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    “A bold new book that shows how engaging with mindful awareness and compassion can allow us to step out from behind conditional and limiting self-driven narratives and into a more openhearted embrace of our lives.”


    —Zindel V. Segal, PhD, author of The Mindful Way Through Depression


    “How we focus our attention can transform our lives and rewire our brains toward a healthier, more compassionate way of being. Living with Your Heart Wide Open is a practical, step-by-step guide that teaches us how to cultivate our awareness so that we can develop more resilient minds and enjoy lives of inner clarity and kindness. Freedom from the prison of a life on automatic pilot rests within these powerful and poetic pages.”


    —Daniel J. Siegel, MD, author of Mindsight


    “Living with Your Heart Wide Open is both healing and awakening. By questioning and transforming the many false and negative ways we understand ourselves, we find the joy of liberation.”


    —Jack Kornfield, PhD, author of The Wise Heart, A Path with Heart, and After the Ecstasy, the Laundry


    “The way you talk to yourself, including that murmur in the back of your head, continually shapes your outlook, your mood, and the circuits in your brain. In a warm, down-to-earth, and wonderfully useful way, Living with Your Heart Wide Open shows you how to change that storyline for the better for greater confidence and happiness, resilience in the face of stress, and peace of mind.”


    —Rick Hanson, PhD, author of Buddha’s Brain


    “A bedside book for the heart. A daily reading in healing for the part of us we have put aside for later. A letting-go of our forgetfulness of how very beautiful we essentially are. A turning toward oneself with loving-kindness.”


    —Stephen Levine, author of Healing into Life and Death, Who Dies?, and Meetings at the Edge


    “It has been said that the teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his or her wisdom, but rather leads you to the threshold of your own. If you want to access your inner wisdom, this is a book you want by your side. If you want to live in accord with your higher power, if you want to be inspired by your experience of life, you should know that this is a book filled with reliable and authentic support.”


    —John Robbins, author The Food Revolution, The New Good Life, and Diet For a New America
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    To all who choose to live with their hearts wide open even as they face fear and pain.
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    Foreword


    The greatest truths are too often forgotten. This book calls us back to one that is central to our happiness: If we cannot embrace our own frightened and vulnerable hearts, we cannot love our world.


    Sadly, we are often at war with ourselves. More times than I can recount, people have shared with me the pain of their core beliefs. “Something is basically wrong with me,” they tell me. “I don’t feel worthy of love.” One woman captured her pain in a way that really struck me: “I am a disgrace,” she said with a mix of disgust and sorrow.


    That word, “disgrace”—out of the flow of grace—speaks to the soul suffering of feeling inadequate, ashamed, or isolated. When we have turned on ourselves in harsh judgment and dislike, we lose access to our own natural intelligence, and we are cut off from our innate tenderness and openness. All that we long for—intimacy with others, peace of mind, feeling fully alive—is out of reach.


    Living with Your Heart Wide Open offers a time-honored yet vibrant pathway for healing this core suffering of self-aversion. Steve Flowers and Bob Stahl are both dedicated, longtime practitioners of meditation and talented, wise mindfulness teachers. With great clarity and compassion, they introduce the principles and practices of mindfulness meditation in a way that is inviting and accessible. Their stories show us that deep emotional healing is possible, and their exercises and meditations allow us to engage directly in inner transformation. For anyone who is committed to opening beyond the trance of unworthiness, this book will be a valued friend and guide. May these teachings help you reenter the flow of grace and realize the freedom of your awakened heart.


    —Tara Brach, Ph.D., author of Radical Acceptance
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    Introduction


    We human beings talk to ourselves about ourselves a lot. This self-talk is rarely kind; in fact, it’s often judgmental and even cruel. It’s like listening to a critical sports commentator who’s making a running commentary about you—your performance, your appearance, your thoughts, your life in general. It rarely shuts up, and it can make a comment about nearly everything you do or don’t do. But does anybody else talk to you this way? We give this critical and prejudiced commentator a lot of credibility and listen to it intently, even though it repeats a lot of the same critical comments daily and can make us feel miserable. We allow this narrator to create and maintain our life story and define who we are. But is this self who’s always being judged, or even the internal critic, really who you are? Does the commentary or even the character it describes exist anywhere other than in your head?


    We call the sense of self this commentary creates the narrative-based self. This is not only the self that you have created and continue to maintain with your self-talk, it is most likely the self you identify with. As a result, your experience of life is based on self-references and habits of personality that are familiar to you but restrict you from discovering a deeper and more expansive experience of who you are. The narrative-based self is a mind trap. It’s not who you are.


    If you feel unworthy or inadequate, you are caught in this mind trap and share a misconception with a great many others who are similarly trapped in their own self-made prisons: the notion that you have a relatively fixed and stable self to begin with. But when you examine the self you’ve come to identify with, you’ll find that it’s far less substantial than you may have imagined. Who is this self? Is it your thoughts, your ideas, your beliefs? Is it your emotions, habits, behaviors, or personal history? Could it be your typical moods or personality quirks?


    How about your body? Is that you? Conceptually you call it “my body,” but consider it piece by piece and you’ll discover that it’s hard to find “you” there. Take a car for example. We might call it a Ford, but dismantle it and the Ford is nowhere to be found. Identifying with the body can create much suffering. It’s subject to such vagaries of judgment. We may view it as the wrong size, shape, color, or gender. It can be too weak, too hairy, or not hairy enough. These types of judgments often originate in our culture, era, or community—but independent of these relentless judgments, we are all subject to universal conditions that nobody can escape; our bodies get hurt, get sick, grow old, and die. But look closely: Are you that finger, that hand, or that healthy head of hair? Are you the eyes that study yourself in the mirror? Who is it that is looking out from your eyes? Who listens with your ears? Who’s thinking about these things?


    Are you, as Descartes suggests, the one who thinks? Are you a collection of memories that thoughts maintain? Are you the story of your life? You may say, “Yes, this is who I am.” Yet your thoughts and the stories they spin are also subject to change—something you’ll clearly see as you develop a meditation practice. From the vantage point of mindful awareness, you recognize that the “I” character these stories create is primarily a creation of the thoughts themselves. And the self they create is actually quite malleable. It may be good or bad, depending on the mood state you happen to be in. While in one mood, you remember shining triumphs. In another mood, you’ll see a long history of dismal failures. The story you identify with at any given time will offer seemingly irrefutable proof of who you are and how you are, and it can serve as a prosecutor, proving its case in front of any jury. It can prove that you are a hero or a creep, a victim or a creative genius. The more these stories are repeated, the more believable they become, and so the sense of self hardens.


    Have you ever felt pretty sure that there was something wrong with you, and even if you didn’t know exactly what it was, you felt fairly certain that everybody else thought so too? We’ve also felt this way, and it took us many years to realize that the only thing that was really wrong with us was the thought there was something wrong with us. This thought was our own self-creation. We were living in a delusion and found proof of our flawed nature in our personal histories and, seemingly, in the eyes and actions of many people we encountered. It’s an idea that hasn’t entirely disappeared, and either one of us can still fall under its spell in the right circumstances. We all know how easy it is to make a mistake and immediately label ourselves as terrible or stupid. Self-judgments arise so quickly and cut so deeply.


    The feelings that result have many names, but all boil down to shame, self-blame, or a sense of being somehow inadequate, inferior, incomplete, insufficient, unworthy, or incompetent—as though you have a core deficit or a basic fault and something is terribly wrong with you. In this frame of mind, you may feel forsaken, left out, or rejected, or feel that you’ve lost your way in life.


    Does this sound familiar? Do you ever notice an inner critic that hardly takes a break? Many of us are burdened with this habit of being hard on ourselves. In a mindfulness-based stress reduction class, a woman once remarked, “There’s hardly been a day in my entire adult life when I haven’t called myself stupid.” Another person jumped in and said, “I call myself an idiot nearly every day.” You might think this type of self-talk would be rare, but, sad to say, it’s not. We all say these kinds of things to ourselves—a lot. If you talked to others the way you talk to yourself, you would have few friends.


    This book offers a mindful path to breaking free from these habitual thought patterns. Through meditation and inquiry, you can discover where this negative self-talk comes from and why you are so judgmental toward yourself. Addressing this lack of self-compassion is essential. In a sense, our very existence is threatened by the epidemic of self-loathing. War essentially begins inside the individual, stemming from a sense of alienation and separation from the interconnectedness of life. Making peace within is one of the noblest endeavors you can pursue—for yourself, for others, and for the world.


    The way to experience peace is to look into your heart, as Saint Isaac of Nineveh gently invites us to do: “Be at peace with your own soul, then heaven and earth will be at peace with you. Enter eagerly into the treasure house that is within you, [and] you will see the things that are in heaven; for there is but one single entry to them both. The ladder that leads to the Kingdom is hidden within your soul… Dive into yourself, and in your soul you will discover the stairs by which to ascend” (Oman 2000, 251).


    You may have been looking for contentment in things outside of yourself. Ultimately, these can’t heal the wound or fill the void. The place to look for peace is within you. In this book, we’ll help you connect with your own deep inner resources for healing and self-compassion. We’ll explore the causes of a sense of unworthiness and shame and guide you along a pathway to freedom. You’ll learn how to use mindfulness meditation and self-inquiry to dive deeply into yourself. This is important, for this is where you’ll find a ladder to ascend to wholeness and a more accepting and genuine connection with yourself, others, and the world.


    Here’s a preview of the terrain ahead as you embark on this important journey of healing. Throughout the book, we’ve interwoven key concepts from both Western and Buddhist psychology. Each offers significant benefits, and you may be surprised to discover how complementary they are. Chapters 1 and 2 provide some basic information on how a pervasive sense of unworthiness develops, primarily from the perspective of Western psychological science. Chapter 1 explores the work of self-authorship—how we construct our stories of ourselves—and how this process is influenced by early childhood development. In chapter 2, we’ll look at destructive thoughts and emotions and how they manifest into a sense of self-doubt, self-blame, or inner deficiency.


    Starting in chapter 3, we’ll begin to bring more emphasis to Buddhist psychology and mindfulness techniques. Chapter 3 offers some basics about mindfulness, its benefits, and how to practice. Then, in chapter 4, we’ll help you use mindful awareness and self-inquiry to deeply investigate the origins of painful mental and emotional habits by bringing light into the dark places of your mind and heart, including feelings of fear, self-blame, and deficiency.


    In chapter 5, we’ll help you cultivate self-compassion, which is key in reducing self-judgments and developing greater acceptance of yourself. Then, in chapter 6, you’ll extend the healing balm of compassion and loving-kindness to yourself and outward to others and begin the important work of reconciliation, which can help you move beyond places where you’ve been stuck. The work you do in chapters 5 and 6 will open the door to living with your heart wide open.


    In chapter 7, we’ll circle back to some of the underpinnings of defining and limiting stories from a Western perspective, and also provide more mindfulness techniques for breaking free from your stories, including radical acceptance. Finally, in chapter 8, we’ll take a more detailed look at some key Buddhist principles in regard to mindfulness as a way of helping you continue to develop and expand your practice once you’ve finished reading this book. Living with your heart wide open is a lifelong project, so we want to send you on your way with more avenues of exploration.


    Every chapter will explore important facets of opening your heart to greater self-compassion and insight, and each will end with a guided meditation that you can incorporate into your daily life. All of the chapters also contain other exercises and practices, and we often encourage you to write about your experiences and insights as you engage in them. Please purchase a journal or a special notebook where you can record your thoughts and feelings throughout this journey.


    We’ll help you build your practice of mindfulness meditation in a stepwise fashion, starting with short, straightforward practices and building from there. At times we’ll discuss the benefits of mindfulness meditation. Know that anytime you intentionally tune in to your experience in the here and now, you’re practicing mindfulness meditation, so even simple practices can confer benefits. That said, the practices later in the book will provide deeper insight and more profound healing.


    This book isn’t meant to be read passively; it’s a guidebook to an active process of learning and practice, and achieving the insight that comes from that level of engagement. Please read it slowly, taking one step at a time and savoring the journey.


    For now, let’s begin with a short meditation and reflection.


    Mindfulness Practice: A Welcoming Meditation


    Give yourself five minutes for this beginning practice. Perhaps stretch a little before you begin, then either sit or lie down. Make yourself as comfortable as possible while also remaining alert. You can close your eyes if you like, or leave them partially open if that feels more comfortable. Settle into the here and now through your breath, focusing on the sensations of breathing. The breath is an excellent vehicle for mindfulness. It’s with you wherever you go, always available as a way to tune in to your experience in the moment.


    Begin this meditation by taking a few moments to congratulate yourself for embarking on this journey of mindfulness and self-compassion. This is a time of new beginnings, and it’s good to acknowledge this important first step on the path through and beyond feelings of unworthiness.


    Next, direct your attention to how you are feeling physically, mentally, and emotionally. This may be the first time today you’ve slowed down to attend to yourself with attention and awareness. Feel into your body and mind and acknowledge whatever is present, whether there are feelings of tension and tightness or feelings of ease and being relaxed. Just let it all be. There may be memories of the past, plans for the future, hopes, dreams, worries, hurt feelings, joyful feelings, fears, or a myriad of other experiences.


    Allow whatever is beneath the surface to rise into full awareness, and then simply acknowledge it and let it be. There’s nothing you need to do, fix, analyze, or solve. Just allow yourself to be wherever you are.


    As you come to an end of this meditation, congratulate yourself for taking this time to be present and directly participate in your health and well-being.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    The Fiction of Me


    We do not deal much in facts when we are contemplating ourselves.


    —Mark Twain


    To feel unworthy is to suffer. It feels like you’re flawed and must conceal your faultiness from others or risk being shunned. But concealing, pretending, and holding yourself apart from others tends to make you feel alienated and then interpret these feelings as proof that you’re flawed. This is a vicious cycle of self-doubts and self-judgments that separates you from others and prevents you from feeling whole and complete. Though you may be stuck in this self-concept, it’s far more arbitrary and malleable than you may think.


    Author and organizational consultant Margaret Wheatley describes this dynamic well: “We notice what we notice because of who we are. We create ourselves by what we choose to notice. Once this work of self-authorship has begun, we inhabit the world we have created. We self-seal. We don’t notice anything except those things that confirm what we already think about who we already are… When we succeed in moving outside of our normal processes of self-reference and can look upon ourselves with self-awareness, then we have a chance at changing. We break the seal. We notice something new” (1999, 1). This is a powerful insight into not only how the concept of self is perpetuated by habits of mind and perception, but also how you can free yourself and discover a much larger experience of who you are. Perhaps none of us discovers who we really are until we free ourselves from concepts of who we are and are not. Therefore we begin this book by exploring how the fiction of self is created and maintained.


    The sense of self is formed in early childhood and gradually hardens into self-concepts and beliefs, creating a personal identity that can define and restrict you for the rest of your life. The self is conditioned primarily in early interpersonal relationships, and we then tend to see only those things that confirm who we think we are, and we screen out everything to the contrary. This is what it means to self-seal: closing off possibilities for yourself and sealing your identity, and your fate, within whatever self-construct was created when you were quite young. This self becomes a prison of beliefs that color and distort your experience of who you are.


    Margaret Wheatley’s quote offers insight into how we can free ourselves from this prison of funhouse mirrors with distorted reflections that we mistake for reality. If you can experience yourself from the immediacy of here-and-now awareness rather than through the narrowed perceptions of a self created long before this moment, you can find another way of being in the world. How do you develop this here-and-now awareness? Mindfulness is the key, and as you work your way through this book, we’ll offer many practices that will help you develop this perspective.


    Because it’s important to understand where you’re starting from, in this chapter we’ll explore how an identity of deficiency is constructed and persists from a Western psychological perspective as well as from the point of view of Buddhist psychology. As you learn to bring mindful awareness and inquiry into these self-limiting constructions, you’re likely to discover possibilities for greater freedom and peace. It’s like the Zen cartoon that shows an anguished prisoner clinging to the bars of his cell while a small door in a dark corner of his cell is clearly open. Until you let go of the bars of your prison of self and begin to explore the dark and unlit places within yourself, you can’t find the door to freedom.


    Self-Authorship


    The stories you repeat make up your personal history and identity. They include the place and time you were born, the way it was in your family, the things that happened to you, the things you did, the things others did, your first love, and your first betrayal. It goes on and on—as long as you repeat it. When you really look at your self-stories, you may discover that they’re repetitive and even arbitrary, depending on your mood. It’s likely that the details don’t even match up with those in the stories of your parents or closest siblings. A good question is “Who would you be without your story?” Seeing yourself without your story is an excellent way to let go of taking things personally (which can be very helpful with shame and inadequacy).


    Self-authorship begins very early in life in our responses to our caregivers. If we are raised in a safe and secure environment in which we feel accepted and validated, we tend to have more self-compassion and less self-criticism (Neff and McGehee 2008). But if our caregivers are more critical or aggressive or we feel unsafe with them for any reason, we tend to become more self-critical and insecure as we grow older (Gilbert and Proctor 2006). We see ourselves in the mirrors of others’ eyes and behaviors, and our stories reflect what we see there.


    Who you believe you are began in your early relationships with your caregivers, and it was in these exchanges that you decided if you were worthy or unworthy, adequate or inadequate. Your story has developed within this original theme from then on. If you feel inadequate, for example, you may seek a sense of adequacy from people or things, from what you’ve done, or from your appearance, your talents, or your performances. This never works out. A sense of adequacy doesn’t come from any of these things; it comes from who you are. This is why so many of us feel deficient and unworthy no matter what we do. We perform. We get wonderful things. We may even succeed in proving our adequacy to others, but we never quite prove it to ourselves. Shortly after every standing ovation, the sense of inadequacy returns and follows us as inexorably as a shadow.


    The sense of inadequacy also follows us into our love relationships, where we tend to play out our role in some of the most dramatic ways. Surely the one who loves us will give us what we always longed for. Surely this person’s love will be enough, and through it, we will finally be enough. This never quite works out either, even when our partners do their best to assure us that we’re okay, or even far more than okay. In fact, the distortions of our self-authorship often manifest more dramatically in these relationships than anywhere else, due to the extraordinary perceptual distortion known as projection—attributing your own thoughts and judgments to others.


    Projection is a kind of trance that forms the basis of all our relationships, but it’s particularly prominent in our love relationships, where we may tend to project onto our partners the unpleasant thoughts and emotions we haven’t yet worked through. No matter what our partners say or do, we typically believe they’re expressing something else. This can drive us nuts until we start figuring out that we aren’t seeing things the way they are; we’re seeing things the way we are. But it can take a long time to gain this insight—if it ever comes at all. Most of us completely buy into the fiction of who we are, rarely noticing that we ourselves are the authors of the stories we live in.


    Projection is a huge dilemma in our lives; it colors all of our relationships. It’s a convoluted fiction that solidifies who we think we are and who we think everyone else is, and it drives the wedge between us ever deeper. As long as we are living within this narrative, we continue to believe we are separate and alienated from everybody else.


    Why It’s Never Enough


    Western psychology has studied in depth how an alienated and deficient sense of self is formed in early childhood, and how failures in attachment and bonding with caregivers can create a craving for reassurance and a deep distrust of others later in life. Buddhist psychology has studied similar questions in depth, looking at how we create suffering by identifying with a fabricated self and all of its cravings, aversions, and confusion. It offers steps to help us disidentify from this separate and contracted sense of self. Both of these orientations offer understanding and tools that we can use to free ourselves from the suffering that flows from a distorted sense of self based on a faulty narrative.


    When we live within unresolved childhood trauma and woundedness, it’s very difficult to get glimpses of the clarity and selflessness of a here-and-now reality. We keep getting jerked back into our narrative-based self and unfinished business, no matter how desperately we’d like to leave it behind. It’s like having a long bungee cord attached to your butt that won’t let you move on until you’ve finished what you evidently need to finish. It is an enormous work for any of us to awaken from the trance we ourselves have intoned by the repetition of our stories—stories that obscure the truths and feeling we can not yet bare.


    The inadequate and deficient self forged within painful interactions in early relationships will continue to plague us until we’re willing to do the work of healing the child within. Mindfulness can help us open to and be near our own anguish and pain without judgment, avoidance, or pretense. But even with our growing mindfulness, this work is very difficult to do alone, particularly when working with unresolved childhood trauma. The self forged in childhood has so many defenses and self-deceptions that working alone generally isn’t sufficient to access the feelings we need to feel or regulate them well enough to get free of their toxic influences. Because the sense of a deficient self is formed within interpersonal relationships, we often need to work within interpersonal relationships to understand and heal the identity we formed there. We need to cry our tears and rage our rage, and we need to find a way to reclaim all of these feelings without being overwhelmed by them. This usually involves deep personal investigation with a skilled and trusted therapist or teacher who can help us integrate and self-regulate all of the feelings we’ve cut ourselves off from.


    We can use the wisdom and tools of Western psychology to heal the wounds of childhood and free ourselves from destructive mental and emotional patterns. And we can use the wisdom and tools of Buddhist psychology to find a larger sense of who we are that isn’t driven by self-criticism and unfulfilled desire. These two orientations dovetail nicely to guide us on the path to freedom.


    Many people who have practiced meditation for a long time have nonetheless done their best to avoid the difficult work of recovering and experiencing disowned feelings. It would be nice to just transcend the wounded self altogether and live in a higher state of consciousness that isn’t troubled with messy things like unpleasant feelings and thoughts. But try as we might, these things keep coming up and undermining our sublime bliss. Unpleasant thoughts and feelings don’t go away just because we don’t like them. We have to heal the self that was created in childhood before we can enjoy the freedom of not being confined by personal narratives.


    Narrative-Based Self vs. Immediacy-Based Self


    Buddhist psychology asserts that we are born with a hunger for pleasure, as well as a hunger for existence and yet another hunger for nonexistence, and that these different forms of hunger are the cause of human suffering. In Western psychology, Sigmund Freud established these same human drives and acknowledged their power to cause suffering. He called the hunger for pleasure “the pleasure principle,” the hunger for existence “life instinct” or “Eros,” and the hunger for nonexistence “death instinct” or “Thanatos.”


    We don’t have to look long or hard to see how these hungers create suffering in our lives. Our first experience of hunger is the hunger or will to live, which emerges immediately as a craving for physical sustenance. Immediately after birth, we cry at the top of our lungs to draw our mother’s attention. We long to be reunited with her body again, and when she responds, we begin to seek for and suck from her breast. The softness of her warm skin and the nourishment of her milk are pleasurable.


    We may also feel our first cravings for nonexistence very early in life. If our caregivers don’t respond well to our first cravings for succor, we may eventually stop expressing this need and become withdrawn and listless. For infants, this may take the shape of failure to thrive. All of us experience this at least on occasion—times when we just want to shut down, escape, avoid, or not feel what’s happening. This craving for nonexistence drives addictions of all kinds and also the urge to isolate and close ourselves off from everyone—even ourselves.


    The hunger from unmet needs can form a central theme in the story you repeat to yourself, creating a narrative of a wounded self. As described above, the narrative-based self exists across time and continuously creates itself through the stories it repeats. We mistakenly believe this “self” is a somewhat permanent entity that endures through the constant changes of life. Psychologist William James characterized the narrative-based self as a construction of narratives woven together from the threads of experiences over time into a cohesive concept we reference as “me” to make sense of the “I” acting in the present moment (James 1890). The immediacy-based self, in contrast, is a creature of the here and now. It is grounded in the experience of who you are in each moment. This sense of self exists only in the present moment and therefore is ageless and timeless. It is the primary orientation from which awareness is experienced and thus is not characterized by concepts such as gender, race, religion, and personal history. As such, the immediacy-based self is not a thing but rather an active center of awareness from which you can acknowledge moment-to-moment experience. From this perspective, Descartes’s famous dictum becomes “I experience what’s happening, therefore I am.”


    Neurological research using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) has shown that these two forms of self-awareness—narrative-based self and immediacy-based self—are located in two separate areas of the brain (Farb et al. 2007). Using neuroimagery, which can detect which “self” people are operating from, this study compared novice meditators to people who had participated in an eight-week program in mindfulness meditation. When participants shifted from a narrative focus to their immediate experience, fMRIs indicated that the experienced meditators had less activity in the region associated with the narrative-­based self. In other words, through the practice of mindfulness meditation we can disidentify from the self we’ve created with our stories and discover a new sense of self based in the present moment.


    The narrative-based self lives in a continuum of past and future, and as such is the source of wanting, dissatisfaction, and judging—in short, suffering. The immediacy-based self exists only in the here and now. These two orientations in the world are fundamentally (and neurologically) different. The immediacy-based self lives with the inescapable emotional pain of being human, yet it is also present for the breeze on your face or the birdsong that you cannot feel or hear when you’re preoccupied with thoughts and stories. The narrative-based self can help you avoid much of the emotional pain that’s inevitable when living in the here and now, but you pay the price, as you must instead live with the suffering that self-limiting stories create.


    It’s important to understand the distinction between pain and suffering. Some amount of pain is inevitable in life. We’ll all experience loss, setbacks, illness, and more. But suffering is different. It comprises the thoughts we heap on top of pain—thoughts that often make us feel far worse than the original pain. For example, pain is transformed into suffering when we tell ourselves things like “I’m never going to get over this. This pain is going to torture me the rest of my life.”


    The pathway of healing is a journey of feeling the disowned and unwanted pain that stories of unworthiness have covered and concealed. Mindfulness is a key skill for making this journey, fostering the present-moment awareness that will enable you to turn toward and be with the inevitable pain of being human. Awareness allows us to look deeply into the pain of our lives because awareness itself isn’t subject to pain. It can witness pain but isn’t in pain itself. It doesn’t screen out feelings that seem difficult or may be unwanted; it enables you to open your heart and deeply experience what’s in it.


    Mindfulness and self-compassion provide a safe holding environment for your aching or raging heart—the kind of environment that a loving parent offers a child. As the restraints of your old, self-limiting stories fall away, you’ll experience a measure of pain, but it’s akin to the pain of childbirth, bringing a new way of being into the world. In fact, your willingness to turn toward your pain and suffering from the wide-open heart of mindfulness is a way to end suffering. In doing so, you may discover your wholeness and how to live from what is and always has been whole and complete in you, no matter what has happened in your life. This way of being is more capable of being fully present, more capable of loving and being loved. Your heart may break, but it breaks open, and this is where the light shines through.


    Longing to Be Seen and Heard


    When a baby is born, she cries, and something in the mother’s heart immediately responds. The baby’s longing to be nourished calls forth a longing in the mother to comfort and provide. The highly evolved neocortexes of both mother and baby attune and resonate together, and a built-in capacity for empathy typically guides the mother’s response to her child. How the mother and other primary caregivers respond can dramatically influence the child’s emotional state and later ability to emotionally self-regulate. If they don’t or can’t respond well to the child’s emotional needs, this can contribute to feelings of unworthiness later in the child’s life.


    In his book A Secure Base: Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human Development (1988), psychiatrist John Bowlby discusses how central the attachment or bonding relationship between infant and caregiver is to the development of adult personality (Bowlby 1988). Bowlby believed and eventually demonstrated that the craving for attachment or emotional connectedness is an innate drive, independent of the craving for physical nourishment. He further demonstrated that how caregivers respond to the need for emotional bonding is essential to healthy social and emotional development.


    Bowlby’s theories correspond to parallel discoveries that had been made in the study of other primates. In a series of experiments done in the 1950s and 1960s by Harry Harlow and colleagues, infant monkeys were taken from their mothers at birth and raised with two inanimate surrogate mothers, one made of hard wire that provided the infant with a bottle of milk, and the other soft and cuddly but with no bottle. The researchers found that the infants clearly preferred to bond with the soft and cuddly “mother” even though it provided them with no food. The nourishing comfort of contact was even more important than being fed (Harlow 1959).


    Bowlby and subsequent researchers in the study of attachment made similar observations about the importance of emotional nurturing and bonding in humans, and their work still provides one of the clearest explanations of how feelings of inadequacy and emptiness arise in early childhood. The research repeatedly demonstrates how important accurate empathy is for our sense of adequacy, and how we need a safe parental relationship that provides an environment where we can express our despair, anguish, and rage. If you are in some way deprived of this, your sense of self can be injured, creating what’s known as a narcissistic injury.


    The sense of self that’s injured in these early relationships is the ego identity, or conditioned self. This is the part of your consciousness typically regarded as “me” in the narrative-based self—the very center of individuality that feels separate and distinct from everyone else. This self is the central character in the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves. For those who feel unworthy, the narcissistic injury is usually one of deprivation—a wound of neglect. It isn’t about what happened to you; it’s about what didn’t happen—what you didn’t receive that you needed for a safe and nurturing emotional environment. The emotional safety and accurate empathetic reflections you needed weren’t there, creating a narcissistic wound from which a sense of unworthiness grows.


    Paradoxically, feelings of unworthiness can also be created when a child is flooded by parental attention. This creates a type of narcissistic injury known as engulfment. In deprivation the child may conclude that he isn’t being taken care of because there’s something wrong with him. In engulfment the child may conclude that he’s being taken care of so excessively because he’s incapable of taking care of himself.


    It may seem that this creates an impossible quandary for parents, but research shows that there is a middle way—an amount of attention that’s neither too much nor too little (Winnicott 1996). The good news is, you don’t have to be perfect to be an excellent parent; you only need to be good enough. In fact, good enough is perfect! This corresponds nicely with Buddhism’s middle way, a concept discovered by Gautama Buddha about 2,500 years ago. There’s a middle way in all things, even if we sometimes have to go to extremes to find it. As we negotiate the path to balance, it’s critical that we treat ourselves with self-compassion.


    Discovering a Wounded Child Within


    There are many reasons why you may not have had your early interpersonal needs met, and often no one is really at fault, particularly you. Maybe you were the last of seven children and the sheer number of kids was overwhelming. Or perhaps you are a girl and your parents wanted a boy, or vice versa. You may have received that vital attention at first but for some reason it slipped away. Maybe your mom had to go back to work and no longer had enough time for you, or perhaps a baby sister or brother came along, so there wasn’t as much time for you. Or maybe someone in your immediate family died or your parents got a divorce. As you can see, many of the things you might discover as you feel into your long buried feelings have nothing to do with any actual inadequacy on your part.


    Oftentimes the things that lead to the development of a sense of unworthiness aren’t caused by some big trauma; they’re just the events of ordinary life and aren’t even all that noteworthy at the time they occur. The child just feels that something isn’t quite right emotionally, perhaps a vague feeling that something is absent. Trying to make sense of this feeling, the child starts trying to figure out what’s wrong as soon as she can begin forming rational thoughts. But because she can’t see the big picture, she’s likely to mistakenly conclude that she must be lacking. This is the origin of the self-judging personal narrative. Painful questions are often too scary to verbalize: “Why don’t you love me? What’s wrong with me? What did I do wrong?” Yet even if unasked, these questions still beg an answer, and because nature abhors a vacuum, the child fills in the empty space with conclusions about what’s wrong, often leading to the thought “There must be something wrong with me.”


    Though this may seem a strange conclusion, it makes sense. It’s preferable to thinking that there might be something wrong with Mommy or Daddy. That thought is too terrible. Among other things it implies that the child can never get the loving attention she craves. Plus, the child can go to work on correcting herself, but there’s no way to fix Mom or Dad. A great many of us arrive at feelings of unworthiness and inadequacy in exactly this way.


    The motivation to do something to help or change yourself comes from a good instinct, because you really are the one most able to help yourself. But as long as you’re looking for and trying to correct your deficiencies, you’ll perpetuate feelings of inadequacy. In part, this is because searching for what’s wrong with you is certain to yield a great many things that do indeed appear to be wrong with you, at least from the perspective of a critical mind. This approach is actually one of the well-known pitfalls of scientific investigations: The search to prove a hypothesis can bias a researcher to investigate, and sometimes recognize, only those things that support the hypothesis. The problem lies in not recognizing that our assumptions are only hypotheses, and in terms of the faulty self, we’ve assumed we are deficient only because we didn’t get something we needed.


    Longing for What We Didn’t Get


    As we grow into adulthood, we often end up searching for someone to give us what we didn’t get as children. The absence of sufficient attention can create a gnawing hunger for outside approval. Some people become very seductive; some search for other ways to manipulate or impress. Some perform to get attention, while others become impossibly helpless. Some even try brute force and become violent in pursuit of this craving.


    Though others’ responses to our efforts feed our hunger, the satisfaction is only fleeting, and in the end we feel empty again. Watch a five-year-old child pursuing your attention, and you can witness the entire spectrum of human behaviors in the child’s quest for satisfaction. If you look closely enough, some of these strategies may feel familiar. Even the sweetest of smiles and gestures can become a goal-oriented strategy.


    What we typically don’t realize as we pursue our external quest to get something we didn’t get when we were little is that this convoluted effort is entirely futile. At the end of the day, no matter how well we perform or how much we get from others, it’s never enough; we still end up feeling empty. The awful yet liberating truth is that the time for getting these needs met was in your childhood. You cannot get now what you didn’t get then. No one else can assume the role of the loving parent you didn’t have then. You may be loved and even adored in mature relationships, but that can’t fill the empty space of what you didn’t receive so long ago. The good news, though, is that you can learn to be with the ache in your heart with understanding and self-compassion and find peace and freedom in letting go of the desire for things to be different. Coming to terms with the way things are, with acceptance and compassion, can help you free yourself from the suffering that has imprisoned you.


    Although none of us ever adequately fills the empty space in our hearts with something or someone else, the empty space itself can be something sacred in its own right. Perhaps this realization comes only after you stop thinking of the emptiness as something to be filled or hidden, and perhaps it can happen only once you come to terms with your life just as it is. It’s akin to why symbols of empty space are often honored and celebrated on altars in the form of a chalice or bowl. Empty space is infinitely valuable. In the teachings of the Tao, the empty space at the center of a wheel is what makes it useful. This is also true of a vessel, a room, and even your heart and mind. Known as the sacred feminine or yin energy in Chinese philosophy, it represents the universal spirit of receptivity embodied in the accepting openness of a lake or the vibrant potentiality of a womb.


    The pathway of healing involves finding ways to honor and explore the empty spaces in your heart and take ownership of the feelings you wouldn’t or couldn’t allow yourself to feel before. It involves feeling into the truth and contacting your hurt, for the injured place in your heart is the site where healing must occur. Rather than being something abhorrent, this wound becomes something precious to you: the heart that was once abandoned and lacking in love and compassion—from others or even yourself. You can learn how to allow disowned feelings to once again become part of you by opening to them little by little and learning to accept them with loving-kindness.


    You don’t have to do this alone. Often it’s best to do this work in therapy or at least with the support of a trusted teacher or friend who has already traveled this difficult journey. On your own, you can begin to integrate these feelings through mindfulness meditation and self-compassion practices, yet even then it is often helpful to work through this healing process with someone else. Meditation doesn’t replace therapy, but it is an invaluable adjunct to therapy. Likewise, therapy can’t replace meditation, but it can support and enhance meditation practice.


    When you bring compassionate awareness to the wounded heart, your narrative-based self begins to fade, and in time something new will be revealed. As you surrender into what is, you’ll discover a wholeness that you couldn’t know as long as you were avoiding your feelings and searching to fill the void with something from someone else.


    Karen’s Story


    Karen, a wife, mother, and teacher, had all the things that are supposed to make life happy and full, but she felt as though her life was some kind of existential play. It seemed to have no meaning, no purpose, and no joy. She felt she was in a puzzle that she couldn’t figure out, and finally she just quit trying. She knew she wasn’t happy, but she had no idea what to do about it. Eventually, she wasn’t even sure what being happy is.


    She was in a decent marriage to a nice guy, but she wasn’t in love with him and wasn’t even sure what being in love was. She felt as though she could stay married or not, and it wouldn’t make any difference to her. She didn’t like her life the way it was, but didn’t know if there was really anything any better. Most of the time she was so caught up in what she should do and had always done that she didn’t know how she felt about anything. She was good at meeting other people’s expectations, but didn’t know what she wanted for herself. The last time she could remember feeling happy was when she was only about four years old.


    In her meditation practice, Karen began to explore where and when she had lost her innocence and capacity for joy. She remembered living in an orphanage with many other children and being cared for by three wonderful women when she was five years old. One day a man and woman came to visit and were talking with one of Karen’s “moms.” She looked serious as she talked with them, and then they all stopped talking and looked at Karen. They smiled, but Karen felt weird, and when Karen’s caregiver asked her to go outside and play, she knew that they were talking about her. So she didn’t go outside—she stayed and listened at the door. She remembered everything as though it were yesterday. She heard her caregiver say, “She’s a delightful child and we adore her—her songs, her dances, her dear laughter and sweet loving-kindness. She’s an absolute jewel, but I’m afraid there are some problems with her papers.”


    That’s when Karen lost her innocence. All of the women who cared for her in that big home were her “moms,” and she loved them and loved living with them. As she listened at the door, she thought, “If they really love me, they’ll keep me here.” And with what she had heard, she knew she had some power to control her fate—she knew what they liked and how to please them. From then on, her smile and her songs were no longer a simple expression of joy. She learned to watch others’ eyes to see if they were happy with her. She was no longer innocent; she had become purposeful. Even her laughter became another performance as she learned how to figure out what others wanted and how to give it to them. From that moment on, her life took on the purpose of keeping safe by pleasing others, and this was what governed her every choice.


    Why Pleasing Others Doesn’t Work in the Long Run


    Pleasing others to keep ourselves safe is just one of the personality patterns created by the narrative-based or conditioned self, but it’s a fairly common one. Many of us can identify with Karen. In attempting to give others what they’re looking for, we start to feel like life is just a series of performances geared to fit others’ expectations and make them happy. It seems like a good thing, but you can lose touch with who you are as you seek to please others. And because this kind of giving has a purpose, it creates an expectation that others will value and love you because of what you give. Unfortunately, employers, coworkers, spouses, children, other family members, and friends may consume your generosity without thinking of reciprocating, so you may end up feeling hurt, angry, and miserable—and filled with yet more self-loathing—as you experience failure and disappointment again and again.


    If you can follow the thread of your own process of self-authorship, you may find in yourself a very young child still living out self-protection strategies that arose long ago. You are holding one end of this thread right now. It’s the way you are—the way you do things. It’s your personality and it’s got a particular style intended to get something from or get away from significant others in your life. Follow the thread and you will discover how you’ve created the sense of self that you are living in today. Yet this thread is something spun by your internal narrative, and remaining attached to it is neither inevitable nor inescapable.


    As you follow this thread to see how your narrative developed, you may become angry. You may feel like blaming those who were supposed to take better care of you. That’s okay. These moments of anger and hurt may help you reclaim feelings that you’ve lost touch with. That said, it’s important to acknowledge at the beginning of this inner exploration that the goal is not to find fault or place blame, but only to better understand how you came to feel deficient and unworthy.


    Of course, there are horrible parenting failures that deeply injure children, and these kinds of traumatic injuries are often passed down from generation to generation until someone in the succession of wounded innocents breaks the chain and travels the path to healing. But often even parents who mean to do the best by their children find it very difficult to discern the middle way, of neither too much nor too little attention. Parents can fail even when trying to do the right thing. For those who were neglected in childhood, it can be all too easy to engulf their children with too much love, and for those who were engulfed in childhood, it’s all too easy to be too withholding.


    Buddhist Perspectives on the Self


    Having looked at how a sense of inadequacy arises due to influences on childhood development, let’s now explore this feeling from the perspective of Buddhist psychology. When the Dalai Lama first heard that Westerners often feel a tremendous lack of self-worth or self-esteem, he was surprised and puzzled. It took a great deal of explanation for him to understand this nemesis of Western civilization. It was hard for him to conceive that we could feel so deficient (Goleman 2003).


    In Buddha’s Brain, Rick Hanson and Richard Mendius say that “from a neurological standpoint, the everyday feeling of being a unified self is an utter illusion: the apparently coherent and solid ‘I’ is actually built from many subsystems and sub-subsystems over the course of development, with no fixed center, and the fundamental sense that there is a subject of experience is fabricated from myriad, disparate moments of subjectivity” (2009, 211). It may be tempting to think that the self must be your thoughts, but these too are always changing and rather arbitrary. Interestingly, in Buddhist psychology the mind is considered to be one of the sense organs. Just as the nose smells, the eyes see, the tongue tastes, the ears hear, and the body feels, the mind thinks. This is just what it does—it’s a mental processing plant, but it’s not you.


    Perhaps it’s akin to hardware and software. Being a human being means you have hardware that’s equipped with the apparatus of a mind, body, and senses, but the lens through which you see yourself and the world is software that’s been programmed with self-definitions of who you think you are and further reinforced by those close to you. This essentially arbitrary self-definition is dependent on your early childhood experiences and perpetuated by your self-story and the expectations of others.


    Buddhist psychology speaks of this confusion around self as similar to watching a movie and getting caught up in the drama. Yet when broken down, the reality is one single frame at a time. Because the mind likes continuity, it uses a self-story to link multiple but separate experiences of self into a cohesive story. But a fixed and stable self is an illusion. In this way, imposing a story about your deficiency on your life takes a subjective experience from the past and projects it out into the future.


    From the point of view of Buddhist psychology, you can free yourself from suffering and the limitations of the narrative-based self only when you awaken from the illusions this self creates. In the words of Margaret Wheatley, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, this awakening allows you to “break the seal [and] notice something new” (1999, 1). It frees you from the story that keeps you trapped in a constricted sense of self, and only then can you outgrow the self you have created. As you build your mindfulness meditation practice, you’ll develop the deep insight into the workings of your mind that will allow you to deconstruct your conditioned self. The hurt, anger, or unworthiness you feel, and even the personality that pursues satisfaction of its cravings, is only the result of your early programming. They are not you. Your wholeness and deep connection to every other living being has always been present; it’s just that you’ve been caught up in other things and couldn’t see it.


    Buddhist psychology regards ignorance as the source of all suffering. And of all forms of ignorance, it considers thinking that you’re a separate self to be the first and worst kind. This is the ultimate source of all the mind traps of hunger and fear. The antidote is mindfulness practice, which allows you to witness the coming and going of thoughts and emotions and to recognize how you create a deficient sense of self through a personal narrative of thoughts and emotions focused on “I,” “me,” or “mine.” You’ll come to see how you create a sense of being faulty through thoughts like “I wish I were a better person,” “I just don’t belong anywhere,” or “What’s wrong with me?”


    Buying into the fiction of a stable and unchanging self is the greatest trap for subjecting yourself to destructive emotions, and often the most difficult to extricate yourself from. At first the realization that the self in your story is no more than a fabrication of your own mind may be more than a little disorienting, not to mention distressing. But if you can stay with this and continue to investigate it, you’ll find that this insight is extremely liberating and can completely change your orientation and way of being in the world. When you let go of your attachment to a fixed and separate self, you’ll get your first taste of true freedom. To get you started on your healing journey, we’ll close this chapter with a meditation that can help you learn to live in the present moment.


    Mindfulness Practice: Meditation on the Breath


    If you’re new to meditation, we’d like to offer you a few general pointers on body position and other physical aspects of practice. Sitting is generally preferable, but you can also lie down if you’re able to remain alert, and you can even stand if you like. In any position, keep your head, neck, and body somewhat aligned. If you sit, aim for a posture that’s self-supporting, rather than leaning back against a chair, and make sure your legs can rest comfortably, without requiring muscle tension to hold them in place. Find a place where you can rest your hands. Look for your middle way—not too tight and not too loose, a position where you can be comfortable and alert for the entire practice. Feel free to have your eyes closed or partially open—whichever you feel most at ease with. If you keep your eyes partially open, your gaze should be more inward, on whatever you’re focusing on, rather than outward, where you may get lost in what you’re seeing. If you find yourself getting sleepy, you might want to open your eyes or stand up.


    The breath is an excellent focus for mindfulness practice. Your breath is always there, always coming and going. It’s also something that’s available to you anytime, anywhere.


    Give yourself ten to fifteen minutes for this practice.


    Begin by bringing your attention to the breath in either your nostrils or your belly—wherever you feel it most distinctly. As you breathe in, be aware of breathing in, and as you breathe out, be aware of breathing out. Let the breath come and go as it will, normally and naturally. Let the felt sense of the breath coming and going be your way to be present for the full duration of the in breath and the full duration of the out breath. Letting yourself be…


    There’s no need to visualize anything or regulate the breath in any way. There’s no need to engage thoughts or words or phrases of any kind. Just be mindful of breathing in and breathing out, without judgment, without striving. Just watch the breath ebbing and flowing like waves in the sea.


    Notice the inevitable moments when your attention wanders from the breath. When this happens, don’t criticize or berate yourself. Simply acknowledge where you went, perhaps into the future or the past, or engaging in some kind of judging. Just return to the breath, again and again, every time you leave it.


    There’s nothing to accomplish, nothing to pursue, nothing to do but simply sit and be where you are, noticing your breathing. Living your life one inhalation and one exhalation at a time…


    As you come to an end of this meditation, please extend some appreciation and congratulations to yourself for giving yourself this gift of mindfulness.


    Savoring This Journey


    In this chapter you learned a foundational mindfulness practice: meditating on the breath. This is a powerful way to ground yourself in the present moment. Remember, your breath is always there—always available as a way to bring yourself back into the here and now. We highly recommend practicing mindful breathing daily, and making this a lifelong practice. Try doing a few minutes of mindful breathing before you even get out of bed in the morning, as a way to set the tone for your day, and to establish an intention to live more mindfully. Focusing on the breath can also bring you a measure of calm in difficult times. Anytime you feel yourself becoming stressed, upset, or beset by difficult thoughts or emotions, pause for a few mindful breaths. This will create a little space and may allow you to choose a different way of responding to the situation.

  




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Li)ving with Your
Heart Wide Open

how mindfulness 8 compassion can free you

from unworthiness, inadequacy & shame

e
3

Steve Flowers, MFT
Bob Stahl, PhD

Foreword by Tara Brach, PhD





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Li;ving with Your
Heart Wide Open

how mindfulness 69’ compassion
can free you from unworthiness,

inadequacy £9 shame

Steve Flowers, MFT
Bob Stahl, PhD

New Harbinger Publications, Inc.





