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Dedication


For my son, Skye. I never would have imagined I would be giving birth to a book and a baby at the same time, but it was always meant to be. Your heartbeat inside of me was all the courage I needed to lay to rest generations of inherited trauma. If you someday pick up this book, I hope there will be little that you recognize or relate to, because your life will have followed a much gentler path. I love you more than you will ever know. Thank you for choosing me to be your mom.
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Introduction

The thing you are most afraid to write. Write that.

—Nayyirah Waheed, salt.
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Here’s the truth: I was scared shitless to write this book. Filling these pages with the wisdom of my wounds has been the most vulnerable and courageous act of my life. While I have led a charmed existence by many accounts—I was raised by loving parents, earned a college degree, and have always had a roof over my head—the deeper story of my life is not so shiny. It has been dark, messy, turbulent, confusing, terrifying, and filled with more shame and setbacks than I can count.

I was given an entire year to write this book—a long time in the world of publishing—and I missed every single editorial deadline along the way. Every time I sat down to write, I was plagued by self-doubt and feelings of deep unworthiness. I came up with a million ways to procrastinate, then blamed myself for being lazy. The truth is, I wasn’t lazy at all. I was afraid. Terrified, in fact.

When I first told an acquaintance outside of my close circle of friends and family that I had a book deal, he said incredulously, “Wow, how did you get a book deal? You don’t even have a PhD next to your name!” Immediately, I felt myself shrink. He was right. I’m not a doctor, psychiatrist, psychologist, or licensed therapist. Who the heck was I to think I was qualified enough to tackle the incredibly complex issue of trauma? What the fuck was I thinking? And then it hit me. I wasn’t thinking. I was feeling.

My experience with trauma comes from feeling the grip of its dark claws closing around my throat. It comes from hitting rock bottom and climbing my way out, only to find I had so much further to fall. I know trauma because it burrowed into my body and lived in the marrow of my bones. For most of my life, it has fed my fear, fueled my anger, sabotaged my relationships, shut me down, and shut me up with shame.

A few years ago, I stepped onto a stage to speak publicly about my trauma. Although, to be honest, trauma wasn’t a part of my vocabulary back then, so I called it by the only name I knew: domestic violence. My voice wavered and tears streaked down my face as I bared my soul to the one hundred people in the room and more than half a million more watching live online. I had shared my story before in smaller, safer spaces—at advocacy meetings for domestic violence survivors and charity events where everyone championed the same cause. I always left those gatherings feeling empowered, uplifted, and more resilient.

This time felt different. Though my voice was reaching an audience bigger than I could have imagined, somehow I felt infinitely smaller. There was no wave of relief, only the familiar knot of fear. It was the most important stage I had ever stood on, and I felt a responsibility to distill the darkest chapter in my life into something neat and tidy that would inspire people rather than make them turn away. Looking back, I know why there was no solace to be found. I spoke only a part of my truth and kept hidden what hadn’t yet healed. In all fairness, at that time I didn’t fully comprehend all the wounds I still carried. We do the best we can with the tools we have. On that day, I stood onstage with a hammer but no nails.

Outwardly, I was a vision of health and success, but on the inside I felt damaged and lost. We like stories with happy endings. But trauma robs us of a clean narrative. I didn’t know how to give voice to the fact that I still had nightmares all the time and slept with a hammer under my bed—and sometimes even a knife under my pillow. I didn’t know how to find words to describe my crippling anxiety. I didn’t know how to talk about my trust issues, jealousy, or explosive rage. I didn’t know that so much of the “healing” work I thought I had done was actually spiritual bypassing. And I certainly didn’t know that it was possible to wind up in another incredibly toxic relationship that would blow the lid off all the years of progress I thought I had made and leave me feeling like a failure and a fraud.

What I did not understand at the time was that the tracks of trauma had been laid long before domestic violence was ever part of my story. It started as early as age five. As I now know, childhood trauma can set us up for a lifetime of setbacks, making us more prone to posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), depression, dissociation, substance abuse, and a range of health problems as an adult.1 Specifically, trauma that occurs during childhood (including emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; neglect, substance abuse, mental illness, loss of a parent, divorce, and violence or criminal behavior in the household) has been shown to have a lifelong impact on an individual’s health and quality of life, including increased risk of obesity, diabetes, sexually transmitted diseases, heart disease, cancer, and stroke.2

Unresolved trauma can rob us of our physical and emotional health, our connection to self and others, and our connection to life. Yet many times we’re not even consciously aware that we have been traumatized, which makes us blind to all the ways in which trauma has shaped our lives, relationships, and behavior. I, like many others, was stuck in an unconscious pattern of reenacting my trauma over and over again that would last until I eventually broke down—or broke through.

My breakdown moment came after I stood on that stage and made a sacred vow to myself and the world to never be in an abusive relationship again, only to find myself right back where I had started. The partner was different, but the pattern was the same, and all the years of work I had done to suture my soul were unraveled in an instant.

The floor of my rock bottom fell out from under me when I received a call from the founder of the online platform that hosted my speech, informing me that my speech had been removed from the site following a letter from my abuser, who claimed slander and threatened legal action, despite the fact that I never revealed his name or identity in my speech. Like many abusers, he set out on a mission to harass, intimidate, and publicly discredit me. He sent letters to companies I worked with, calling me mentally unstable, a liar, and an abuser in disguise. Fortunately, every company stood behind me in solidarity, with the exception of the one that pulled my speech. Despite the overwhelming support, the shame I felt threatened to swallow me whole.

The soil for my shame was the deeply buried belief that maybe he was right and I was an abuser in disguise. In my work with survivors of intimate partner violence, a common thread among most is the feeling they are somehow at fault. Abusers deny, minimize and blame, while survivors feel shame. Make no mistake, every bit of the abuse I experienced was very real, as it is for all the survivors I have worked with. I had been kicked, strangled, threatened with death on multiple occasions, verbally abused, financially controlled, and psychologically manipulated. But like so many survivors, I blamed myself, not only for winding up in an abusive situation but also for being a part of the cycle of violence. I couldn’t reconcile what I knew to be my own personality with the rage and the sometimes explosive reactions that uncontrollably erupted when I was attacked or triggered, nor could I understand the hurtful words and shocking profanities that came out of my mouth when I felt harmed or threatened. It was like the invasion of the body snatchers; the kind, easygoing, nonconfrontational person that I knew myself to be in all other situations disappeared within the walls of those toxic relationships. As Bessel van der Kolk—a Dutch psychiatrist, renowned trauma expert, and author of The Body Keeps the Score—explains:

Trauma robs you of the feeling that you are in charge of yourself. . . . The challenge of recovery is to reestablish ownership of your body and your mind—of your self. This means feeling free to know what you know and to feel what you feel without becoming overwhelmed, enraged, ashamed, or collapsed. For most people this involves (1) finding a way to become calm and focused, (2) learning to maintain that calm response to images, thoughts, sounds, or physical sensations that remind you of the past, (3) finding a way to be fully alive in the present and engaged with the people around you, (4) not having to keep secrets from yourself, including secrets about the ways that you have managed to survive.3

The first time I spoke my dark secret out loud to a trauma therapist, I wept uncontrollably and hid my face in shame. She didn’t flinch as she handed me an article on the Karpman Drama Triangle, a model developed by psychiatrist Stephen Karpman in the early 1970s for understanding toxic relationships and the cycle of domestic violence. She also explained to me that many abusers are narcissists and victims are often either empaths or what psychologists refer to as highly sensitive people (HSP). The two attract each other like magnets and engage in a cycle that is hard to break free from, made all the more challenging by the fact that it’s a common tactic of narcissists and abusers to blame and discredit the victim. The cycle of abuse is about exerting power and control to create dependency. Abusers isolate victims from vital support systems and use financial, physical, and psychological intimidation to keep their survivors quiet. And it works. I was threatened with violence and public humiliation if I ever spoke out and was repeatedly told, “No one will believe you,” “I’ll tell everyone you’re crazy,” and “It’s all your fault.”

It’s said that our pain gives us our purpose. My breakthrough moment came when I realized I had a choice. I could let my unresolved shame and trauma destroy me or I could learn everything possible about my pain and transform it into my greatest power.

The path of courage is paved with fear. Healing from trauma is not linear. Often we take one step forward, followed by a giant leap back. Setbacks are not failures. They are a necessary part of the journey. Our setbacks reveal the blind spots where unresolved trauma still lurks and give us an opportunity to shine a light on our shadow. We can’t see what’s hidden in the dark or heal what we don’t allow ourselves to feel. It takes strength to bounce back from something once. It takes courage to bounce back from something twice. It takes the heart of a lion to bounce back from something a third, fourth, or fifth time. If you are holding this book in your hands, you stand among the lion-hearted.

I may not have a medical degree hanging on my wall, but I am the expert on my own trauma. I wrote this book to help you become the expert on your own trauma, so you may also become the expert in your own healing. Don’t let anyone tell you the power of healing is outside of yourself. Your greatest healer lives within. You are a keeper of light, and your job is simply to remember that.


A Proper Introduction

Now that I’ve shared some of the most intimate details of my life with you, let me step back and properly introduce myself. I am the founder of Primal Yoga, a yoga and martial arts fusion system designed to tap into our innate healing potential. I am also a mental health advocate, certified life coach, and the director of a nonprofit organization called Purple Dot Yoga Project, which uses yoga as a healing tool to support and empower individuals impacted by domestic violence and trauma. My passion and purpose is to give people the tools to overcome trauma and create physical health and emotional resilience through yoga, martial arts, mindfulness, and healing foods.

I work with people from all walks of life who are struggling with anxiety, depression, mood swings, fatigue, brain fog, chronic pain, gastrointestinal issues, and a general crisis of well-being. While a wide variety of environmental, genetic, and lifestyle factors can play a role in the symptoms of dis-ease listed above, what has astounded me is how much these crises of physical and mental health can be linked back to trauma of some nature. What I mean by dis-ease is quite literally a lack of ease in mind, body, or spirit, not to be confused with disease, which refers to illness. It may sound like new-age semantics, but viewing our health through the lens of “dis-ease” empowers the individual to reclaim their natural state of ease and well-being.

The Triad Approach to Healing

In the following chapters, I share a powerfully effective triad approach to whole being healing. Together, we will address the three key areas where dis-ease lives: the body, the brain, and the gut. I offer science-based, research-backed tools, specifically in the areas of yoga and martial arts (the body), mindfulness and meditation (the brain), and dietary interventions (the gut). You can implement some or all of these tools immediately to help you feel better in your body, more at ease in your mind, and more whole in spirit.

While each modality stands solidly on its own, these tools are most potent when used together. The main detour in my own healing was attempting to treat each symptom individually, rather than looking at the root cause of my own dis-ease. Treating symptoms rather than people is one of the major flaws in Western medicine today. Doctors are trained to diagnose and treat symptoms without a deeper understanding of how each part affects the whole. We see specialists for individual issues and search for a single solution to a complex question that often has more than one answer. This kind of approach leads to ineffective, one-dimensional results. Our health and vitality demands a better way.

Yoga was my first introduction to holistic healing. Yoga made me aware of my body and breath in the present moment. It grounded me and allowed me to finally feel what I had formerly kept numb. Yoga has long been touted as an effective way to help reduce stress and anxiety, boost mood, and create an overall sense of balance and well-being.

A seminal 2014 study in the Journal of Clinical Psychiatry found that yoga decreased PTSD symptoms to a degree comparable to that of pharmaceutical and psychotherapeutic counterparts. It concluded, “Yoga may improve the functioning of traumatized individuals by helping them to tolerate physical and sensory experiences associated with fear and helplessness and to increase emotional awareness and affect tolerance.”1

I am a yoga teacher by trade, and there is no one who believes more wholeheartedly in yoga’s benefits than me, but I can say with complete transparency that the physical practice of yoga is not enough—or at least it wasn’t for me. It eased many of my symptoms, but it didn’t cure everything. Fortunately, yoga led me to meditation, which is where even more life-changing shifts began to occur.

Like yoga, breathwork and meditation are being increasingly recognized for their ability to alleviate anxiety and depression. Twenty minutes of mindfulness meditation activates our prefrontal cortex, the part of our brain that staves off feelings of worry. When our anxiety decreases as a result of this, the activity in our anterior cingulate cortex increases. This is good news, because it is here in our anterior cingulate cortex that rational thought displaces worry.

Recently, there have been a ton of studies about how meditation positively impacts anxiety, but the most definitive study was published by JAMA Internal Medicine in 2014.2 Researchers from Johns Hopkins University concluded that mindfulness meditation reduces symptoms of anxiety by counteracting our natural tendency to worry about things that might happen or fall into a rut of insomnia, both of which serve only to further heighten anxiety. Mindfulness does this by teaching us to stay in the moment, to recognize thoughts for what they are as they occur, and to prevent those thoughts from escalating. In this study, the researchers found that just twenty to thirty minutes of daily meditation could serve to significantly alleviate anxiety. This same study also showed that mindfulness meditation was also effective in treating depression and physical pain.

Mindfulness techniques and meditation played a monumental role in helping me ultimately eliminate my panic attacks for good, but I was still experiencing chronic fatigue, brain fog, mild depression, and digestive issues. I also began to notice that many of my meditation teachers, while completely at ease and content in mind, were unhealthy in body. It made me wonder, What good is a healthy mind without a healthy body? And vice versa. And that led me to the last piece in my healing puzzle—the gut—which, I discovered, is where both healthy minds and healthy bodies are made.

No amount of exercise or meditation can make up for a lousy, nutrient-poor diet. I would even go so far as to say that no single factor has a bigger impact on our physical and mental health than the food we put in our body. In his book The Mind-Gut Connection, Dr. Emeran Mayer writes that gut issues are more common than we think. In fact, nearly 15 percent of the United States population suffers from them. The problems include irritable bowel syndrome, chronic constipation, indigestion, and heartburn, all of which fall into the category of brain-gut disorders. Most important, Dr. Mayer writes that new studies point to the gut’s influence on our emotions, pain sensitivity, relationships, and even our decisions. He writes, “As incredible as this may sound, your gut microbes are in a prime position to influence your emotions, by generating and modulating signals the gut sends back to the brain. Thus, what starts as an emotion in the brain influences your gut and the signals generated by your microbes, and these signals in turn communicate back to the brain, reinforcing and sometimes even prolonging the emotional state.”3

When I was diagnosed with panic disorder, I was eating a primarily vegetarian diet, but I was what you might call a “junk food vegetarian.” I consumed loads of inflammatory foods, such as processed sugar, bread, pasta, and dairy. I would soon learn that many of the foods I was eating were contributing to my anxiety and overall health issues. I began taking courses in nutrition and earned my plant-based nutrition certification from Cornell University. I also began working with a naturopath, a functional medicine doctor, and a nutrition coach. I read every book and took every course on gut health and nutrition I could find.

I had long heard that our gut effectively acts as a second brain, but was shocked to learn that more than 95 percent of our body’s serotonin, a crucial brain neurotransmitter and mood balancer, is actually produced in the gut. By eliminating common foods that promote inflammation and have been connected with gastrointestinal distress, mood disorders, and a host of other health issues and adding gut-healing, mood-boosting foods to our diets, we can begin to take control of our mental health and physical well-being without having to reach for a bottle of pills.

How to Use This Book

I have divided this book into four parts. The first part, “Understanding Trauma,” clearly defines trauma, identifies the causes and symptoms of trauma, and lays out the physical and emotional impact unresolved trauma can have on our lives. It also provides an overview of the latest neuroscience research coming out of the trauma field to help you understand how trauma works on a neurobiological level. You will see how trauma quite literally changes the brain, altering the balance of our autonomic nervous system and shaping our behavior, reactions, and relationships—often to devastating effect.

While it may be tempting to skip over this information and jump right into the movement, mindfulness, and nutrition practices in the following chapters, I strongly urge you to spend some time in this first section. Understanding the nature of trauma creates critical awareness that helps heal shame, dismantle self-blame, and lay the foundation for healing to unfold.

One of the biggest obstacles in healing trauma is shame. Shame disrupts our ability to connect with others and form healthy relationships and prevents us from leading healthy, meaningful, and fulfilling lives. According to Brené Brown—best-selling author, prominent shame researcher, and one of my personal heroes—“Shame corrodes the very part of us that believes we are capable of change.”4 Shame perpetuates the lie that we are alone in our darkness. It makes us feel dirty and unworthy of belonging and connection. Before we can truly begin to feel healthy and whole in mind, body, and spirit, we must tackle shame. The first part of this book will help you understand that some of your most shame-producing negative behaviors and emotional responses are not under your conscious control.

In part II of the book we delve into how important our physical body is to the healing process. This section details why traditional talk therapy might have failed you in the past and explains why a better approach to healing begins with the body. I share the latest scientific research about why yoga in particular (as compared to other movement modalities) is being used effectively in the treatment of PTSD and reveal powerful stories of healing and transformation from clients I have worked with firsthand.

We then begin the work of creating safety within your own body as I give the exact exercises I offer to my clients and in my therapeutic trainings, so you can begin befriending your body and taking back control of your life. You’ll learn exercises to help shake off anxiety in under five minutes, promote restful sleep, bolster self-worth, release anger, increase energy to combat chronic fatigue, and more. These movements are most effectively used on a consistent basis, but you can also use them on an as-needed basis.

The movements I share blend together the soothing fluidity and mindfulness of yoga with empowering elements of martial arts techniques like tai chi and qigong. The martial arts influence is a unique and crucial component of this book that will provide you with an additional sense of agency, empowerment, and self-confidence.

In part III we examine how mindfulness literally rewires your brain. I show exactly why meditation is one of the most effective methods to reduce stress and create greater emotional well-being. I guide you through the science of mindfulness, sharing how meditation literally changes our brain for greater focus, self-control, and emotional regulation and giving simple yet deeply transformative techniques to start your own home meditation practice. These techniques include specific meditations for a variety of common challenges, including releasing anger, befriending fear, relieving anxiety and depression, and overcoming both physical and emotional pain. This section also helps you develop mindfulness skills to combat stress, ease anxiety, eliminate panic attacks, and create the ability to self-regulate. As with the movement portion of this book, these meditation and mindfulness practices are most effectively used on a consistent basis, but you may also reach for them as needed, in whatever amount of time you have available.

In part IV we learn why all health starts in the gut and how the food choices you’ve been making might be secretly sabotaging your physical health and mental well-being. I share a list of common food culprits that have been linked to inflammation, mood disorders, and a range of other issues, including bloating, brain fog, fatigue, acne, and more, and introduce you to feel-good foods and natural supplements that have been shown to boost energy, alleviate anxiety, regulate mood, and fuel the body. Finally, I offer more than twenty-five simple, delicious, and nutritious recipes, created in partnership with my dear friend Elise Museles, a nutrition expert, certified holistic health coach, and certified eating psychology coach, and the author of the book Whole Food Energy.

The tools in this book put the power of healing into your own hands and are meant to help you find immediate relief from symptoms of anxiety, depression, and trauma. However, it’s also important to understand that the information and practices here are not intended to diagnose, treat, or assess any kind of physical, mental, emotional, or psychological condition, disorder, or disease. Professional therapy and/or psychiatric care is recommended in cases of severe trauma or if you have been diagnosed with any of the following mental health conditions: bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, multiple personality disorder, PTSD, or clinical depression. If you are currently on medication for depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, or any kind of anxiety disorder, always consult your doctor, psychotherapist, or mental health counselor before making any changes to dosages or prescriptions. And understand that while the practices in this book may ultimately help you move toward a natural, drug-free life, they are not intended as a replacement nor should they be used as a substitution for any medication you are currently taking.

Over time, adopting these practices into a consistent lifestyle will create the most dramatic and lasting transformation. The tools in this book are not a magical overnight cure for PTSD, depression, or anxiety, and I certainly can’t and won’t promise you a time-stamped guarantee for your personal trauma resolution. Healing from trauma is unique to each individual, and there is no one-size-fits-all cure. But I do know from personal experience that when you’re struggling to get out of bed under the weight of depression or are in the throes of a panic attack, simply surviving the next five minutes, let alone the next twenty-four hours, can feel like a lifetime.

So, while there are no timelines in this book, what you will find are quick tips for everything from calming breathing techniques to 5-minute stress-busting movement exercises to dietary interventions and even on-the-spot stress-reducing olfactory strategies (like sniffing a lemon!) that you can implement whenever anxiety strikes.

I remember forking over $200 to a top-rated cognitive behavioral therapist when I was at the height of my panic disorder, only to have him tell me that it would take a minimum of ten sessions over a period of a few months to find even the most minimal relief. I left his office in tears. Unnecessarily, I might add, because as you will see, there most definitely are some tricks that will offer temporary relief.

This book is designed to support you moment to moment when you need it the most while simultaneously helping you craft long-term strategies to achieve your greatest health and well-being. Take what you need from this book; use what works for you and discard what doesn’t. No single modality is a complete cure. The Courage to Rise takes an integrated approach to empower you with the knowledge and tools from a variety of healing modalities to take control of your own healing and create dramatic shifts in your energy, mood, and resiliency.

Let’s get started.
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Part I

Understanding Trauma
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Chapter 1

Trauma Is More Common Than You Think

How can I be substantial if I do not cast a shadow?

I must have a dark side also if I am to be whole.

—C. G. Jung

As the rest of the world celebrated the impending new year, lighting fireworks and popping champagne corks to ring in 1988, I clutched my legs tightly against my chest. I was sitting on the roof of my family’s car in my hometown of Kailua, Oahu, watching the floodwaters rise higher and higher. Just five years old at the time, I had done what little I could to secure those things I loved, which didn’t include much more than putting my pet mice in their cage on top of our refrigerator so they wouldn’t drown.

It felt like a race against time as my family’s living room was submerged, our rattan furniture bobbing like rotten apples in the murky brown water. Huddled together with my family shivering in the dark, I plugged my ears in a futile attempt to block out a cacophony of car alarms wailing as their wires short-circuited. Scariest of all was the look of palpable panic that registered on my parents’ faces as we anxiously awaited the arrival of the boat that would rescue us.

It wasn’t until many years later, when I started working with a trauma therapist as an adult, that I understood the significance of the flood and the impact it had on my life, my patterns, and my relationships. When I was only five years old, the flood taught me that I wasn’t safe in my own home. This sense of impending danger would be reinforced one night a few years later when I watched in horror as an intruder’s shadowy hand reached through my window. It was drilled into me yet again a few years after that, when I awoke to a strange man standing over me, watching me as I slept.

My personal experience of danger was compounded by exposure to secondhand trauma everywhere I turned. Thankfully, violence was not a part of my direct experience with my mother and father as a child, but it existed on the periphery of my family tree. At a very young age, I became aware of the horrifying number of ways in which the world wasn’t safe for the people I loved. I didn’t have to look far to see the devastating effects of domestic violence, molestation, addiction, and mental health conditions.

“Scared animals return home, regardless of whether home is safe or frightening,” writes leading trauma researcher Bessel van der Kolk.1 One of the more perplexing hallmarks of trauma is that it leads people back into abusive households and dangerous situations, despite the inevitable harm that awaits. Feeling safe was foreign to me, so I, like so many other traumatized people, unconsciously reached for what was familiar. In my adult life, this manifested as choosing abusive men as my partners. Not surprisingly, my home was never safe. My life consisted of one volatile situation after another that often erupted into violence with little warning.

Unresolved trauma can manifest itself in a variety of physical, mental, and emotional ways, and often the symptoms show up years later. My symptoms as a child included hyperarousal—increased heart rate, sweaty palms, racing thoughts, nightmares, and hypervigilance. I was also excessively shy and had a difficult time expressing my emotions. In adulthood, after I accumulated even more notches on my trauma belt, these symptoms manifested as debilitating panic attacks, severe anxiety, agoraphobia, abrupt mood swings (crying uncontrollably, anger, and rage, followed by feelings of deep shame and low self-worth), fatigue, and mild depression.

I never connected my volatile mood swings, chronic fatigue, digestive issues, anxiety, or depressive thoughts with any of my past trauma. Like many people who have experienced trauma, I had little awareness of the insidious ways that trauma was impacting my health and well-being. Instead, I internalized everything and blamed myself for being a colossal train wreck of a human being.

The truth about trauma is that we’ve all experienced it. No one is spared. And while it may have only minor effects on some, it can have a devastating impact on others. The first step in reclaiming our lives is recognizing that we are wounded.

Healing Our Wounds

The wound is the place where the light enters you.

—Rumi

Trauma comes from the Greek word for “wound.” Like all wounds, trauma inevitably leaves behind a scar. When the body experiences a physical wound, even something minor like a small cut or burn, scarring is part of the body’s natural healing response. Some scars are jagged, discolored, indented, or raised. Others are faded, and some leave no visible trace at all. But regardless of the physical evidence left behind, a fundamental reorganization of tissue occurs at the site of the wound. In the smallest or deepest way, we are forever changed.

It is the same with trauma. We all experience trauma at some point in our lives. Some traumatic experiences leave behind physical scars, while others leave behind emotional scars. If we’re lucky, these scars will fade into the background, serving as nothing more than a distant reminder of something that happened in the past, but that no longer holds any power over our present. But for others, the pain is like a fresh wound that never scabs over.

If your wounds are still open, know this: by nature, wounds are designed to heal. Healing is messy and not always linear, but it is also what our bodies do best. I once told a therapist that I wished I could go back in time to who I was before all of the bad decisions and traumatic memories. She told me there was no going back. There was only moving forward into who I was always meant to become.

Your trauma will change you, but it doesn’t have to define you. If you allow it, your trauma can grant you your greatest courage and reveal to you your deepest strength. As one of my beautifully brave students said about her own journey of healing from abuse, “My memories do not need to hold me prisoner, and there are tools out there that can resolve our traumas and show others how to heal from theirs. Trauma is not merely an ocean to drown in, but a current that shepherds us to shore.”

What Is Trauma?

Trauma is generally defined as an event that is life-threatening or psychologically devastating to the point where a person’s ability to cope is overwhelmed. Many psychotherapists refer to trauma as “anything that is too much, too soon, or too fast for our nervous system to handle.”2

Trauma has been around for as long as humans have walked the earth. Survival of the fittest had us fighting off saber-toothed tigers and warring with neighboring clans. But PTSD wasn’t officially introduced into the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) until 1980. In its original inclusion, the American Psychiatric Association described trauma as being “outside the range of usual human experience.” However, human history and simple statistics reveal that, unfortunately, trauma is not rare at all. In fact, about 60 percent of men and 50 percent of women experience at least one trauma in their lives.3 Women are more likely to experience sexual assault and child sexual abuse. A staggering one in three women in the United States experiences some form of physical violence by an intimate partner in her lifetime.4 Twenty-four people per minute are victims of rape, physical violence, or stalking by an intimate partner in the United States, and more than 15 million children witness violence in their homes each year.

Men are more likely to experience accidents, physical assault, combat, or disaster, or to witness death or injury. The National Center for PTSD reports that, depending on the service era, roughly 11 to 30 percent of combat veterans will have PTSD in their lifetime.5 In the general population, seven or eight out of every one hundred people will experience PTSD at some point in their lives.

We tend to think of trauma as occurring when we directly experience a frightening or life-threatening event, but trauma can also result from witnessing an event occurring to others, repeated exposure to dangerous or traumatic situations (as is the case with first responders), or learning that a traumatic event happened to a relative or friend. In addition to PTSD, secondary traumatic stress (STS) is a real phenomenon that affects individuals who are exposed to other people’s trauma. It often impacts people in professions that deal with trauma on a daily basis, such as counselors, nurses, and first responders, but it can also affect those whose friends or family members are victims of trauma.

The effects of secondhand trauma can mimic the symptoms of PTSD, including hypervigilance, intense fear, avoidance of public places, angry outbursts, nightmares, and more. Whether we are exposed to trauma directly or indirectly, powerful feelings such as fear, helplessness, despair, disconnection, isolation, rage, and shame can flood our system, altering our perception of our own worth, value, and purpose in the world.

Causes of Trauma

When most people think of trauma, obvious causes come to mind, such as war; severe emotional, physical, or sexual abuse; neglect, betrayal, or abandonment during childhood; experiencing or witnessing violence; rape or sexual assault; and major injuries or illness. But trauma can also occur as a result of seemingly ordinary events, leading to symptoms that can greatly alter our sense of being in the world, creating frustration, loss of connection, self-blame, and shame.

One of my yoga clients described moving a lot with her family as a child. As an adult, she dealt with attachment and codependency issues. A therapist later helped her realize that every time she moved, she experienced it as a deep loss. She was constantly leaving behind meaningful friendships, relationships, possessions, places, and people.

When the root cause is not readily apparent, many people blame themselves for their anxiety, depression, anger, fear, or addiction issues and determine that they’re either “crazy” or that “something is wrong” with them. Connecting the dots and normalizing symptoms that make us feel less than human as a natural effect of traumatic stress can be a powerful breakthrough moment for people. Trauma affects us on a neurobiological level and quite literally changes our brain. It hijacks our nervous system, increases stress hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol, and bypasses our neocortex (our “higher thinking” brain), affecting our ability to make clear decisions, create healthy connections, and form safe relationships in the world. Vital structures in the brain are altered by trauma, impairing memory function and creating an inability to distinguish between past and present. As Bessel van der Kolk says, “Trauma results in the fundamental reorganization of the way mind and brain manage perceptions. It changes not only how we think and what we think about, but also our very capacity to think.”6

This is important information to understand, because knowing that traumatic stress symptoms are not a character defect or a sign of weakness is what creates the fertile soil for healing to begin.


Chapter 2

How Trauma Works

One of the greatest roadblocks to healing trauma is that the source often remains out of sight. Without a context for understanding our symptoms, it can be difficult to know what steps to take.

However, when we can bring an inherited or early life trauma into view, we can begin to disentangle from patterns of reliving.

—Mark Wolynn

Trauma of any nature can interfere with an individual’s ability to live their best life. Trauma affects everyone differently. The same event can have a subtle effect on one person and a catastrophic effect on another. Yet some therapists differentiate between Trauma “with a big T” versus trauma “with a little t.”

Trauma with a Big T

According to the DSM, Trauma with a big T is a major traumatic event that classifies as a “stressor” in making a clinical diagnosis for PTSD. These major stressors include exposure to death, threatened death, actual or threatened serious injury, or actual or threatened sexual violence. This can include:


	Physical or sexual assault

	Experiencing war or combat stress

	Experiencing or witnessing an act of terrorism

	Experiencing or witnessing rape, sexual assault, physical assault, violence, mugging, or violent robbery

	Natural disasters like fires, tornadoes, hurricanes, tsunamis, floods, or earthquakes

	Serious accidents like a car or plane crash

	Life-threatening illnesses or injuries



Trauma with a Little t

Less obvious causes of trauma can have an equally devastating impact on the lives and well-being of the people who experience them. Nonetheless, they are often overlooked as a valid source of distress by both the individual who has experienced the event and professional therapists, precisely because these occurrences don’t seem out of the ordinary. Some of these causes of little-t trauma include:


	Childhood neglect or abandonment

	Bullying

	Betrayal and infidelity

	Experiencing repeated moves and relocations (as is the case with many military families)

	Experiencing the death or loss of a family member or friend

	Experiencing the death or loss of a pet

	Unemployment or prolonged financial stress

	Divorce

	Chronic illness

	Hospitalization

	Surgical or invasive medical or dental procedures, including the use of general anesthesia

	Exposure to extreme temperatures (for example, a child being locked in a hot car or left outside in freezing temperatures)

	Having or adopting a child

	Prenatal or birth stress

	Conflict with siblings, parents, children, significant others, friends, employers, or coworkers

	Legal issues



Little-t trauma often has a cumulative effect. Whether multiple little t’s are experienced successively over a short period of time or accumulated over a lifetime, they can overwhelm an individual’s ability to emotionally process, self-regulate, and cope. These types of trauma are often accompanied by shame or denial of their importance and reluctance to seek help or receive support.

Unfortunately, trauma of any kind has a stigma attached to it. Even when we’ve been exposed to notable trauma, many people have resistance to labeling an event as “traumatic.” It’s as if we think experiencing trauma somehow soils or weakens us. Curiously, others distance themselves from trauma because they don’t feel their experience was catastrophic enough compared to someone else’s trauma.











RECONNECTING WITH OUR FELT SENSE

Jenny is a regular yoga student of mine who works as a licensed clinical social worker. She completed a Purple Dot Yoga Project trauma-informed Yoga Teacher Training program I co-led to help supplement her work with her clients. Throughout the course of this training, Jenny unconcealed her own trauma.

            I considered yoga as something deeply personal, but trauma as something outside of me. I didn’t know what it would feel like to blend the two. In my work, I bear witness daily to the painful experiences of my clients but never considered my own trauma history. I have a relatively healthy relationship with both of my parents and felt adored and safe through my childhood. I’ve never experienced interpersonal violence or PTSD symptoms. For me, that meant that I had it pretty good and had no right to claim trauma as mine. When I started this training, I thought of myself as an outsider looking in on the traumas of others.

                  During the training, we had opportunities to consider our individual histories through various prompts and exercises. I didn’t think I had much to share. However, on the third day of the training, I found myself returning to September 11. At the time, I was a junior at a high school just blocks away from the World Trade Center. After school, my friends and I frequented the shopping mall at the Towers. Even as I shared this with the group, I found myself listing the ways that 9/11 wasn’t as bad for me as it was for some of my friends.

                  My first-period classroom was on a lower floor, which meant that we didn’t see the first building fall from our windows. Because my homeroom was on the ground floor, I was enlisted to set up folding tables for a triage center while other classmates were evacuated to the West Side Highway. They saw the second tower fall, and I was spared.

                  Because of these details, I’ve always been resistant to consider 9/11 a personal trauma. And yet, as I shared this story out loud in the group, I felt—and still feel—a tightness in my throat and tears in my eyes. Through the course of the training, I realized my body reacted when I heard someone speak about that day; I grew tense and my fingers started to tingle. This was a trauma that I was carrying deep within, and because I was comparing it to the experiences of others, I was resistant to naming it.

                  The power of identifying this in myself has impacted me both personally and professionally. The training truly helped to heal some of the wounds of my personal trauma. I stopped comparing and felt part of a shared experience. This training has shifted the way I think about and define trauma, increasing my empathy and understanding of the different appearances of trauma. I know this will change the way I approach and relate to my clients.



Jenny was able to tune into her “felt sense,” tracking her emotions and sensations back to her experience on September 11. Deepening our connection to our felt sense allows us to understand where trauma lives in our bodies and how it manifests in symptoms like chronic tension, shortness of breath, or numbness. Trauma can disconnect us from our capacity to feel. Reestablishing our connection to what we are feeling is one of our most potent tools for healing.









Identifying Our Own Traumas

As you read through the lists of potential big-T and little-t traumas, did anything hit home? Did anything on the lists create a visceral reaction in your body or trigger a memory from the past? Read through the lists again and pay close attention to any physiological reactions in your body, including elevated heart rate or respiration, sweaty palms, or muscle tension. Notice any mental reactions, such as wanting to dismiss any of the things on the lists above as common or unworthy of a traumatic stress response.

A therapist I once worked with asked me to write out a list of all my traumas from birth to present day. Initially, all I could come up with was my experience of intimate partner violence. She asked me to dig deeper. I never once considered how so many other seemingly innocuous events in my life had slowly chipped away at my physical and emotional well-being. My list ended up being pages long, providing me a with a startlingly clear blueprint of all the ways trauma had shaped my life, my relationships, my patterns, my thoughts, and my actions.

If you’ve experienced one or more of the items mentioned in this chapter, it does not mean you have PTSD. In fact, most people who experience a traumatic event will not develop the disorder.

Before we go any further, this seems like a good place to mention that I’m not particularly fond of the word disorder, nor am I a fan of the widespread use of psychiatric diagnoses as defined by the DSM. While diagnostic labels can be helpful if they create a framework for deeper empathy for what an individual is experiencing and provide a map for how to more effectively guide care, they can also be very stigmatizing and disempowering because they pathologize symptoms as sickness for which only a doctor has the cure.

The truth of trauma is that our suffering can be transformed into wisdom and strength. In many traditional cultures around the world, suffering is a path that leads to spiritual enlightenment. This is not to say we should seek out suffering as a necessary means for awakening. Cult leaders and narcissists hiding under the guise of “guru” have long taken advantage of that narrative. It’s instead to say that suffering is part of the human condition. If we can make meaning of our suffering, we can access a deeper purpose and power. As psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl writes in his book Man’s Search for Meaning, “For what then matters is to bear witness to the uniquely human potential at its best, which is to transform a personal tragedy into a triumph, to turn one’s predicament into a human achievement.”1 What profound shifts might occur if we reframed trauma not as something that breaks people, but as something that can truly make people? But I digress.

After a traumatic event, there is a normal window of time and a normal set of stress-related responses that most people experience and ultimately move through. However, in the case of unresolved trauma, these stress responses can become programmed as our default mode, rather than onetime defense strategies to help protect us from harm. The smallest of stressors can make us feel like our world is collapsing. When our stress hormones are running the show, it becomes dangerously easy to shape a belief of ourselves as unstable and unfit to be a loving partner, a responsible parent, or a productive part of society. Unresolved trauma of this nature can lead to a diverse range of symptoms that may show up immediately or years down the road.

Symptoms of PTSD

There are four main categories of symptoms present in individuals with PTSD: intrusion, avoidance, hyperarousal, and negative changes in beliefs and feelings.

Intrusion

Intrusion symptoms refer to a visceral experience of reliving the event. Memories no longer become locked in a vault labeled “the past.” Instead, they can come flooding back at any moment, creating the same feelings of terror and hopelessness that were present during the original trauma.

Common intrusion symptoms include nightmares or flashbacks. Intrusion symptoms can often be triggered by a sound, sight, or smell that causes you to relive an event in the past. For example, the sound of fireworks going off on the Fourth of July might trigger a traumatic memory of being back in an active war zone. Even though there’s no danger in sight, a combat veteran’s nervous system may still react with the same cascade of stress hormones as it would if he or she were under attack.

Avoidance

Avoidance refers to the act of avoiding certain situations, places, or people that remind you of a traumatic experience. After I got out of my abusive relationship, I avoided parks that my partner and I had frequented, restaurants where we’d celebrated birthdays or anniversaries, and even movie theaters, because they triggered traumatic memories. Familiar sights and sounds would flood my body with intense fear, hopelessness, and shame.

Avoidance can seem like a good strategy to keep traumatic memories at bay in the short term, but over time your world begins to shrink as the list of places, people, and activities you once enjoyed drastically diminishes. Avoidance can also manifest as an unwillingness to speak about, think about, or seek help for a traumatic experience.

Hyperarousal

Hyperarousal symptoms may show up as feeling jittery, easily startled, or always on edge. You might feel irritable, agitated, angry, or aggressive without warning or major provocation. Hyperarousal can also affect your sleep and impair your ability to concentrate and focus on tasks throughout the day.

Hyperarousal was one of my primary and most disruptive symptoms of trauma. I would experience uncontrollable outbursts of rage that would leave me feeling shameful and “bad.” At times, my anger felt like an out-of-body experience. I would wonder, Who is this crazy person screaming at the top of her lungs? I also experienced major bouts of insomnia and would jolt awake at any small noise in the middle of the night, my entire body tense and ready to fight off an imaginary attacker. My heart constantly felt like it was about to beat out of my chest, and it would sometimes take hours for my nervous system to settle back down.

Negative Changes in Beliefs and Feelings

The final hallmark category of symptoms in PTSD is negative changes in beliefs and feelings. Trauma affects how we view the world and ourselves. It distorts our ability to see our own goodness and worth. Individuals with PTSD often believe they are “bad” at their core and are distrustful of themselves and others. The world is viewed as a dangerous place, and relationships do not feel safe. Negative self-talk is the overriding narrative, and positive emotions like joy and love may feel completely foreign. One woman who suffered from multiple abuses and inherited family trauma expressed it to me in this way: “I have no spark to get up in the morning. I have no desires, I have no goals, no sensations of love. I’m a shell. And the more I try to fix it, the emptier I feel.”

Other Symptoms of Trauma

In my personal work, most, if not all, of the clients who reach out to me seeking a holistic antidote to their anxiety, panic attacks, or depression have a history of trauma that is revealed along the way. Unresolved trauma can manifest in a variety of physical, mental, emotional, and behavioral ways. Often, the symptoms show up years later and have a devastating impact on the lives of those affected. As Peter A. Levine, trauma researcher, psychologist, and creator of the Somatic Experiencing method, notes:

Trauma is about a loss of connection—to ourselves, to our bodies, to our families, to others, and to the world around us. This loss of connection is often hard to recognize, because it doesn’t happen all at once. It can happen slowly, over time, and we adapt to these subtle changes sometimes without even noticing them. These are the hidden effects of trauma, the ones most of us keep to ourselves. We may simply sense that we do not feel quite right, without ever becoming fully aware of what is taking place; that is, the gradual undermining of our self-esteem, self-confidence, feelings of well-being, and connecting to life.2

Physical Symptoms of Trauma

Trauma can announce itself through the presence of a variety of physical symptoms. Following is a list of some of the main culprits that show up in our physical bodies to warn us of trauma:


	Chronic pain

	Chronic fatigue

	Muscle tension, joint pain

	Headaches, migraines, neck and back pain with no known cause

	Autoimmune disorders

	Thyroid conditions

	Skin disorders

	Digestive issues, such as bloating, irritable bowel syndrome, spastic colon, celiac disease, and GERD

	Loss of appetite

	Eating disorders

	Insomnia

	Nightmares, night terrors

	Flashbacks, intrusive memories

	Panic attacks

	Hyperarousal, racing heart, trouble breathing, nervous sweating

	Hypervigilance, always being “on edge” or “on guard,” jumpy, easily startled

	Hyperactivity

	Hyperventilation

	Hypersensitivity to noise and light

	Lacking physical sensation, feeling numb

	Loss of sex drive



Emotional and Mental Symptoms of Trauma

Trauma may also present itself through a variety of mental or emotional manifestations. The following may be warning signs of traumatization:


	Easily overwhelmed

	Irritable, outbursts of anger

	Abrupt mood swings (crying, rage, frequent anger, despair)

	Anxiety

	Phobias

	Fear of dying

	Emotionally numb

	Hopelessness, despair

	Depression

	Feelings of detachment

	Loneliness, isolation

	Shame, guilt, low feelings of self-worth

	Self-blame or blame of others

	Terror, intense fear

	Grief

	Inability to concentrate and focus, feeling “spaced out,” short attention span

	Difficulty learning new things

	Impaired memory

	Difficulty planning for the future

	Confusion

	Paranoia; frightening, racing, or obsessive thoughts

	Reduced ability to cope with stress

	Suicidal thoughts

	Distrust

	Loss of faith in family, community, relationships, or higher power



Behavioral Symptoms of Trauma

Finally, trauma can sneak through the cracks of our behavior. The following behaviors may actually be symptomatic of traumatization:


	Self-destructive behaviors

	Substance abuse and addictive behaviors (overeating, drinking, smoking)

	Sexual promiscuity

	Self-mutilation

	Antisocial behaviors, social withdrawal

	Violent behavior

	Co-dependency issues

	Avoidance of people, places, conversations, activities, objects, or situations

	Attraction to dangerous situations, people, or activities

	Loss of interest in activities previously enjoyed

	Dissociation, immobility, freeze response

	Obsessive-compulsive behaviors, controlling



Detecting Trauma

While some of these symptoms may present themselves immediately in the aftermath of a traumatic event, others can take years to show up. This gap can create a disconnect between the original cause and the long-term effects, leading to misdiagnosis and mistreatment of symptoms. Sadly, misdiagnosis often occurs in cases of children diagnosed with “behavioral issues.”

Trauma is typically classified into two main types: shock trauma and complex trauma. Shock trauma refers to a single unexpected event that overwhelms the nervous system and normal coping mechanisms of the body, triggering feelings of intense fear, a sense of helplessness, and loss of control. Examples of shock trauma include some of the big-T traumas, such as sexual assault, violent crimes, natural disasters, and automobile accidents.

Complex trauma, on the other hand, is characterized by the experience of and exposure to multiple, chronic, and prolonged traumatic events, often of an interpersonal nature, such as abuse or severe neglect. Complex trauma often begins early in life within a child’s primary caregiving system and interferes with the child’s ability to form secure attachments, impairing healthy cognitive, emotional, physical, and social development.

Childhood Trauma and the ACE Study

From 1995 through 1997, Kaiser Permanente and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention surveyed more than seventeen thousand adults in one of the largest scientific research studies of its kind to understand the relationship between childhood trauma and the risk for physical disease and mental health issues in adulthood. The study, known as the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study, identified ten “ACEs” or areas of childhood trauma:




	Psychological abuse

	Physical abuse

	Sexual abuse

	Emotional neglect

	Physical neglect

	Loss of a parent (for any reason)

	Mother treated violently

	Substance abuse

	Mental illness

	Criminal behavior in the household



The study determined that ACEs are strongly related to the development of risk factors for disease, addiction issues, mental health issues, and risky behavior. They are even a predictor for early death. As the number of ACEs a child is exposed to increases, so does the risk for the following behaviors and physical and mental health crises:


	Severe obesity

	Diabetes

	Depression

	Suicide attempts

	Sexually transmitted diseases

	Heart disease

	Liver disease

	Cancer

	Stroke

	Broken bones

	Smoking

	Alcoholism and alcohol abuse

	Poor work performance and missed work

	Financial stress

	Risk for intimate partner violence

	Multiple sexual partners

	Unintended pregnancies

	Early initiation of sexual activity

	Adolescent pregnancy

	Risk for sexual violence

	Poor academic achievement



The study showed that almost two-thirds of participants reported at least one ACE, and more than one in five reported three or more ACEs, demonstrating that childhood trauma is far more pervasive than ever imagined. People with six or more ACEs died nearly twenty years earlier on average than those without any childhood trauma.3

The ACE study serves as a cautionary tale about the devastating impact unresolved childhood trauma can have on an individual’s life trajectory. It can also serve as the impetus to create a greater societal understanding of and support network for trauma survivors so that they can find healing and reclaim their lives.
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