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To Mom - for understanding.
To Dad - for teaching me to ride.
To Shaun - for being incredible.
and
To Barb and Sara, the most awesome cheerleaders I’ve ever had!
AUTHOR’S NOTE
Little did I know when I sat down to write this book, how much it might touch my readers. Certainly I hoped that my discoveries could help others avoid pitfalls in their lives, or would perhaps light a spark that would send them off in a new, positive direction.
I received the following letter within a month of the first printing. I was overwhelmed that my words, given to me by a power much larger than I, meant something to someone, and I knew that her words needed to be part of subsequent printings.
Thank you, Lori, for sharing.
Dear Mary Jo,
Here’s what your book has meant to me. It was difficult for me to break down my thoughts, so I just wrote them down as they are, which is something I learned through this process as well… especially now that I understand how important the power of words really is!
Finally someone wrote an encouraging, easy-to-understand self-help book that lets you know that you are not alone. It not only has perfect examples of different situations, it gave me the tools I needed to get through my issues, such as:
·It taught me how to take care of myself first before I can take care of anyone else.
·It made me find the confidence to take risks in my life, which I never did before, and to take those new risks safely and to build my self-esteem along the way.
·It helped me to not only identify my boxxes, but how to sort them out. I have never experienced the different avenues that life offers as boxxes, but through this book, I have learned how to open the boxxes in my life and start my new journey.
I was engrossed in this book and found it to be exciting, encouraging, and uplifting, so much that it was difficult for me to put it down, and I found myself comparing what I had read to the different trials in my life on a daily basis.
My feelings about this book are very real and emotional, and it is difficult to explain everything I've obtained from reading it. But it has certainly helped my life in more ways than the therapy that I have endured. I finally feel understood by someone!
Thank you, Mary Jo. Your book completely and whole-heartedly changed my life for the better.
You are my inspiration! Please get on with the next one. Never have I ever felt so in touch with someone whom I have never even met. I hope that my thoughts will help you in some way too.
Thanks again,
Lori, age 38
GET OUT OF YOUR BOXX!
And Live the Life You Really Want…
But First Don’t Forget to
Drive the Carpool,
Call Your Client,
and Make Love to Your Spouse!
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What is a Boxx?
Different than a regular box a “Boxx” is a behavioral pattern that holds its captive hostage, limiting the view of life’s possibilities, excitements, and passions!
“Today is the first day of the BEST of your life!" Barb Walker
Part One The Road To Discovery
Ever feel like you’re “Stuck in a Boxx?” Caught on an endless treadmill? Life’s ups and downs, combined with the daily stress of the “speed of light” pace of our American culture can leave people feeling as if they live inside a tornado each and every day! Keeping up with kids, job, relationships, courtship and love, responsibilities, bill paying, time constraints, and Little League practice can leave most of us exhausted, frustrated, and downright frazzled! Who has time for taking care of yourself when there doesn’t even seem to be time to breathe?!
That was me. Overstressed. Overtaxed. Overwhelmed. Over the edge! I was caught in a frantic maze called life and didn’t know how to survive, until I got Out of My Boxx! This is the story of my journey and the discoveries I uncovered along the way. One of the most important lessons I learned was that the road to self-discovery frequently proves to be a wild ride, and mine was no exception! I hope by sharing my story with you that you might find some nuggets of information to spark a flame in you on your own journey; that you too can find more excitement, more fun, more satisfaction, and more pure passion in your life than you ever dreamed possible! And that you can find it without weathering some of the storms I did!
So, if you can slow your life down long enough to pass on the carpool this once, return your client’s phone calls later, and tell your sweetheart you’ll make love in just a little while, you might find a spark somewhere in these pages that can make your small flame explode into fireworks that can change your life! Get off your treadmill! Get Out of Your Boxx! Figure out how to do it and still juggle all those things you do, because they’re not going away anytime soon!
If you’re still convinced you don’t have time, then let me ask you this: If not now, when? Ten years from now, if you’re still living on the treadmill, frantically running like a crazed hamster, how will you feel? If ten years from now you still haven’t taken the time to take care of yourself, how frustrated will you be? Ten years from now, will you ask yourself why you wasted so much time doing the “same old, same old” stuff everyday? Why you didn’t spend your life doing the things you REALLY wanted to do? So, I ask you again. If not now, when? When is it time to take care of YOU first, for a change?
My journey taught me that the time is now! Each day is a gift! To waste even one is a terrible loss. But I had to learn all these lessons the hard way. So, hang onto your seats, as the road is bumpy and starts out in a pit of despair that seems without escape. I assure you, it has a happy ending!
“Life is either a daring adventure or nothing.”
Helen Keller
Chapter 1 Running Away From Home
As I look back upon everything now, it all makes so much more sense. Yet, at the time I was writing my own suicide letter it seemed hopeless, deafeningly silent, endlessly painful, and without reason. A deep, dark, void where I was suspended in chronic confusion and self-doubt, and cloaked in a blanket of not feeling valuable to anyone in my life.
The depression I had fought for months had taken its toll on me. It had worn me down for a very long time, little by little, without me even realizing it. Then, when even bigger life events came along, the straws began to break the camel’s back, although they seemed more like logs than straws at the time and they came in multiples.
First of all, I had been in marriage counseling with my husband for four, long years. (That, in itself, would leave most struggling for some sense of stability and security.) Secondly, at the beginning of September, I had sent my only child off to college. Third, only days after that, the tragedies of September 11 hit every person in this country, unlike anything we had ever seen. Fourth, to top everything off, after planning to file for divorce for several weeks, I finally took that tentative but necessary step, on October 5. I held my breath, hoping that I was making the right decision.
The result? By November, there was little left of me. Predictably, the stress only continued to mount with the added strain of a relationship in transition. Walking away from a 23- year marriage was not done lightly, nor without guilt, baggage, and second thoughts.
Yet, perhaps the most profound shock of the enormous pile of “stuff” I was juggling was that when my daughter left for college I lost my best friend, and at a time when I was in the lowest place in my life. I never realized that her leaving and cutting the “apron strings,” would hit me so hard. Although she was still geographically nearby, I felt the additional distance of the typical “independence dance” that occurs between teenagers and their parents. It left me feeling rebuffed, irrational, and incompetent.
The words I wrote in that suicide letter were horrible. Words that were meant not only to wound, but to leave lifelong scars and vivid memories. My heart was so shredded that I couldn’t think of anyone else at that point only the extreme pain that I was carrying inside me. Pain from years of unhappiness. Of not feeling loved. Of feeling worthless and empty. Of striving to do my best but just never quite feeling like I could do anything right. Or that what I did do never mattered to anyone. This, in spite of life-long accomplishments too numerous to mention.
Tears streamed down my face and gut-wrenching sobs filled me as I wrote words that I knew would hurt everyone I loved. I had held in my anger and my pain for so long that it came in a tidal wave more powerful than I could control. My hands almost felt possessed as I kept pouring out my feelings on the keyboard, advising the survivors which music to play at my funeral … “Why Have You Gotta Be Angry All the Time,” by Tim McGraw, and “I Learned That From You,” by Sara Evans. They felt like my theme songs. I wanted everyone at my funeral to understand their messages.
I kept debating on the method to take my own life. I felt so vengeful that I wanted to make as big a statement as possible. I had always thought that carbon monoxide would be the most “civil” route available and wouldn’t leave much of a mess for anyone to clean up. (There I was, worrying about everyone else first again!) But at that moment, I highly considered sitting in the middle of the kitchen floor and slitting my wrists and letting my blood color everything … leaving a huge mess for someone to clean up. It just seemed a powerful, final statement. As a friend of mine commented later, “the overwhelming act of revenge.” It seemed fitting.
Yet, somehow in those moments of tears, pain, sobs, and depression, a little voice in me begged for life. Begged me not to quit. Pleaded with me to let the love for my child win out over the pain in my heart. She should not have to carry that monumental burden with her for the rest of her life. It was more than anyone should have to bear no matter how terrible I felt. What she had never truly understood was how many times she had already saved my life over the years during my intermittent battles with depression. I had considered suicide on many occasions, but knowing I would be leaving a young child without a mother was the strongest lifeline that she could have given me.
Suddenly, my sobs turned into screams as I realized that I must continue living. I cried out at the top of my lungs in the middle of the night although no one heard me except God and the dog.
I really don’t know how the next steps happened. I just suddenly knew I needed to make some kind of serious change or I would only return to this spot sometime in the future – it was only a matter of time. Whether I would actually take my own life, or be in such an oblivious state of mind that I drove headlong into traffic, or simply curled up and died of depression, I didn’t know. What I did know was that I must do something different immediately or I would be dead within a handful of months, at the rate I was going.
So how did I change my life? What happened to change my path after I wrote that suicide letter?
Well, I started listening to my heart and being true to MYSELF, first and foremost. I realized I had been living in some very confining, claustrophobic, high expectation “boxxes” and it had been slowly killing me. I had defined myself by my roles, my job, my volunteer work, my marriage, my daughter, my horses, my truck, and even my house and miscellaneous possessions. I had been doing things for everybody else in hopes that it would make others love me more when, in fact, I hadn’t been true to ME first. I just hadn’t realized that yet. And so – I decided to Get Out of My Boxx! I don’t think I actually knew any of that at the time it was simply a “knee-jerk response.” My “fight or flight” mechanism kicked into gear, as it often did. Yet, this time it said something different than usual. It said, “Go far away … go VERY far away.” The actual lessons of the boxxes developed over a much longer time.
I tell people that I “ran away from home.” I guess I felt that since I never did that as a child, I was fully entitled to do so as a grown-up. My daughter was in college so I was past the responsibility of daily mothering. I had already filed for divorce and therefore had no one to be accountable to at home. I realized just how tired I was of living in a relationship where I felt empty and unfulfilled. My part-time job I knew I could replace with another elsewhere. It occurred to me that all those pieces had fallen into place for a reason and I recognized that it was time I became responsible for taking care of ME. I HAD to put me first. Immediately. Before it was too late.
Fortunately, I was blessed with some good friends who recognized the seriousness of my depression although I don’t think even they knew how truly “on the brink” I was. They asked me if I had a credit card, if I had any “room” on it, and if I wouldn’t like to go somewhere for a while. After saying yes to all of the above, they asked me where I would like to go for a week and as it was November in Colorado, I answered, “somewhere warm where I can scuba dive.”
The end result was that I went on a week-long vacation to Cozumel, Mexico. By myself. Alone. Mind you, I had traveled by myself dozens of times before on business. Yet, this trip was different. This one was with a new definition to begin with – I was not on business, but on vacation. A single woman on vacation By Herself! The entire concept felt very weird. What would people say? I didn’t know whether to be excited, or nervous, or worried about what “everyone else would think.”
The weight of stress which I carried like an anvil around my neck immediately lifted upon arriving in that wonderful, tropical paradise with its sunshine, surf, and sea. I suddenly felt like I was being swaddled in a warm blanket on a freezing, cold night. This haven not only provided life sustaining warmth but that special comfort of snuggling down and feeling safe. Even though on one hand, I was this person who was an incredible bundle of nerves, at the same time I felt like someone incognito. Someone on a secret mission. Someone who no one knew. Someone who could be who I wanted to be without needing anyone else’s permission or acceptance. There was no one there to tell me I should or shouldn’t do this or that. It was like being reborn. Ironically, it was Thanksgiving Day, 2001. If that wasn’t an omen from God, then I didn’t know what was!
I found an incredible peace in Cozumel that gave me hope. Actually, I suddenly felt a closeness to God that I had never experienced in my life. My first night there, I sat all alone on the beach at midnight. The stars were crystal clear. The moon was full. The sound of the gentle waves lapping at the sand at my feet was almost deafeningly quiet. And in that quiet, I truly had an epiphany.
It’s probably important to note here, that before this time, God and I weren’t on the greatest of terms. Yes, I believed in God and had been indoctrinated in all the church functions growing up, but I guess I had “blamed” God for some bad things that had happened in my life and I hadn’t really gone out of my way to be friends with him.
In that moment on the beach, I was knocked over by the most gentle, but powerful of messages. I truly believe that God said to me,
“OK, Mary Jo. You know that story of how God only gives you as much as you can carry? Well, I realize that I pushed you right to the edge of that limit, but you passed the test with flying colors! I know you wonder why your life has been so hard for a while. Well, first of all, I really needed you and your husband to come together to create your daughter. I have a special job for her and I needed the qualities that both of you brought to the table to make her into the beautiful person that she is, and I needed you to raise her to adulthood. Now it’s time for her to be on her own path and it’s your time to take care of you. And by the way, when you’re done with that – and feel free to take whatever time you need – I have a special job for you too.”
I felt a relief like I have never felt in my life. The incredible message that came loud and clear to me gave me a new strength. A strength which helped me start to know the answers. I let go of so much “stuff” I had carried around that wasn’t even mine. From that moment on, I didn’t know exactly what my mission was, but I did understand that I had to take care of ME 100 percent because I was truly valuable and important!
I realized that in order to have a different result in my life, I had to do something different to begin with. The answer came so easily I knew I had to jump off my treadmill and do something so radical that it would make a major change in my life. For a fleeting moment I had the vision of some early explorer who burned his ships so that his soldiers couldn’t rethink their decision to explore the New World and decide to return home!
I sensed that the overwhelming feeling of safety I had felt in Cozumel was given to me for a reason. I also knew all too well, that the gloom of the winter in the States only added to my chronic depression. It was a battle I fought every winter. Considering that it was early December, I could plan on a lot of snowy, cold, and dreary months ahead. The Cozumel sunshine called to me like the mother of any newborn creature. I knew in my heart that my recovery would occur fastest in this new paradise where I felt right at home.
So I went home, packed my bags, and told my friends I was going to move to Cozumel for six months of healing. Everyone immediately thought I was crazy. At first, I don’t think they took me seriously. After all, it was going on Christmastime and everyone was getting wrapped up with their own holiday issues and since I looked calmer, they felt that I was back on solid ground and would simply get on with my life. I think they thought, “Yeah, everyone says they’re going to move to paradise when they come home from someplace great. She’ll get over it.” But as I began to make plans for my decision to escape the American rat race and head somewhere beyond my usual, safe environment, they slowly started believing me.
I have to give my friends credit for not trying to stop me, although I did keep my eyes open, just in case someone decided that I truly was losing my mind and they should call the loony bin to take me away! (I actually wondered for a moment, if I could be committed by my concerned family for this “insane” maneuver!) Yet, I give them all my sincere thanks for having enough faith in me to know what was right for me at the time. I will always remember my mother especially, as she and another friend dropped me off at the airport. She cried as if she would never see me again. (I could just envision the nightmares she might have of guerilla soldiers dragging me off into some remote Mexican jungle, never to be seen again! How could she know that Cozumel is 100 percent tourist paradise since she’d never been there?) She showed huge strength at that moment, for which I will always be thankful.
What I learned on this journey was astounding! I had no car, no mail, no phone and no companion. I could be whoever I wanted to be, and as a 5’10” blonde with short, spiky hair, I definitely stood out in the crowd from the short, Mayan natives! I didn’t speak Spanish and felt the awkwardness of being a foreigner in another’s land. I spent many times in the midst of a group of people, all laughing and joking, and I hadn’t a clue as to what they were talking about. Things as simple as getting my hair cut when I didn’t speak the language was interesting, at best! I had to start asking people for help and learn to trust along the way.
I got a job at a hotel in a capacity similar to that of a concierge, and worked six days a week for peanuts. I rode the bus to and from work each day, standing out like a sore thumb as the only American amongst a sea of brown faces on short bodies. I cried a lot. I thought a lot. I slept a lot. I sat on the beach and talked to God a lot. But the best thing I did was to put life into perspective. Needless to say, it didn’t happen overnight.
So many of my belief systems slowly came tumbling down, brick by brick, as I spent time living in a culture without the fast-paced, materialistic, “what everybody else thinks” philosophy Americans are surrounded by every day. I began to realize that my life didn’t define me – rather, that I defined my life! It wasn’t the job I held, the house I lived in, the vehicle I drove, the furniture I owned, or the friends I kept. My life was being true to myself and doing what was right for me. I had to learn to love and take care of myself first before I could love or care for anyone else. I also had to start understanding all the boxxes that had trapped me for so long and had sucked the very life out of me. They began to reveal themselves to me over time and I really started to slowly comprehend how they had affected me in three major areas of my life: my career, my relationships and my health.
The amazing part was that once I started unraveling the idea about “Getting Out of the Boxx,” I began to do a small research project of my own. Not real scientific research, mind you, just observational research. I started studying the Americans who came to Cozumel on vacation and I tried to guess which boxxes I thought they lived in! It was eye-opening and sad at the same time. So many people, unhappy or unfulfilled in their day-to-day life, seem to think that if they only go away on vacation, everything will be just fine! The truth is whatever their reality is in their “real” life, is the same reality no matter where they go. They just take it with them. I saw so many sad, unhappy, fearful, hateful, depressed people on vacation. Oh yes, many of them wear some great masks, but they can’t hide what’s inside. Many walk on eggshells around each other. I watched couples eat together and not ever speak. I saw fathers ignore their children on entire vacations. I witnessed single, lonely individuals begging to be loved. And I could just about tell you after a while, exactly which boxxes they lived in.
Besides my work on “boxx recognition,” my healing continued in other ways. It took time to let my mind be “quiet enough” to hear my inner voice that had been “boxxed” up for so long; the voice that had been trying to tell me for years just what my true life passions were. I had always known that helping people had been a driving force for me. Certainly, that had contributed to my becoming a nurse to begin with. Yet this voice was demanding that I provide more than just physical care to people’s bodies. I kept realizing that the life experiences I had gleaned could perhaps help others in some way. My love of teaching had always been a passion. Standing up in front of a live audience was always like a huge jolt of adrenaline for me. It didn’t matter what the topic was – give me two thousand people and a topic I knew inside and out, and I was a happy camper. Although I had lectured for many organizations, even at some national conventions, I had never really found an ongoing outlet for this side of my nature.
I also rediscovered my passion for writing. Perhaps rediscovered isn’t the right word, for I have written odds and ends of things for years. Maybe the more appropriate description is that I finally found something to write about that I was passionate about the message being so strong that it drove me to stay up until all hours of the night, pouring the words out onto the paper. I had had enough foresight to purchase a used laptop computer to take with me to Cozumel. With it I journaled my daily adventures each night before bed, which were the original steps towards writing this book.
The message soon became clear to me. My mission from God was to teach others how to “live outside their boxxes,” no matter what their labels, their history, their faith, or their personal stories. No, I don’t expect them to “run away from home” like I did. Rather, I want to give them tools to help them see the powerful person within and all the possibilities that await each of us in life, if only we are open to them.
By living outside their self-limiting “boxxes” people can be true to themselves, and love themselves, so they can grow and give love in return. I want them to find the passion in their lives and not just the darkness, or the boredom, or the dull routine. I hope they can remember the excitement that used to drive them out of bed every morning when they were children the excitement we all once had in the great anticipation of what wonderful possibilities might be awaiting.
I wake up every morning now, thanking God for each and every wonderful day. I also believe even more strongly in the statement that God gives you only as much as he knows you can handle and no more. I know now that He had a plan for me for a long time – I just had to find it.
My hope for you is that reading this might light a small spark in you to find your true direction in the journey you are on by learning to get out of your boxxes, whatever they might be. You might be dealing with some big issues, or you may have lived a charmed life and all is working well, but your mission might be to always find a way to make each day even more wonderful and fulfilling. Regardless, I invite you to study and examine your boxxes, and decide which path is calling you. Once you know how to break down the walls of your roadblocks, you will discover your best life ever and the many, many possibilities that await you along the way!
Happy traveling and God bless!
“I was dirt-poor, blind, you name it. Yet, here I am today.”
Ray Charles
Chapter 2 Rediscovering The World Of Possibilities
First of all, let me explain that I am not a trained therapist, minister, or a life coach. I have no research statistics that prove anything you are about to read. I am just one person who has gone on a journey of personal growth in a rather non-traditional manner. That journey changed my life. The thoughts I am sharing with you are my own personal beliefs about life and some of the challenges that life often hands us. This belief system may speak to you, or it may not. Either way is OK. My hope for you is that you find something that works for you. We are so fortunate to live in a time when there are hundreds of powerful messages surrounding us as we seek our own direction on our journeys through life. My wish for you is that you find one that fits your heart and mind and spirit.
“Getting Out of the Boxx” is all about recognizing the many possibilities that await you in life. It is a way of looking at things differently. Of taking your blinders off. Of opening your mind to examining not only yourself, but your past, your responses to your world, and your attitudes, and then deciding which direction you want to go. It is about making choices and realizing that even by making a decision not to decide, you are deciding.
To begin the process, use your imagination and your memory and pretend with me for just a minute. I want you to think back to when you were five years old and it was Christmas Eve. Your parents had just tucked you in bed and told you that Santa Claus would come during the night and awaiting you in the morning would be wonderful presents and exciting things beyond your wildest dreams! As they left you in your room, you wondered how on Earth they could possibly believe you could go to sleep with that much excitement hanging heavily upon you! The world of “possibilities” that awaited you in the morning was absolutely overwhelming to your young mind!
You took forever to fall asleep, tossing and turning, the adrenaline in your system suggesting sleep was unnecessary at best. You awoke several times, but realizing it was still nighttime and Santa Claus only came if no one was looking, you stayed in your room, lest you surprise him and he leave without finishing his job! At last, when you couldn’t stand it one minute longer, you jumped out of bed, flew down the stairs, and raced to see what was under the Christmas tree! The anticipation of all those wonderful “possibilities” couldn’t hold you one minute longer, because you knew there could be something so wonderful there it could change your life!
Do you remember those feelings? Your heart beating fast from excitement! Your brain going a thousand miles an hour! Your body tuned up and ready to pounce! Can you also remember wondering why on Earth you were the only one up that early?
The reason for all the behaviors you exhibited at that time in your life had to do with the anticipation of something exciting about to happen which would make that day extraordinary! It gave you energy, a spring in your step, a spark in your eye, a smile on your face. It made your heart sing and your muscles spring into action. It made you healthy and happy and well adjusted. You were on top of the world and probably felt like you could accomplish anything!
OK, now fast forward to today. First of all, how did you sleep last night? Did you toss and turn with excitement and anticipation like you did that Christmas Eve, or were you restless because you were worried about what might happen at work today? Were you having nightmares about not getting a promotion at work, or fussing about the guy in the next cubicle who drives you crazy? Maybe you were concerned that your husband won’t be happy with the idea that you’d really like to go back to school but the only way you can afford it is if he takes care of the kids three evenings a week and you don’t know how he’ll take to the idea. Or might you be dreaming of getting a different job because the one you have leaves you feeling empty and bored to tears, but it pays well and there aren’t a lot of other jobs to choose from, so maybe you should just be thankful you have it?
My next question to you is this: How many times did you hit the snooze alarm this morning? Once, twice, three times? More? Why? What is it about life that leaves you wishing you could stay in bed all day instead of flying out of bed like that five year old you once were on Christmas Day? Have you quit seeing the possibilities that surround you each and every day? Possibilities that can still make every day full of surprises and might change your life?
What happened to all those possibilities?
I realize that your life is fast, hectic, frenzied, exciting, fun, filled with people and places and responsibilities and bills and tasks and chores and so on and so on and so on. Yet, admit it, does it seem more often than not, like you’re a hamster on a treadmill? The “treadmill of life?” Each Sunday do you look ahead to the week and just can’t wait for the next weekend because the five days in between not only don’t fill you with a sense of excitement, they fill you with a sense of boredom, or possibly even dread?
Or maybe you’re one of the lucky ones who has already mastered a variety of things and you feel on top of the world, but what worries you is each time you accomplish something new and wonderful you wonder if there will be anything else to replace it. What if you run out of new and exciting things to do with your life?
Either way, the possibilities are always around us, but it seems as we grow up we tend to lose sight of them. That’s where the “boxxes” come in. We start letting ourselves get boxxed in by so many things we start to lose sight of the fact that exciting possibilities still surround us each and every day, if only we are open to seeing them.
Look at children again for a moment. If you asked a group of kindergarteners if they can scuba dive, do you know what they would say? Well, most of the group would frantically wave their hands in the air and say, “I can, I can!” Why? Because they don’t yet know they can’t! They are open to all the possibilities life throws at them because they haven’t yet developed boxxes. They are ready to tackle the world! They probably don’t even know what scuba diving is, but that doesn’t hold them back.
Would you like that energy again? That excitement? That open-mindedness? That pure love of life that you had when you were that age? Well, it’s there for those who believe they can have it. Look around you and I’ll bet you know at least one person like that in your life. Probably not dozens, but at least one. That’s the person who always has so much energy that you wonder what they’re taking and you’d like to know where they buy it! They are always happy, upbeat, positive, rarely seem to let anything get them upset, are always friendly and helpful to others wherever they go. The eternal optimist, even when times get rough. They always find the silver lining in each and every gray cloud.
If you can’t think of anyone immediately, there are so many famous people whose stories you might relate to. Nelson Mandela, imprisoned for years for his political beliefs, had every right to evolve through that ordeal into an angry, vengeful, hateful man, and yet, quite the opposite is true. Martin Luther King maintained a belief system of kindness and love in the face of hatred and pain. Helen Keller surmounted overwhelming limitations to take her place in history as a true survivor and an example of overwhelming success.
While all these examples may seem extreme to you, there are everyday people who prevail as well. For example, a young Colorado man severed his own arm to save his life after being pinned by an enormous boulder while hiking. The eternal optimist, he found a way to live and thanked God and his family for praying for him around the clock until he persevered through the darkness to find the light. Before leaving the hospital on his road to physical recovery, he was already making plans for his next outdoor adventure.
If these people can overcome such odds of enormous proportion, then doesn’t it seem possible that most of us should be able to find a way to enjoy our lives more fully? Finding joy in the simple things should be easy. Awaking each day looking forward to the wondrous possibilities that surround us should be as common as breathing.
Whether you are a man or a woman, (and I will use examples of each throughout this book), if you begin by believing that your life is all about choices, then you are ready to begin to examine your boxxes and to decide whether they are helping you or holding you back. All the possibilities are there. Just knowing that can be empowering. It’s all up to you.
“Most people see what is and never see what can be.”
Albert Einstein
Chapter 3 What Boxx ?
The expression “thinking out of the box” has been around for quite some time. As a matter of fact, if you do a Google search for the phrase, using the traditional spelling, there are over 350,000 pages of information! (Out of the Boxx with two x’s still has 360 pages!) Oprah Winfrey has even done a show on the concept. Yet, has anyone ever stopped to ask themselves exactly what “the box” is?
Actually, I believe there are many boxxes: Fear, Your Past, Perfectionism, Workaholism, Emptiness, The Victim, Depression, Denial, and many, many more. I’m sure some of you even have your own specific, personal boxxes. But no matter what they are, they overlap into three major areas of your life: your career, your relationships, and your health.
The important thing is to identify the boxxes affecting your life and decide if they are working for or against you. I believe all of our boxxes start out as good things. In fact, some of them are important to keep.
Let me give you an example. One of the boxxes you’ll learn about in Chapter 4 is Fear. If we didn’t have fear in life, we would likely risk injury or death on a daily basis. If I had no fear at all, I could try jumping off of a twenty-story building, which would not be wise. Instead, as very young children we begin to learn protective behaviors to keep us from falling prey to situations that might hurt us.
Visualize yourself wearing a small, fitted boxx, the size of a bullet-proof vest. It protects your vital organs, yet allows flexibility of movement of your arms and legs and is small enough that it still lets you pass through doors while wearing it. I like to think back to the first New World explorers. Their body armor only protected their trunk, unlike the heavy, cumbersome full suits of armor worn by “knights in shining armor.” It was relatively lightweight but protective enough to save their lives; at the same time, it allowed them to see in all directions, unlike the earlier, full-body versions.
Boxxes like this are helpful. The healthy, Body Armor sized Boxx of Fear I described earlier can be lifesaving without imposing limitations or blocking your view of the great possibilities of life.
When I visualize Living Out of the Boxx, I like to picture myself in a room. As I stand in the middle of the room, I am surrounded by open doors on all sides of me in front, behind, and on both sides. These doors represent life’s possibilities. They are wide open, allowing things to come to me, or me to walk through to discover them.
If I am wearing that small boxx, I have full view of all the doors at any given time.

However, if my boxx becomes larger and larger, it can eventually engulf me and then my view is completely obstructed! And voilà I’m “stuck” in my boxx in a room whose doors I have also become too big to pass through!

So, how do our boxxes get so big? Well, that depends upon the boxx itself. If we are talking about Fear, think about how a baby learns to walk. There is a certain amount of fear taking place during this development. Although their thoughts are very simple, they recognize that each time they attempt to take those first, scary steps, they fall down a lot! Sometimes there’s a bruised knee or chin or other painful reminder of the experience. Perhaps each of these painful moments gives the child cause for pause, and walking is put on hold for a while. Although fear is a much simpler picture for their immature minds, it is nonetheless present.
If we stop and remember that all of us learned to walk at some point, it becomes apparent that the child’s tiny Boxx of Fear was overcome by the desire to walk and catch up with the rest of the kids! The fear of that first step was less important than being left behind by the others!
Now let’s expand this concept to an adult who lives in a Boxx of Fear. Does someone who is lonely and seeking romance, refuse to date again because they have had some bad dating experiences? If so, then the Boxx of Fear has grown from body armor size to that of a small house! It locks the person within its four walls where they think they are safe. After all, no one can hurt them if they don’t let them in, right? While this might be true, what has happened to their ability to see life’s possibilities? What if Mr. Right walked in the door, but the tightly boxxed person doesn’t even see him? What wonderful things might they be missing? This is how hiding in your boxx can be detrimental rather than protective.
So How Do You Get Out of Your Boxx?
First, ask yourself lots of questions to help identify your own boxxes. Unfortunately, it’s not a quick, cut-and-dried process. It’s not like taking your measurements or weighing yourself and knowing exactly where you stand! It will take some introspection, some examination of your past, and even asking your closest friends and/or family members for help with this analysis. (Be sure to only ask those people whose opinion you can trust. If your spouse has been critical of you in the past, he or she is not going to be your best ally now!)
Read the following list of questions and see if any of them ring a bell. They are broad, general statements that may give you a clue as to whether you are possibly “stuck in a boxx.” They may also give you a desire to probe deeper. If you feel a twinge of fear or apprehension about answering any of them, or if you don’t have an immediate answer, it’s a good sign that it may be a good starting place for you. Then, as you read each chapter about the individual boxxes, see if any of the descriptions sound familiar and start your search from there. Be honest, open, and willing to accept change into your life! If you are, the results can be incredible!
Do You:
-Feel like your life is stuck in a rut? Like a hamster on the wheel doing the same thing day after day, with no change in sight?
-Feel your professional life is great, but your personal relationships are lacking or non-existent? (Or vice versa.) You feel competent, respected and valued in one of those areas, but not in the other.
-Feel that you live your life for your family and get your needs met last, if ever?
-Wake up every morning dreading getting out of bed because there’s nothing to look forward to? How many times do you shut off the alarm before you finally get up?
-Fight chronic fatigue or depression, and don’t know why?
-Hate the dull, boring routine in your life, but don’t know how to change it?
-Wish for things you believe to be impossible winning the lottery to solve your financial problems, losing a lot of weight, finding a loving relationship, getting a better job? Or even just having more time to spend with your family?
-Feel lost trying to decide what to do with your life? Perhaps you raised your children or sold your business or retired, and now you just don’t know what to do with your time?
-Become easily frustrated about things?
-When you do have free time do you know what you might want to do to fill it?
-Do you even allow yourself free time?
Use these examples to begin asking yourself where you are now and where you want to go.
Let me give you an example that might help you see a bigger picture of someone and her boxxes.
Rachel
Rachel is a nurse, mother, and wife. That is how she defines herself first and foremost. Within this self-definition, she is also chef, housekeeper, and chauffeur for her two children. Her husband works too, so she feels that these are her roles at home. She “wishes” she could go back to school to get her master’s degree, but believes she is too old and doesn’t know when she would find the time Yet, by getting additional education she would have more job opportunities that may prove more fun and interesting. At the same time it would increase her income potential. She is unhappy with her weight, but she’s convinced that her family genes are the cause since her siblings and parents are all overweight as well. She believes she will never be able to lose weight, no matter how hard she tries. She knows that her cholesterol is high and she would like to do something about that too, but since she’s only 40 and doesn’t have high blood pressure, she’s not extremely worried about her risk of heart disease yet. She comes home from work tired and stressed, and drops in a heap on the couch for her only thirty minutes of peace before picking up the kids from school. She feels as if her life is in a rut, but sees no way out. She wishes she had more one-on-one time with her husband, but with their crazy schedules there are few opportunities. She looks ahead to a time when her children are grown and when life might be able to slow down a bit and let her enjoy it more.
Can you see the many boxxes Rachel has built for herself? She feels she has no time to do anything for herself, and yet, she has boxxed herself into the role of the only chef, housekeeper, and chauffeur. We don’t know her husband’s career, but if she is like many women, she simply takes on those chores because she is the “woman of the house.” Has she ever asked her husband or children to help with these tasks or would she feel guilty doing so? (The Boxx of Guilt seems to come naturally to many women!) She says that she would like to go back to school, but wouldn’t be able to find the time, yet has she examined how to free up some time by reorganizing her family, arranging after school daycare, or hiring someone to clean her house?
Her weight and cholesterol are big issues but she is not taking them seriously and rationalizes that obesity runs in her family. Thus, she is stuck with this fate. If she continues to believe this way, it won’t matter what diet she tries, for she has already convinced herself that she will fail.
She keeps looking ahead to when her children are grown, convinced that life will finally “slow down,” at last allowing her to spend time with her husband and do some things for herself. Too bad she believes those times are so far away.
With all of these overlapping issues, Rachel is only perpetuating what she has built for herself – a confining boxx that allows no room for change, self expression, or personal growth. Yet at the root of her issues, perhaps Rachel’s underlying message to herself is that she just isn’t important enough to change. She may not yet have come to believe that she needs to take care of herself first before she can effectively take care of those she loves.
Rachel is not uncommon. There are hundreds of thousands of Rachels. They are not abnormal or maladjusted. It’s not to say their lives are not filled with fun, excitement, or rewards. They experience love, the joy of raising their families, success at their careers, and other wonderful times. Yet, how much better might they be if they got “Out Of Their Boxxes” and opened themselves to the many possibilities awaiting them? Even if everything in their lives were functioning at a 10, wouldn’t it be great to be a 12 or 15?
All is possible when you know how to “Get Out of Your Boxx!”
“When a man knows what he wants, he will move heaven and Earth to get it.”
Unknown
Part Two Identifying Your Boxxes
Let’s begin to identify and examine various boxxes, some of which you might recognize. This is only a partial list of the many, many boxxes we can all get stuck in. You may not find your own here, and that’s quite alright! Just study yours in the same way you study these, and ask that ever important question: Is it working for you or holding you back?
“If you do nothing, nothing happens.”
Evelyn Kaye
Chapter 4 Fear: The Biggest Boxx Of All
As I sat at my computer the night I wrote my suicide letter, the Boxx of Fear had me in a death grip – literally. Although at the time, I could not have told you it was fear that I was dealing with. Yet, if you would have been there to observe my behaviors and emotions, what you would have seen was overwhelming sadness, gut-wrenching pain, depths of depression, furious anger, and a strong desire to be heard. I sobbed to the point of almost being unable to breathe. The tears streamed down my face like a torrential rainstorm. My muscles were so taut they ached, my stomach knotted to the point of pain, and my faced flushed with obvious elevation in blood pressure. Although the label of fear was not showing, the physical symptoms were, whether I recognized them or not.
Fortunately, that survival Boxx of Body Armor I mentioned earlier the boxx that can be a good thing – saved my life. I was more afraid of hurting the ones I loved than of the more generalized fears that drove me to that point of desperation. Yet what were my exact fears?
To sum it up as best as I can, now that time and perspective have given me greater understanding, I would say that the most overwhelming fear I carried was one of not feeling valuable to anyone, including myself. Others were the fear of being unloved, of being alone, and of the unknown.
Do you live in the Boxx known as Fear? It is the “Mother of them all,” so to speak, for the other boxxes all branch off in one way or another from this one. The Boxx of Fear is multidimensional: Fear of failure, of success, of loss, of losing love or attention, of loneliness, of physical or emotional pain, of ridicule, or of being wrong. There are many more, but these represent the tip of the iceberg. Behaviors and feelings such as anger, frustration, depression, sadness, humor, and even sarcasm may all reflect some kind of fear. Fears can be specific or general, known or unknown, justifiable or totally in our imagination.
The Boxx of Fear locks you in by limiting the choices, opportunities, and possibilities you can discover and enjoy in life.
Fear of failure, for example, may keep you from trying a new business venture that might have otherwise provided you with a sense of accomplishment and excitement, and maybe even more financial security in the long run.
Fear of physical or emotional pain might keep you in a bad relationship because you may worry that your partner will inflict more abuse on you if you threaten to leave. Yet by not leaving, you may risk abuse to other family members as well.
Fear of being wrong might keep you silent in a brainstorming meeting at work where you have the perfect solution for a problem but are afraid of being laughed at by coworkers who might not agree with you. Not speaking up and bringing that great idea to the surface might mean the promotion you want goes to someone else!
Allowing your teenager to run over the top of you might be your way of dealing with your fear that they might not love you if you put boundaries on them. However, research has shown that most teenagers are begging for boundaries and are usually pushing you to find just where those boundaries are.
Perhaps you are in an unsatisfying relationship but the fear of being alone outweighs your frustration about not feeling loved. Yet, the point you miss is that as long as you’re involved with “Mr. Wrong,” it’s unlikely that “Mr. Right” will ever find you.
Do you stay inside the Boxx of Fear because it is a known entity, and the big “unknown” outside looks even scarier? Would you like to break out of the stifling space you’re living in?
Then the most important question to ask yourself is this: What would you do differently if you weren’t afraid? How might you feel if you knew that your new business couldn’t possibly fail? What if you could be free from your unsatisfying relationship and could be with someone who treated you with respect? Someone you could spend the rest of your life with feeling happy, safe, and unconditionally loved?
These are not impossible dreams – but they are guaranteed unattainable if you stay trapped within your Boxx of Fear. Begin by realizing that wonderful possibilities are truly attainable and are within your reach. Then ask yourself which fears are holding you back. You can’t slay your dragon unless you know what he or she looks like.
After returning from Mexico and beginning my new business venture, I got stuck in some fearful boxxes for a while. I kept worrying, “What if it fails? What if I spend all this money for nothing?” The day I wrote my first big business check for brochures and artwork, my heart was in my throat! Then it occurred to me that while people all over this country have been chasing the stock market up and down with their money, I was investing in myself. Only I knew just how hard I was willing to work towards my dream, and if I couldn’t rely on myself to get the job done, why would I rely on anyone else to determine the direction of my life for me? This recognition helped me to start breaking down the walls of my Boxx of Fear of Failure.
Someone once told me that there are really only two emotions fear and love and that most of us spend our lives either trying to run away from fear, or towards love. I think that rather equates to the “glass half full or half empty” analogy of life views of the pessimist versus the optimist.
With this assumption in mind, I have listed various behaviors or words I thought might fit into each category. This list could go on and on, but I think you get the trend…
FEAR - LOVE
Anger - Happiness
Sadness - Caring
Frustration - Kindness
Anxiety - Comfort
Depression - Giving
Hostility - Understanding
Withdrawal - Listening
Silence - Compassion
Resentment - Empathy
Hurt - Un-conditionality
Sarcastic humor - Sacrifice
If fear is the overriding boxx from which the others evolve, then love is the opposing direction so many of us are hoping for. Yet, I think they are incredibly intertwined in more ways than that.
In my journey of self-discovery, the most profound realization I had was that if I didn’t take care of myself and love ME first, then how could I ever truly love or take care of anyone else? This could be as simple as taking physical care of myself so I lived as long as possible to be here for my loved ones, or as complex as loving myself deeply enough to accept myself as I am, thus being better able to accept my loved ones as they are without judgment, qualifiers, or conditions. Another simple example of this is obvious during the pre-flight directions the flight attendants always give passengers on every airline: “In case of emergency, adjust your OWN oxygen first, and then assist your child with his.” They realize first-hand that if the adult passes out from lack of oxygen, she surely isn’t going to be able to help her child.
Yet, you may have to battle a lot of fears to love yourself first. Fear that people will think you are conceited or selfish, for starters. We have all been taught there is a fine line between loving yourself and loving yourself too much! There certainly is an array of superstars whose apparent self-love goes way beyond the norm. Yet, do these people truly love themselves, or do they overcompensate for their insecurities by developing behaviors they think will make them strong and proud? Are they hiding their fears behind a big mask of grandiosity so that no one will recognize their real issues? (You will learn about the boxx called Narcissism in a later chapter.)
People who truly love themselves are comfortable with who they are. They do not need the approval of others to validate their existence or behaviors. They give unconditionally. They accept people for who they are. They do not fear rejection. They recognize that life is about choices and that they cannot control the behaviors of others. They can only control their responses to others and their own attitudes, beliefs, and feelings. They have found an inner peace. For when it comes to the relationship they have with themselves, they have mastered that aspect of the Boxx of Fear.
Had I loved myself more at that very dark time in my life, the thought of suicide would have never crossed my mind. I would have never even allowed myself to fall into the well of depression to begin with. I would have realized that I am a valuable person who brings something important to the table of life. I cannot control anyone but me, and I have complete and total control over how I react to absolutely everyone in my life. The feelings of sadness, anger, and hopelessness would never have gotten a chance to get their hooks in me to begin with, had I learned to love ME and care for ME, first and foremost.
Boxxes And Boxxes And Boxxes Of Fears
Fear is learned from the time we are infants and grows with us throughout life. While specific fears may be hard for you to identify or to label, the words listed earlier under the column of Fear, may help lead you to your own discovery. For example, maybe you’ve been feeling “frustrated” lately. Frustrated by what? Let’s say you’re frustrated with your job. Now start being specific. Ask yourself exactly what frustrates you. Perhaps you’re frustrated because you got passed over for a promotion again. Now dig a little deeper. Ask yourself why you were passed over. Was it truly your qualifications, or do you think that the boss liked someone else better? If that is what you believe, ask yourself the next question: At what other time in your life did you feel you were rejected because someone in a powerful position liked someone else more than you? Perhaps your big brother always took your other sibling with him on outings and wouldn’t take you, and all you really wanted was for your big brother to love you. So is the fear you are really feeling underneath your frustration, fear of rejection perhaps?
Or are you feeling angry about something? Perhaps you are angry at your boyfriend who promised to call you and didn’t – again! Get more specific – why are you feeling angry? What thoughts go through your mind? Are you angry because you feel ignored? Do you feel his behavior demonstrates that he doesn’t really love you, despite his words to the contrary? Do you feel that you must not be important enough in his life because he doesn’t take the time to show you his love, and that by this omission, he is really telling you the truth through his actions and not his words? If any of these are true, how can they be tied to fear? Well, feeling ignored and not valued could strike a core fear of not feeling important in life. It could raise the fear of rejection. The fear of ending up alone. Combine all of those underneath your fear “umbrella,” and the real issue is that you are afraid of being rejected and alone, and not important enough to anybody in the world!
Now, obviously, that’s a pretty big leap, but you get the idea. If you dig deeply enough, you start to get to the real fears. Once you can break out of the boxxes that confine you, your entire attitude and behavior style can change.
Using this same example, consider this. What if you had no fear of rejection, being alone, and having no value? Instead, what if you loved yourself enough to believe that you are valued, you are a wonderful person, and that wonderful people attract wonderful people into their lives? What possibilities might open up to you? If you were without a boyfriend you wouldn’t think of it as the end of the world. You might see it as the time for self-growth while you wait for the right person to come into your life! See the difference?
The next important thing about your fears is realizing that once you face them, you begin to have power over them. Not only do you realize you can handle things that you may not have thought possible, this reality has the ability to overlap into other areas of your life. My giant leap Out of the Boxx going to Mexico helped me to see that I was certainly capable of taking on new activities – many of which I would have normally considered to be outside my ability and/or my comfort zone. I remember riding mopeds years ago in Belize. I was scared to death the whole time as I had to drive by myself. Well, I not only mastered riding one in Cozumel, I bought a used one and became quite adept at maneuvering around the island. I have even weighed the possibility of trying out real motorcycles at some point in my future! If you had asked me two years ago if I would ever own a moped, I would have said you were crazy! Yet, opening one door led to building self-confidence in other areas of my life as well. It was like a domino effect!
Fear can be paralyzing, whether the issue you’re facing is small or large. I remember a woman named Jill in my scuba diving class years ago. We were learning our skills in the pool and had spent the first day practicing all the basics. Upon returning to the class the second day, we all suited up and were supposed to take our “giant stride” entry into the pool. This meant taking a big step off of the edge of the pool into the eight foot deep water, while wearing all the equipment. Since we had spent several hours the preceding day performing these very basic skills, everyone quickly donned the gear and jumped into the pool. Everyone, that is, except Jill. While the rest of us were following our instructor underwater, in anticipation of the new lessons for the day, she was frozen in fear standing at the edge of the pool. She had her equipment on, had one foot lifted in a position ready to jump, but had suddenly become totally and completely paralyzed by fear.
Logically, there should have been no reason for her panic. She had performed beautifully the preceding day and was very comfortable in the water. She had been excited to get certified as she and her husband were heading on a diving vacation within days, and yet she remained paralyzed by some overwhelming fear that none of the rest of us could see. Exactly what she was afraid of, I never knew. Fortunately, we had wonderful instructors and while one of them took the rest of us on to our next lesson, the second stayed in the water and simply talked to Jill for about twenty minutes until she felt comfortable taking that very important first step. His calm, caring attitude helped her get “Out of her Boxx” and she became a certified diver.
My point is, if something relatively small can paralyze someone, what effect might something really big have upon your life? What if you lost your job and were a single mother with three kids to feed? It becomes easy to see how overwhelming things can become.
The Boxxes of Fear are very powerful forces in our lives, but they are surmountable. The first step is discovery. Unfortunately, fear can be convoluted, confusing, and complex. With that in mind, I have outlined my system of “boxxes” to help you better pinpoint your specific fear through the behaviors defined within the boxxes themselves. While it may be difficult to realize that your fear is really fear of failure, it might be much easier to identify your Boxx of Perfectionism. Then, learning what drives the perfectionist, you may begin to understand what your true Fear Boxxes really are.
Keep in mind that we all are bound to have some fears in our lives, and we are all “works in progress.” We are ever changing. What I was frightened of as a teenager may be dramatically different than what frightens me at age 47. Reading this book today may yield some answers based upon what stress and situations are going on in your life right now. Then, reading it again five years from now may help you find more clues to the complex individual you are, as different life issues confront you. While the underlying fears may still be the same, your approach to them, combined with the situations you face in life at that time, may reveal new information to you in your quest on the road to discoveries about you!
In addition, common sense needs to prevail. Just because your heart’s desire is to start your own business, it doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t have that healthy, helpful Body Armor Boxx to keep you in balance. You don’t want to throw good money after bad if the business is obviously a mistake.
A friend of mine used to constantly wish his family could be reunited again after a divorce. Although he and his ex-wife are like oil and water when they are together, the image in his mind was of family unity. One day he told me he believed what Anthony Robbins, the renowned motivator said, “Whatever you really want in life is attainable, if you just put your mind to it.” I smiled and agreed, but I told him that what he hadn’t heard Mr. Robbins say was that common sense still has to prevail. I related my heart’s desire to him I want to eat five pounds of chocolate every day. I really, really want it. And there’s nothing to stop me from getting it. However, five pounds of chocolate every day is NOT healthy for anybody! I need to use some common sense! In his case, he may have tried a thousand ways to reunite his family, and perhaps with his sheer will and determination, he might have accomplished the task. Yet, I asked him, “Is it healthy for any of you?” When he looked at it that way, he recognized that his reality and his dream were two different things, and that he had lost his ability to see the big picture in the process. There’s a fine line between facing your fears and pursuing your dreams versus taking on risks that are truly unrealistic.
There are probably hundreds of books written about fear. Each has its own unique style or philosophy. You may wish to study this subject in much greater detail to better understand the deeper issues that hold you in your particular Boxx of Fear.
As you face your fears and break out of the boxxes holding you back, your life may take many different avenues. Opportunities you may have missed may become visible to you once again.
Now that you know that fear is the “mother boxx,” let’s see how understanding the sub-boxxes might help you on your path of self-discovery!
“Do one thing that scares you every day… after a while there won’t be many things left that scare you!”
Unknown
Chapter 5 “I Can’t, I Should, I Have To !”
During my stay in Mexico I had a job similar to that of a hotel concierge. The best part was that I arranged a great deal with the dive shop I sent them new customers and rather than pay me a commission, they let me scuba dive for free. I was thrilled! My prior diving experiences had been limited to the typical week-long vacation we took every couple of years, which meant that I dove perhaps six or eight times every year, if I was lucky. Not the best way to become good at it. This opportunity let me practice, practice, practice! I usually finished work just in time to catch the last boat of the day which was the one that always took the new student divers. This was fine with me because diving with them only helped build my confidence since I was always better than they were! Then one day as Luis the dive instructor was telling the students what the plan was, he pointed out that while he would be at the front of the group leading the way, I would be at the back of the group in case the students at the back needed any help. I was stunned! He made it sound like I knew what the heck I was doing! My confidence soared!
My comfort level began to increase by leaps and bounds as I racked up the dives and religiously recorded them in my log book! I really started to feel like a pro. Then one day Luis told me he was teaching an Advanced Diver Certification Course, and his students were doing a night dive. Wouldn’t I like to go along?
My heart began to pound frantically, my palms started to sweat, and I felt my throat start to tighten. I barely croaked out the words, “I-I-I can’t.” Not understanding my reaction, he stopped and looked at me rather oddly for a minute, and then he asked why I couldn’t go. As my heart continued to race, I sheepishly admitted, “I can’t possibly do that I’m claustrophobic!”
He looked at me quizzically and said, “So? You dive during the day. What’s the difference?” I felt as though my new-found confidence had just had the rug pulled right out from under it!
To me, the difference was even more profound than night and day – it was terrifying! My Boxx of Claustrophobia was truly overpowering. (A boxx I’ll talk about further in another chapter.) The thought of not easily seeing my way out of that environment clutched at my entire soul. My Boxx of Fear of the Unknown engulfed me like a hurricane. What if I hated it and wanted to go to the surface? Doing so would ruin someone else’s dive since safe diving rules dictate that divers pair up and always stay with their buddy! If one must surface, so must the other, and all the others would be paying people. What would I do? I just HAD to say no!
The funny thing is that I had actually been on a night dive some years before; however, the circumstances had been quite different. We had taken our open water certification class at a hotel with a pier and drop-off that immediately fell to 25 feet of water. We dove this spot a half dozen times during our testing, so it was kind of like our back yard. The hotel was right there and we could step onto dry land at any time. So, the day we became certified we decided to dive at night, in our own comfortable “playground.” It was very exciting, but six years had elapsed and the good memories had faded. The thought of jumping off a boat into black water in the middle of the ocean sent shock waves down my spine, and my I Can’t Boxx simply took over automatically.
Other diver friends had previously invited me to dive with them at night, and I had always brushed it off, telling them versions of the “I can’t” story, but making light of it at the same time: “I can’t because I have to work,” or “I can’t because I’m going out tonight,” or any number of other stories. They were all just excuses. The bigger Boxx of Fear had me by the throat and I didn’t even know why. I certainly didn’t believe that sharks came out to feed on unsuspecting tourist divers every night or the dive business would have folded years ago!
The problem was that Luis just stood there staring at me, waiting for the answer to his question. If I wasn’t claustrophobic diving during the day, why did I think I would be at night? I couldn’t answer him and he wouldn’t let me weasel out of it! At last I agreed, but with the stipulation that he understood I would be so close to him that it would be as though I was in his wetsuit with him! I wasn’t kidding!
I also made him promise me that we would make our descent before the sky was absolutely pitch dark, so I could make the transition to darkness a little easier. He accepted my conditions and I tried to get my mind prepared for the dive. However, he didn’t tell me one very important thing until the group briefing on the boat just before we got into the water. That one thing would make my heart start pounding again! He told us that there would be a few moments when he would signal us to sit on the ocean floor together and we would all turn off our flashlights at the same time for a few minutes. This was to observe an underwater phenomenon known as “bioluminescence.” (Yes, you dive at night with flashlights and had I known about turning off the flashlights before I had committed to this adventure, there would have been NO WAY that I would have gone! Of course, Luis probably knew that too.)
So, there I was, stuck.
I went.
Hyperventilating during much of the descent, I kept telling myself no harm would come to me as I was with a trained instructor, who was also a friend, and he would certainly not let anything bad happen to me. I also prayed a lot! As the dive progressed I began to see the incredible beauty of the reef at night. I saw sea creatures that only come out with the darkness. My fears began to diminish and were replaced by excitement! During the daytime a multitude of bright, colorful fish are seemingly everywhere in Cozumel. But those same fish at night are hidden in small crevices and cracks in the reef and when discovered with a flashlight, stare back at you like a child hoping not to be found during a game of hide and seek! However, lobsters, octopus, and huge king crabs all journey out of their daytime retreats to hunt at night. They were magnificent! (I have a really hard time looking at live lobsters in the seafood department of my grocery store now, as I want to set them all free!)
Just as my fears were dissolving, Luis signaled for us to sit on the sand and indicated that we should turn off our flashlights. My stomach started jumping with anxiety again. I gulped hard and turned mine off with the others. It wasn’t exactly pitch dark, but it was dark enough. The next thing he did was too beautiful to behold. He simply waved his arm through the water, and a small fireworks display suddenly appeared, dancing and glittering before our eyes! It was the phenomenon he had told us about. I am not a scientist, so I will put it in layman’s terms. It has something to do with a chemical excreted by the reef. When the water is stirred up in a dark environment it creates the most beautiful shimmering light show that you can imagine. It was almost as though a small army of fireflies had suddenly stormed past us in the blink of an eye! What an experience! My heart started pumping with excitement, not anxiety!
The entire adventure was exhilarating, powerful, phenomenal, and an opportunity I am glad I didn’t miss! The best part was a week later when I returned to night diving with an entirely different group of people, including a dive master I didn’t really know personally. I had a friend visiting from the States and enjoyed sharing the experience with her. In addition, my confidence about the entire dive experience had grown by leaps and bounds in just that short time, and I realized by then it had begun to trickle over into other parts of my island experience as well.
So what is the point of all of this?
What if I had stuck to my original response of, “I can’t”? What if I had missed those incredible experiences? Not only did I see creatures I had never seen before, but the increased self-esteem created that night only added to my arsenal of weaponry against my Boxx of Fear.
How many times do you automatically say, “I can’t,” without even considering an opportunity presented to you? How many times do you talk yourself out of doing something you really want to do, but just don’t think you can master? The Boxx of “I Can’t” is sinister, devastating, and VERY easy to fall into.
Here are some “I can’t” statements. See if any of them ring a bell for you…
-I can’t go back to school – I’m too old.
-I can’t learn to ski – I just can’t risk getting hurt with three little kids to take care of.
-I can’t afford it.
-I can’t lose weight.
-I can’t stop smoking.
-I can’t ask for a promotion. My boss might get angry with me.
-I can’t change jobs now. I’ve got such great benefits and vacation with this one. How could I ever find one to match this?
-I can’t go out with you on Friday night because I’d have to ask my husband to stay home with the kids.
-I can’t go on vacation without my family. It just wouldn’t be right.
-I can’t tell my girlfriend how I really feel about that. She might not love me anymore.
-I can’t go – I just don’t have time.
I could write pages and pages of “I can’t” statements here, but you get the idea.
What things are you saying “I can’t” to in life? More importantly, why? What possibilities might open up if you said, “I can”? Henry Ford said, “Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t – you’re right!” The subconscious brain is more than happy to believe and deliver any messages that our conscious brain offers up, and constantly telling yourself “I can’t” about so many things in your life simply reinforces to you that you are exactly right – no matter what – you JUST CAN’T. Whatever your “I can’t” situation is, you have the power to change it, but you must make the conscious choice to do so.
Other treacherous phrases that can easily boxx you in are “I should,” and “I have to.” Now put all three of those together and you have one confining boxx!
Try this example on for size:
“I’m sorry Tommy, I can’t go watch you play ball this Saturday because I have to clean the house since we really should have Grandma over for dinner this weekend.”
Here are some other “shoulds” and “have-to’s”…
-I have to work extra or the boss will fire me.
-I have to help out at school or they’ll think I’m a terrible mother.
-I really should get her a present, even though I don’t feel like it.
-I have to go home for the holidays, even though it’s usually a disaster.
-I should clean the house before my husband comes home.
Have you ever thought about what might happen if you didn’t do something you “should” for once? What about those Christmases when you go home and each year it’s a family disaster? Your stress level mounts as the holiday grows nearer. By Christmas Day itself, your blood pressure begins to climb. You know your dad is just waiting for the perfect time to attack your husband because he’s not liked his long hair since the day you got married 25 years ago. By the time the turkey is served, the slings and arrows are flying at full force, and you can’t even eat because your ulcer has reacted to the tension in the room, thick enough to cut with the electric knife just used to carve the turkey. Why do you do this to yourself every year? Did you ever have fun, or is the I Should Boxx just trapping you year after year? The punishment you receive and the additional guilt that goes with it are a result of you not taking care of yourself first. Eventually you pay a price, either emotionally or physically.
This year, instead of saying, “I really should go home for Christmas” and beating yourself up again, take a risk and get out of that confining, torturous, painful boxx and take care of you and your family first. Plan a Christmas vacation in the tropics, or on a ski slope, or visit friends in another part of the country. Anything! Just don’t stay stuck on the treadmill that is taking you further into pain, guilt, and resentment. You’ll have a healthier holiday and maybe your father will ask himself how come you didn’t come home this year. Old dogs really can learn new tricks if we teach them!
Not all leaps “Out of the Boxx” need to be this extreme. Start on a small scale, and when the school calls and asks you to be the president of the PTA again this year, instead of telling yourself that you really “should” take the job, take a deep breath and think again. If you’ve volunteered in that role for years, maybe you “should” let someone else do it for a while! Take care of yourself and be true to you so that you can take care of, and love, the others in your life. You really can do that for yourself!
The other danger to the “Should” and “Have-to” Boxxes is that these words may imply that they are not our own ideas. How motivated are you to do something that your boss told you that you “should” do versus something you came up with yourself? Or maybe you have decided to quit smoking because everyone tells you that you should. Does it feel like something you want to do, or something that you are suddenly being required to do?
The power of words is enormous, and we will examine that in greater detail in a later chapter. Suffice it to say that your choice of words impacts your attitudes, behaviors and outcomes.
Listen to the difference in these two statements:
“I can’t go with you today, because I have to work.”
“I don’t choose to go with you today because I choose to work instead.”
You might feel a bit uncomfortable telling your friend that you choose to work instead of spending time with her, but the truth in our words enables us the freedom to break out of our boxxes and take control of our lives. When we use the excuses of “I Can’t, I Should, or I Have To,” we are essentially providing ourselves poor excuses for being dishonest with ourselves and others.
Other examples of excuses are time and money. How often have you told someone you can’t do something because you “don’t have time,” or you “can’t afford” to do something? The truth of the matter is, time and money are never the real reasons that we don’t do things. The bottom line is that we choose our priorities in life. We make time and find the money for things that are important to us! If your child was kidnapped, wouldn’t you drop everything you were doing, make time, and scrape up the ransom somehow? Of course, you would. Then it’s time to start thinking “Out of the Boxx” about what you really mean when it comes to your priorities in life, and be honest with yourself.
Quit telling yourself you just don’t have time to exercise, and start being honest enough with yourself to admit that exercise just really isn’t that big a priority in your life. Your honesty will also minimize the guilt you feel every time you drive by the gym after promising yourself time and again you would start working out three times a week on your way home because you really “should” get in shape.
As I was struggling to get my Out of the Boxx seminar business off the ground, I knew it would be important to write a book to explain my philosophy to others. I had all the ideas and chapters laid out in my mind, knew exactly what it would look like, and had lots of stories from my travels ready to tie into my concepts. Fortunately, I already had a writing outlet as I wrote a column I called “Out of the Boxx” for the Denver Nursing Star newspaper. Although I wasn’t featured weekly, it was a great starting place to get my ideas on paper, not to mention an ego booster each time I saw one in print. I knew that each article would be a starting place for the chapters in my book, but I just didn’t know when I would find the time to write it. My days were filled selling advertising for the Nursing Star, writing columns, and busily networking with people in Denver prospecting for clients. I was also taking an advanced sales training course so that I would better know how to present and sell my product. Although I knew a book would be a huge plus, I just didn’t know when I would find the time to write it. “I just can’t fit it in,” I kept telling myself. “I just don’t know where I’ll find the time.”
Well, one day I met a wonderful man by the name of Joe Sabah. I attended his seminar called, “How to Speak for Fun and Profit.” Joe is in his seventies and seemed to know everything about speaking and writing, and I listened with bated breath to every word he said during that talk. Of all the things I was frantically taking notes about, Joe said something that turned on a light bulb in my head. He stressed how important it was to have something to send home with people at our seminars a book, a CD, a tape – anything to help them keep our important messages close to their hearts and to be able to reflect upon them later. I agreed, but kept scratching my head as to how I could find the time.
He talked about making tapes of our speeches, getting them transcribed, and with ten speeches on ten different subjects we would have a book in no time – in as little as two weeks! I was speechless. The idea of writing a book in two weeks had never occurred to me. The time involved had seemed overwhelming before, but that one little statement suddenly got me thinking “Out of the Boxx,” and I knew that I had to change my priorities. I had to put the book first, no matter what, for without it, my progress would be dramatically slowed.
About the same time, my college-aged daughter had called me to catch up about all that was going on in her busy life, and began telling me about a big paper she had due for one of her classes at school. The project sounded huge to me, and although I could sense her stress about getting it all done in time and producing a quality product, I also knew that she would get it done. She always did. It brought back some of my own college memories of homework and deadlines. I remembered how each project had always felt overwhelming when I first faced it, but how I always completed them by the required deadline. I realized I simply needed to look at my book project as if it were a school assignment. I needed to break it up in segments in my mind, begin with an outline, and start attacking each piece from there. I also needed a deadline, so I chose a date which seemed challenging but reachable, and then I sent out a letter to my two best friends telling them of my plan and requesting that they hold me accountable to my goals. I promised them (in writing) that each Monday morning I would send copies of whatever work I had completed the previous week. Then I jumped in with both feet.
I made the commitment to make that book more important than calling prospects, researching potential radio shows, going out with friends, riding my horses – everything. Two days after Joe’s seminar, I sat down at my computer and went to work. For me, the wee hours of the night are when I do my best work. (Don’t expect the same thing of me at 5 or 6 a.m. – trust me!) I began with the table of contents at 11 p.m. Friday night, jumping from there into the first chapter, and finally forced myself to go to bed at 3 a.m. Even then, my brain was wild with ideas and I tossed and turned half the night, getting up at 8:30 and starting to write again by 9:30.
My restless night in bed made me think of the five-year-old child on Christmas Eve. I wasn’t lying awake all night worrying about stuff. Rather, I couldn’t wait to start writing again the next morning! The possibilities awaited me and I could barely contain myself! I worked almost every waking moment that weekend, and 48 hours after I had begun, I had completed the table of contents and the first five chapters, including one round of editing! It was amazing!
You see, I really DID have time to write this book, but I had to make it a priority! I dedicated that Mother’s Day weekend to me and my excitement of writing a book that had been screaming to get out for ten months! By putting this project on the top of my priority list, the first draft was completed in three weeks!
What have you been putting off because you “just don’t have the time?” How might your life change if you made those things a priority?
In this fast-paced society, it can be as simple as making time for your children. I think the men in our culture get especially sucked into the belief that their roles as providers and breadwinners come first and foremost, and as long as they keep the family in good financial shape, their priorities are straight. Yet, how many of our children are not getting enough quality time with their parents because they “just don’t have enough time?”
Jenny
My friend Jenny dreamed of being a nurse, but got pregnant right out of high school and had a second child only a few years later. The bills added up quickly and she and her husband both worked full-time to try to keep up with their financial obligations. What they didn’t realize was that they got sucked up on the American treadmill, as so many others do. Years later, Jenny still really wanted to be a nurse, but without her husband’s support, she couldn’t juggle childcare and work, as well as attend school part-time. Yet, what if they had found a way to make nursing school a priority for her? How would their lives be different? Certainly, Jenny’s income would be higher. The nursing shortage in the United States is at epidemic proportions and salaries and benefits have only escalated. What if they had worked out a plan for daycare, carpooling, and juggling household responsibilities? For four years they could have tightened their belts and done without for the short term, or perhaps taken out a loan, so that things might have been better for all of them over the long haul. In their case, they took the “safe” route of the known, and fell into the Boxx of Not Enough Time.
Mary
Yet, another family in similar circumstances chose a different route. They made one family member’s dream a reality by changing their routine and making her a priority. They did not accept the excuse of “we just don’t have time.”
When I attended nursing school years ago, there was a rather unusual student in my class – at least unusual for the 1970s. Mary was 46 years old and the mother of seven children. She told me she never really planned to have seven children, but that’s what God had blessed her with, and she loved every one of them. However, when her youngest finally hit first grade she decided it was time for her to make time for her own needs, and so she came up with a plan. They held a family meeting and decided if they all helped out Mom could go back to school and get her nursing degree. To make life even more complicated, the school was 50 miles away from home and nursing students had to be on the hospital floor by 6:30 a.m. Some nights she just stayed with friends who would let her crash on their couches so she didn’t have to get up at 4 a.m. to drive the fifty miles to the hospital.
She told me about some of the ways the family organized their unique system without Mom at the helm. First of all, each child old enough to cook was assigned one night to make dinner. They were also responsible for getting their ingredients put on the weekly grocery list so there were no last-minute trips to the store. The oldest kids were in charge of making lunches for everyone in the morning, and Dad rearranged his work schedule, in order to carpool the kids, to and from school. Laundry and house cleaning duties were divvied up amongst everyone. She was also proud to tell me – “We just gave up ironing completely.” The final requirement? Flexibility.
When Mary graduated with the rest of us youngsters, her family was more proud of her than she was, and they were proud of themselves for helping make her dream come true! In addition, she was guaranteed a career that would always provide a good income and job stability. No one in that household was allowed to use the excuse of “I can’t.” What a great role model she was for her children!
The Boxxes of “I Can’t,” “I Should,” “I Have To,” and “I Don’t Have Time,” are all very confining traps that allow us to lie to ourselves and others in our lives. Don’t let these boxxes control your life! Recognize them. Listen to your words and choose them carefully, remembering the power that they have to free you or to confine you!
Then, whenever you’re inclined to say “I can’t,” remember the incredible sights I discovered in the deep, dark ocean because I took a risk and bit my tongue long enough to stop saying “I can’t.” What can you uncover if you Get Out of Your Boxx too?
“Life comes in CANS, not in cannots.”
Jeffrey Mayer
Chapter 6 Boxxed In By Your Past
I was very lucky growing up. I lived in a small town in rural Wisconsin where crime was nearly non-existent and safety seemed as much a given as milk and cheese and Holstein cows. The weekly newspaper focused mostly on general topics of interest like the weather, who go married or celebrated an anniversary, or had a new baby. Of course, if someone in town had gone on a big vacation, their pictures were in the paper as well, taken in whatever scenic locale they had visited. There were no mass murders or gang violence or rapes to write about. The most excitement came from the small state university that, besides farming, was the only real industry of any size in the community. The only other activities worth gossiping about were the occasional fraternity parties and, of course, Homecoming festivities.
There were three stop lights, a handful of police officers, a one-screen movie theatre, three grade schools, one junior high school, and a high school with about 700 students. Everyone knew everyone else which was a plus as well as a minus. It was a plus because kids always felt safe anywhere they went. There was always someone who knew their mom or dad and would help them out if they needed it. It was a minus because everybody knew everybody else’s business.
I will always remember one beautiful spring afternoon when I decided to walk home from high school instead of taking the school bus. It was about a three-mile walk, but I wanted to wander through the two blocks of small shops on the way home and see if there was something I wanted to buy. I also stopped at the bakery where I bought a brownie and carton of milk to enjoy during the rest of the walk home.
What took me by complete surprise when I arrived home were my mother’s first words to me. Without skipping a beat as I walked in the door she said, “I hear you stopped in at the bakery on your way home!” Talk about Big Brother! Living in a small town is its own unique experience!
Yet, it was this same environment that formed the choices I made as I lived through my teenage years. I was the ultimate “Goody Two Shoes.” I never picked up a cigarette, got drunk, took drugs, or got into any kind of trouble for fear that the “network” would have delivered the news to my parents before I even got home! Hilary Clinton writes that it “Takes a Village to Raise a Child.” It’s too bad we don’t have more villages today.
I came from a family of hard working, conservative folks who had lived through the Great Depression and, as a result, had incredible respect for the dollar. They taught us to work hard, save our money, respect other people and their property, be polite, and always do our best. “Anything worth doing, is worth doing right,” still rings in my ears. We had enough money to be comfortable, go on vacations, have a modest home, and never want for anything – although extravagance was not part of our lifestyle.
As the youngest of four children, I had it made. My older sister was married and my oldest brother went off to the Navy by the time I was nine, leaving me with one remaining teenaged brother, and even he was gone by the time I was 12. Those last years I was essentially an only child and was fortunate enough to be able to spend more time with my parents than my siblings had. I was basically a happy kid, and if I had to measure it, I would say that 95 percent of my childhood was wonderful. Feeling safe and loved, doing well in school, being respected by my teachers and ministers were all great self-esteem builders. Girl Scouts, swimming in the lake, and going to Dairy Queen on a Saturday night are memories I will cherish forever.
I developed strong self-esteem, confidence, trust, strength, character, compassion, leadership skills, intelligence, and the freedom to do many things. But I also had a negative experience that locked me into a terrifying Boxx of Fear.
I was sexually abused.
I never told ANYONE about this experience for 20 years. It was my deep, dark secret. The perpetrator was a person in a position of trust who moved out of the area shortly after and kept the secret to himself as well. He knew that victims of abuse, especially children, are afraid to tell anyone about what happened to them for fear of being punished or blamed for the event in some way. I’m sure he didn’t spend a great deal of time worrying about being discovered. Yet, as was predictable, I felt responsible for everything to do with the situation. I felt guilty, dirty, bad, and downright shameful.
I was13 years old.
For most of my adult life I felt as though I must be the only one who felt the way I did. Little did I know that one in three girls and one in six boys are molested by the time they are 18 years old. I was hardly alone.
It wasn’t until I was 43 years old that I told my mother about what happened to me, and it took all my courage to do so. (My father had already passed away by that time.) The lifelong feelings of guilt made me fear she would blame me for the situation, or reject me as “damaged goods.” (Believe it or not, some parents do react this way, much to the detriment of their children – even grown children.) My mother was the Rock of Gibraltar for me, and her reaction helped my healing more than she will ever know. She cried with me, held me, loved me, and unconditionally accepted me, which was all I was seeking, even 30 years after it happened.
I believe I was more fortunate than many who have suffered childhood sexual abuse. The 95 percent of my childhood that had been rock solid and built upon a foundation of trust, caring, and love helped dilute the five percent which had been terrifying and painful. Although I was left with life-long scars that locked me into several boxxes for years, it could have been so much worse. For example, I still get stuck in the Claustrophobia Boxx periodically as a direct result of that frightening experience. I swore to myself that I would never be trapped again, and I am always subconsciously aware of my surroundings. I know where the doors are in any room, and small crowded places still make me anxious.
I have spent much time living in many other boxxes related to this incident, but the most important thing I recognize is that I am a survivor. Not only did I find a way to escape my terror so many years ago, I have since found a way to make peace with the experience and to find a way to give it meaning and perspective in my life.
Is there something in your life that has left you Boxxed in by Your Past?
Many different experiences can leave people with deep scars and painful memories. Some of these are obvious issues like abuse. Larger tragedies like the shootings at Columbine High School, or the attack on the World Trade Center on September 11 left many people affected in various ways. Others may seem relatively minor by comparison. Yet, it is the perception left upon the victim that holds him captive. The memories may be large or extremely small but they leave an indelible imprint, none the less. Events from your past need not only have occurred in your childhood, they may have occurred in adulthood. Perhaps you lost your job and are still reeling from shock and denial. Or living through the pain of divorce may have left you doubting your ability to love and be loved. Even something as common as being in a car accident may have left you unsettled and anxious just driving down the road.
See if any of these examples strike a chord with you, and might lead you to investigate the Boxxes of Your Past that may keep you from reaching your full potential. These are not all “bad” things. Some may just be everyday life situations, yet they may hold special significance for you. You may also think of many more yourself by remembering your own experiences and those of your friends you grew up with.
-Neglect or abuse (Sexual, physical, verbal, or emotional)
-Being ignored or given the “silent treatment”
-Not having enough money
-Being a child of a minister or public figure
-Name calling – by adults or children
-Living with a perfectionist
-Bullying from classmates or teachers
-Being “different” from your peers in some way
-Losing a loved one
-Being too fat, too thin, too tall, or too short
-Having a lengthy illness, whether life threatening or not
-Parents divorced
-Losing a job or other significant opportunity
-Living with an alcoholic, whether as an adult or a child
-Being uprooted because of a family move or moving many times
-Witnessing a stressful event
-Being perceived as either a “Goody Two Shoes” or the opposite a “Troublemaker.”
-Parents frequently absent (Physically or emotionally)
-Parents not comfortable showing love
-Living in an environment of highly competitive people
-Parent with a career in the military
You may already know precisely which life experiences have left you boxxed in. If so, have hope. You don’t have to stay locked in those boxxes forever. There are ways to break down those walls. The important thing is recognition and understanding. Putting things into perspective with some sort of meaning can help your wounds heal and allow your beliefs about yourself to grow and change.
By choosing not to do something to break down the walls of your boxxes, or by ignoring your past completely, you may be holding yourself back in a variety of ways: Perhaps in how you relate to other people, in getting ahead in your career, in meeting your goals, or maybe in your own beliefs about your self-worth. Unfortunately, it may also be affecting your physical health as well.
The behaviors and symptoms of living in the Boxx of Your Past are as varied as the experiences that may have put you there.
You may:
-Be angry
-Feel sad or depressed
-Be extremely competitive
-Be chronically tired
-Act shy or withdrawn
-Be aggressive
-Have low self-esteem
-Fear certain situations or environments
-Be impatient
-Dislike or fear certain kinds of people
-Run away from conflict
-Be the class clown, always entertaining everyone
-Dig your heels in and fight
-Yell at your children or others
-Be perfectionistic
-Be critical of others
-Feel uncomfortable in crowds
-Be a pessimist
-Feel uncomfortable talking in front of people
-Hate to be alone
-Be a procrastinator
-Be an organizational nightmare or slob
-Always want to be in control of situations
-Never feel comfortable taking risks
-Sleep a lot
-Not able to concentrate easily
-Be reckless or take too many risks
-Have an addiction
-Feel responsible for everyone else
-Feel uncomfortable if you don’t have consistent routine in your life
-Spend money too freely or not feel comfortable spending it at all
-Become defensive easily
By recognizing these types of behaviors, can you see where they might be holding you back from finding the many possibilities awaiting you? How might they be limiting you from attaining things that you really want? Some of these responses may reflect small issues in your life, while others may impose enormous limitations.
- Perhaps you don’t feel comfortable taking risks, so you would never consider taking a vacation out of the country. Can you imagine the beautiful, far-off places you might miss?
-Maybe you have a hard time concentrating and would really like to return to school for an advanced degree, but the thought of studying seems impossible to you since you know that focusing will be difficult.
-It could be that your shyness is limiting you from asking for the raise that you feel you deserve and thus deteriorates your self-esteem even further.
-Might it be that your chronic fatigue is holding you back from having another child because you fear that you won’t have enough energy to care for a second baby?
-Could your defensiveness be keeping you from making new friends or finding love?
-Are your frequent shopping sprees keeping you on the workaholic treadmill, just trying to stay out of debt?
The Boxx of Your Past has far-reaching effects when you consider some of the results. Yet, recognizing that the walls are breakable can free you to move forward. Facing your past can be scary. However, if you knew there was light at the end of the tunnel, wouldn’t it be worth it?
What finally helped me on my journey was realizing several things. Most importantly, I stopped looking at the tragic events in my past as if they were a punishment, or simply that life wasn’t fair, and decided to find a reason for them. As I thought about it over time, I finally found a way to put it all into a perspective that had meaning for me. I decided that God didn’t just “allow” the abuse to happen to me, but that it was a life lesson He gave me. That may sound confusing at first, but if I hadn’t lived through that experience, I wouldn’t be as compassionate and empathetic as I am today. I remember being a pretty strong, dominant kid and I still have many of those qualities, but I also have a softer side to my personality as a result. That is the sensitive part of me, the one who was first drawn towards nursing to help people. Maybe helping the helpless was therapeutic and healing for me because at the time I was abused I didn’t feel anyone was there to help me.
Those experiences are also part of the backbone of what my motivational company is about. When I discovered the statistics regarding sexually abused children in this country, I realized that part of my journey was also to share my survival story with them. Perhaps my pain and recovery will aid in the healing of another. I have begun to look at each experience in my life now as a “life lesson.” It makes them less frightening and so much more thought provoking.
My friend Jenna and I were having a discussion a while back about good and evil and religion. I told her I believe that everything has a lesson attached to it and that it is up to us to figure out the lesson. Sometimes they are easy and sometimes they are involved and take a long time to discover. While she didn’t argue about the concept itself, she felt more comfortable believing that evil just exists in the world, and sometimes bad things just happen to people and that God is there to help us cope afterwards. While I agreed that God is there to help get us through difficult times, I told her I was much more comfortable knowing that if something bad happened to me, it was a life lesson for me versus the idea that evil could just jump out and grab me at any moment just because I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. This is the perspective that seems to work for me – it isn’t necessarily for everyone.
However, when I look at the incredible goodness that has resulted from some terrible events, I find peace with this philosophy. Mothers Against Drunk Driving (MADD) formed as a result of terrible drinking and driving accidents that took the lives of so many young people. Look at the accomplishments of this incredible organization since its inception. The tragic losses of September 11 brought our nation together as no other time since Pearl Harbor. A forest fire that wiped out thousands of acres of forestland in Yellowstone National Park several years ago now yields new growth and possibilities for a healthier forest.
My perspective helps me deal with the Boxxes of My Past, and helps me break free of the limitations they held over me. If you can find a philosophy and perspective that makes your past events make some sense to you, then you can break down your walls too.
Remember, the past is the past and you have already survived it.
It has made you who you are but only to whatever degree you let it. Anthony Robbins reminds us that, “The past is not the future.”
It is easy to become a victim of your past and let it hold you in its grip for the rest of your life. Once again, look around you at people you know. You will quickly recognize those who are morbidly stuck in the Victim Boxx. Nothing is ever their fault. Life is unfair. They believe they are this way because their parents didn’t love them or their boyfriend left them or their boss doesn’t appreciate them. They have all the excuses and none of the solutions. They are stuck in their boxx and they have no intention of doing anything about it because they keep waiting for someone else to solve everything for them, and they continue to be hurt and confused when no one does. They are eternal pessimists. In fact, they have the pure, unadulterated talent of bringing everyone else around them down to their level. If things aren’t going well for them, they certainly are not going to help anyone else succeed either. There is also a “payoff” for being a victim – they never have to take accountability or responsibility for themselves or their actions. It’s an easy excuse for absolutely anything that doesn’t go right in their lives. Yet, they are so stuck in their comfy “Victim Boxxes” they can’t see beyond its walls.
The Boxx of Your Past does not have to hold you hostage. Decide to leave it in the past – learn from it, embrace it, and use it to grow. It can be a catalyst for much greater things to come.
“Create meaning to your suffering.”
Viktor Frakl, survivor of a Nazi death camp
Chapter 7 The Oh-So-Perfect Boxx
Perfectionism is a way of life for some. Personally, if I’m having brain surgery, you can bet I want a surgeon who does not have the work ethic, “OK, that’s good enough!” As far as I’m concerned, he or she had better be attentive to each and every meticulous detail! Perhaps a bit less life and death, but equally important, are other professions where I want someone who is detail oriented my accountant, my lawyer, or the mechanic who services the planes I fly on, to name a few. Certainly, when I am signing an important contract involving some aspect of my life, I want a perfectionist professional guiding me in dotting all the i’s and crossing all the t’s!
While these specific professions require perfectionistic tendencies, might there be a down side to living in this particular boxx? Perhaps for those actually stuck in the Boxx of Perfectionism, the cost doesn’t seem high, or even apparent. However, for the significant others in the lives of these seemingly “faultless” people, the cost may take a huge toll. The expectations that the perfectionist has for himself are one thing, but they can easily set unrealistically high expectations for others, and then become critical if those standards are not met.
Perfectionism usually begins at an early age when a child is raised in an environment of constant criticism and/or where high behavioral expectations are the norm. To avoid the pain of being chastised or unaccepted, he learns to go overboard in making sure that everything is perfect. The more perfect his performance, the better his odds of receiving acceptance, love, and approval or so he believes. By taking extreme measures to avoid mistakes, he soon adopts the pattern of perfectionism. At the same time he often learns to be motivated by fear of failure rather than be driven by the thrill of success. He also begins to believe that others value him for his performance and achievements, and not necessarily for the person he is. His self-esteem is shaky, at best, as acceptance is closely tied to performance. Thus, he begins a vicious cycle of setting high, unattainable standards for himself. Then he worries about what might happen if he is not successful. When he doesn’t reach the perfect level of performance, his inner self-talk reminds him harshly that he truly is a failure, and that he must try even harder the next time. Just one more hole in his fragile shell of self-esteem, confirming his underlying belief that he is worthless.
Most of us want to do our best and expect others will do the same in return. A housekeeper who does a great job cleaning hotel rooms is a valued employee, especially if she can work efficiently as well. But if that same housekeeper were a perfectionist and spent endless hours on minute details, she would cost her employer both time and money. He would have angry guests waiting to check in at the lobby while their rooms were still being cleaned, and his cleaning budget would skyrocket.
As with all the other boxxes, this one has its place. However, doing a good job versus being a perfectionist are two different things. Remember back to that protective Boxx of Body Armor that can help you? Being a great employee is one thing. Being a perfect employee is unrealistic.
So what happens when the Perfectionistic Boxx gets out of control? It can affect those same three areas I mentioned before: your career, your relationships, and your health. The cleaning lady in the previous example could lose her job if she can’t clean more efficiently. A wife might throw in the towel on her marriage after spending years trying to keep her house clean enough for her husband who may never find it quite good enough. An executive may develop a bleeding ulcer worrying about the possibility of delivering less-than-perfect proposals for each presentation. Worst of all, the vicious cycle of perfectionism can be perpetuated from one generation to the next, as children learn from their parents what the parents originally learned from their own parents. When does it stop?
Not being a perfectionist myself (I tend to fall more towards the “messy housekeeper” personality), I didn’t have a personal angle to share regarding this boxx. But I have a close friend who agreed to let me use him as my example.
George
George is a 40-year-old divorced man and knows that he is an extreme perfectionist. His friends tease him about his behaviors and he takes their jokes in stride. His house, truck, and garage are meticulous. His body is in perfect shape. He has a precise exercise program that involves a one-hour run EVERY day, and he has run without fail for over 20 years. The only two days he missed were when his daughter was born, and when he was so sick he literally couldn’t get out of bed. The local newspaper has even written a story about him, calling him “The Running Man,” as he is a landmark in his community, traveling his same route each day. He mows his lawn at the same time each week. His day is almost a science of time and organization. His career is one that demands detailed cleaning of precision equipment involved in food processing and he must pass scrupulous inspections by the Food and Drug Administration or his company can face serious fines. Needless to say, his bosses love him as they can always count on him to meet the high industrial standards.
As I was teasing him about his habits one day, he told me a funny story, which made us both laugh, but also let me realize that he was starting to chip away at his perfectionist boxx, little by little. (Remember, recognition is the first step.) He told me that every morning after breakfast, one of his self-imposed, mandatory chores was to vacuum the carpet. (He claims it only takes six minutes.) At first, he couldn’t really tell me why he feels obligated to do this daily. Certainly he likes things clean. But then he confessed something else – he said he loves to see the lines in the carpet left by the vacuum cleaner! OK, so this may seem a little unusual, but as long as he is not hurting anyone, what’s the problem? Well, then he admitted to me that he used to yell at his young daughter for walking on the carpet and messing up the lines! At that point, his boxx had gone way beyond affecting only him, and had branched out to his innocent child who was taking hits on her own developing self-esteem for exhibiting perfectly normal behavior.
Fortunately he had begun to recognize this boxx and has learned to take it on as “his” issue and not inflict his expectations upon everyone else. Although he still “needs” to vacuum every morning, he and his daughter now joke about his vacuuming exploits, and she takes special joy in making “snow angels” in the carpet to purposefully destroy the carpet lines! They can laugh together about his need to be neat and he has learned that it’s important for her to be a kid!
Is living in the Boxx of Perfectionism working for or against you? Ask yourself these questions:
-Are you highly competitive?
-Do you think other people achieve their success easily and you have to work hard to do the same?
-Do you short yourself on sleep, staying up all hours to check and recheck your work?
-Do you get frustrated when others don’t do things “your way”?
-Do you make a big deal about things other people seem to consider minor issues?
-Do you feel tense and restless if things aren’t perfect in your home or work environment?
-Do you feel like you never have enough time for fun because you’re always too busy with chores you “have to do”?
-Do you ever feel like you spend all your time doing things for everyone else and never have any time left for yourself?
-Do you ever feel like others don’t care enough to do a good job?
-Do you feel like a failure if you don’t do something perfectly?
-Do you “beat yourself up” if you make a mistake?
-Do you get angry at yourself if you don’t finish everything on your “to do” list?
-Do you feel most comfortable when you perform your regular routines?
-Do you feel uneasy trying new things?
-Do you feel uncomfortable delegating jobs to others, as you fear they either won’t get done, or they won’t get done right?
These are just some examples of behaviors that might indicate that you are trapped in the Boxx of Perfectionism. Let’s look at how a few more detailed examples can cost you or your loved ones more than you might realize.
You Are Highly Competitive
Perfectionists are frequently very competitive since they are always striving to be the best. However, the pressure they put upon their children can lead to increased feelings of stress and anxiety in the child. The overly competitive “soccer parent” personality has become so prevalent these days it’s no wonder children feel stress at very early ages. These pressures may make a child afraid to try lest he or she might fail, causing the parent disappointment. Some kids eventually quit competitive sports to avoid the possibility of displeasing their parents if they don’t perform well enough. Children then lose the opportunity to learn that failing is not the end of the world, and that many lessons can be learned from failure. It may also cheat the child out of opportunities to grow and excel in a sport he might have otherwise learned to love.
You Don’t Feel Comfortable Delegating
Delegating a job to someone else implies that you trust them enough to get the job done. When you aren’t comfortable delegating to your employees or family members, they might take it as a sign that you don’t trust them. When people don’t feel trusted, they don’t trust in return. If you want your child or spouse to trust you, you must show them trust as well. Start by giving them small tasks so they can experience success, which also allows you to see how they handle the responsibility. In addition, by delegating to others, you free yourself from added tasks on your own “to do” list, thus giving yourself more time for you AND your family.
Are You Uncomfortable Trying New Things?
Many perfectionists are uncomfortable trying new things because it always involves taking a risk, and thus, their fear of failure rears its ugly head. Staying within their “safe” routine and environment makes them more comfortable as they believe they are more likely to achieve success in their known territory. Yet, by remaining in the known, they may be missing out on countless possibilities of excitement, learning, and enjoyment. Going on vacation to Mexico, for example, could be a great cultural experience for the perfectionist and his children, but the risks of possibly facing a new challenge for which he may not have an easy answer sounds much more frightening.
Making A Mistake
Perfectionists are afraid of making a mistake more than almost anything. Mistakes prove they are not perfect. Their deeply seated childhood need for love makes them fear that others will stop loving them if their imperfections are revealed. Yet, what they don’t realize is that when they act so perfect that no one can live up to them, they actually push people away. In addition, they don’t understand that by making mistakes, they can learn valuable lessons. One of the most obvious examples of that is the 3M Post-It Note. It was actually a huge mistake – it was originally designed to be a glue that would hold forever, but it failed miserably. The unexpected result was a product that is now sold the world over and has become a household word. Mistakes can create successes, but the perfectionist who fears making mistakes more than anything is missing opportunities each and every day he stays in his Perfectionist Boxx trying to avoid making mistakes.
Remember my friend who vacuums for only six minutes every day? Well, six minutes a day adds up to over 36 hours a year!. What might he and his daughter do that would be fun, memorable, rewarding, and loving with an extra 36 hours, instead of vacuuming the carpet every day just to see the lines and to reassure himself that his house is perfectly clean? The sad thing is that he has really lied to himself about what his real priorities are. By convincing himself that he feels better by vacuuming his carpet every day, he is closing the door to many of life’s great possibilities!
Learning to accept each other’s behaviors as part of who we are is crucial to good communications and relationships. At the same time, recognizing when your boxxes are inhibiting you from living your life to the fullest is a key in YOU becoming the most magnificent person you can possibly be.
Study the Boxx of Perfectionism carefully, remembering that it is deeply rooted in the overriding Boxx of Fear. Ask yourself what you are afraid of and what would happen if you allowed yourself to fail occasionally?
Set yourself up to fail on a small scale. Or force yourself to change your routine for a day and see if anyone notices. You might surprise yourself and discover something new that you never imagined was possible!
“Don’t get in the habit of enjoying the problem more than doing something about it.”
Coach Rachelle Disbennet-Lee, MCC, MS
Chapter 8 Workaholism And The Wrong Career The Treadmill Boxxes
Do you wish you had more time to spend with your family? Keep hoping for more sleep every night? Need to reignite the flame with your spouse? Ever pray for “someday” when you’re not going to be too busy to enjoy life? All these things are possible … if you’re not stuck in the Boxxes of Workaholism or the Wrong Career.
OK, so you’re not 17 anymore. You can’t sleep until noon, party all night and spend every weekend skiing like you did back when time seemed endless and responsibilities belonged to someone else. You grew up and became a responsible, productive member of society. With two kids in college, a mortgage, car payments, a huge balance on your credit cards, and your upcoming family vacation to Disney World, you need every dollar you can get. You have to work your tail off to keep your head above water – right?
Well, you are not alone in this belief. The American culture has rewarded us for this type of thinking and sometimes even gives extra rewards to those who dedicate most of their lives to their career. Big business knows how to prey on our cultural values and behaviors that support materialism and competitiveness. In addition, many employees get locked into a career that may not fulfill their personal needs but pads their wallets and provides a retirement plan. These deadly traps can lead to the “hamster on the wheel syndrome” – going around and around and around, doing the same thing day after day with no end in sight. Getting up every morning, going to work, spending the day at the office, fighting traffic, going home exhausted, racing to the kids’ soccer game, ordering a pizza, falling into a heap in front of the TV, and going to bed, only to wake up and start the same routine again the next day. The only possible hope for change is the upcoming weekend when it’s time to recharge your batteries and prepare to start the whole cycle over again.
The average full-time employee spends 2,000 hours a year at his job. If you are stuck in a job leaving you feeling less than satisfied, ask yourself why? Why do you consciously choose to spend such a big part of your life not enjoying yourself? Why are you missing out on so many things that might excite you and inspire you to leap out of bed every morning anticipating the many possibilities awaiting you? What are you waiting for?
You pay a huge price when you get stuck in the Boxxes of the Wrong Career or Workaholism. Divorce, high blood pressure, heart disease, and visits to psychologists each year are higher now than at any time in our country’s history. The statistics are frightening. Money spent on these issues alone could probably feed the world’s hungry. Many people keep trying to find a way to get off the treadmill and find balance, but for most it continues to remain an elusive concept.
I believe that all boxxes start out as “Body Armor,” keeping you safe within your environment. When it comes to work and a career, you first develop the Responsible Employee Boxx, which is good. This protective boxx develops as you grow up and join the adult world and get your first job, whether that’s babysitting, lawn mowing or delivering newspapers. You begin to learn how to plan your life around your work schedule, how to dress the part, how to be reliable, and to be committed to a job and be part of a team.
You probably hit some unpleasant experiences along the way that taught you additional lessons in the construction of your boxx. For example, if you did a poor job mowing your neighbor’s lawn and they asked the kid down the block to do it next time, you learned a lesson about quality work. If you came to work late and took too many breaks at your first job at Taco Bell, you may not have received the raise you were hoping for, or perhaps you got fired. These valuable lessons from the “school of hard knocks” helped prepare you for the “grown-up” career world, and you began to develop your Body Armor Boxx to keep you safe. You learned to show up on time, be polite to customers, and do everything that was asked of you – even if you didn’t necessarily like it. Ideally, you became accountable for your actions, worked hard, gave of yourself, and went home feeling as though you had accomplished something, and were valued by your employer.
As a consumer you also learned important information required in constructing your career foundation. You started to recognize what good service looked like and, hopefully, how to give it to others. You began to believe in giving your best because you hoped that others would give you their best in return. All these and other behaviors became significant building blocks in your Responsible Worker Boxx, no matter where you went or what type of work you were in. They were qualities to be proud of and earned your employer’s respect and praise.
Workaholism
The Responsible Worker Boxx has the sneaky ability to develop into the Workaholic Boxx without you even realizing it. It can become a never-ending treadmill that may take you on a ride from which there is seemingly no escape. Ask yourself these questions:
Do you
-Dread going to work every day?
-Spend more than 50 hours a week there?
-Miss your children’s events because you just “can’t get away?”
-Feel like a hamster on a wheel, going around endlessly, without seeing light at the end of the tunnel?
Then maybe your Responsible Worker Boxx has overgrown into the one called Workaholism.
If you are a health care worker, policeman, fireman, or other public service provider, it is especially easy to get talked into working extra shifts when you know the clients will be shortchanged if you don’t stay. Being a caring person is what brought you into this type of career in the first place, so saying no to people in need just isn’t in your character and may lead to feelings of guilt. Yet, sometimes saying no is necessary to keep both your physical and mental health balanced, and your clients safer.
Years ago I was head nurse of a premature intensive care nursery. I had enough nurses on staff in the unit to accommodate a certain number of critically ill infants on any given day. Since we could never predict how many sick babies would be in the unit each day, staffing was based on a rule of averages. That meant some days we had too many nurses and some days, not enough. It was strictly a numbers game driven by the budget. While most of the time this system allowed for adequate patient care, the odds were that at some time there just weren’t going to be enough nurses to go around. When those days occurred, the drill was for management to beg, plead, and cajole every nurse to work whatever extra shifts they possibly could. Overtime pay was a big incentive to some, and frequently covered the shortages temporarily. However, during times of prolonged peak census, the fatigue level started to show and even bonus pay or promises for extra vacation days were not enough to entice nurses to work longer hours.
As manager, I was on salary so overtime didn’t apply to me. However, I frequently battled my own feelings of guilt concerning the possibility that some baby might not get adequate care due to short staffing. At the same time I also had ulterior motives: I hoped that if I made a good enough impression on my supervisors, by doing my fair share of extras, I may have a chance for a promotion at some point in my career. Stuck between these two issues, I got sucked into staying and working extra shifts quite often.
I will always remember one particular day when the unit was especially busy and premature twins and triplets seemed to be dropping from the sky. I agreed to stay again and was caring for an extremely critical infant whose odds of survival were about 50/50 at best. It was important to be sharp and have my wits about me as the slightest changes were significant, and could be life threatening. As it turned out, I cared for that baby for 20 hours straight, stopping only to eat and take bathroom breaks. Looking back, I thank God I didn’t make any mistakes that day. My fatigue level certainly affected my reflexes, my assessment skills, and my judgment at some point during that shift, which could have easily risked the life of that child. I was lucky. The child did fine.
Yet, wouldn’t I have been smarter in the long run to stand my ground and say no to management, which would have resulted in some babies being sent to another hospital with better staffing? We could have avoided taking the risk altogether. Between my inherent caring nature and my need for recognition, I may have taken a very unnecessary risk. As it turned out, my hope for recognition wasn’t even realized! My supervisor hadn’t even known that I had stayed, much less worked a 20-hour shift, as she had already moved on to the next staffing crisis. So much for my ego and promotion possibility! I risked my license, my health, my self-esteem, and the baby’s care, for nothing.
And what price did my family pay? I was overtired and cranky when I got home. They missed the time with me, which was justifiably theirs to begin with. The ongoing regularity with which I would step in and work extra shifts caused me to be chronically physically and emotionally stressed out, which ultimately took its toll on me. I quit taking care of myself and as a result, didn’t take the best care of my family either. The ultimate realization came to me too late. I got sucked into the Boxx of Workaholism and hadn’t even realized it. Eventually, the stress I put upon myself with this job led me to burnout level and I left nursing altogether.
Caregiver careers are not the only paths that can suck you in. There are many others. If you’re a competitive corporate climber, keeping up to your colleagues may be all that it takes to make you keep your nose to the grindstone. Don’t kid yourself! Your superiors know how to use you to their advantage. The “publish or perish” adage of faculty is yet another well-worn path to the treadmill.
How does the Responsible Worker Boxx develop into one of Workaholism? Let me give you an example. Let’s say you’re fresh out of college and you’ve landed your first job in a financial corporation. You have your own cubicle and a 40-hour-a-week job with a week of vacation after your first year, good health benefits, and a salary of $40,000 a year! You couldn’t be happier! You’re excited about your entry into the grown-up world and you love your job. For a while everything seems great, but after you get settled into your new routine you begin to realize that your manager has it even better. He drives a nicer car, has a larger office, gets more vacation and doesn’t seem to have as much mundane work as you do. You think maybe you’d like his job, and you begin to keep your eye on him. You start to emulate him, believing that whatever he did right, you can too. Pretty soon you start staying late to work on extra projects, and after a while you get noticed! Your manager is so pleased with your additional work that he gives you another project and you believe this is your ticket to the next promotion that comes along. At last, the manager gets promoted and of course, he recommends you to replace him! Your plan worked.
With new responsibilities come greater rewards. They pay you $60,000 a year, you get your own office in the corner with a reasonable view, two weeks vacation, better benefits, and now 20 people report to you! Life is great! You love your job! Then, of course, it starts all over again. You grab the next rung on the ladder and a new BMW is calling you. Plus, by now you have a family and a mortgage. But you’re young and ambitious and the responsibilities of management are challenging but interesting, even though you end up taking work home for a couple of hours each evening and a few on the weekends. The extra vacation time is great, and your family loves the new house you can afford. You keep working hard, and now you’re putting in 50 hours a week at the office and find yourself staying late every night. But you’re where you want to be – right?
Of course, over the years you become vice president of the company, have a six figure income, an office with one of the best views, a Mercedes, four weeks of vacation, a benefit package that covers you for life, and your name is known all over town. You have everything you always dreamed of – and some things you didn’t. You’re working 75 hours a week. Your stress level has left you with high blood pressure and a mild heart attack. Your wife left you because she said you were never home. You don’t really know your children because they were always in bed when you got home and you missed much of what was happening in their lives. You certainly missed more of their soccer games than you saw. The fact is you were always tired, short-tempered, or working when you were home, and they knew it was best to give you space. The boxx you built for yourself kept them out as much as it locked you in.
As you look back, do you have any regrets? If you were suddenly on your deathbed, would you wish you had spent more time at the office, or more time with your loved ones? What price have you paid for your Boxx of Workaholism? What did your family really want all those material possessions or more time with you? The other cruel realization is if you did die tomorrow (God forbid), your company would replace you quickly enough. No one is irreplaceable. No one! Despite any thoughts to the contrary.
An unforeseen result of the Boxx of Workaholism comes much later – at retirement. What should be a wonderful time is frequently cut short as many retirees die within the first 18 months of retiring. Why? It is suspected that many individuals define themselves by their job. In other words, without their jobs, they no longer know who they are or what they have to offer. Introducing yourself as “Jim, Chief Executive Officer of the Jones Company,” doesn’t exactly feel the same as telling someone you used to be Chief Executive Officer of the Jones Company. It can be overwhelming, suddenly having to fill empty days, when once you didn’t have time to catch your breath. The suicide rate in elderly men is the highest of all age groups. What price indeed?
The Boxx of Workaholism has been predominately a male territory over the last century, as men in our culture were conditioned to believe they were fulfilling their jobs as fathers and husbands by being good financial providers. Wives and children, however, may be judging the men in their lives by different qualities, such as time and affection. Women now fall prey to this boxx as well, as more and more women work outside the home and in management. In addition, the traditional role of women in our culture still includes that of “mother and caretaker of house and home.” Most women over age 40 still have vivid images of June Cleaver, from Leave It to Beaver, the television show from the early 1960s. June was the ultimate homemaker with a spotlessly clean house, perfect hairdo, and cookies in the oven when the kids came home from school. So the stress level for women can be even worse, trying to balance both the corporate world and motherly expectations. When both parties in a relationship are workaholics, the costs escalate even further.
How can you climb out of this boxx? First, remember your real priorities. Family and health should be front and center despite what your employer wants you to believe! Remember, if you’re not taking care of yourself first, it’s hard to take care of anyone else. Schedule time for you and your family and write it on your calendar in ink, the same way you schedule appointments with your clients. Aren’t you equally important? Promise your kids that every Friday night they will have 100 percent of your undivided attention. Limit yourself to two hours of work on the weekend. Make sure to get enough sleep so that you don’t shortchange yourself physically. Not only will it help you function better at work, you won’t be as short tempered with those around you. Realize that working 45 to 50 hours a week as a well-rested, balanced person is a more positive contribution to your job than being a 65-hour-a-week zombie. Examine your finances and consider whether you really need that new boat, sports car, RV or snowmobile. You probably haven’t had time to use them anyway.
The Workaholism Boxx is a deadly trap that can be avoided if you recognize it. But just as significant, is the Boxx of the Wrong Career. . .
The Wrong Career Boxx
Finding yourself stuck in the Wrong Career Boxx is just another seemingly inescapable treadmill. You may hate your job, or just not find it challenging or interesting anymore. However, your desire to change always gets outweighed by your fears of taking a risk, fear of failure, fear of success, or just plain laziness. I know people who have held the same job for 30 years and still love going to work every day. My two pilot friends absolutely love flying. Being in the cockpit of an airplane is always exciting to them, and whenever they talk about flying I see the passion in their eyes! What is their biggest frustration? The airlines require mandatory retirement at age 60. They would love to keep flying for as long as possible if they could. Now that’s being excited about your job!
By the same token, I know people who have either hated their job since day one, or just don’t find it exciting anymore. Yet, day after day off they go “to the mines,” as my father used to say. I know nurses who have worked on the same unit with the same types of patients for 40 years. Some still love it every single day, finding excitement with various patients and their different needs and life stories. Yet, there are others who are such miserably unhappy people that they scare the pants off of any new nurse who comes to work there. The patients certainly recognize it too. I think nursing must have created the term “burnout” long before it became common jargon in the rest of the world. Working with people like that, I understand why. They made everyone else around them miserable.
So why would you allow yourself to be miserable for eight hours every day? Yes, I said “allow yourself” to be miserable. For it is all about choices. You can either choose to change, or choose to stay. No one is holding you there – except you!
You might think that in today’s economic times, with layoffs affecting hundreds of thousands of people that you may not have the luxury of choosing whatever job you want. While that is somewhat true, I firmly believe that if you want something badly enough, you will find a way. As my friend, Gary Harvey likes to say, “I’ve heard there’s a recession and I’ve chosen not to take part in it!” He refuses to let outside forces deter him from building a career he loves.
Occasionally a success story carries more weight when it involves someone we know. Have you ever heard the rags-to-riches story of Sylvester Stallone? More than anything, Stallone wanted to be an actor, but everyone told him he was too ugly and coarse to be more than a bit-part actor. So after many rejections for better roles, he came up with a new plan. He decided to write. After many bumps in the road, including a point where he was practically penniless, he wrote the screenplay for Rocky. Excited with his product, he began to market the story to several agents, but with one stipulation that he play the lead role of Rocky. Although many liked the story and thought it had a good chance of being successful, they were convinced it would fail with him in the lead. No one wanted to take a risk on an unknown, much less an ugly, coarse unknown actor like Stallone. He was offered huge amounts of money for the script alone but he wanted to act, and had just written the perfect story for a main character who was no Prince Charming. So he stuck to his guns and kept knocking on doors. At last, someone agreed to buy his script and allow him to act, offering him a ridiculously low price for the film. The end result? Not only did he get to act in his own movie, he was nominated for Best Actor and his film was the Academy Award Winner for Best Film in 1976. This man knew what he wanted and didn’t take no for an answer. In addition, his career took off in a way that no one could have predicted and he became a multi-millionaire.
Of course, the moral of the story is when you know what you want and you are willing to think “Outside the Boxx,” possibilities present themselves to you.
Let’s say you’ve been a secretary all your life and you “wish” you could be a legal assistant. What’s keeping you from going back to school and changing careers? If finances keep you locked in your boxx, check into refinancing your house and taking out a loan to cover your education. Or are the real issues of school and homework more than you are willing to attempt? Are those the real issues holding you back?
Perhaps you’ve been in real estate for years but working evenings and weekends keeps you from spending the time with your family. You have a passion for computer graphics and design. Perhaps you could design websites from home. What would it take for you to make that jump? What are you willing to risk?
Or maybe you’ve been in management and would just love to punch a time clock for a change and leave all the managerial headaches to someone else. What’s stopping you from stepping off your treadmill and trying something else? If it turns out that you hate the new job, just try another!
People from my parents’ generation worked 30 or 40 years at the same job. In part, longevity was revered by both employees and employers. Yet, were these people happy all those years, or did they stay only because that’s just what people did then? In today’s economy, most companies can’t promise the same job security that my parents enjoyed. Layoffs happen every day. So don’t feel like you owe your employer your life! Remember to take care of you first – especially as it pertains to your career. Its uncomfortable side effects will certainly spill over into your relationships and health if you don’t.
Yes, these are challenging times, but if you want something badly enough, you will find a way. It may mean that you have to move to another part of the country, or take a reduction in pay. It may mean that you have to go back to school. It may mean that your kids have to help out more at home. Yet, if you really want to make a change, the only thing stopping you is YOU. It may not be an immediate change. You may need to think about each step involved and put a plan together to get to your destination. But it is still your choice and making the decision to begin taking whatever steps are necessary is the first step.
Many of us decided what we wanted to be when we were 18 years old. At the time I was ready to go off to college, the majority of women became secretaries, teachers, or nurses. What I wanted most at that time was to be a physical education teacher; however, there was a glut of teachers then, so I decided to look elsewhere. As it turned out, my mother was hospitalized when I was in high school and that experience opened my eyes to the world of nursing. One of the things I hated most was not understanding the information that the doctors and nurses shared with me about her condition. That drove me to learn more. So, between my curiosity and the trend at the time, the logical direction for me was nursing.
I enjoyed nursing for a long time until my position in management quickly educated me about the term “nursing burnout.” However, that basic education, including a master’s degree in the field, led me in other paths from there. I ended up in medical sales for several years, where my nursing background gave me certain advantages in selling to nurses. My education and first career helped me in my ability to deal with people, develop intuition, and demonstrate strong skills in written and verbal communication, organization, public speaking, and time management skills that apply to a variety of situations and careers.
Did I ever dream that I would become a motivational speaker, or that I would make a great deal of money in medical sales, or that I would sell advertising for a newspaper, or be a columnist and write a book? Heavens, no! I just thought I would be a nurse my whole life like so many of those women who put in their 40 years and then retired! I guess I’ve been thinking “Out of the Boxx” for a long time and just didn’t know it. If I got bored with a job or didn’t find it fulfilling, I found another one. The people I have met along the way have taught me many things. The possibilities I discovered by keeping my eyes and my mind open to change were incredible. Looking back, I am so glad that I didn’t just stay in nursing, although I have no regrets taking that path originally. I relish many of the memories. Yet, had I realized the many other possibilities available to me at age 18, I may have chosen a different route entirely. I think I would have enjoyed television broadcasting or perhaps advertising. But how could I know about those possibilities living in small-town America in 1974? I didn’t. I started with a traditional female role and reshaped it for myself as I went along.
I invite you to do the same. Examine the Career Boxx you live in and see if it’s working for you, or is it holding you back in some way? Do you want to wake up excited about life, or are you satisfied with the status quo? All I can tell you is that the zest for life I have found in writing this book has been keeping me up until 3 a.m. because I am so excited about what I am doing! I only seem to need about six hours of sleep a night now. That tells me I am on the right track. Compare that to my life prior to my Mexican journey when I was requiring 10 or 12 hours of sleep a night, simply due to depression and feeling unfulfilled. I love typing like crazy into the wee hours of the night wondering where my mind and this book will go next! The power, the energy, the passion are all flowing like crazy in me and it’s wonderful!
It can be the same for you, if you find your passion. Don’t let the Boxx of the Wrong Career keep you on the hamster wheel. Get off and see what else life has to offer. It’s up to you. Just decide.
“So long as you have the power to choose, you have the power to change.”
Dr. Phil McGraw
Chapter 9 A Weighty Boxx
The Weighty Boxx has many sides: From mildly overweight to obese, anorexic or bulimic, or even compulsive bodybuilding. But what do all these things have in common? They are all tied to body image – both the inner as well as the outer image, reflected to ourselves as well as others. What you see in the mirror is not necessarily what others see, or even what your brain sees and accepts as true. Personal perception and lifelong beliefs of love and acceptance, combined with values of our society and family, help to shape the Weighty Boxx for each of us. Add to that the media’s incessant portrayal of the “perfect body” one appearing completely starved it’s no wonder that the path to self-esteem and confidence becomes confusing for many. Whichever side of the weight issue you fall on, the Weighty Boxx is an emotionally heavy burden to bear if you’re held captive by it. Over seven million women and one million men battle eating disorders in the United States alone, yet it is not the weight (or lack of) that is the key – it is the underlying issues that are truly important.
Have you fought your weight for years? Either too heavy or too thin? Or maybe you don’t think you’re too thin, but others constantly tell you that you are. Or are you a perfectionistic body builder, sculpting to the point that everything else in your life is secondary? Then perhaps you are living in the Weighty Boxx.
Let me clarify that when I mention body builders, I am not criticizing people who take care of their bodies, whether through body building or any other form of exercise. If more of us took time to regularly work out and eat right, many of our health problems such as heart disease, diabetes, and stroke would be non-existent. What I am saying is that any of these behaviors, taken to the extreme, can put both your emotional and/or physical health in danger. That is when the boxx itself has stopped being useful and has become dangerous.
Whether you are overweight or underweight, your self-esteem may be in constant turmoil. It affects your feelings of how you are accepted as a person, employee, spouse, friend, parent, or any other role you fill. Living in the Weighty Boxx may limit your opportunities at the same time it adds stress. For example, a runway model’s career dictates that she must be ridiculously thin to keep her job. In relationships, spouses or significant others may worry about your weight and how it affects your health, or may criticize you for it, adding to your stress. Physical conditions like chronic fatigue or joint problems can take their toll on the body, as knees and hips take on extra strain when carrying an overweight body. For the anorexic or bulimic, other health issues such as malnutrition and loss of bone density may result due to insufficient vitamins and minerals in the diet.
Perhaps the worst part is the emotional drain from being held captive in these boxxes. Feelings of low self-worth, self-loathing, depression, anger, sadness, hopelessness, lack of energy, absence of joy when looking towards the future, and so many others, leave victims so deeply stuck that they find it hard to ever see the light of day. As a result, many fight these battles unsuccessfully all of their lives.
Again, you must decide if this boxx is working for or against you. That protective Body Armor Boxx applies here as well. Maintaining an ideal weight is healthy. If you consider centuries past when people spent most of their waking hours in search of food, those who had a little extra “padding” fared best, since finding and killing the next meal may have taken a few days! Although we don’t have those issues today, a few extra pounds may act as a safety net in case sudden illness attacks the body. An underweight person is at a distinct disadvantage during a severe bout of flu as the weight lost during this illness could seriously delay recovery.
On the other hand, keeping your weight so that it doesn’t get out of control is extremely beneficial. If you tend to gain weight easily, you may want to give yourself a bit of room and keep your weight a few pounds under your ideal goal for breathing room during the holidays or other times when overeating is most common. Either way, only you can decide if the Weighty Boxx is holding you captive or keeping you safe. If captive, think about why you are held there and then make a choice to stay or escape, but remember that the road to discovery involves more than taking a diet pill. This boxx, as with all the others, must be studied on a deeper level to understand the true issues involved.
The Overweight Boxx
Our nation is known for so many big things the Super Big Gulp, big houses, big screen TVs, and sadly, a lot of big people. Obesity has risen to new highs. Our lifestyle over the years, changing from that of hunter-gatherers to that of sedentary computer workers, has done us no favors when it comes to our health and physique. Remote controls, drive-up windows, and numerous other “conveniences” have limited our caloric usage even further. Add to that the daily stress we carry, and it’s no wonder we are addicted to a variety of “coping” mechanisms, from tobacco, to alcohol, to drugs, and yes, to food. It is the “socially acceptable addiction” for any age group. Whether you have been carrying ten extra pounds that have been driving you nuts for years, or you are clinically obese, the underlying cause and effects can be the same. While the obese person may wonder why her friend worries about carrying ten extra pounds, those ten pounds can be just as emotionally weighty and burdensome to the thin person as the 50 or more are to the obese one. The inner issues driving them both may be identical.
The Opposite Extreme
Opposite of the overweight person are those people who never feel thin enough or beautiful enough. Anorexics (who practically starve themselves and work out compulsively, lest they gain a pound), or bulimics (who binge on junk food and then force themselves to vomit to purge their guilt-ridden minds of the empty calories) are both striving to achieve the perfect bodies. Body builders or those who compulsively exercise may fall into the same belief system.
Randy
Randy, a friend of mine whom I hadn’t seen in years, looked terrifyingly underweight on one of my visits to see him. I was shocked by his appearance when he met me at his front door, wearing only his gym shorts. Each rib protruded distinctly, as did his “xiphoid process,” a very small bone at the bottom of the breast bone. About the size of the last joint of your little finger, it is rarely visible in people of normal weight, but as it stared back at me, I caught my breath in concern. His weight was dangerously low. As I carefully approached the subject and asked him how much he weighed, he admitted that he didn’t weigh himself that a scale was just another way people judged themselves and each other. That was a red flag to me. I recognized that he was battling an inaccurate self-image. As we talked about it, he mentioned that when he was a child, he was “chubby.” As a result, he was always the last to be chosen to be on any sports team. That emotional scar led him to believe that his personal value was tied to his physical appearance. Thus, terrified of ever falling to that depth of despair again, he had made it a life-long commitment to never allow himself to get overweight. As a result, he had evolved into an “exercise machine” whose regimen never varied, and he had sculpted himself a body that was nothing but rock hard, lean muscle stretched over bone. What he couldn’t see was how desperately thin he had become and how dangerous that might prove to be in the long run.
How Do They Change?
How do people finally reach a point where they are determined to shed the excess weight or stop a self-destructive eating cycle? How do they find some inner direction to do so? Even more importantly, why are some people successful where others are not?
I believe it all comes down to understanding the deeper issues that hold us to our weight. The conscious and the subconscious minds are two entities that quite often have very different messages. Lifelong subconscious beliefs can have very strong influences on the conscious mind, and until the two can work in harmony, one will always win out —usually the subconscious.
For example, you can make a conscious decision to lose ten pounds to look better, feel better, fit into your clothes more comfortably, or to look good for your upcoming high school reunion. However, if your subconscious has other ideas, no diet or weight loss plan will ever work, no matter how hard you try. Those negative voices that chase around in your head can defeat you before you ever get started. Have you ever heard anyone say, “I sure hope this diet works. The last ten I’ve tried surely didn’t!” This person’s subconscious has already convinced her that this diet won’t work either. Why? Because some life-long, unconscious message is the one truly making the decision, and until she can identify that message she cannot change it.
It can be a complicated road to discover what is really at the root of your unconscious beliefs about your weight. Childhood issues of acceptance, as well as beliefs of not being good enough, smart enough, and/or pretty enough can come into play, just to name a few. Being teased at school for being too fat or too thin can cement life-long beliefs that you will always be that way. Or in Randy’s case, his pain of being called “chubby” was so overwhelming that he became driven by fear and has literally been running ever since.
For me, I think it started in high school. I was never one of the popular kids. I used food to cope with stress and became a “sweets junkie.” I ate to feel better. Or perhaps not to feel the hurts that surrounded being a kid in a sometimes unfriendly world. I have struggled with that pattern for years. Fortunately, my love of athletics and being outdoors always helped me to balance my caloric intake, or my weight could have easily gotten out of hand. Typically, when I reach a point that my jeans get uncomfortable, I put my foot down and stop my bad eating habits, and bring my weight back in line simply because I refuse to buy larger clothes. Although I am more comfortable and happier with myself when I weigh ten pounds less than normal, I am not driven to lose those last ten pounds. Yet, I always keep “wishing” that I were that ideal weight. The problem is that I am not willing to put in the consistent work to get my weight there, much less maintain it there. So I settle for feeling “acceptable and good enough” right where I am. The point is that I need to be more honest with myself and just admit that I really don’t mind weighing ten pounds extra. Then I don’t have to beat myself up every time I get on the scale and discover those ten pounds are still there!
Despite being able to maintain my weight within ten pounds of my goal, I still use food as a source of comfort, especially during times of stress. I can justify eating an entire box of Girl Scout Thin Mints in a ten-minute sitting, which is definitely NOT healthy! Food comforts me in low times and rewards me in good times. Fortunately, although I may not be motivated to lose my ten pounds, I do recognize that eating hundreds of calories of sugar and chocolate is not a behavior I am proud of, nor does it help my body in any way. Thus, I have made a conscious decision to do a better job of balancing my wants with my needs, and am constantly working towards that goal to achieve better overall health. I can’t say that I have permanently won the battle, but I can say that I have an exceptional awareness of it, and as a result I have begun to break down the walls of my boxx, little by little.
Whatever your deeper issues may be, they are probably at the root of what is inhibiting your weight loss. Until you can locate and identify your real self-conflicts, the work you do towards diet and/or exercise may be extremely hard to follow and may lead you, once again, to failure.
How do you discover and face these issues? Think Outside the Boxx! A psychotherapist may be able to help you unravel the secrets. Perhaps hypnosis or other alternative methods can open up channels you haven’t yet reached. Journaling about your feelings may bring up additional issues that you have buried. Then you need to decide if you want to accept those past beliefs for the rest of your life, or if it’s high time you change them. Sounds easy, but it will take some work. Lifelong patterns do not change overnight.
It might take a life crisis to win your life-long battle over your subconscious and convince yourself that change is possible. You may have already realized exactly what your deeper issues are, but you’re still not motivated to change. Then, a monumental event occurs, giving you a reason to get serious about the issue. A brush with death may suddenly cause a shift in perception. If you were diagnosed with diabetes and knew that you faced daily insulin shots if you didn’t suddenly lose 30 pounds, might that strike enough fear in your soul to make you initiate a new lifestyle? A sudden heart attack may become the driving force for you. Realizing that your three young children still need you to take care of them may be the impetus to changing your eating habits.
A promise to a loved one may carry enough power to help you take that first step. Al Roker, from the Today Show, fought obesity all his life, and finally found his inner strength to take some serious steps after promising his dying father that he would lose weight.
If you really want to lose (or gain) weight, first ask yourself why? If you could wave a magic wand and the weight disappeared, how would your life be different? Perhaps leaving the heavy you behind and moving on to a thin you holds more fears than perceived benefits.
Jackie
A woman named Jackie unknowingly revealed to me her own unconscious fear of weight loss success. She told me she’d love to lose 30 pounds and be more self-confident. So I asked her to close her eyes and to pretend that she had achieved both wishes. What did her life look and feel like then? After thinking about it for a few minutes she replied, “Yes, I can see the benefits, but what if my husband divorces me?” It took me a minute to realize she was dealing with the Boxx of Fear of Success. She wondered what would happen if she finally succeeded in her battle, lost the weight, and felt strong and confident, but in the end was no longer the person her husband had married 15 years earlier. What if he didn’t like the new person his wife had become? What if he divorced her because she was different? I turned the question back to her and asked her what if he loved her even more? What if he was excited that she felt better about herself? What if their relationship went to the next level up, not the next level down? What if the possibilities she created with her new identity encouraged her to apply for a job she had always dreamed of? What if that job allowed them more time off and an increased income as well? Why was she talking herself out of the things her conscious mind knew might be beneficial, and letting her very mixed-up unconscious mind run the show?
If we don’t recognize the powerful role our subconscious plays, it will run our lives completely, whether we want it to or not.
Check in with your subconscious and ask yourself some deep questions about what really drives you before you start on the next fad diet that comes down the pike. For some people, weight is an unconscious protection from the outside world. It may even provide a certain unconscious belief of safety from unwanted sexual advances. Perhaps they were sexually abused when they were young and learned early on that by downplaying their sexuality through carrying extra weight, they felt that they prevented further trouble. A woman named Trudy told me that she had actually lost a lot of weight between high school and college. Although she was thrilled with her new, curvy self, her happiness was short-lived as she was raped during her freshman year in college. The lesson she learned? It’s safer to be heavy.
Perhaps you wonder if your spouse truly loves you unconditionally and you unconsciously test the waters by gaining weight. Wendy confessed to me that her husband had told her when they married that the only reasons he would divorce her would be for infidelity or if she gained weight! What a huge burden she carried with that knowledge!
There is another end of this spectrum. There are those who struggle to keep their weights at excruciatingly low numbers, or who constantly overwork their bodies into submission, striving for the “perfect body.” I challenge them to look around. How many truly “perfect” bodies do you see every day? Unless you compete in body building competitions, or are a waif-thin model surrounded by others of a similar look, the perfect bodies in this world are extremely rare indeed. Why do so many women strive to look like an unrealistic Barbie Doll when Barbie’s proportions are not humanly possible to begin with? It is an illusion some will chase forever, and when it proves unattainable, they chastise themselves even further. Many years ago, the famous singer Karen Carpenter, died of anorexia in her ongoing battle to reach for the perfect figure. Fortunately, my very thin friend Randy began to make some changes. Although he still lives deeply entrenched in the Weighty Boxx, he has at least cut himself a window in his boxx to see daylight – he has gained about 15 pounds and actually gets on the scale from time to time. It’s progress – one small step at a time.
On the other hand, if on your road of self-discovery you find out that you really don’t want to gain or lose weight because you are completely satisfied with yourself just the way you are, then that’s fine. Just remember – if you are in fact content with yourself, then it shouldn’t matter what anyone else thinks. Be happy with who you have chosen to be! If the Weighty Boxx works for you and you can admit that losing (or gaining) weight is just not your priority and it DOES NOT impact your health, then admit it is your boxx and go on. Just don’t use it as an excuse or allow yourself to be its victim. We all make choices, and just as with the others, you can chose to live in this boxx or break out of it. The choice is yours.
“The past does not equal the future.”
Anthony Robbins, motivational speaker
Chapter 10 The Unfulfilling Empty Boxx
Emptiness. That feeling that leaves you emotionally heavy, without energy, lost, directionless, or questioning your own value in life. What causes some people to find themselves in the Boxx of Emptiness? I’m not really sure, but I can tell you that I’ve been there and it’s not at all pleasant. It seems horribly hard to climb out of, extremely difficult to understand, and it almost cost me my life.
I didn’t always feel empty. I certainly wasn’t born that way. Nor did I go to school or start my career or family with those feelings. I always had goals. First, to graduate from high school. Then college. Then to get my first job in nursing and make some reasonable money. Next, to buy a house and have a child. My lifelong passion, however, had always been to own my own horses. That desire, although in the background, always drove me steadily on. As I accomplished each goal I set for myself, the next one would always begin forming in my mind, if it hadn’t already been there for years.
When my daughter was seven, we were able to buy a small ranch in the country. Finally, I got the horses I had always dreamed of owning since I was a child! (My parents had refused to buy me one as they were convinced my interest in horses would be short-lived. Little did they know it would be a life-long passion!) I was fortunate that my daughter shared my love of horses and we spent countless hours riding and competing together in our “labor of love.” For several years we lived and breathed horses from morning until night, including getting up at 5 a.m. to attend horse shows throughout the region and sometimes beyond.
Yet, somehow, as the years went by, the Empty Boxx began to entrap me. The empty feelings started to become an ever-present, prevailing fog that effected each day of my life. I think it started to appear when I decided to stay home with my young daughter and leave my career on the sidelines for a few years. Although I had returned to work six weeks after she was born, and had needed to work full time for the next several years, there came a point when our financial situation was strong enough to allow me the flexibility of staying home. In addition, I had begun to realize that with both my husband and I working what seemed to be 60-hour weeks, and mine including a tremendous amount of travel as well, we were completely missing our daughter growing up. As it turned out, I was glad that the time I decided to stay home was when she was between 10 and 18 years old. While many mothers prefer to stay home when their children are babies, I was glad to discover that staying home when mine was in the pre-teen and teenage years seemed to provide her with a great sense of stability during what can be the most complicated and confusing time in a child’s life. After all, how much peer pressure do babies face compared with that of a teenager being pulled in a variety of ways at a time when they feel immortal and all-knowing at the same time? Being home to set boundaries and to know exactly where she was and whom she was with, gave me a huge sense of relief. I knew I made the right choice.
I stayed incredibly busy during these years, despite not working outside the home. I volunteered hour upon hour with my daughter’s equestrian group, organized events, served on national committees, answered a zillion phone calls, and just basically gave of myself, my time, and my energy. But somewhere along the line I began to feel the emptiness. It started out as something small and nebulous, but over time it grew like a tumor, taking over my body and my mind, piece by piece, until it left me terminally affected from the inside out. It was certainly not that I didn’t enjoy being home, because I really did. I loved the time I was able to spend with my daughter those are days that I will always be grateful for, especially since I realize that not all parents have that luxury. My bond with her is, in part, as strong as it is now because of all the time I was able to spend with her during those years.
Yet, what caused me to feel unfulfilled? At some point I finally realized that I hadn’t found a new goal to work towards, and had not had one for a long time. My life revolved around everyone and everything else. In addition, I had always defined myself by my roles and not by who I really was. My value, when I had contributed to our family income, gave me a sense of worth. I could measure it in the dollars and cents I deposited from my paycheck each week. If we needed new carpeting for the house, I knew I helped contribute to the purchase through the money I earned through my work. I remember wanting a new wooden fence around our property and my husband saying to me, “Well, just go sell something,” knowing that if it truly was my goal, that nothing would stop me. I only had to put my mind to it. As a commission sales person at the time, I had the ability to drive myself like crazy to accomplish any mission towards the purchase of the next family necessity! I was a workaholic extraordinaire!
Well, suddenly becoming a stay-at-home mom, leaving my career and paycheck behind, I started to believe that I no longer had any value. I was no longer an equal partner in our family finances. Sure, I did the grocery shopping, laundry, child care, made meals, drove the car pool, got my daughter to her riding lessons and horse shows, but there was no paycheck at the end of the week. Only my husband brought one home. In my eyes, it became very easy to put him on a pedestal as the “breadwinner.” I no longer felt equal or important. I kept my days filled with activities that seemed relevant and significant in my daughter’s development. Yet, they just never seemed like enough, not to me and, in my perception, not in the mind of my spouse either. He was much more comfortable judging things in dollars and cents. As a result, he had a much harder time putting a dollar value on what I did with my time, which left me feeling even less valuable. It became a constant tug-of-war to try to find value and a sense of worth as I struggled with the cultural beliefs of monetary gain versus motherhood as a profession. I fell headlong into the Unfulfilling Empty Boxx and I stayed there for years.
During those days I often remembered thinking about something I had learned in nursing school regarding longevity. Apparently, many people only live for a short time after they retire, perhaps because they believe their self-worth and personal identity are tied to their job, and that without that “role” they simply don’t know who they are anymore. I understood that feeling so well. I kept attempting to stuff more and more activities into my day, but none of it filled the huge hole within me. I even spent time volunteering at a home for troubled boys, trailering my horse there every week to give lessons to one particular boy who was interested in learning how to ride a horse who could jump fences. While I developed a strong bond with him and felt as though I may have made a small difference in his life, what I realized later was that I wasn’t volunteering to satisfy my own desire to help those in need; instead, I was really seeking recognition and validation from others. Unfortunately, the praise I did receive never felt like enough, and I still felt empty and unfulfilled.
I continually struggled to try to meet the expectations of others and worried about what they thought of me. This only further confused me, misleading me even more into believing that what I did, and who I was, held no value whatsoever. (See Chapter 15 regarding the Expectations of Others.) Fortunately, my passion for my horses and my daughter kept me functioning on a daily basis, but the inner voice which defined me had still not surfaced, and kept me boxxed up more tightly than anyone ever knew.
What I didn’t understand at that time was that my feelings of worth had to originate, and be discovered, within myself. No one else could give it to me. The only person I needed to convince that I was valuable was ME.
How can you combat this Boxx of Emptiness? I believe it must start with the discovery of who you are. This realization lives deep inside you, not on the outside. To gain a clearer understanding of this concept, imagine what life would be like if you were dropped on a desert island without your family, your job, your cell phone, your possessions, or anything else you think “defines” you. Who would you be? What would be important to you? What would you do to fill your days? What would you think about? If all your needs for safety and food were met, and you could have one special thing of your choosing, (excluding TV, the Internet, or your family) what would it be? A computer so you could write your feelings, memoirs, and stories to leave as a legacy? Your dog because your innate bond with animals makes you feel understood and loved? A camera to record your experiences in paradise to share with the world? Or perhaps you’d spend your entire day gardening and pruning each and every plant on the island because you love making things grow and feel wonderfully satisfied being surrounded by Mother Nature?
As you ask yourself those questions you will start to uncover the real you – the person who lives deep inside under all those superficial roles you carry around. The role of parent, employee, spouse, housecleaner, chauffeur of the carpool, keeper of the finances, mower of the lawn, vacation planner, social director, and any and all the other roles you or someone else puts upon you. Seeking these answers can help you discover who you really are and, as such, begin finding your way out of the Unfulfilling Empty Boxx.
In the movie Castaway, Tom Hanks’ character was a frantic, harried Federal Express employee who was stranded on a desert island. During the four years he waited to be rescued, he filled his time with memories of his girlfriend. She was his lifeline when he was empty beyond despair. At the same time, he developed survival skills, talked to himself a lot, and was utterly transformed by his experience. His time alone gave him the space to hear his inner voice reveal the things that were truly important to him. He found his own “meaning in life.” When he finally returned to the civilized world, he discovered he was drawn in an entirely new direction, with a different appreciation of who he was and new possibilities of where he might go. The fast-paced world he used to live in no longer “defined” who he was, or how he chose to live. He had a new appreciation for the little things in life and a deeper understanding of what was truly important and what only seemed important. He discovered a new world of possibilities by surviving a horrific ordeal that, in the end, perhaps made him stronger. We are left with the sense that he had a new perspective about time and how he would use it differently in the future.
If you were stuck on a desert island without all your worldly possessions, your family or career, just exactly who would you be? If you only find emptiness in your life now, then you have lost (or perhaps never found) your clear direction. Your inner voice hasn’t told you what is truly important, what inspires you, what your passion is.
Here’s another way to study this question. Imagine for a moment that a magic wand has been waved over your life and you can have anything you want except you can’t change your attachment to any of your blood relatives. (Sorry, you’re stuck with them – although you can change your marital status.) You have won the 100 million dollar Superball Lottery and have all the money you will ever need at your fingertips. There is nothing holding you back – you can do or be anything you can possibly dream of. You can start a new business and know that even if it failed, you would have plenty of money to fall back on and could try a completely different business if the first one didn’t work out. You could spend every day volunteering for your favorite charity. You could travel the world for the rest of your life. You could establish a ranch for homeless children and fill it with horses and buffalos and chickens and dogs and whatever else you wanted. You could become an actor, and if no one would hire you to act in their movie, you could finance and produce it yourself because money was no object. You could move to Cozumel and become a diving instructor and spend every day of your life experiencing the wonders of the sea. The possibilities are endless and as unique as you. So, what would you do?
I suspect that you would probably spend the first year doing a variety of things, but after your initial excitement died down and you’d gotten tired of traveling or sleeping all day, what would you really want to do to fill your day? What would motivate you to get out of bed every morning?
Start deciding what you really want to be in life. If you’re a secretary but what really gives you excitement and joy is gardening, then it’s no wonder you feel empty facing a computer at the office every day! If you wish you’d become a veterinarian instead of an engineer, and you’re bored to tears each day you go to work, it’s hard to pull yourself out of that Empty Boxx so you keep hitting the snooze alarm over and over again every morning. If you’re dying to stay home with your kids but the need for a paycheck keeps you going out into the workforce every day but leaves you miserable, then it’s time that you start thinking “Out of the Boxx” to find a way to make your life more meaningful and less empty. Remember, the possibilities are out there, if you know where and how to look for them. But if you’re walled up in your boxx you will never discover them.
Find a way to stop the noise in your life and listen to that voice within you. You may have to be very, very quiet to hear it, but it’s worth it. If I hadn’t finally heard the voice within me, you wouldn’t be reading this today!
Then, once you know your true direction, start making a plan to make it work. If you really want to stay home and be with your kids while bringing in a paycheck, be creative and examine all the possibilities. Can you open a daycare center in your home and get paid for being home with the kids? Can you be a “virtual secretary” and do contract computer work from home? Can you make a living by sewing for others? Or, can you and your spouse arrange some creative scheduling? A lot of nurses I know work second shift, from 3 p.m. to 11 p.m., which allows them to be home with their kids for most of the day and their husbands to be home with them in the evening, thus never leaving the children in daycare. The down side to this arrangement is that the husband and wife don’t get much time together, but they are passionate about their children always having a parent at home during the formative years.
If you are a secretary and really have a passion for gardening, check into what type of jobs might be available at a nursery or floral shop. You might be surprised at what is possible if you just do some investigation. The pay may be less, but the flexibility might provide more opportunities for family vacations or other benefits.
If you’re an engineer and wish you could be a veterinarian instead, study the issues surrounding going back to school. With your background in engineering, the educational requirements to get through vet school might not be as bad as you think, and your happiness in a job you enjoy may lead to a happier family life as well.
No matter how you got stuck in the Empty Boxx, you can get out, although I think this boxx is one of the hardest to identify and understand. Do your homework and ask yourself some of these questions to start you on your path of discovery:
-Do I enjoy my job or career?
-What am I passionate about in life, and am I doing it?
-Do I watch the clock every day, hoping time will go faster?
-Do I feel as though I am meeting everyone else’s needs but not my own?
-Do I feel listless and without energy?
-What are my goals? (Do I even have any?)
-Do I keep wishing for a time in the future when things will be different somehow?
-Do I feel unimportant in what I do every day?
-Do I find meaning and value in my life?
-Do I hate getting out of bed every morning, or do I jump out of bed, excited about the day?
-When I am lying on my deathbed, what will I hope to have achieved in my life?
These questions may prompt you to uncover others in your quest for personal identity and passion. Sometimes they may seem too personal when you begin to study yourself, so apply them to a close friend or loved one with whom you can identify. It might help you to see the path more clearly to begin with. Looking in the mirror can sometimes be misleading, so it may be helpful to ask that friend to help you see your reflection.
Again, remember that the boxxes affect the three areas of your life: career, relationships, and your personal health and well-being. How is being stuck in the Empty Boxx affecting you? Are you doing a mediocre job at work because you hate your job? Are you short-tempered with your partner or kids because you are unhappy with yourself? And what is going on within your body as a result of your choices? Do you suffer from migraines, restless sleep, battle your weight, or experience stomach problems? These, and more, could all be a result of living in the Empty Boxx.
If you’re stuck in your career for some reason, at least find passion and excitement in another avenue of your life. Find a hobby that allows you the self-expression you are seeking. Get an outlet outside of work that gives you fulfillment. Painting, writing, bicycling, volunteering for a youth organization you feel strongly about, or taking up a new sport like golf, might give you something to be passionate about. If you knew you were going to ride your horse every day for an hour after work, wouldn’t that make getting out of bed every day more exciting? Wouldn’t you have something to look forward to? If that’s the way you need to find your passion, then so be it!
Remember as with all the boxxes, you are not stuck there for life unless you choose to be. It is all about choices. The escape may feel slow and difficult at first, but if you are determined, there is a way. My father used to say, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way!” He wasn’t kidding!
“As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live.”
Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe
Chapter 11 The Sex Boxx – The Good, The Bad, And The Ugly
"Even bad sex is better than no sex,” my friend Carol confessed to me as we were lying on the beach in Cozumel, discussing the good, the bad, and the ugly aspects of sex.
I looked at her in amazement. I was dumbfounded. “Not in my opinion,” I countered. I had images of a frantic Lorena Bobbitt running through my head. She obviously hadn’t believed that even bad sex was better than having no sex, and had sliced her husband’s penis off to prove it.
Carol’s comment made me realize that a chapter about the Boxx of Sex was a necessary component of this book. If she truly believed that, I suspected many other women and men in this country believed the same thing, and I felt a need to share my two cents worth on the matter.
The great thing about women is that they will tell other women their deepest feelings on a variety of subjects, and sex is just one of them. I don’t know how much and what kind of details men share with other men, but suffice it to say that women will share details that can make a good smut novel seem dry and boring. So I started talking to anyone who would tell me what they thought about sex. Again, this was not an official research survey with a scientific questionnaire handed out to a controlled number of people – it was just open conversation with those who wanted to be heard. My job was to spend a lot of time listening.
Women, of course, were the easiest audience, for as I already said, they will generally jump into a topic like this with both feet – whether or not they know you personally. I had to tread a little more carefully with men, for their openness and approach to the topic comes from an avenue more foreign to me. Yet, I still found some interesting men who wanted to be heard. No matter what your sexual orientation, the behaviors and feelings of each person in the relationship and how it relates to the Boxx of Sex is what is important.
I have not used the real names of the individuals whose stories follow, but their thoughts and feelings are as accurate as I can convey. I asked them to tell me what they really thought about sex. How it affected their lives. What they wanted from it, liked about it, hated about it, or were just plain indifferent to. The stories were as varied as the individuals themselves and my early assumption was right – the Boxx of Sex is indeed The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly. Some people couldn’t get enough of it while others hoped they’d never have to “perform” again.
Sex: A Bed Of Understanding Or A Position Of Power?
Most creatures on this planet have sex for the simple purpose of reproduction. Mother Nature calls males and females together for an annual sporting event of mating that sometimes involves males battling for females in a fight-to-the-finish dance. Yet, after all the fuss is over, both sexes go back to their busy lives doing whatever they do best, and for the lucky, offspring are a later result.
For human beings, however, sex is much more complex. We don’t just have sex for reproduction, although that certainly comes into play. We have sex for so much more for recreation, for pleasure, for feeling loved and secure, for discovering a connection to another person that just cannot be uncovered in any other way. We have intimacy. I don’t just mean intimacy, as in the act of sex itself. I mean intimacy the way Dr. Phil McGraw recently described it: “Intimacy means trusting people enough to give them the power to hurt you.” And that’s where things get complicated.
Sure, there’s sex just for sex. There’s prostitution, or one-night stands, or any variation thereof, but that is purely the act of sex. There is nothing personal about it – not the intimacy involving trust. But what happens when two people come together sexually within the confines of a relationship? What do they want out of it? What seems to change for some couples between the time they begin dating and as the years go by? Do they continue to enjoy sex throughout their relationships, or does something occur that changes what was once wonderful into something routine, boring, or even unappealing? What happened to Lorena Bobbitt? I’m sure we’ll never know the deep feelings that drove her to commit assault on her husband, but it is pretty apparent that sex for her was not a Bed of Understanding.
Sex has been used as a form of power for centuries, evidenced by rape throughout the course of history. Does rape really happen between a married couple, or does the marriage license mandate that sex is a given under all circumstances? Or if it is not true physical rape, are there other pressures put upon one or another in a relationship whereby one feels pressured into submission by the other, perhaps psychologically as opposed to physically? What happens in courtship to set them up to succeed or fail as their sexual relationship develops?
In less sexually open times in our history, many women married while they were still virgins. Their wedding night was the first time they actually had sex with their partner. For better or for worse, what they had was what they got. Whether their partner was good in bed or bad, loving or aggressive, that was who they had chosen to marry, and generally that was their destiny – at least, until such time that divorce or death would split them up. For some, since this was their only knowledge of sex, that may have been acceptable, as they would have no basis of comparison upon which to judge their situation.
In today’s more promiscuous society however, the number of people who remain virgins until their wedding night is significantly lower than in earlier years. While I am not here to debate whether this is morally right or wrong, I do believe that it provides individuals with a broader knowledge base concerning what they do and don’t like in a sexual partner. Hopefully, they can then choose a partner who is more compatible to their own personal preferences. In other words, a woman who marries and first experiences sex on her wedding night may be completely overwhelmed with a very aggressive lover for a husband which may leave her fearful of sex throughout her life. Yet, that same woman, had she been more experienced and selective, may have found a partner who was more reserved and compassionate, yielding a lifetime of more satisfying lovemaking.
“At least bad sex is better than no sex?”
I don’t think so.
Sex can be the most wonderful act that can bring two people together, but when it’s not, it can be a Position of Power and Control, or it can be a Weapon that Wounds. If you are Boxxed in by Sex, do something about it!! Just like the other boxxes, it will affect your effectiveness in your career, the way you feel about your relationship, and even overlap into your health – either emotional or physical. Issues of self-esteem are closely tied to your feelings about sex, and if your self-esteem is shaky, odds are everything else will be too.
Remember the Body Armor Boxx exists within this boxx as well. When beginning a relationship with a new sexual partner, that boxx can help you to set boundaries and establish behaviors that are “off limits,” leaving you more comfortable to begin to build a relationship based on trust. By educating your partner about what behaviors you enjoy and those that you don’t feel comfortable with, you begin to build the Bed of Understanding on which your enjoyment can grow. Yet, by not sticking up for yourself and your needs at the beginning, you start down the road of giving the other person in the relationship a Position of Power from which it becomes difficult to extricate yourself later.
As with all the boxxes, recognition is the key. Ask yourself some serious questions about your sexual relationship to determine if your boxx is working for or against you. These questions are a place to begin your investigation. You may think of your own questions from the list below. Again, if it is hard to look at your own life and recognize your behaviors and how they make you feel, start by examining a close friend’s situation. Ask yourself these questions about a trusted friend who may have shared their details with you. It may help you first recognize issues in your friend’s life, which you can then apply to your own.
-Do I enjoy sex with my partner?
-Do I feel safe telling my partner everything about how I feel regarding our sexual intimacy?
-Has the act of lovemaking changed dramatically over our time together – for better or worse?
-How often do each of us desire to have sex, and are we understanding and able to compromise with each other’s needs for frequency?
-Does my partner understand if I am not in the mood for sex, or does he or she feel hurt, frustrated, or angry with me if I am not always a willing partner? Or do I get frustrated for this same reasons with my partner?
-Does my partner enjoy giving me pleasure as much as he or she enjoys receiving it, and do I enjoy giving my partner pleasure as much as I enjoy receiving it?
-Do I feel in any way pressured to “perform” while having sex?
-Do I look forward to having sex, or does it make me feel anxious, threatened, or worried in any way?
-Can my partner and I enjoy physical closeness without it necessarily culminating in sex?
-Does my partner satisfy my overall need for sexual fulfillment?
-Does my partner respect my boundaries and not pressure me to do things that are uncomfortable for me, and do I respect his or her boundaries as well?
-Do either of us “keep score” as to how often we have sex?
-Is there ever anything painful involved, physically or emotionally?
-Am I unhappy with my sexual relationship and, if so, why? What can I do to change it?
-If I can do nothing to make the situation better, am I sacrificing myself in order to make my partner happy? If so, why am I not taking care of me first?
-What does sex mean to me?
These questions should get you started examining your own personal sexual situation. You may need to think about and journal your answers to these questions, and create other questions from there that can help give you the answers you need. The following stories describe how some individuals felt about their sexual experiences. Perhaps they will trigger some thoughts for you as well. Some of these stories are wonderful and some are horribly sad. As you will see, the Boxx of Sex can be different for everybody, yet one common theme runs true it doesn’t have to be bad and if it is, YOU DO have the power to change it.
Their Stories
Jane
Jane is almost 60 years old and is in her second marriage. She first married right out of high school and thought that having a home of her own would be happier than living with her parents. What she soon realized was that she just acquired a new set of problems. While she loved her new found freedom from Mom and Dad, she discovered that her husband was definitely a believer in power and control. He had been raised in a family where the father and husband was “Master of the Universe,” where everyone and everything revolved around his needs – including behaviors within the bedroom. Although Jane stayed married to this man for a number of years, raised a family, and carried on with her everyday life, she gradually built up a wall of anger and rebellion until she had to escape before her self-esteem was completely shattered. She relates two stories of sex which touched my heart and proved my point that even bad sex is NOT better than no sex.
Like many women, Jane enjoyed the intimacy of simply being held close with bodies touching. One of the behaviors she found especially satisfying was “playing spoons,” where both parties would curl up like two spoons laying in a drawer – one facing away from the other, while the partner curled up to the first person’s back. To her, this was a safe and comforting position which brought an incomparable closeness between her and her spouse. Yet, Jane’s husband, Jack, refused to accommodate her desires. He felt she was turning her back on him and rejecting him. He would say to her, “I feel rejected when you lay like that. Don’t do it,” and he totally forbid the behavior. If Jack had only understood or cared that Jane’s need for this closeness only added to her feeling of intimacy, it would have been a plus to their relationship. Instead, he put his feelings and needs first, as his own low self-esteem couldn’t handle anyone else’s feelings but his own.
For Jane, the intimacy itself was soon replaced by pure sex and nothing more. At first she tried to wean her husband from his frequency demands by the usual method: she complained of headaches regularly. At some point, Jack determined that he would give her adequate “space” by demanding sex only every other night. It didn’t take Jane long to realize that once again, Jack was clearly demonstrating that his needs were more important than her own, as every other night was still too often for her and no other compromise seemed to be discussed. As the every other night program continued, Jane’s anxiety and frustration reached its limit. One night, in sheer desperation, she rolled over onto her back with arms outstretched and proclaimed, “Go ahead. Just rape me and get it over with.” It was not long after that incident that Jane left the relationship, realizing she had spent enough time not taking care of herself.
Fortunately, in her second marriage, she found a man who was more caring and sensitive and whose shy, quiet behavior gave Jane room to feel like she was an equal. Lovemaking became a sharing between two people, without pressure or performance expectations. Suddenly, the woman who didn’t enjoy sex was seeing life from a totally different perspective. She got out of the Ugly Boxx of Sex, improving not only her self-esteem but her pure enjoyment of life and her relationship at the same time. She whole heartedly confirms that bad sex is NOT better than no sex.
Tye
Tye and Susan married very young and for all the wrong reasons. Each was lonely and had dealt with some sort of life crisis. After Susan became pregnant they were happy to start a family. Yet, since they had never really been in love but had only enjoyed companionship and the adrenaline rush of young sex, their commitment to each other was shallow at best. After several years and two kids later, Tye discovered Susan had been having an affair. His world was shattered. He left the relationship for an extended time, but eventually Susan convinced him to reunite for the benefit of their children. And so he did; however, the trust between them lay shattered forever, affecting every aspect of their relationship, especially sex. Lovemaking became a physical release and nothing else. There was no intimacy, no frequency, no experimentation, no joy, and certainly, no trust. Eventually the couple parted ways.
To his great happiness, Tye and a woman named Chelsea found each other. She too had lived through an unhappy marriage and they both understood what it felt like to be emotionally battered and bruised. At first, they were frightened and hesitant to trust each other completely, and yet they somehow found a way of taking special care to hold each other’s hearts as if they were small, wounded birds, cradled softly in each other’s hands. One thing they had learned from their earlier experiences was to set boundaries for their expectations of each other. When it came to sex, they were explicit as to what things they would and would not do, as well as what things they particularly enjoyed. Since Chelsea had felt pressured to perform oral sex upon her husband throughout the course of their marriage, that particular act left her paralyzed with fear. As Tye’s true interest was to love Chelsea as a long-term partner, he respected her discomfort with this act and never asked her for it. He comforted her in the Bed of Understanding. Eventually, when she felt safe that he would never demand this from her, she began to initiate it on her own, as another way in which she could show him that she loved him and wanted to do everything to give him pleasure. Her fear of sexual pressure was replaced with sexual enjoyment.
Tye’s fear of abandonment slowly gave way to trust, and he began to believe that Chelsea truly loved him for who he was. As their trust and intimacy grew, their lovemaking became a wonderful act of sharing which bound them emotionally closer together. They both found a way out of a bad situation and into a good one by getting out of their previously confining boxxes.
Jillian
Jillian’s inability to have an orgasm through the act of intercourse left her completely nervous about having sex. Although she was extremely orgasmic with masturbation and enjoyed the physical closeness that intercourse provided, she was hesitant to admit to her partner that she was unable to climax through intercourse alone. Thus, she fell into the self-destructive behavior of “faking” orgasms. In talking with her friends, she discovered that many of them might fake an orgasm occasionally, but she could not find one person who did it with regularity the way she did – leaving her feeling all the more “abnormal” in her sexuality. She tried various partners, attempting to find true intimacy somewhere, yet the reason she couldn’t find it was that she was not willing to trust herself to be honest with her partner about her needs. She was deeply entrenched in the Boxx of Bad Sex, and it was proving to be unfulfilling and empty, at best.
In her continued search she ended up in a relationship with a man named Steve. An unusually sensitive man, Steve recognized that she was not being honest about her orgasms and brought it to her attention. At first, she tried to deny the behavior, but because his approach was not condemning or accusatory, she took a chance and risked explaining her physical needs to him. When she realized that he was not “disappointed” in her for not coming at the same time that he did during intercourse, but that he actually loved to help her orgasm through touch and exploration, her ability to truly be intimate began to take shape.
It took her some time to help Steve understand that the pleasure she received during intercourse itself was incredibly fulfilling, even without orgasm. (It may be an assumption for some men that the orgasm itself is the end-all for women, when, in fact, this may not be true for every woman. For some, the pure physical closeness is perhaps a stronger satisfaction than even the need for the climax itself.) When Jillian and Steve began to give and receive the things they each needed for lovemaking to be most pleasurable, the relationship evolved into something much deeper than either had ever experienced. Jillian actually became multi-orgasmic, an event that she never anticipated. The love and trust in combination with sex is what made their relationship grow. Sex, for Jillian, became a beautiful act as compared to one that had previously left her feeling embarrassed, hesitant, and like a complete failure.
Jason
Jason was proud of being sensitive to the needs of women and pleased with himself that the few women he had been intimate with had always confirmed he was an excellent lover. He took special care to pay attention to every detail of what his partner desired, and then fulfilled that need – literally finding more joy in meeting his partner’s needs, first and foremost, than his own needs. His excitement and satisfaction came from the realization that he made them happy. He took extra time to ask them carefully worded questions to discover what they liked, and then proved patient beyond words in his kind and slow delivery of their pleasure.
As Jason searched for a meaningful, long-term relationship, he wanted more than just a great sex partner he wanted a great friend as well. So he took his time finding just the right person with whom he could share his life. As I spoke to him one day, he told me that he had found the most wonderful woman. She was beautiful, funny, intelligent, and a great companion. He was supremely excited – except for one thing. He was highly concerned that she was completely non-orgasmic. As he went on to explain, Lexi had been in a bad marriage with a man who had used sex as a Position of Power, leaving her with the belief that sex had nothing to do with having her own needs met whatsoever. She had been fearful of sex for years, lest she not “perform adequately” to meet her husband’s needs, and have him blame her for her failure. As a result, her fear and apprehension in the bedroom had left her unable to relax enough to be able to climax. These years of bad sex had left a lasting impression upon her and even though she was beginning to feel safe with Jason and to trust him with her body, she had still been unable to have an orgasm except through her own masturbation in private. The idea of doing so in front of a partner seemed impossible.
As Jason told me about the situation, I could see that he was genuinely upset. As I inquired further, I learned that his first concern was that he simply didn’t understand how anyone could not achieve orgasm. In the back of his mind he was mildly concerned that she was lying about this piece of the complicated puzzle. Secondly, he was upset with himself for not being able to break down her walls and give her an orgasm. It left him feeling inadequate and like a complete failure. Lastly, he couldn’t understand why she even had an interest in lovemaking if the end result was that she was unable to orgasm. He was considering leaving the relationship over this issue despite their otherwise incredible compatibility.
As I listened to him struggle with his feelings, I was glad that I knew him well enough to share a woman’s perspective with him. I explained that if Lexi had been in a marriage that had left her feeling that sex was a Position of Power, it was no wonder she had the reactions she did. It did not mean she was abnormal or “broken.” In addition, I explained how the act of making love for women can sometimes be totally about experiencing a physical closeness with another person, a closeness not attainable in any other way. Women thrive on being held, caressed, kissed, hugged and touched in a variety of ways. He could help her most by understanding that she was literally a “survivor” or her last relationship, and that through his kindness, support, and patience he was indeed providing her an environment in which to heal. He was also giving her other things she desperately needed a healing touch, the permission to be herself, and hopefully, unconditional love. He was, in fact, helping her get out of the Boxx of Bad Sex. I explained how she might truly be in heaven during every moment he touched her, and that orgasm was not necessarily the driving force behind her need for intimacy. Finally, I reassured him that he was not responsible for “giving” her an orgasm – he did not need to put that pressure upon himself. It was important that he recognize his need to orgasm wasn’t necessarily hers, and that was quite alright. As long as both parties were comfortable in getting their needs met and respecting the needs and boundaries of the other, the act of making love could become so much more than just sex. Exploration and discovery of sexual pleasure through differing methods could actually lead to new levels of satisfaction, and could prove to be the most exciting part of the entire event.
I also shared with him that he might indeed become Lexi’s sexual savior. By continuing to provide a safe environment for her to be herself, perhaps she would reach a level of trust with him that would take her on a path of rediscovering the possibilities of attaining orgasm with a partner. What better satisfaction could he receive than that? Offering her loving acceptance, and perhaps freeing her from the chains and scars of her past, could be the greatest gift he could ever give her. With this new information, Jason continued his relationship with Lexi and indeed, her evolution gradually helped her find a path of sexual satisfaction she never knew existed. Thank God, Jason had been open-minded enough to think outside his earlier boxx of what his sexual responsibilities were, and to see what they might become.
When Sex Means Love
I also met two people who had come to the conclusion that sex meant love. Although they had different reasons to believe that, the end result was still the same – they were both left unsatisfied in their search for love.
Kathy
Kathy received confusing messages about love throughout her childhood. Her father, a police officer in a small town, was revered by his community. He was “in charge” at all times. Kathy looked upon him with a belief that he was “all-knowing,” and, as a result, worshipped the ground he walked on. She did anything to receive his love. What no one ever suspected was that he also molested his daughter regularly. Since these episodes started when Kathy was very small, she was unaware that her father’s touching and fondling behaviors were not a normal show of affection. This pattern taught her that love only came with sexual behaviors as he was the strong, tough figure of a father at all other times. Although I don’t know what role her mother played, it was obviously very minor compared to the towering figure of her father.
As a result of this early belief system, Kathy spends most of her adult life searching for a loving relationship, but ends up jumping from one lover to another in her never-ending quest for real love. She is quick to jump into having sex with men without stopping first to learn who they are on a more personal level. As a matter of fact, she proudly tells her friends that she’d rather have sex right away so that if it’s bad she doesn’t waste any more time on the relationship. She doesn’t know how to establish intimacy involving trust as her childhood taught her not to trust others easily. She thinks that this position of holding back and not taking the more intimate, personal risks involved in trusting someone will keep her safe. Instead, it keeps her isolated in her Boxx of Bad Sex even though she has plenty of sexual opportunities to choose from. She has not learned that she needs to build her own self-confidence first, and then begin to take steps towards establishing real trust with a partner in order to find a more meaningful relationship. Until she can discover those other issues, she will probably continue on her road of unfulfilled love and disappointment.
Sam
Sam’s story has different roots but results in a similar belief system. While Sam’s family was not abusive in the typical sense, they were not great believers in showing outward affection. Regular doses of hugs and kisses and positive pats on the head were not offered. With five boys in the family, Sam’s father kept their energy contained by teaching them proper behavior, strict manners, and to be respectful and God-fearing. Furthermore, he didn’t want them to grow up to be “wimps,” so whenever they skinned a knee or experienced some other childhood upset and came home crying, he ordered them to “Quit crying and be a man.” Although Sam’s parents loved their boys very much and thought they were giving them the necessary life tools, they didn’t understand three very important things. First, children need and crave positive attention to develop into strong, self-confident adults. Second, they need a safe environment where it is OK to behave as a child and not a miniature adult. Third, they need to feel unconditional love no matter what. As a result Sam started to believe that love didn’t really exist. It was only a myth depicted in the movies.
However, as Sam got old enough to become sexually active, he thought he finally found love in the act of having sex. The closeness, physical touch, words of affection, and pleasure of the orgasmic release led him to believe that “making love” was truly being loved. Having found this outlet, his sexual demands upon his wife for increasing frequency, led her to develop feelings of being overwhelmed and pressured. She started to recognize that if she didn’t offer him sex on a frequent enough basis, he felt that she did not love him. She became convinced that he kept score as to how often they made love. After a while, the pressure she was under to “perform,” led her to leave him as it was putting her in a Boxx of Bad Sex – for sex was no longer about two people sharing love and intimacy involving trust and mutual understanding. It was about Sam getting his need for love met in a manner that was unequal and demanding.
As you study the Boxx of Sex, take the time to look at the big picture as well as the details. It is my hope that some of these stories will help you see perspectives about your relationships, determine whether or not they are working, and from there you can make your choices about what to do next.
Remember, having bad sex is definitely not better than having no sex because bad sex can leave you with lifelong scars visible to no one but you. They can limit your ability to do your best and live life in a loving and intimate relationship. It is a choice you make between enjoying a sexual relationship that is a Bed of Understanding or one of a Position of Power. I know which one I’m choosing. Only you can make the choice for yourself. Whatever you decide let no one else make that choice for you.
“Intimacy means trusting people enough to give them the power to hurt you.”
Dr. Phil McGraw
Chapter 12 Deadly, Secret Boxxes
Secrets. Remember the power they had over you, even as a child? Either someone had a secret they were keeping from you, in which case you had no power over the situation, or you had a secret and keeping it to yourself might have been one of the toughest things you ever had to do. Either way, over the long haul, being involved with a secret may have caused you a great deal of stress.
If your siblings intentionally kept a secret from you, you may have felt hurt, rejected, sad, devalued, or even disliked.
If a friend promised to keep your secret, you may have worried just how long he could keep it. You may have been afraid that he might let your secret out. The results of your secret being revealed to the wrong person may have given you sleepless nights, and taught you to understand the power of blackmail.
If you were given the task of keeping a secret, the weight may have been enormous – especially if the secret was something bad. It’s one thing to keep a secret about what you and your siblings bought for your mom and dad for their anniversary, but it’s quite another to hold onto something that you aren’t sure you should keep secret to begin with. What if you knew who beat up your friend at school but you were afraid to tell because he might beat you up too? That is one very heavy burden to bear.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/19498 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!