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Dedicated to the teachers of the heart who helped me make peace with my past, especially my beloved wife, Sirah.


…and to you, dear reader, my deep respect for your desire to heal, love, and be more.










The Past—the dark unfathom’d retrospect!


The teeming gulf—the sleepers and the shadows!


The past! the infinite greatness of the past!


For what is the present after all but a growth out of the past?


—WALT WHITMAN







The terror that scares us from self-trust is our past act


or word. But why should you keep your head over your


shoulder? Why drag about this corpse of your memory?


Bring the past for judgment into the thousand-eyed


Present, and live ever in a new day.


—RALPH WALDO EMERSON















PREFACE







We must make peace with our past; our lives may literally depend on it. In 1998 the prestigious American Journal of Preventative Medicine published a landmark study by a team of researchers at Kaiser Permanente Medical Care Program working with epidemiologists from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta.1 The survey of nearly 20,000 people found that those with “adverse childhood experiences” were, as adults, far more likely to suffer from cancer, heart disease, chronic lung disorders, and other leading causes of death.


The researchers asked questions such as, “Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often swear at, insult, or put you down?”, “…often or very often act in a way that made you afraid that you would be physically hurt?”, and other queries pointing to significant childhood adversity. Those who had encountered abuse (physical, psychological, or sexual), or were raised in dysfunctional families (with violence, substance abuse, mental illness, or criminal behavior), were far more likely to develop life-threatening illnesses. In fact, an adverse childhood proves to be as powerful a predictor of subsequent illness as smoking.


Mental health professionals have always known that a painful childhood can contribute to significant emotional problems in adulthood. Studies have shown that childhood abuse and neglect increase the risk of personality disorders, addiction, anxiety, depression, and other psychological problems.2 Now, with this groundbreaking study, there is hard data linking adverse past experiences with increased morbidity and mortality.


Why should there be such a link? For one thing, people whose early years are marked by emotional injury are far more likely to have high health risk factors. The study found a strong correlation between childhood adversity and obesity, physical inactivity, and smoking, as well as depression and suicide attempts. “High levels of exposure to adverse childhood experiences would expectedly produce anxiety, anger, and depression in children,” the researchers concluded. “To the degree that behavior such as smoking, alcohol or drug use are found to be effective as coping devices, they would tend to be used chronically.” And those risk factors, of course, would jeopardize their health.


There are additional plausible explanations as well.3, 4, 5 A large number of research findings indicate that prolonged psychological adversity has a destructive impact on the physiology, making the person much more vulnerable to illness. It is well established by more than two decades of neuroscience research that the suffering of the past becomes emblazoned in the neural circuitry of the nervous system. A large body of evidence indicates that the very structure of our brains is dramatically impacted by adverse experiences such as shame or terror.


From a psychiatric perspective, the pain we try to suppress or repress doesn’t just go away; unless these experiences are acknowledged, expressed, and resolved, emotional pressure continues to build, producing suffering and distress. Every day of the year, for instance, marriages break up because of still-unresolved pain from past love relationships.


Many people who have been through trauma or prolonged emotional hardship are hypervigilant, going through life continually on guard against any possible repetition of previous horrors. This hypervigilance bombards the body with waves of adrenaline and cortisol. Among other things, excess adrenaline can cause the overcontraction and eventual rupture of heart muscle fibers, increasing the risk of cardiac arrythmia, and sudden death. Excess cortisol is known to lower immune response, raise cholesterol levels, and even kill brain cells.


Overall, the chronic stress of unresolved emotional pain breaks havoc on your immune and circulatory systems, cardiac function, hormone levels, mood and memory, even your physical coordination and metabolic rate. In addition, the cascade of free radical cell damage produced by chronic stress is thought to contribute to as much as 80 percent of all illness.


The good news is, our brains and bodies have remarkably plasticity; we are capable of fully healing old emotional wounds, breaking self-defeating habits, and consciously transforming the way we think, feel, and act.6, 7, 8 We can actually change the molecules, neurons, and even the operant genes that determine our physical, mental, and spiritual well-being. Through modern imaging technology such as PET scans and MRIs, we can see the limbic system, where emotional memories are stored, begin to be rewired for happiness and inner peace through specific techniques such as those used in this book. We can heal ourselves—and stop passing on emotional pain and suffering to future generations.


In a sense, I have known about the effects of painful early experiences my entire life. I was raised by Holocaust survivors. My mother had been so traumatized by the brutal murder of her parents during hitler’s reign of terror that my early years were marked by the constant chaos of what we now call “adverse childhood experiences.” I remember thinking at a very tender age, “I am being wondered now, but I will heal later.” I made a sacred vow to find the means to heal myself and share that knowledge with others. I was seven years old when I decided to become a psychiatrist. Later, my wounds led me to become an ardent seeker of psychological and spiritual truth. My personal and family life has benefited greatly from my effort to make peace with my past, and my professional work has been dedicated to helping others make peace with theirs.


Making Peace with Your Past is a systematic program based upon 30 years of work with tens of thousands of clients and seminar participants. Combining scientific research and recent breakthroughs in psychotherapy, I have developed a series of easy-to-follow guidelines and practical, powerful exercises that can rapidly reduce suffering and bring deep, lasting peace of mind. This book will not only show you how to come to peace with an adverse childhood, but with the still-burning wounds of adolescence and adulthood as well.


You can heal yourself. The runaway train that carries the wounds of past adversity hurtling toward a future of illness and sorrow can be stopped in its tracks. You may have known violence, shame, fear, turmoil, and despair. You may carry with you the lonely torment of guilt, regret, and self-doubt. Your heart may have been broken repeatedly and your spirit many times crushed. Still, you can heal; your past is not your destiny. You can transcend the boundaries of past circumstances, for life always seeks to surpass itself.


Making peace with your past is not about fixing yourself, but changing yourself. This book will help you release the residue of the past that no longer serves you. It will also open new vistas and grand possibilities. No longer dragging the weight of a painful past behind you, you will be free to love and thrive, not just survive; free to create yourself anew, and march into the future confident, open hearted, and joyful. What was once the source of suffering can now become a great resource for spiritual evolution and personal maturity. With a strong commitment here and now, you will make peace with your past.
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Healing a Painful Past


HURT WAS INEVITABLE, SUFFERING IS OPTIONAL




Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.


—GEORGE SANTAYANA










The three most profound questions in every person’s life are: Who am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going? This book will help you explore and answer all three. As you unravel the tangled web of your past, you will be able to extract from it the golden thread that is your essence and weave your future into a bold, brilliant tapestry.


Scientific research, depth psychology, and the great wisdom traditions of every culture all strongly concur that the root cause of human suffering is the accumulation of unprocessed experience from the past. In my 30 years as a psychotherapist and seminar leader, I have learned that no one can experience true love, or a joyful presence, or create an optimal future until he or she makes peace with the past. People come to therapy to deal with an immediate crisis or persistent problem. They are often depressed about the present or anxious about the future. But without exception, they soon discover that the pain and chaos of the present have origins in the past. To understand themselves and move forward with confidence and freedom, they must reflect on what brought them to this moment. Aspects of their personal history that are holding them back must be confronted and resolved; aspects that can rejuvenate their creativity and strength—the fun and wonder of childhood, for instance, or the visionary enthusiasm of adolescence—need to be rediscovered and resurrected.


Without a doubt, many of the here-and-now conflicts people have with their spouses, lovers, bosses, or children are, in part, reenactments of incidents that happened earlier in their lives.


Here are some examples from the people I’m currently seeing in my practice:


	Mary feels resentful and ashamed because her husband ran off with her best friend three years earlier. Beautiful, rich, and a well-known dermatologist, deep down she still can’t get over the shock of having her charmed life torn apart. She is so mistrustful that she can’t allow herself to get really close to any man or woman.


	James torments himself for squandering his inheritance in day trading and high-risk investments. Seeing his business school classmates build their fortunes and start their families fills him with self-contempt, regret, and jealousy.


	Now 38 and unable to conceive, Carol is plagued by feelings of guilt and regret for two abortions she had in her teens.


	A model in her thirties, Helen feels insecure around other women and is sure that any man she loves will leave her for someone prettier and smarter. She needs to see the connection to her childhood, when she was taunted, and sometimes tortured, by her older sister, who never let Helen play with her and her friends.


	An underachieving supermarket manager, Mark is a loner who complains of being bored with his life. Ever since he was twelve and saw his father die suddenly, he has been a self-declared hypochondriac and can’t let anyone or anything become important to him.


	Deeply in love for the first time in her life, Janice is troubled because sex with her fiancé has become boring. Her basis of comparison is the wild, forbidden sex she had with “bad boys” when she was younger—and with her boyfriend when they first met and he was still married. She needs to find acceptable ways to bring the excitement of her sexual past into the peaceful, long-term intimacy she also desires.


	At age 50, Peter is torn by competing desires: to stay with his wife of 20 years or start a new life with another woman with whom he is having an affair. He is repeating the same pattern he witnessed when his dad ran off with a young woman at the age of 50. At the time, Peter had his father for leaving his mother, but also admired that he had “the guts to go for it” despite intense social disapproval.



As the great novelist William Faulkner once said, the past is not dead, it is not even past. Indeed, the past lives on in everything we think, feel, say, and do. The cells in our bodies may die and replace themselves every seven years; we may change jobs, spouses, addresses, even our names; but the imprint of every experience—large and small, pleasant and unpleasant—remains with us, each one adding to the sum of who we are, like the bricks and mortar in a house or the words on a page.


The past does not just sit there like an obedient child, waiting to be called upon when we want to remember things. It is a full participant in our lives. A painful past can haunt us, stirring up rage, regret, sorrow, shame, and other bitter feelings. The emotional residue of that pain—a background buzz of self-punishment, fear, and anger—can quite literally control us, turning us into victims of memory and drowning the more delicate emotions of love, joy, and compassion. Positive memories haunt us, too, making us long for the freedom and excitement of days gone by. But it’s not just the past we remember that influences the present. To a large extent, the unremembered past shapes the feeling tone of our lives, sometimes calling forth confidence, generosity, and exuberance, and at other times unexplained anxiety, despair, and physical illness.


What echoes of the past are disturbing your peace in the present? To assess the extent to which you can benefit from this book, please answer yes or no to the following questions:




	Do you harbor guilt, gripes, or grudges from a past relationship?


	Are you plagued by thoughts like “If only I had…,” or “I wish I didn’t…”?




	Are you afraid of rejection, disapproval, or abandonment?


	When personal problems arise, do you sometimes think, “Oh, no, not again!”?


	Are you ashamed of things you’ve done?


	Do you wish you could apologize to someone you wronged and be forgiven?


	Do you wish you could set the record straight—and finally be vindicated?


	Does thinking about the way you were (beautiful, carefree, popular, athletic, etc.) leave you dissatisfied with who you are today?


	Do you frequently feel disappointed by, or bitter about, your relationships, work, or life in general?


	Are you fearful of the future?


	Has life not lived up to your expectations?



If you answered yes to even one of these questions, you’ve come to the right place. It’s time to make peace with your past—now!


ENDING THE PAIN


One important order of business will be to take a close, penetrating look at the crises and catastrophes whose impact on your life have been most profound. The word crisis derives from a Greek root meaning “to separate” and from the Latin krei, from which we also get words like recriminate, critic, and cry. Those roots capture what it feels like when you go through an emotional crisis: separated, as if a chasm has cut you off from your usual sources of safety and security; as if your spirit is splitting under the weight of inner and outer forces you can’t control.


Physically, crises and catastrophes can be devastating; the hormones, enzymes, and neurotransmitters that govern the immune system get depleted, making your body susceptible to incapacitating or life-threatening disorders. Emotionally, you feel as though you might be—or actually are—falling apart. Mentally, your old beliefs no longer make sense, and your old coping mechanisms no longer seem to work. Socially, you feel alienated and alone. Spiritually, you feel cut off from the larger forces of the universe or abandoned by God, as if staring into a frightful abyss with a sense of dread.


Old traumas don’t die, but unlike old soldiers, they don’t fade away, either. Unless you take steps to undo them, they stick with you like wallpaper. The deep, gaping wounds from violence, abandonment, betrayal, crippling injury, the death of a loved one, and other cataclysms can create a spiral of perpetual crisis and turmoil. Like pulling a scab off a sore, any similar hurts or losses in the present can reopen the wound, compounding the pain and making it harder to heal. Many wounded souls walk through life in a state of chronic fear and hypervigilance, waiting for the next shoe to fall, or living under adverse conditions for fear of change. They have a subtle but gnawing apprehension that becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, breeding ever-new crises, conflicts, and catastrophes.


To dull or mask the pain of past traumas, we use a variety of painkillers: physical balms such as alcohol and drugs; emotional anesthetics such as shame and blame; intellectual analgesics such as denial, rationalization, and excuse-making; social palliatives like enablers, co-dependent’s, and fellow “Victims” and spiritual sedatives such as, “It was God’s will,” or “Everything serves a purpose,” along with armored postures like cynicism, martyrdom, bitterness, and existential despair. The numbing effect of these anesthetics makes them appealing, but their effect is only temporary; the suppressed painful feelings persist and perpetuate.


It’s not just major upheavals that can poison the present. Most of us are powerfully affected by the accumulation of insidious, commonplace losses, sorrows, and disappointments—a college or business setback, for example, a falling-out with a friend or relative, or the loss of a home or cherished pet. We have unhealed wounds inflicted by others—lovers who tormented us, parents who ignored us (or didn’t really know us), teachers who belittled us, friends who let us down, enemies who humiliated us. And we have self-doubt, from decisions that didn’t work out, choices we regret, words and actions we wish we could take back, grudges we hold, or love we’ve been pushing away. Even positive turning points—the birth of a child, a financial windfall, buying a home—can register as crises if they force you to make major adjustments in your life or stir up interpersonal conflict.


If you are wading through midlife, you might be painfully aware of such haunting memories. When you realize that the number of years you have left may be fewer than the years you have already lived, the impulse to look back and reflect becomes irresistible. “What has my life stood for?” “Where do I go from here—downhill?” You contemplate mistakes, question your choices, ache over lost opportunities, wistfully recall past glories. You may feel that life has not worked out as you expected it to. You may feel that you don’t quite measure up to the vision you had for yourself—or that others had for you. You may feel like you’ve parked your potential at some fork in the road and, as darkness starts to descend, you can’t find the keys. Whether you come out of this phase with fear and dread or with a spirit of renewal and passion hinges in large part on whether you make peace with your past.


Open wounds, old habits, and outworn attitudes cause what I call psychosclerosis, a hardening of the spirit. But we are all wounded healers. If you let old wounds stimulate a search for deeper truth and growth, you can unclog the arteries of your soul. This book offers a genuine opportunity to loosen the grip of the persistent, undigested pain from past adversity, take your spirit in your arms, and give it new life.


PAST AS PRELUDE:
 THE REPETITION COMPULSION


Sigmund Freud observed that past emotional traumas, undigested feelings, and repressed memories have a tendency to reappear with awful precision if left unexamined. He called this the repetition compulsion. Simply put, we tend to recreate what we have not worked through. We each have a backlog of painful memories: times in the past when we were belittled, ignored, abandoned, attacked, or in other ways psychologically traumatized. The events that tend to repeat are those to which we attribute significance and meaning over time. They are like tiny emotional abscesses—pockets of hurt and venom that won’t stay safely tucked away, and find ways to restrict and diminish our presence.


Our emotional memories are stored in a portion of the brain called the amygdala. The experiences that frighten us the most produce high arousal in this alarm center, leaving behind an indelible imprint in the nervous system. The amygdala, which responds to threats to our survival, compares the present to what occurred in the past. If the new experience is even remotely similar to an old trauma, an emergency response is triggered in the amygdala, activating automatic thoughts, feelings, and behavior patterns conditioned by the past. Based on recent research findings, neurobiologist Robert Pollack suggests that the mind functions by continual reference to the past and that current emotional conflicts are rooted in repressed memories stored in neural networks associated with the amygdala.1 Unfortunately, these old emotional survival mechanisms may be hopelessly out of date, inappropriate to the current situation and person you now are—or wish to be.


Harriet was a 44-year-old nurse who never had a relationship that lasted more than 13 months. Every man she got involved with eventually ran for his life because Harriet was possessive, jealous, and clingy. The only difference between a week-long affair and a one-year affair was how long she could keep her neediness under wraps. At the first sign that the man was starting to back off, Harriet would panic. She would try to hold on for dear life, but the more desperate she got, the faster the man ran.


Harriet’s pattern was rooted in a debilitating sense of insecurity and worthlessness that began in childhood. Her mother was an unhappy, acid-tongued woman who spent her days complaining and blaming others for her fate. Among those she targeted was her only child. Little Harriet could do nothing right in her mother’s eyes. She was even blamed for the boredom and bitterness of her marriage: “Everything was fine until you came along.” Harriet’s father was no help. She described him as a nonentity, a moody presence who was absent emotionally and then literally, fleeing when Harriet was seven. Her mother blamed her for that, too. Eight years later, just before Harriet’s 15th birthday, her mother committed suicide. Harriet blamed herself.




She had absorbed her parents’ negative messages about herself and had come to see herself as unlovable. Throughout her adult life she kept repeating the pattern established in her youth: desperately seeking love from someone who was destined to disappear. Even her choice of nursing specialties reflected that pattern: she worked in Intensive Care, where many of the patients she grew attached to would die. It was only when Harriet used the techniques in this book to thoroughly examine the roots of her insecurity and self-loathing that she was able to begin changing her behavior. As I write this, she is approaching her second anniversary with a man who loves her.


As Harriet came to understand, when people and situations in your current life resemble people and situations from your past-no matter how remotely—stressful memories are reactivated and negative patterns are repeated. An argument with a colleague may arouse long-buried feelings of rage toward the adolescent peers who humiliated you. You may become ill and need others to care for you, only to find that old fears of abandonment suddenly reemerge. You may fall in love with someone who seems different from all the rest, only to recreate the same predicaments that have marked every romance since high school. You can expect such patterns to continue until you make your peace.


For another illustration of the repetition compulsion in action, consider Tim. Independently wealthy from a sizable inheritance, Tim was a banking executive and philanthropist who came to therapy because he was having major conflicts with his wife over money. In addition to spending large amounts on clothes and furnishings, Carmella was taking care of 19 members of her family back in Mexico in lavish style. When Tim discovered the extent of his wife’s extravagance, he hit the roof—and the panic button. The problem was not just a disagreement over financial priorities. He was tormented by the thought that his wife didn’t really love him but was only using him for his money.


As we delved into his past, it became clear that Tim was acting out an old pattern. Raised in a small town where his father owned the textile plant that employed most of the local citizens, Tim was the rich kid from the side of the tracks where very few lived. Early on, he learned to use his privileged status to attract friends. He would throw parties at his home, buy expensive gifts for other kids, and let them use the pool and tennis court when his parents were away. But he always felt lonely and isolated. Unable to reciprocate, the other kids tended to shun Tim and stick with peers whose circumstances were more like their own. He could never be sure whether or not someone who was nice to him was actually trying to manipulate him for selfish ends.


When he left his hometown as a young man, Tim was careful to avoid ostentation and any outward display of wealth. But the pattern remained: he used his resources and position to attract people to him, and as soon as he succeeded he became insecure and suspicious about their motives, eventually driving them away. He had reenacted the same drama with friends to whom he was excessively generous; with business associates who took advantage of him; with two fiancées who never made it to the altar; and now with a wife who fit the role of suspected gold-digger to a T. Before he could resolve his conflict with Carmella, Tim had to look squarely at his own past and come to terms with the pattern that kept on getting him in trouble.


In contemporary language, we think of the repetition compulsion this way: what you resist, persists. That which you consciously try to avoid, whether fear, shame, anger, or may other painful feeling, will return, and the more you try to avoid it, the harder it will hit. Also, if you keep resisting feedback from your past, the past will persist unaltered in your subconscious mind and reassert itself repeatedly—often in unexpected, unwanted ways. That’s when you find yourself groaning, “Here we go again,” because you’re repeating the same old thoughts, feelings, and behaviors, like a vending machine that spews out the same brand of candy when the same button is pushed. Perhaps you go from one relationship to another, only to once again feel dominated, controlled, unappreciated, or manipulated. Or you switch jobs only to feel unsatisfied, criticized, and dead-ended all over again. Or you find the same depression or bodily aches and pains cropping up each time you feel stuck in your life. Under stress, we revert to form.


You don’t have to be a prisoner of the repetition compulsion. You can stop feeling victimized by the past and create a new, more fulfilling reality. Work carefully with the material in this book and you will find the results to be powerful, profound, and durable.


SHINING LIGHT ON YOUR PAST


An essentially part of the peacemaking process is learning to see your life story in a new light, to expand your vision of who you were so you can think truly original thoughts and reshape your destiny.


The past is not just a saga of pain, shame, and blame. Your history is not just a cauldron of hurt. The creatures that lurk in the shadows of your unconscious are not all monsters. The memories you need to connect with to heal and grow are not just the ugly ones. Your past is also a treasure trove of unique strengths, talents, and wisdom. So, while we’ll be viewing nightmares you’d rather forget and getting in touch with feelings associated with painful memories, we’ll also be locating the immense beauty that’s been locked away inside you.


We’ll relive the times when your soul winked at you. We’ll see what called you to adventure and purpose, what aroused your passions and sparked your enthusiasm. We’ll listen for the voice of your soul, which may have been muffled by layers of negative feelings such as worthlessness, humiliation, and despair. As the songwriter Leonard Cohen put it, “There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.” Peeking through the cracks of the past to find the light will add vital balance to your vision of where you’ve come from and who you are.


ORIGINAL BLISS


We’ll also peer through the cracks in existence itself and find the purest light of all. Each of us is born to this life in what I call Original Bliss. Before the moment of birth, we exist in a blessed state of oneness. Depending on your belief system, that can mean union with a transcendent realm of infinite peace—what the wisdom traditions call God, Brahman, Allah, the Void, the Absolute, and so on—or perhaps what Freud and other pioneers of psychology described as the supreme safety and security of the womb. At birth, we descend through a tunnel of contraction and emerge localized in time and space. We remain to some extent in a unified, blissful state, but now our needs are not always met instantaneously. There is greater separation between self and surroundings. Over time, the world becomes less and less magical, less and less an extension of our wishes and desires. And as we develop our individual identities and experience life’s friction, blisters form over the Original Bliss.


But deep within our core lives the primordial memory of that blissful state. We get occasional glimpses of it in moments of grace, or during peak experiences—in the throes of creative passion, for example, in the silence of the woods, or during orgasm—and the mystics and meditators among us are often lucky enough to have sustained contact with it. But even when it’s dormant, that deep, wordless memory creates in us a self-transcending drive to return to that original state in which mind, body, spirit, and all of Creation are one. That part of our past, while usually far from conscious awareness, is every bit as real as the past of trial and tribulation. Making peace with the past brings you closer to that eternal reality—and the more you attune to your sacred soul, the easier it is to peel away the blisters and reveal the bliss.


If we were to limit ourselves to the psychological arena, we would end up with an incomplete and tenuous peace, like the “peaceful coexistence” of the Cold War with all its tension and threats and wasted resources. If the peace you seek is more than the absence of war—if it is to be a deep and lasting peace—it can be found only by addressing all aspects of the self, including the soul’s yearning for metaphysical meaning. Whatever your belief system may be, it’s important to realize that you are more than a personality trying to avoid pain, more than a stimulus-response machine, more than a seething stew of unresolved conflicts. You are also a courageous mapmaker linked to a larger cosmic design.




THE QUINTESSENTIAL SELF




Man is his own star.


—JOHN FLETCHER





Your past has left its imprint on each aspect of what I call the Quintessential Self: mental, emotional, physical, relational, and spiritual. The self can be envisioned as a five-pointed star, with each component radiating out from a central core to form a unique whole.


[image: image]


Our goal is to make peace in each of these five areas, and also among them, so you can shine brightly as a human star. All too often, attempts to make peace with the past focus on only one or two aspects of the Quintessential Self. Talk therapy, for example, usually involves primarily the mind in its search for insight, with the emotions and body as secondary beneficiaries. Such partial approaches can have great value, but they leave out vital aspects of healing. To truly make peace with the past and create the conditions for the self to shine brightly in the future, each point of the star needs to be addressed. For this reason, you will find exercises and suggestions throughout the book aimed at the quintessential healing of all five components of the Self.


THE MENTAL SELF


Gaining a more complete understanding of the past and its influence on you is, by itself, healing. We will also change the context of the past, so you come to see it from a deeper, fuller, more enlightened perspective, neither romanticizing nor demonizing it, neither denying painful truths nor wallowing in them. You can’t change the facts of the past, but you can change the pictures of it that you carry in your head. This is important because your view of the past tends to reappear in the present: If you feel victimized by the past, you are likely to feel victimized in the present; if you feel sorrow about the past, you are likely to feel sorrow in the present.


Making peace with the past will help you learn valuable life lessons that may have been obscured by tragedies and traumas, and bring deep insights into your soul’s unique path.


We’ll also bring to light aspects of your past you may have suppressed; by courageously bringing those concealed truths to awareness, you can transform your subconscious from your worst enemy to your best friend. This work may be uncomfortable at times, but it’s indispensable: The truth shall set you free. When the intellect can work with truth instead of illusions, it is better equipped to make effective decisions.


THE EMOTIONAL SELF


Every significant line and verse of your history is reflected in your emotional makeup. Making peace with the past entails letting go of the hurt, anger, shame, guilt, sadness, and other undigested feelings that have been festering inside you, creating a toxic buildup of resentment, cynicism, and mistrust.


Letting go does not mean denying, ignoring, or discrediting the past; it means resolving, releasing, and healing it. This may entail forgiving some people who have terribly wronged you. If you find yourself resisting that notion, remember that the main reason to forgive is not to give something to those who hurt you, but to enhance your own peace of mind. To open a place for forgiveness—and self-forgiveness—we’ll perform some emotional heart surgery. We’ll also do some emotional liposuction, to siphon off excess deposits of noxious feelings—and lighten up.


We live in a world that provides very few acceptable ways to express difficult emotions. This forces us to hold everything in, creating a state of emotional agitation. Through writing and other techniques that provide a safe outlet for long-unexpressed feelings, you will have the opportunity to cleanse your system of accumulated psychic sludge. You will also have what therapists call “corrective emotional experiences.” These are essentially ways to give to yourself the emotional nourishment you did not receive earlier in your life.


THE PHYSICAL SELF


We’ll also work with the residue of past traumas, tragedies, and triumphs that is deposited in your muscles and sinews and lodged in the very chemistry of your brain and nervous system. Research has found that every experience alters the chemistry of the brain and its intricate network of neuronal connections. Brain change is inevitable, but we can take control over the direction of change because we create our own reality. This remarkable neural plasticity—to literally rewire the brain and therefore our perceptions and memories—is what physiologically enables us to make peace with the past.


Thirty years ago, Dr. Elmer Green and his colleagues at the Menninger Clinic formulated what they called the psychophysiological principle. “Every change in the physiological state,” they wrote, “is accompanied by an appropriate change in the mental-emotional state, and conversely, every change in the mental-emotional state, conscious or unconscious, is accompanied by an appropriate change in the physiological state.”2 To appreciate the truth of that insight, you need only to observe how you feel and think when you’re tired, sick, or sexually frustrated and compare that to how you feel and think when you’re rested, healthy, or sexually satisfied. Not only your moods but your very perception of what is true and what is false changes as the machinery of consciousness changes. Peace brings clarity, equanimity, and steadiness of vision.


Since every state of mind has a corresponding state of physiology, our bodies as a whole—not just our brains—carry the scars of the past. As described in the Preface, this principle has been dramatically demonstrated in medical studies showing that adverse childhood experiences are a major risk factor in the development of life-threatening illnesses. Through a number of powerful, proven techniques, you’ll learn how to heal and repair the subtle and not-so-subtle wounds that adverse experience has etched into your body.


THE RELATIONAL SELF


Unfinished business from significant past relationships—whether with parents, siblings, friends, or an ex-spouse or lover—can undermine the quality of your current and future relationships. An important part of the peacemaking process, therefore, is to resolve old tensions and conflicts, and to transform the significant relationships in your life. Guidelines for doing so safely and productively will be offered. We’ll be tapping the most powerful healing energy of all—love—along with its noble cousin, compassion. Love is the magic force that enables you to forgive. Most of us try very hard to get love; making peace means learning to accept the love we’re offered and to be more loving.


We’ll also suggest ways in which current relationships can facilitate the healing process. You suffer more when you’re alone with your pain. Sharing your experiences and feelings with those who can offer love, respect, understanding, and acceptance is profoundly healing to that aspect of the Quintessential Self that has been hurt by others in the past. Reaching out to those in need is another key to achieving peace within yourself; helping others not only feels good, it is good for your well-being.


THE SPIRITUAL SELF


The past also influences how you relate to the sacred dimension of existence and whether you heed the urgings of your soul, for while the soul is immortal, the spirit can die. Like Job in the Bible, you may be one of the good and decent people who have suffered more than your share of pain. It may have seemed at times that the larger forces at work in the universe, however you define them, were conspiring against you. You may have raised questions like, “How can a loving God allow me to suffer this way?” “I’ve led a righteous life. Why have I been dealt such a rotten hand?” There are no easy answers to these mysteries, of course, but this book will help you align realistically with God, Goddess, Spirit, Christ, Nature, or whatever you call a higher power.


We will call upon a variety of spirit-based practices—prayer, meditation, visualization, and so on—to heal old wounds, expand your perspective, and create deep peace in the present. One of the great fallacies of psychology is that you have to work through all your “stuff” before you have a chance of finding inner peace. In truth, the process works in reverse as well: cultivating inner peace can help to heal the past. Some of the practices in the book will help you quiet your emotions, silence your restless mind, and resonate with your highest self.


The book will help you come to terms with the darker forces as well. To one degree or another, the way you’ve lived your life has brought out aspects of yourself you wish did not exist. In coming to terms with your past, you have to be willing to look at your dark side fearlessly and release the burdens of shame and guilt. Your shadow follows you wherever you go; you might as well make peace with it.


WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT


You can make peace with your past. You can continue to evolve and grow; to learn the vital lessons you missed out on before. You can resolve deep-seated conflicts and tie up loose ends. You can rediscover parts of yourself you left behind to your detriment—the vigor, the optimism, the capacity for joy, passion, and ecstasy. You can defuse the land mines that were planted in the soil of your psyche and walk fearlessly into the future. You can weave together a hand-crafted life from past devastation, misery, and upheaval. The first step is to look at the post—all of it, the good, the bad, and the ugly—and accept the complete truth about it.


The corollary to “What you resist, persists” is “What you accept, lightens.” The minute the unseen is dragged from the shadows, it begins to lose strength. When the curtain of the unconscious is lifted and the truth is exposed, the past, like the Wizard of Oz, loses its ability to intimidate and control. And, like Dorothy, you can free yourself to come home to your authentic presence.


There are six essential steps to making peace with your past and enjoying a great future. The next six chapters are devoted to these steps:




Step 1. Experience the source of deep peace within you.


Step 2. Break the shackles of shame.


Step 3. Stop the slow acid drip of regret.


Step 4. Resolve the grief that will not end.


Step 5. Heal the wounds of love and sex.


Step 6. End the bitterness of blame and move on—and up.





The first step will undo some of the effects of past adversity and give you tools for maintaining inner peace and balance as you move through the subsequent steps. In the last five steps you will be working directly with the most common emotional weights that hold us back. It is important to remember that the purpose is not to dwell in past suffering but to recognize and release it. These are steps to be taken, transcended, and then transformed. They will enable you to put the painful past behind you—not with suppression, repression, or depression, but consciously, deliberately, and compassionately. Finally, you will be free to live, love, and be loved as you always dreamed possible.


As we proceed, you will find a variety of powerful techniques that can open the doors to positive, growth-enhancing change. Be assured that the exercises are time-tested, effective, and safe; they have proven to be healing and transformative. If you work with them diligently, the seeds of pain and sorrow can burst into blossoms of peace and happiness, and you will:




1. REAFFIRM YOUR SACRED WORTH—AND STOP FEELING AS THOUGH YOU’RE NOT GOOD ENOUGH


Many of us look back on our lives and find evidence that we are unworthy. This causes us to feel flat, stagnant, and sometimes panicky. It makes us don masks to hide the perception that we don’t deserve or will never get, the good things in life. This book will help you re-own your true magnificence. You will come to realize that you are truly deserving. Then, when you look back, you will find courage for the times you felt afraid, compassion for the times you felt misunderstood, and forgiveness for the times you felt tormented. Your energy will be free to attend to the highest possibilities for your future. With the insights and tools that you glean from this book, you will be able to shape your life according to your own visionary blueprint instead of the blind habits of the past.


2. REAWAKEN TO THE MAGIC AND FUN OF BEING ALIVE


Many of us have gotten too serious, particularly about our past issues. Part of making peace is to look squarely at the monsters that have hurt you and the prisons and gutters you’ve been stuck in—and then put them in perspective, say good-bye to them, and perhaps even laugh at them. This will help you recapture the innocence, joy, and cosmic wonder of childhood, the curiosity and capacity for pleasure that are the hallmarks of adolescence, and the faith and idealism of young adulthood.


3. DISCOVER THE TREASURE THAT YOU BURIED


By resolving the painful aspects of your past and rediscovering its positive qualities, you will restore and replenish the gifts you misplaced; recapture the talent and imagination that may have been stifled; rekindle the passions that once burned brightly in your chest; and reclaim the trust, romance, and optimism that got buried under self-limiting beliefs and a false notion of maturity.


More specifically, the book will help you:




	Love and accept yourself as you are, not as you wish you could be.




	Come to grips with lingering sorrow, anguish, and hurt.


	Free yourself of envy and hostility.


	Update outworn attitudes and limiting beliefs.


	Rediscover the passion to live your highest destiny.


	Stop feeling ashamed and regain your spiritual dignity.


	Heal your sexual past and love more fully.


	Make peace and, if appropriate, reconcile with parents, siblings, and ex-lovers.


	Stop punishing yourself and learn to forgive and be forgiven.


	Feel truly grateful for what you have and who you are.


	Generate unparalleled success.


	Have a lot more fun and high adventure.


	Consciously direct your evolution and growth.


	Transcend past struggles and experience quintessential peace.



YOUR PEACEFUL INTENTION


Making peace with the past is, first and foremost, a choice, and intention is the most powerful tool of your consciousness. It marshals your personal power, sets your priorities, and mobilizes your will in the service of your deepest desires. By picking up this book, you have declared your intention to make peace with your past. Stating your wish deliberately and precisely can strengthen the power of intention; it signals your brain to direct its energy toward fulfilling your goal.


Here is a list of intentions. Choose the one—or more than one—that feels right for you, or compose a similar statement of your own. Write the sentence on some index cards or Post-its and place them where you will be sure to see them during the course of everyday life—the refrigerator, the bathroom mirror, the night table, the dashboard of your car, your desk, and so on. The idea is to reinforce the intention by placing your attention on it at various moments throughout the day.








DECLARE YOUR PEACEFUL INTENTIONS


	I will make peace with past adversity and embrace new possibilities.


	I choose peace and let go of my suffering.


	I release my past and create my life anew.









REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST


Now let’s get ready to explore what St. Augustine called the “vast mansions of memory.” You are about to produce “This Is Your Life,” with you as the honored guest. The purpose is to begin examining your relationship with the past.


The first step is to write your life story. Please take your time with this. Don’t just dash it off. It may take an hour, or five, or several days. Let yourself sink into the process and give it whatever time it requires, and give yourself as many breaks as you need. Don’t pay any attention to grammer, spelling, or punctuation. Don’t censor yourself in any way. If you feel blocked, try beginning with the words, “I remember…” and write whatever comes to mind, letting memories flow into and out of one another. Don’t worry about chronology, and don’t let logic interfect; later on, if you wish, you can go over what you wrote to correct facts and edit for clarity. If you feel yourself getting carried away by emotion, go ahead and let yourself lose control. The mechanism involved in crying neutralizes hormones associated with stress. If you feel unable to have a good cry and sense that you need one, try peeling a couple of onions to prime the pump.


THE TIMES OF YOUR LIFE


To begin at the beginning, what happened prior to your birth, when you were floating in your mother’s womb? To the best of your knowledge, write down what your environment was like: Was your mother healthy? Were your parents apprehensive? Were they ecstatic with hope and anticipation? Were there older siblings around? How did they feel about your imminent arrival? Reconstruct your prenatal experience as best you can, then proceed to the moment of your emergence: Was it a difficult birth? Did joy reign supreme? Were your parents and other family members glad to see you? Were you made to feel welcome? Was anyone jealous, fearful, or resentful because of your arrival on the scene? When you were taken home, were you enveloped in love and comfort? Were your needs met consistently?


Continue this process by describing each major period of your life, up through the present. Begin with your infancy and move forward through early childhood (ages I through 5), later childhood, puberty, early adolescence, your high school years, your college years or early job experience, your twenties, thirties, and so on. List the most important occurrences, beginning each period on a separate page so you can add other items as new information and fresh memories come to light. The idea is to create a chronology of your life. You’ll refer to this many times as you work through the material in the book.


Please keep the following points in mind as you journey through time:


	
What we believe to be so becomes so. We look at our past like we look at the night stars, without realizing that we’re seeing an illusion. The star we see may have died light years ago. In a sense, so has our past. We observe it through the telescope of memory, but what we see is filtered through needs, defenses, and emotional trickery, just as the light from a star is distorted by cosmic dust. We tend to block some painful events from our minds out of self-protection; other things we recall quite well, but over time the details grow fuzzy; some things we merely imagined take on the vivid character of memory, and we come to believe they actually occurred. Don’t worry about the distortions, just get it down.


	
Remember with your heart, not just your head. Note the feelings and attitudes you associate with each episode of your life; how you felt is as important as what actually happened. We’re after the truth—not just historical truth, but emotional truth as well. For example, see if you can identify the hopes, wishes, dreams, and expectations that were projected onto you by your mother and father, and whether that supported or repressed your true self and individuality.


	
Look for the light, not just the dark. There is a tendency in exercises like this to emphasize the hurts, tragedies, mistakes, and other negative aspects of the past you wish to make peace with. An important part of the process, though, is to see the past in its entirety and appreciate all that was positive, nourishing, and life-enhancing as well. So be sure to give proper credit to all the people who enriched your life with love, protection, support, and guidance. Note the good times, the joys, the pleasures, the victories large and small, your favorite memories: your first crush, a family vacation, a friend who always made you laugh.
 Write down the funniest thing that ever happened. Describe the sublime moments—the first book, work of art, or piece of music that truly moved you, the times you experienced the miracles of creation or felt the awe and wonder of God’s presence.
 Above all, give yourself the appreciation you deserve: record your contributions to the lives of others, the times you stood up for principle or defended yourself or others from mistreatment, the hard work and sacrifice that led to your achievements, the lessons you took pains to learn, the ways in which you rebounded from loss, defeat, and self-destructive behavior.


	
Fill in the blanks. To compensate for the distortions of memory and the tendency to remember only what you want to remember, I suggest you do some research. Take out your school yearbooks. Read the letters you’ve saved. Listen to songs from times gone by. Peruse newspapers and magazines in the library archives. Use any tool you can think of to spark your recollection and fill in the blank spots in your memory.
 Perhaps the most revealing memory-joggers are old photographs and home movies. Dig up as many as you can from family members and loved ones. Study the pictures of yourself: Do you remember what that boy or girl was feeling at the time? What did he or she think about life? What was going on in your family at the time? Look at the facial expressions and body language of the people in the photos. What pressures and conflicts are reflected in their demeanor? What triumphs and tragedies? What love? What pain? What struggles? What masks are being worn on those faces, and what do they conceal? How do the images of you and your family members change over time? What do later photos reveal of the dramatic sweep of your life?


	
Enlist the help of people from your past. Interview family members, neighbors, friends, classmates, and anyone else who might have a different perspective. Find out what various events looked like from their point of view. Get their perspective on stories you were too young to remember, or weren’t present for, or that contain mysteries they might be able to shed light on. This process can be extraordinarily valuable. One of my clients, for example, grew up watching his parents argue a lot and always thought his father felt trapped in his marriage. During his life review, he interviewed his father and was astonished to hear him say that despite the bickering and some difficult times, he loved his wife and was at peace with the choices he had made. It altered profoundly my client’s view of his parents and his childhood.
 When you interview people, ask probing questions and give them complete permission to be honest. Ask questions such as: What was I like when I was seven? What do you remember about my mother? How did you feel when so-and-so passed away? Did my parents really love each other in those days? What really happened that day we went to the circus?



YOUR LIFE AS A NARRATIVE


When you’ve finished writing down your story, step back and read it as if it were a novel; bear witness to yourself. You may come to see that there is profound meaning to the sequence of events you recorded. Ask yourself the following questions:




	Are there persistent themes running through your story?


	What patterns are repeated?


	What are the major plot points?


	Is your character portrayed as a hero or as a victim?




	Is he or she a sympathetic character? Would an audience root for him or her?


	Besides you, who are the other main characters?


	Are there any antagonists in your story—characters who thwarted your goals or stifled the expression of your gifts?


	Who are those antagonists and what did they do to you?


	How did you respond to them?


	Who were your allies—those who were there in time of need and provided consistent support?


	Which genre best characterizes your story? Is it a tragedy? Comedy? Farce? Drama? Melodrama? Romance? Fantasy? Satire? Some combination of these?


	If your life were a movie, who would direct it? Martin Scorsese? Steven Spielberg? Alfred Hitchcock? Woody Allen? Mel Brooks?


	Which actual movie is most like yours?


	How would the audience leave the theater? Depressed? Uplifted? Deeply moved, with a lump in their throats? Smiling? Bored? Can’t wait for the sequel?


	If you were an objective reader of your life story, what would you say were the aspects of your past that you most have to make peace with?



PERSISTENCE OVERCOMES
 RESISTANCE




At the end of the way is freedom. Till then, patience.


—BUDDHA





I urge you to commit 100 percent to the journey we’ve just embarked on. The material in this book is powerful and practical; it can yield tremendous results if you approach it with sincerity. When you do the exercises in each chapter, please be as honest and specific as possible, for it’s in honesty and specificity that the greatest healing takes place. When my patients begin therapy, I tell them, “You are in a safe, protective, loving atmosphere in which you can be completely open.” To the greatest extent possible, that’s what I would like you to create for yourself with the process this book will initiate.


I also urge you to be patient and persistent. This journey will be mostly pleasant, deeply moving, and at times great fun. But growth moves in cycles of rest and activity. You may experience a tremendous burst of change right out of the starting block only to feel, later on, that you’re in a rut, apparently getting nowhere. Or you may feel like you’re moving backward, only to be stunned by a sudden acceleration of inner growth. At times you might find that an issue you thought you’d already resolved has come back stronger than ever. That just means that this particular demon has been drawn into the open, where it can be managed or vanquished. At other times, some old painful feeling arises anew, which simply means that you’re finally ready to feel and heal at your depths.


I recommend that you give each chapter its proper due. You may identify immediately with one or two of the topics and be eager to get to it. You may think that the other subjects don’t apply to you. But the past often affects us in ways we’re unaware of. In reading a chapter you don’t relate to immediately, you might discover unanticipated treasure. Also, I suggest taking a break after you do the work in each chapter. A rest phase can be very valuable not only in refreshing your mind so you get more out of the next chapter, but also in giving the previous material a chance to take hold and solidify. The subconscious keeps working even when you’re not paying attention.


As the Chinese say, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. In an emotional journey, the first tentative steps are especially important because they must pass through your own resistance and apprehension. When that resistance crops up, look at it objectively and honestly. See it for what it is and keep moving ahead.


Resistance is likely to appear in one of several forms, depending on the issue you’re dealing with at the time. You might, for example, hear yourself saying, “It’s too late. It’s been so long, I can never resolve that now.” Or, “I can’t bear to think of that again.” Or, “I’m not smart enough to succeed with this book.” All these are nonsense. It is never too late and no hurt is too deep, and you are certainly strong enough to do the necessary work—if you sincerely want to heal. Resistance may also come in the form of guilt: “What I did was so awful, I don’t deserve to be at peace.” Or it might be rooted in hostility so strong you don’t want to let it go: “I’ll deal with those other issues, but I’d rather rot in hell than forgive her,” or, “I’ll make peace after I get revenge. Someday I’ll be vindicated!” Rage is no excuse to back off from the process. On the contrary, it is the best reason to proceed, because otherwise the poison will destroy you. Making peace is primarily for you, not those with whom you’re in conflict.


Another source of resistance is an addiction to feeling victimized. Subconsciously, you might fear that resolving certain issues from the past would leave you with nothing to complain about. Don’t be afraid to lose your identity as a victim, or your need for sympathy and self-pity. You may also be attracted to the adrenaline rush of conflict. Like an arms manufacturer, you might find yourself apprehensive about life after the hostilities end and a peace treaty is signed. Trust me, there are better ways to find meaning and purpose in life. For every aspect of your identity that’s dependent on making war with your past, there are other, better aspects waiting to be discovered.


You may also be afraid that sorting through the flotsam and jetsam of the past will make it cling to you even more. It’s true that if you wallow in past miseries they can get locked into your identity and make your progress toward peace as glacial as that of the Israelis and Palestinians. But we’re delving into your past to cleanse it. The process is designed to help you move from realization to resolution to a profound inner release in which you finally let go of what needs to be discarded.


Resistance can come from other sources as well: impatience, self-deception, stubbornness, denial, pride, pessimism, procrastination, and so on. Whatever form it takes, when you notice yourself resisting a certain exercise or wanting to skip over a certain section, take a careful look at what’s going on. Chances are you’ve come upon issues that are difficult to face. It’s natural to want to close the book and turn on the TV. But that’s the very time to draw on your commitment to growth and your determination to heal. What you’ve turned up is probably something you’ll benefit greatly from resolving.




Here is a practical way to resist your resistance and make this book not only more productive but more fun: Find a partner or partners. Line up one or more Making Peace buddies and agree to monitor each other’s progress. Call one another when you run into a wall of resistance, discuss the experiences that arise along the way, and give each other the necessary support to see the process through to completion. I know of no better way to get the most out of this journey than to help someone else get the most out of it.


As you do the work ahead, you will find that confusion is replaced by wisdom; incompleteness by closure; bitterness by gratitude; imprisonment by freedom; heavy burdens by a lightness of Being. Where pain was, there shall love be. Along the way, give yourself the kindness, warmth, and unconditional love of a divine mother. You are in charge of your own nurturance now. You may never have received the kind of love you deserved from birth—a love that has no outcome in mind other than to hold, cherish, and protect. You can give it to yourself now. Let yourself receive it. It will help you put the past to rest in a place of forgiveness, acceptance, and respect—not to be forgotten, but rather integrated with the present and future in a healthy way.


Be prepared to give up a lot as you make peace with your past. You may have to give up feeling sorry for yourself. You may have to stop straining to be someone you are not. You may have to quit hiding parts of yourself that you erroneously think are unacceptable or inadequate. You may have to give up your sorrow, your guilt, your grudges, and your self-loathing. Instead, you may have to learn to appreciate your life’s journey just as it has unfolded, even if it did not turn out quite the way you hoped it would. And you might have to put up with a future so fulfilling that you’ll no longer be able to agonize about the past.


IMAGINE!


Once dismissed as the language of art and the creator of all that is ephemeral and unreal, imagination is coming to be seen as the queen of our mental faculties. Research shows that the images, thoughts, and feelings that originate in the mind are experienced by the brain as very real indeed. The direct effect of mental imagery on physiology has been well documented: it can stimulate changes in heart and respiratory rate, oxygen consumption, blood pressure, the temperature and flow of blood in local areas, gastrointestinal motility and secretions, the levels of certain hormones and neurotransmitters, sexual arousal, and the rhythms and patterns of brain waves.


As an inner representation of a flow of thoughts you can envision, hear, feel, smell, and taste, imagery has a powerful effect on the way your brain codes, stores, expresses, and recalls information. Some of the brain’s reactions to vivid images are virtually identical to those that occur when the actual events are experienced. For that reason, guided visualization has been quite effective in preparing athletes and others for maximum performance, modifying unwanted habits, and training the mind to replace negative thought patterns with positive, life-enhancing alternatives.


We will be using guided imagery a number of times throughout the book. The following principles apply in every case:


	For some people, mental pictures come clearly and vividly. For others, they are hazy and vague. You will benefit from the process no matter how clear or vague your images are. Don’t strain to visualize with the clarity of a movie screen. If your mind wanders, just gently bring it back to the visualization.


	You may wish to make a tape recording of each visualization process—using your own voice or someone else’s—rather than reading it each time or relying on memory. This allows you to close your eyes, listen, and focus your attention fully on the imagery. The voice on the recording should be gentle and the pace should be calm. Feel free to modify the script to make it more personal.


	Give yourself 15 or 20 minutes to do the process. It might not take that long, but you don’t want to feel rushed or worry about being interrupted. Put a “Do Not Disturb” sign on the door and turn off the ringer on your telephone.


	Comfort is crucial. Take off your shoes, loosen your belt and collar, and make yourself as comfortable as possible. Sit in an easy chair or lie down on something soft. Keep the room warm and cozy (cover yourself with a blanket if you’d like) and dim the lights. Many people find soft, soothing background music to be a welcome addition.



Now we’re ready to begin. Every visualization starts with a period of relaxation. (We’ll be using the same procedure each time.)


Once you’re situated in your comfortable position, gently close your eyes. Take five slow, deep breaths. Breathe in through your nose, retain your breath for a second or two, and exhale through your mouth, making the sound “Aaah” to sigh away any tension. Notice the soothing calm that comes over you as your body begins to settle down.


You are now going to invite each part of your body to release, relax, and let go. Gently direct your attention to your feet and toes, feeling the muscles relax. Slowly, let your attention glide up your body, allowing each area to settle into a state of deep relaxation. Linger extra-long where you notice tension, giving that area time to soften. Move up to your ankles…your calves…your knees…thighs…hips…buttocks. Feel the deepening sense of relaxation fill the lower half of your body.


Now invite all the organs in your pelvis to relax. Take your time and let your attention rise to your abdomen and belly…chest…shoulders…and across your lower back…the midback…the muscles across and between your shoulder blades…and up to your neck…your jaw…your mouth…your face…your muscles around your eyes…your forehead and scalp. And the relaxation flows down your upper arms…your elbows…forearms…wrists…hands…and each of your fingers. Your whole body is now relaxing more easily, more comfortably, more deeply.3


YOUR SANCTUARY OF PEACE


In your state of deep calm, begin to visualize yourself as you embark on a great adventure in search of inner peace, love, and truth. You’re in a wooded area at the foot of a green, mist-shrouded mountain. Before you is a trail leading into the forest. You don’t know exactly what you’ll find along that path, but you know you must take it, for you are determined to get to the mountaintop to find a greater source of wisdom for your life.




Feeling the firm earth underfoot, you enter the forest with a spring in your step. The woods are alive with the sounds of birds and other creatures. Shafts of light pour through the tall trees. A light breeze caresses your skin. You breathe the bracing air and take in the scent of pine and cedar. The trail climbs steadily upward.


As you ascend the mountain, the landscape varies. The trail is pleasant and easy in places. In others, it is arduous. Now the climate is warm and sunny. Then it is icy cold, and storm clouds threaten. Here the footing is sure; there it is tenuous, and you have to tread carefully. You stumble and fall, but you pick yourself up and continue your climb. The ascent is steady and gradual, and you walk at a steady clip. Then it gets steep, and you struggle to find the energy and strength to proceed. You climb and climb, becoming more and more exhausted. You wonder if you’ll ever get to the top, where a higher vantage point awaits you. You gather your strength and forge ahead.


Now you have to squeeze through a narrow fissure in the mountainside. You’re showered by rocks and dirt falling from the canyon walls. Bruised and sore, treading delicately on unsure footing, you struggle through the cold, dark passage. And finally, you emerge into the light. You have come at last to the end of the trail.


You find yourself in a beautiful lush meadow. The sun is strong and the air is clean and perfumed by the magnificent carpet of wildflowers that paints the meadow in colors of red and yellow and purple and white. Above you, the needles of the stately pines rustle in the breeze, as if welcoming you home. You can hear the sounds of the wind and the birds, but overall the effect is one of pure, primordial silence. A waterfall beckons. You strip off your filthy clothes and step into the cool, refreshing water to cleanse the dirt and grime off your weary body. You emerge feeling cleaner than you’ve ever felt in your life.


As you put on new, clean clothing, you see before you a beautiful structure—a golden dome nestled in a large five-pointed star (like the diagram of the Quintessential Self). You know that this is a holy place, a temple. You see a door leading inside. You enter, and immediately you are overcome by a feeling of reverence. Deep peace permeates the inside of the dome, which is filled with a radiant luminosity. You sit or kneel in the center of the room, feeling peace and light pervade every atom of your body.


Suddenly a figure appears before you. It is the physical embodiment of perfect wisdom, unconditional love, and pure compassion. You may envision this figure as a real man or woman who represents those qualities to you. Someone in your life or someone long gone. A historical person, a religious figure whom you revere, or a deity. It might be a persona you create right now. Or you may prefer to think of him or her as your best or highest self. However you choose to visualize this figure, he or she represents the source of healing, nurture, and insight you’ve always yearned for. He or she speaks to you now, in a voice that is as gentle as a dove and as strong as a lion:


“I am your spiritual guide. I know who you are. I know the depths of what you have been through. I know what you can become. I know that you can make peace with your past. I know you can find the truth. I know you can heal the pain and end the suffering. I know you can love and be loved. I know you can find the strength, courage, and wisdom to create the life you’ve always wanted.


“You are about to embark on a great and wonderful journey. I will be here to help you. You can return to this sanctuary any time you need a safe haven. Or simply look for me in the corner of your mind’s eye. I’m always with you and I always know what you need. You can trust me completely, for I love you unconditionally. You can say anything that needs to be said, ask anything that needs to be asked, and know that what you’ll hear back will be the truth, for I know the deepest secrets of your heart.”


Deeply moved, you reach out to your spiritual guide in gratitude. He or she holds your hands. You look deeply into each other’s eyes. You bask in the radiant love and absolute safety of this divine mentor, knowing that he or she represents the best and purest aspect of your Quintessential Self. Soon your guide signals that it is time to go. He or she embraces you, filling your body with pure cosmic energy and your heart with infinite love. You feel the safety and protection you’ve always yearned for. With a smile that says, “I’m always nearer to you than your breath,” your spiritual guide gestures that it is time to say farewell and resume your journey.


You leave your sanctuary feeling bold and confident, knowing you can return to your temple of peace and communicate with your spiritual guide any time you want. Outside, it is just as luminous and fragrant as before. You see before you the edge of a cliff. You know that from this height you will be able to see where you’ve come from. You walk to the edge and look out. The clouds that fill the valley below dissolve. Now you can see the entire sweep of your life with crystal clarity. With your expanded awareness, you can see things as you’ve never seen them, find answers to questions that have plagued you, and gain a vision of the truth that had been hidden from you. You are truly ready to look back on your life with honesty and compassion, knowing that the truth shall set you free.


Take two or three minutes to ease off your guided imagery. When you are ready, slowly open your eyes. Rest for as long as you need to before returning to regular activities or the next section of the book.
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