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What can you do with the memories that haunt you?
by Arlene K Unger, PhD
The Challenge
Vivid memories are very powerful because those events often shape our world in dramatic and sometimes out-of-control ways. And when it comes to remembering the past, we tend to focus more on what is still broken rather than what’s been mended. Even a certain odor or sound can trigger very positive or negative memories. It is not uncommon to bring those memories into our current life and feel them morning, noon and night.
Most of us haven’t been lucky enough to go through life without some type of traumatic event. Those events may have involved an unforeseen loss or failure, a missed opportunity, a near fatal accident, or some form of neglect or violence. Abandonment and abuse from a caregiver are often the most painful of memories because we were completely dependent and helpless at the time; we trusted the caregiver and they let us down.
Behavior problems in the form of panic attacks, depression, eating disorders, chemical abuse, verbal or physical abuse of others, and self-mutilation are common ways in which we overreact when we keep reliving our past traumas. Caught in a vicious cycle with the past, our emotional growth becomes stunted, making it even harder to move forward with our life.
Being bored or feeling unsure, undeserving and/or afraid of confrontation is common side effect of a dysfunctional past. Even when we want to get out from under the tyranny of the past, it is hard to imagine confronting the person who hurt us to get closure. They may not even be available to do so, or, there may not even be a specific identifiable person that caused the trauma. The trauma may be perceived as being caused by a group or organization of some type (ethnic, religious, organizational, social, etc.).
The more we focus on what has damaged us in the past, the more we will remain hurt, angry, stuck or lost.
The Solution
Getting past your past means getting closure on the events that are preventing your happiness and growth.
If you focus on what is hurting you, and what you are doing now to continue hurting yourself, the act of writing, journaling and talking to a friend can be very useful in attaining the closure you need to keep the past in the past.
If you are having flashbacks about the many mini or full blown traumas of your childhood, it would be best for you to write each event down as you believed it happened and what you would do about it today if given the chance. It is best to work with a counselor on these flashbacks so you can quickly adopt a new perspective and stop beating yourself up. If your tears or acting out behaviors don’t stop after doing the above, a course of medication can help to regulate and manage your moods and you should talk with a physician.
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