victims who shared their last scrap of food with someone who was soon to die anyway, or who tried to observe their religious rituals in an environment which would seem to deny the Divine.

You would think that in these circumstances, personal survival would be paramount. And of course it isbut not to the exclusion of what makes that survival meaningful: ones humanity and compassion for otherswhich ultimately precludes anyone from being a stranger.


Our country is putting the lives of American military personnel at risk to liberate people from tyranny in the hope of building democracies that respect their neighbors and the value of lifeultimately protecting Americans. Our police and firefighters put their lives on the line every day to protect the innocent. There are no strangers, just opportunities for blessingsblessings, though, which come at a price.

Sometimes that price is quite difficult to handle. Most of the time, though, people underestimate their ability to face pain. You cant watch five minutes of television without seeing an ad for some medication for the quick eradication of pain, physical or emotional. A profound clinical depression may be medical, but sadness, fear, disappointment, embarrassment, loss, frustration, etc., are just a part of normal life, and need to be endured as a feeling, and approached with solutions, if possible.

Rebecca commented on this issue:


You took a call from a twenty-three-year-old struggling with lifes relatively minor disappointments and was using antidepressants to cope. You asked her how she was going to deal with REALLY hard things. You also commented on how her generation has grown up thinking sadness is a disease. I wanted to tell you I fully agree with your opinion on this.

On July 10, 2007, I went in for a routine prenatal appointment. I was ten weeks pregnant. I went by myself and my husband was at home watching our two girls. It was at this appointment I learned my baby had died. My baby died at nine weeks, three days, on July 4th.

I have seared on my brain the picture of my baby perfectly still with no heartbeat. When I close my eyes its all I can see. On July 13th I had a D&C because my body failed to miscarry my baby. This has sent me into a tailspin. On July 21st, I went in for a 1-week checkup to see how I was doing. They asked me how I was doing emotionally and I told my doctor, Horribly. She then said, You know, its very common for women to have to go on antidepressants temporarily to cope with this loss. I have thought a lot about this comment. I came home and told my husband what she said and he responded with, You know, thats the problem with our society. Everyone wants a quick fix and everyone wants you to be over it quickly. Dont they understand that it takes time to heal and you have to mourn?

I have a friend whose adult daughter died in a car accident. Her doctor immediately put her on antidepressants. I actually met her about two months after her daughter died and thought she seemed too well composed for the magnitude of the loss. About a year later she demanded to be taken off the antidepressants. You know what? She finally grieved her daughters death. All the medication did was delay her grief.

You are right, Dr. Laura, we have to feel ALL the feelings, not just the good ones. When someone dies or we lose them for some other reason, we grieve, and in the end that process makes us stronger.

As for me, I am thankful for the two girls I have been given. I dont understand yet why God took my littlest angel and I will probably always wonder. Right now I cry at night so my children wont have to watch me. I havent gone a night without crying. But I honestly would not want it any other way. My emotions and my tears validate that my baby was a person.



Most people, with time and support, survive all sorts of outrageous fortune. For those who ultimately cant, medical and psychological treatments may be helpful. I believe, though, that we should raise our children, as we did in the past, with stories of strangers and notables overcoming adversity as motivation and role models. My aunt Lucia, whom Ive never met, is mine. My aunt and mother were very young women during World War II in fascist Italy under Mussolini. The Nazi SS were all over northern Italy, specifically Gorizia, their hometown. My aunt Lucia joined the underground to fight with the Allies. Unfortunately, that rebel cell had been discovered by the SS, and the day Lucia joined, she was caught, lined up with the others against a wall, and shot down.

I heard this story when I was a very little girl. At the time I heard it, it had little meaning for me outside of an interesting story about my moms past. As I grew up and experienced more and more confusion and pain in life, the story would come back to me time and again as if to hold my head above the water. I come from sterner stuff, Id remind myself, than to cave in under this. Id think of my aunts willingness to put her life on the line to go up against murderous fascists and Nazis, and Id be humbled and energized.

Lisas story brings up the issue of endurance,


My dad was in WWII and Korea. My mom was in the British army for three years. My moms brother was a fireman who was killed in the bombings. I think one of the greatest things I learned from my parents is you do what you have to do when you have to do it. My mom lived with bombs going off all around her and my dad had to, among other things, bring home the dead soldiers to their families.

They didnt have time to collapse and think about how distraught they were. Things had to be done and they did them. They didnt spend years on the psychs couch (Im NOT knocking people who NEED therapy). They just did what they had to do. Great life lesson for me. They were truly the greatest generation.



Not everyone comes from a family with spirited and inspiring stories. Some of you grew up surrounded by perpetual sadness, anger, bitterness, and negativity even about the good stuff. Of course that will make it difficult for you to do other than what youve been indoctrinated into; difficult does not mean impossible. First you must have the awareness that embracing suffering is a learned response, a habit.

Vani came to that awareness, and it freed her to actually experience happiness without guilt or fear:


Once I realized I wanted to just BE HAPPY instead of continuing the family pattern I had grown up with, I decided to shut up, DO the right things, and focus on the blessings in my life instead of what was wrong. I believe happiness is a habitnot a circumstance.

The two main things that have helped me make this transition in my life is my faith in God and my fight to always keep a positive attitude no matter what. I have to repeat myself: HAPPINESS IS A HABIT.



Let me express Vanis point in another way. You know those inkblot pictures? Well, you can focus on the dark, or you can focus on the light. Whichever you focus on will give you a different picture. You never stop being aware of the darkin fact you check it out quite carefully. But ultimately you have the choice of which to use to discern the picture to report. Even if the light and the dark are distributed fifty-fifty you still get to choose. Even if the dark overwhelms the light you still get to choose.


Youve all seen movie scenes with the death of somebody absolutely beloved. Everybody is crying and suffering. One person says, Well, at least (s)he is no longer suffering, and we all have largely wonderful memories of a loving relationship that we can share with each other for the rest of our lives. Generally, hugs ensue, complete with tearful grins. The dark is still there, but illuminated by the light it doesnt seem quite as dark as a moment ago.

There is hardly an experience in life that doesnt have a dark side. It becomes a daily struggle to fight against the mesmerizing pull of the dark, and when the dark side keeps its edge, you lose appreciating the texture and joy of living.

Another listener wrote,


You can only sit there for so long and whine and whine. It gets so tiring on both sides to make everything so dramatic all the time. Who has the time or energy? Life is too short for all the drama.



I take a lot of time in my book Bad ChildhoodGood Life explaining how sadness and hurt can trap us into a mind-set of hopelessness. Suffice it to say, we all want to feel good, but we dont all know how to do that when were suffering. And sometimes the suffering becomes our way of life and relating to others, in the hope that their ministering to us will erase the facts that pain us. It doesnt work and we get trapped.

I talk every day to innumerable people caught in this web; they want to feel good, but giving up the suffering becomes frightening, as it has been their reality for so long. Theyll struggle against my recommendations and lament that others seem to be abandoning them, tired of the whining, which, instead of being a signal for change, merely becomes another reason for sadness.

Convincing people from this background that it is actually possible to be happy, in spite of real problemspast and presentis quite a challenge. It is a beautiful thing to see someone move from a vantage point of complaining about circumstances to making that lemonade:

I will be a stay-at-home mom in thirty days, writes Linda, a listener.


Honestly, I couldnt do this until I stopped the whining, rehashing, complaining, suffering about being a mother and realized it was a blessing and something I wanted to do full-time.

How did I get here? First, I stopped hanging around women who were SAHMs and miserable and complaining.

Second, I fought off the last remnants of my feminist days that told me that my husband could and would leave me and I had to be strong enough and ready to take care of myself. He deserved for me to have faith in him as he never showed me otherwise.

Lastly, I slowed down time and took my focus off having a perfectly clean house. My focus is now 100 percent on my husband and kids. Supportive, positive friends are the only ones I have any of my precious time to share with.



What put Linda in perspective of the light was a realization that she was stopping herself from enjoying the very thing she wanted to dolargely because of peer pressure and feminista negativity about femininity, motherhood, and homemaker. This took immense courage, since the defensive response of her old friends was probably ostracism and attacks.

Some people dont come to this awareness all by themselves; they have to be pushed by a real friend. Many callers profess being a good or even best friend to someone they are not truthful with at all. They are actually more concerned with losing the friendship than being a true friend: someone who will risk the loss of the relationship to help the other move from the dark to the light side.

Fortunately, Candace had a good friend, and trusted her enough to listen and learn:


My best friend since childhood said (when I was twenty), You say you hate how your mom complains and is so critical yet you are just like her! Talk about a stab thru the gut! It made me think of Proverbs 27:6, Faithful are the wounds of a friend, but deceitful are the kisses of an enemy.

I knew she was rightafter the shock of hearing that and having to come face-to-face with the truth, but it was a turning point in my life.

I designated a year to concentrate on thanking God for EVERYTHING big and small. It didnt matter if it was a particularly beautiful dandelion growing thru a crack in a city sidewalkI forced myself to pray and thank the Lord for that weed. It proved a pivotal decision and completely changed my life.

People have told me they wished they could be as positive and happy as I am. My cup is truly half full. I try to continue to always thank God for the small stuff as I now raise my three daughters with the constant message, Nothing is a problem, its only an opportunity.



Some of you reading Candaces cup half full perspective probably think that this sort of Pollyanna-like thinking isnt real, possible, or sustaining. Well, youre right. At any given moment even Candace can slip into despair, but her experience with gratitude to God gives her somewhere to go before her pain causes her to set down roots on the dark side.

No matter what youve suffered or continue to suffer, while you are alive you have the opportunity to get something from this lifeand Im going to do my best to help you with that.

I believe I am very qualified to help you do this, as I am a trained, experienced, licensed psychotherapist (Marriage and Family Therapy) with more than thirty years of helping people, first in private practice, and now mostly through my daily radio program; but even more, I know of what I speak, as this has been my torturous journey also. I came from a family of much negativity and unhappiness, and it has been a difficult transition from being angry and scared a lot of the time, having to be perfect or punished, and fearing that all disappointments and failures were terminal, to being freed up enough to admit that to you, dear reader!

Cassie once e-mailed me with her quote of the day on http://en.thinkexist.com, a quotations database: The people and circumstances around me do not make me what I am, they reveal who I am. That quote is from Dr. Laura Schlessinger. While I was most pleased to see myself quoted, I kept this as a reminder to myself. Hopefully this book will be that for you.



Blessings,

[image: image]

Dr. Laura Schlessinger












CHAPTER 1

Perspective Is Everything



I have changed my life from talking, whining, rehashing, complaining, and suffering into a life of doing and enduring because I got tired. I got tired of MAKING THE CHOICE to have a bad attitude. I realized almost at the ripe old age of thirty that I alone am responsible for my behaviors and my moods; and whining and the rest of that nonsense is futile to resolution and problem solving.

I suppose the main catalyst for this life change was putting things in PERSPECTIVE; I havent had a charmed life but I also realize how BLESSED I have been. I think all those people who claim that they are unhappy are only that way because they do not know how to appreciate what they DO have. It is hard not to take for granted what one has, but at the same time it is hard to believe that most people who have so much are still so miserable.

WENDY, A LISTENER



	


I talk a lot about perspective on my radio program to callers who just cant seem to break the hold that emotional pain, disappointments, and fears have on them. Im usually met first with their annoyance, as though Im trying to strip them of what is most important in their livestheir suffering and their anger about it. As anyone who has ever dealt with children knows, if you grab something out of the hand of a cranky kid, youd better be ready to put something else in its place. Well, with callers on the phone, what I have to put back in their minds after grabbing their complaints (justified or notit doesnt matter) is a more compelling image.

That substitute image has to:


	Make sense to them

	Not ignore or deny their suffering or the reasons for it

	Touch them more deeply than the reason they have for suffering

	Motivate behavior in a new and healthier direction

	Provide a direction for action

	Overpower resistance now and the likelihood of falling back into old patterns in the future



Let me move straightaway to some examples of how this works in real life. One recent caller in particular sticks in my mind for this demonstration, as the call was powerful with a very quick turnabout in attitude and perspective.

A young woman, about twenty-three, called concerning her sexual orientation and whether or not she should tell her mother. She was afraid that her mother would not be approving.

The very first thing I told her was Ill bet your mother knows. She cant have lived with you for over two decades and not have an inkling. She is a mother! It is not unusual, however, for parents to seemingly ignore situations like this because of their fears and feelings.

The next thing I told her was You have to understand that this is foreign to your mother, who has loved a man all her adult life, and who, as a loving mother, worries about what youll be missing out on that she has cherished for a lifetime. She may never approve of (embrace) your orientation, but given a chance, shell probably be lovingly accepting (tolerant).

It was at this point that I worked more directly on perspective: It isnt all about you, although I realize you see it that way. Your mother loses one of her dreamsher daughters wedding and marriage to a son-in-law and eventual grandchildren, and without that, she doesnt see a clear role for herself in your future. Your mother will suffer for her losses as well as her concerns about yours. I think you need to be less prickly and worried, and more compassionate.

The callers attitude changed abruptly from fearful and whiny to hopeful and concerned. Her mission became one of mutuality instead of one that was totally defensive. She hung up feeling more understanding of the bigger picture, of which she was but one part. Pictures must be seen from a multitude of vantage points to be seen clearly and properly appreciated.

The Everyday

I wish I had a dollar for every woman who called complaining about her husband not doing enough housework. Such women usually first tell me what a great guy he is in general, and then they get to their specific complaint concerning his sloppiness. Most advice show hosts generally go into strategies to manipulate, threaten, demand, or negotiate him into housework. I work on perspective.

Traci, a listener, wrote:


Youve talked before about keeping things in perspective and I just felt the need to reiterate the point. My husband, who is my hero, my swimmer of shark-infested waters, the sole financial supporter of our family of four, and the wonderful father to my two small girls, can absolutely annoy the CRAP out of me sometimes!!! He can take the can opener out of the drawer, place it on the counter right above, and never put it back; his dirty clothes are typically on the floor somewhere near the dirty clothes hamper. He thinks everything that is in the garage NEEDS to be put back in its proper place however those things that belong in the house are of less importance. I could go on

But then on occasion, I manage to remember who he is; he is a public servant. It is what he was born to do. He protects people. He is a state trooper, a volunteer firefighter, and an officer in the Coast Guard Reserves (after five years active duty Air Force and two years Air Force Reserves).

He is a man who, except for the occasional fishing trip, spends his spare time at home with his family. So I face the reality nearly every single time he walks out that doorhe might not come back. You know what? When I remember to put it in that light, it really doesnt matter where the can opener or his socks end up. I would much rather spend every day of the rest of my life taking care of such items behind him, than live a moment of my life without him.

Perhaps together, Dr. Laura, we can remind wives out there that having a wonderful husband that doesnt care so much that things are always in their proper place is a far cry better than having no wonderful husband at all!



Once I read that e-mail on my radio program, other women wrote in with similar stories. Julie, another listener, wrote that she used to complain all the time to her family about her husbands lack of neatness in their home. That continued until November 2005, when her best friend lost her husband.

Julie related that the husband was a wonderful man and her friend and he had a mutually adoring relationship. She remembered that her friend never complained about him at all! In November 2005 he died in the line of duty as a highway patrol officer. After Julie watched her friend grieve, it dawned on her that she would never have an opportunity to complain about him, ever. That changed her attitude toward her whole family, especially her husband. She realized her friend would give up anything just to have to pick up after her husband.

Julie had written to me right after hearing me talk to a wife complaining about the disorder in her home due to the lack of her husbands help. I had reminded the caller that there is evidence of life in her home, since things are moved around, not picked up, and not organized. Julie responded,


That hit home for me! The hardest part of living alone again, my friend says, is nothing changes unless she changes it. She leaves the house and things are still the same when she comes back. She goes days without having to clean because she picks up after herself as she goes. But I see the longing for her to have someone to pick up after. I often let her wash our dishes after we share a meal, not only because I hate washing dishes, but because it gives her a sense of belonging and purpose. Somoral of the storypitch your socks off and hug your hubby.



Leanne, the proud wife of a deployed marine, also responded to that call:


I was pushed over the edge when the caller said that her husband was home more than others, but that meant that he made more of a mess. I also have small children, two and a half and seven months. I would gladly pick up socks and put down the toilet seat all day long just to have the companionship and comfort of my spouse; and I would put away any dish left anywhere in the home if it meant that my son didnt have to ask me again when Daddy would be home from warknowing that I cant give him the answer that he wants.



Close your eyeswell, after reading this paragraph through firstand picture the person in your life who is causing you annoyance (note: annoyance is not about a dangerous or destructive spouse). First picture all those things the person does that irritate you no end! Really work on thatget yourself riled up!

Then pluck the person out of the picture of your world and see what would change, what you would lose and miss. If you had to and could choose, which picture would you want to keep?

Real life requires a sense of humor and a margin of forgiveness. The sense of humor helps you accept the things you cannot change by transforming them into smiles, and forgiveness helps you let go of the bitterness that gets in the way of loving life. Some quirks, weaknesses, and dumb habits are just not worth getting worked up over. Everybodys got em, including you!

It comes down to this: do you really think youll be happy only when everything and everyone around you is and does things exactly the way you wish? Then, my friends, youll never be happy; and neither will anybody be happy with you!

Hardship: A Matter of Pride or Pain?

When we are suffering over something, our world collapses in to contain only ourselves; we become like a vegetable covered with heated shrink-wrap. It is really tough to fight out of that shrink-wrap because the suffering sucks us into that vortex of self-centeredness.

John wrote about how he worked out of that miserable state of mind:


What turned my approach to life around, from victim to true adulthood, was a hard look at how tough life was for those who have gone before me. It was not that long ago that life expectancy was significantly lower than it is today, and life was often filled with illness, oppression, and heartache.

During what I considered to be a hard day, I strolled along the Illinois and Michigan Canal during lunch, considering the brutal conditions through which those who dug the canal labored.

Disease, injury, exposure to the elements, loneliness, and backbreaking work endured for a pittanceand they worked well in excess of my marathon eight-hour day.

In their limited spare time, they built churches up and down the canal, some of which still stand today, along with their tombstones.

Whenever my poor me attitude surfaces, I think of what my ancestors endured, awed by their grit, perseverance, and faith.



Hardship is simply a fact of life, not a personal assault on you, and while you may have it badso do others. What does that mean for you? Are you not entitled to express pain, hurt, or anger simply because others are suffering too? Of course youre entitled to your pain. Now what?

A talk-show host on a Los Angeles station has one response to those who come on the air with him by asking how hes doing: Better than some and not as good as others. The first time I heard him say that I thought it was very cute. After that I thought, How profound. And what a good message.


Anne wrote about taking her two-year-old son out to lunch. She was feeling frustrated that day because her husband has to travel several times a month for work and because her son is in the terrible twos. She thought shed take a break and go out for a bite. She ended up sitting next to a woman who had two children with her.

The woman mentioned that she had two children in school and the ones with her were five and one. Immediately Anne felt foolish for feeling overwhelmed with one kidlet. Anne said, You have your hands full! The woman said, Yepand my husband is in Iraq. She went on to explain that the youngest son has a kidney disease and is on a transplant list.

Anne continued,


It hit me like a brick. I have a husband who works terribly hard to take care of me and our son. Both my son and husband are healthy. I was also aware that because of her husbands sacrifice for our country she was raising her four children on about half the salary that my husband earns each year.

It occurred to me that whining about my small problems is self-serving and useless. Now when it occurs to me to feel sorry for myself, I think about this womanher sacrifice, her husbands sacrifice, and how lucky we are as a family.

Life is about gratitude. Even on my toughest days, I have precious little to complain about.



Of course there are things worthy of complaining about or being upset over. However, the depth, breadth, and duration of your emotional reactionand the drain on your well-being and ability to enjoy the other aspects of your lifecan be lessened with perspective.


Sally came to this understanding the hard way:


I won first prize in the poor me contest. I loved the blame game and laying guilt.

What changed that was my husbands triple bypass. It wasnt all about me anymore. Then, to strengthen my transition, was my own battle with breast cancer.

When faced with death, all matters become small in comparison. I actually found my sense of humor again and compassion for others. I also found great pleasure in helping others.

My husband and I were brought to our knees when we learned he not only needed another bypass (at sixty) but had a rapidly growing aortic aneurysm that could burst at any time. Even those who are not believers become so with that kind of news.

Both surgeries were successful and we live our lives now with immense gratitude and deep love.



I bet that most of you are wondering how it is at all possible for anyone to have a positive perspective when facing possible imminent or painful death. Imagine for a moment that youve been thrown into raging waters. At first you flail about and scream like crazy; youre full of fear and confusion. Then you have two options: one is to continue the frenzied behavior; the other is to look for something or someone to hold on to, be it some floating debris, a Coast Guard rescuer, your swimming skills, God through prayer, or lovely memories.

It is said that just before you die your whole life flashes before your eyes. If that is so, Ill bet it is never the ugly memories; it is typically those lovely moments that make life memorable and worth living.

This type of transition in thought and emotion does not happen automatically. Believe me, sometimes you really have to make an effort to force yourself into it. I can confirm that firsthand. It is much easier to stay with the enraged defense against whatever assault has occurred than raise your gaze toward the sky and feel gratitude for being alive; that fact gives you options for a better tomorrow.

Oh Yeah, Thats True, Isnt It?

Elephants may remember everything, but human beings seem to readily forget some of the most important truths and realities of their lives. That forgetfulness is usually called taking someone/something for granted. That which doesnt cause us fear or pain seems to have the longevity of a wisp of smoke. Its a shame. We all need reminding.

Katie, mother of two little boys, called me recently about her compulsive overeating and overspending.




Dr. Laura: So youve made yourself fat and poor?




Katie: Fortunately I decided to take up running last year to keep the fat at bay, but Im getting close to being poor, and you know this staying-at-home part is very important to me. Im putting that in jeopardy by doing the things that I do.



Katie mostly spends her money on clothes. She brings them home and sticks them somewhere, anywhere. Then, as time wears on, she ends up getting rid of them and getting new ones and the cycle continues.




Dr. Laura: Tell me the feeling that happens just before you feel the need to go shopping.




Katie: Yknow




Dr. Laura: No, no, no. Dont talk until you know what the feeling is. Shhh. Dont talk. All I want to know is the one or two words to the feeling.




Katie: (voice breaking) Emptiness.




Dr. Laura: Emptiness. Okay. That made you cry.




Katie: I know.




Dr. Laura: And when was the first time you remember having the feeling of emptiness?




Katie: Probably a great while ago.



Katie then talked about her parents divorce. She said that she really did think that the divorce was a good thing because of all the continual family upheaval that preceded it. I told her that regardless of how she felt about her parents divorce, it was still devastating to her. As crappy as they might have been together, it was still family.



Katie: Yeah. (long sigh)




Dr. Laura: Youre still sad.




Katie: Yeah, I am. Ive been depressed.




I pointed out to Katie that she isnt depressed when shes running; shes not depressed when shes buying either, nor when having a yummy dessert. Shes depressed only when shes alone with her thoughts, which seem to behave like homing pigeons and go right back to her original familys demise.



Dr. Laura: Well, you know what? Heres the good news: if you truly had a profound clinical depression, youd be depressed through all of that. The bad news is this: you forgetnow listen to me very, very carefullyyou forget that youre not empty anymore. You were when your parents imploded. What happens to you that you call depression, is that you tap into the emptiness of the first half of your life, and then you forget that youre not empty anymore.




Katie: Thats right!




Dr. Laura: And, gosh darn, there are people who like you, who admire you. There are two kids who look up to you as the transitional object between them and God. You gave them life. Your husband looks at you with awe because youre the mother of his children, and his woman, for whom he slays dragons.

Your life is very full, but its like a train track switchyou sometimes switch into yesterday and switch out of today. Wrong track.

Theres nothing empty about you now. Just switch that track over. Actually visualize the train track. When it goes by the next time (when you start getting that empty feeling), actually see the train track and switch it over. And then enjoy the beautiful view you have on the all filled up track!




Look at any garden: among the lovely colorful blooms and aroma is dirt filled with dog poop, crawly bugs, dead leaves, and petals. Before the flowers germinated and then bloomed, there was only the dirt. But now you have lovely flowers and you can choose to focus on the flowers or the crud. That there always will be some dirt and crawly bugs and such between the flowers is a fact of life. Somehow, though, the contrast between the bugs and the blooms makes the blooms even more special.

My Body, Myself

An area of sensitivity to just about every woman who has ever lived is her looks. Ive had way too many women call me about not having sex with their husbands because they are embarrassed that they have gained or lost weight; that they have C-section scars, skin saggy with age; and so forth. In addition, the women behave like jealous harpies whenever theyre around other women or even watching actresses on television or movies. This constant self-disgust gets in the way of enjoying their lives.

Sometimes the cause of the imperfection is quite serious; however, the concept of perception is still everything.

Jackie called to announce she had stage 2 breast cancer. Her mammogram had been clear, but she had what felt like a painful cyst in her breast. After a biopsy, she was diagnosed with cancer and was having a double mastectomythe second breast being removed to minimize the possibility of a recurrence. She was scheduled to have reconstructive surgery.

Jackie had been married for nineteen years to a sergeant with the L.A. County Sheriffs Department, who took time off to sit with her during her chemo. A very good guy.



Jackie: Which kind of brings me to my question. I mean, this has been an incredible experience for us to go through together. Hes been amazing. Of course, hes told me that he thinks Im beautiful no matter what I look like.




Dr. Laura: Yeah, and you dont believe that.




Jackie: I believe that he thinks that (laughs), but, yknow, as a woman, part of feeling sexy is feeling sexy yourself.




Dr. Laura: Yes, but, Jackie, with two breasts, you didnt have the best body in the world anyway!




Jackie: (laughing) You know me!!




Dr. Laura: Well, yeah, because none of us has the best body in the world. Close your eyes. Now I want you to feel the moment when you and your husband are making love, and hes running his hand over your body. That feels great, doesnt it?




Jackie: Umm-hmm.




Dr. Laura: Even though if you open your eyes and look at your body, its not the best body in the world?




Jackie: Right.



The truth is that if every woman made love to her husband only when she thought she was a hot babe, thered be nobody out there doing it because we women are all neurotic about our bodies. Jackies husband had been with her for nearly two decades. He loves her. Im sure he would prefer her to have two breastsguys like breasts! But because he knew she had cancer, he was scared to lose her.




Dr. Laura: Jackie, if he had only one testicle would you stop making love to him?




Jackie: Nobecause I love HIM.




Dr. Laura: When hes rubbing his hands over the length of your body when you two are making love, it feels very good to his hand, even if whats under his hand isnt perfect. Thats because hes touching the woman he adores, and if he could lay his hand on your chest where your boob is no more, and make it all better, hed give his hand!




Jackie: I know.




Dr. Laura: Dont stop making love, because you are making love, which is different from just having sex. See, a lot of people are just having sexin which case the guy probably wont want to touch an imperfect chest. Your husband makes love to youso for him nothing has changed. He still wants to touch the body of his woman and you still want to be touched.

So for the first few times, youll probably feel kind of awkward and stupidhe will too. And thenyou wontbecause itll all feel so good again.



This perspective also holds for everyday, non-life-threatening body image issues. Nobody gets to middle age and on without some dimpling, wrinkling, sagging, and baggingits an inevitable part of life. Too many women, like a recent caller, Andrea, struggle a lot with comparing myself to every single woman I see.



Dr. Laura: You mean for looks?




Andrea: Yeah, its all about looks.




Dr. Laura: Oh. Okay. Youre prettier than some; uglier than others. That is true for me, you, and for every other woman on the face of the earth.



While that made rational sense to Andrea, the point was that she was completely obsessed with making these comparisons: judging other women and measuring her worth by how she measures up.




Andrea: Everywhere I am, everywhere I go with my husbandespecially if hes thereI feel like I am a complete, disgusting loser.




Dr. Laura: A loser is about actionnot about looks.




Andrea: What Im saying is that Ive developed this thinking that men are just lustful pigs.




Dr. Laura: Actually youre correctuntil theyre marriedand then they lust for the woman who brings them the security and warmth, who is the mother of their children, the woman who makes them feel accepted, who makes them feel masculine. Any babe walking down the street cant do thatshe can only arouse the animal instinct. So when men get married, it all morphs into a dependency on how their woman treats them, not as much on how she looks anymore.




Andrea: Wow! Okay.




Dr. Laura: Maybe if your husband met you now for the first time, hed look at your body, which, yknow, has a little more cellulite, and is a little more saggy here and there, and it wouldnt be the first thing that turned him on. But you do turn him onbecause of what you are to him.




Andrea: Thats what he says!




Dr. Laura: Hes telling you the truth.




Andrea: I get carried away in wanting to be his every desire. I want to be the one who will make his head turn when he walks down the street and sees me.




Dr. Laura: Honey, honey, honey. When youre ninety-five, are you still going to talk like this? Hes not superficial. He notices beauty in others, but lives for the beauty you give him. You are neglecting him, his soul, his being, if the only thing you think of giving him is your looks. He needs more than that.

Andrea: Oh yeah, youre so right.



The problem with so many issues of suffering and unhappiness is that we look at only one sliver of the situationand from that view, of course it looks grim! But when we stand back and approach the problem as though were looking through a wide-angle lens, there are so many other aspects of the issue.

If, like Andreas, your personal value and power of attraction with a man have been largely an issue of beauty, then aging and competing with others via comparisons become painful. As I triedand I believe managedto have Andrea understand, her value to her husband was so much more than her looks, which were only one small and not even the most important quality to her man. With this perspective, hopefully she began to see herself through her meaning to him, fulfilled by her actions of appreciation, admiration, affection, respect, and compassion.

The issue of perspective here has to do with the difference between how we narrowly see the world, and what we really mean in that world.

Your Pain Ricochets

Jennifer called my radio program to complain about her manipulative and abusive father. She described herself as weak when it came to him. Whenever she had anything to talk to him about she felt like a fifteen-year-old girl asking his permission to do something. She recognized that since this bothered her so much, it impacted her relationship with her husband not only through her mood swings, but by her taking it out on him.




Dr. Laura: Youve become abusive.




Jennifer: I have? What do you mean?




Dr. Laura: Well, youve permitted yourself to get into a perpetual state in which you cause your husband pain, hurt, frustration, maybe even anger.





Jennifer: Well, yes, that is true.




Dr. Laura: Thats abusive. If being with your father creates such a state in you that you turn around and abuse your husband, then you have to make a choice, because it looks like you cant handle both. You have to make a choice if youre gonna be the little girl still trying to get Daddys approval, or a grown woman having a healthy, loving marriage.

When you dont get what you want from your dad, your husband gets the brunt of it.




Jennifer: Youre absolutely right.




Dr. Laura: Is that any different than your father when he doesnt get what he wants?




Jennifer: (silence)




Dr. Laura: He takes it out on his children.




Jennifer: Yeah. (quietly)




Dr. Laura: Then whats the difference?




Jennifer: None. I love my husband and my children more than anythingso they come first in my life.




Dr. Laura: Then you have to say it to yourself in your head, I have to give up trying to make my father love me. Let me hear you say that, Jennifer.




Jennifer: I have to give up making my father love me.




Dr. Laura: And tell me something, Jennifer, isnt sitting there being the good little girl, isnt that manipulative?





Jennifer: Yes, actually it is. Cause Im not being myself.




Dr. Laura: Well, the whole way you described your dad, you described yourself.




Jennifer: I never really looked at it like that before. Well, I really respect your opinionand thats helped me out a lot.



And there it is: a quick change from suffering, frustration, and confusion to being committed and focused, as well as relieved. You wouldnt think that pointing out to a person that she is doing something bad would ultimately result in a feeling of joy, would you? Well, this shift in perspective works best with only the most decent of people: people who are caring and concerned about their impact on others. In this case, it was just that in her long-term and frustrating search for parental validation (the blood-from-a-stone version), she lost sight of what validation she received in the here and now.

For some people it is as though they cant go on to enjoy today and tomorrow without the permission from yesterday. When that permission is unavailable, they feel stuck and confusedand unworthy.

I try to remind these callers that unless they see their current spouses, children, friends, etc., as completely stupid, somebody obviously sees them as more than worthy; however, they jeopardize that by insisting that yesterday catch up.

Let it go.


Mirror, Mirror on the Wall

Sometimes the simplest change in perspective has to do with how you see yourself. If you see yourself as crippled, then, of course, youll limp. If you see yourself as healthy and strong, then youll strut your stuff.

Lisa had been raised in a strife-ridden household. As a child she coped with great difficulties and suffered from chronic headaches, constipation, insomnia, obesity, depression, and general angst. The constant second-guessing of herself wore her out. Large chunks of time were spent with her musing over what she should have done, how she could have done better, and so forth.


At twenty-one, after much soul-searching and years of prayer, I had an inspiration. One day, while grocery shopping, a thought from heaven occurred to me: What if Im not a defective person? What if Im normal and this is just life? This thought opened up my life and altered the way I viewed myself. From that point forward I came to accept that I was not starkly different from other people, but shared in a common human drama.

While not a miraculous cure, that was a starting point for a reframing of my thinking. Gradually the health problems disappeared and I became capable of joy and chose to associate with faithful and hope-filled people. New life!



Yes, indeed, just join the human race; better than some, not as good as others, but always striving for the heavensANDwith an attitude of loving appreciation for the opportunities, not a self-loathing discounting of your potential.


Closing Sentiment

This contribution is from Patricia:


It is not easy having post-polio syndrome, diabetes and a heart condition, an adult son with autism, and being estranged from my youngest. My middle child is my rock. We have fun together. I never worry about what I cant do, because there are so many things I can do that bring me joy. How can one not smile when you can look at the beautiful sunrise and sunset. So, see? I do not have a problem.



Hopefully, we will all learn to see.










End of sample
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