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			Some parts of this book have been altered in varying degrees, for various purposes. This book is not intended as a substitute for medical or psychological advice from professionals.

		

		
			Introduction

			On some level, albeit often a subconscious one, people realize that their bodies and minds are intricately connected. Look no further than yoga or Pilates. Often, people begin these practices based on the physical results they want to achieve. But if they stick with them for long enough, something starts to change. You will often hear practitioners talk about how the physical movement “alleviates stress” or “eases their mind.” This is not a coincidence. It’s the mind-body connection at work. What these people are actually experiencing is the dawning understanding that we don’t handle stress in our heads, for as much as Western society treats stress as a cognitive issue. In truth, healing and balance require bringing the body into the process.

			Psychological stress is held and manifests in our physical body. It’s important to understand this, because in this day and age the vast majority of us are experiencing increasing levels of stress as the world becomes a little bit faster every single day. As more mental health issues crop up, people are beginning to understand that the things we’re currently doing, including different types of talk therapy, don’t offer the complete solution. Even insurance companies are starting to acknowledge this by contributing to alternative therapies and preventative care.

			Since you picked up this book, you may very well be in the same position that so many of my clients find themselves in: you’ve tried all of the traditional routes to resolve psychological stress and trauma, yet you are still in the thick of it. Perhaps you’ve tried therapy or even medication and you still feel anxious or dysregulated. Maybe you feel like your body and brain are moving in different directions. If so, you’re not alone.

			We are told that psychological issues are resolved in our head—that it’s a cognitive process. As a Somatic Experience therapist, I couldn’t disagree more. Have you ever heard the phrase “We hold our issues in our tissues?” It’s something like that. To feel less stress, more connection, more joy, and more healed, we have to bring our bodies into the equation. That’s where the answers lie, and that is the missing link.

			How You Got Here

			Most people go to talk therapy because they want their life to feel different somehow. They want to feel more comfortable, more connected to the people and world around them and to themselves. They want to feel safer.

			Through the process of talk therapy, we dig around and try to understand why the things in our lives are the way they are; why we are the way we are. We seek answers for why we act the way we do, why certain things are so difficult, and why we can’t achieve the things in life we want to achieve, such as healthy, loving relationships, a sense of autonomy, or a feeling of fulfillment. We go to talk therapy because we’re curious about ourselves and want to make a change for the better. We want answers.

			All of this is very well intentioned. After all, it’s what we’re told to do when we want to improve our lives and ourselves. Don’t get me wrong: I do believe that talk therapy certainly offers some benefits. However, here is the issue: in the process of digging around for answers, most therapeutic processes end up dredging up our past experiences. And when we talk through those experiences without also dealing with them in an embodied way, talk therapy can actually be counterproductive. We can end up re-traumatizing ourselves rather than healing. Instead of healing, we move into more discomfort—or, at least, our level of discomfort does not diminish. As human beings, our natural instinct is to move away from pain, so very few people actually dive into and resolve the pain that can be brought up in the course of talk therapy.

			We can’t trick our bodies into thinking we’ve dealt with pain and trauma simply by talking through it. We might be able to fool our mind, but we can’t fool our body—and we especially can’t fool our nervous system.

			Processing and expunging the pain and trauma of past experience is like peeling back the layers of an onion. One of the things we must do in this process is to build up resilience. We need to build up a new sense of safety. Without doing these things, we have not resolved the issues we sought out therapy for in the first place.

			There are certain things you can do along the way to help you build up a better sense of safety and connection. For example, I have many clients who have attended various types of healing workshops. For a lot of them, those workshops have been helpful insofar as they have helped create connection and a sense of safety. Both of these things are very important. But they still don’t solve the problem on a root level. They just take care of one layer of it. In order to get to the root of our pain, hurt, and trauma and heal it once and for all, we have to bring our body and nervous system into the process. It’s how we are built as human beings.

			I also have to tell you that there is no quick fix for any of this. Healing is possible, but it takes time. However, I know plenty of people who have spent years and years in talk therapy—I spent fifteen years in it myself—and never found true healing.

			As a society, we have become accustomed to quick fixes and distractions. We can just turn to our phones and listen to a podcast or scroll mindlessly through social media until we have managed to blunt whatever emotion it is that we are trying to avoid. We can look at porn, we can shop, we can play games—we have an enormous toolbox of distractions at our fingertips these days. More than ever before in the history of mankind, we don’t have to sit with our emotions if we don’t want to. Because, let’s be honest, who really wants to sit with some of the more difficult human emotions like grief, anger, and sadness?

			Despite our best intentions, talk therapy can be a distraction too. It distracts us from what we’re feeling. It keeps us focused on trying to solve the problem or level up, so to speak. What it doesn’t do, though, is get to the heart of the issue at hand. It does not hold our hand so that we can safely move through whatever it is we are feeling and get to the other side.

			What Talk Therapy Does and Doesn’t Do

			I wanted to heal long before I actually did. In fact, I spent years and years trying to heal, but I now realize that despite all of my best efforts, I just didn’t have the tools at my disposal to do so. Like so many people, I thought that talk therapy would provide me with all of the answers I needed to understand my pain and behavior and, thus, how to bring an end to both of them. I continued to believe this even after years of continuing talk therapy without any significant changes in my behavior or how I felt.

			I want to be clear that it’s not that I didn’t gain anything out of talk therapy; I did. I learned a lot about how I functioned as a human being. Talk therapy opened my eyes to the fact that I was afraid of setting boundaries, and avoided situations that made me uncomfortable. I tended to shift between over-attaching and detaching to the people in my life. In short, talk therapy gave me a framework through which I could recognize when things weren’t right or when I wasn’t behaving in ways that worked toward my best interests. But it didn’t help me break these habits or maladaptive behaviors. It just made me more aware of them.

			Awareness does help some things. For example, I used to be an emotional eater with disordered eating patterns. Therapy helped me become aware of the fact that I had the tendency to use food as a way of avoiding feelings of loneliness. I started doing this as a kid; when I walked into an empty house, I would immediately go into the kitchen. This behavior continued into my adult life. By then, it was habit.

			Thanks to therapy, as an adult I became aware of and subsequently corrected that behavior. Now, when I walk into an empty house, I don’t allow myself to go into the kitchen first, because I understand that acts as a trigger for me. I changed the behavior and broke the habit. Here’s the thing, though: changing the behavior did not change my nervous system’s reaction to being alone, it just changed my pattern for dealing with that loneliness. It’s the same for all of us. Even if we can change a pattern or behavior through therapy, unless we are dealing with the issue from the bottom up (in other words, by bringing our body into the picture), it will show up elsewhere.

			For me, not walking into the kitchen didn’t change the fact that I felt lonely, couldn’t sleep well, and tried to soothe myself by zoning out and watching mindless television. The root issue was still there, unaddressed. I still felt uncomfortable in my body based on my nervous system’s reaction.

			The other tricky thing about talk therapy is that, by nature, it requires you to keep telling your story over and over and over. This keeps calling upon pain and, furthermore, engrains the story more deeply into your identity. Pain isn’t resolved from the neck up. We hold the trauma of our stories in our entire body, so our pain and trauma have to be resolved systemically in our bodies. Cognitive relief does not help reconnect us to our sensory experience. Just talking about our experiences does not provide us with a sense of mastery or a feeling of completion and safety. Additionally, retelling the story can reactivate our trauma.

			Talk therapy can provide insight and help you understand how your past experiences are impacting your life today. That’s a good thing. These verbal stories may very well lead you to understand the story that is playing out in your body, reiterating its experience in your nervous system. In that way, talk therapy can serve as a useful roadmap. However, talk therapy alone will never be a complete solution.

			Somatic Therapy

			When I found Somatic Experiencing (SE) therapy, I still sometimes found myself feeling anxious and uncomfortable, but I didn’t know what to do to resolve that. I still had difficulty feeling calm and centered in certain moments. Other times, I found myself being reactive, didn’t feel fully connected to myself or others, or present. I noticed that anxiety crept in at times and places when I would have least expected it. For example, no matter how much talk therapy I did, the second I sensed that I wasn’t being heard, I immediately disconnected from the person I was communicating with and went offline. I understood rationally that this behavior wasn’t effective, but I still couldn’t do anything to change it.

			SE is a body-based therapeutic modality that does include talking but utilizes talking as a window in, to track and notice body sensations and experiences. From there, the individual can safely move through the traumatizing experience, thus unsticking the energy from their body in order to heal. SE allowed me to heal, connect with, and build a relationship with myself through my body rather than my brain. In doing this, I was finally able to react to myself, my world, and my experiences in new ways. From there, I began to gain a deeper capacity to stay connected to other people and to the world around me. It allowed me to socially engage so that I could be supported. In the years that have followed, as I have offered this same therapy to my own clients, I have seen them experience similar shifts—shifts that are nothing short of transformative. Shifts that completely eluded them, no matter how many years they dedicated to talk therapy before coming to SE.

			Learning how to experience this sort of connection with self and with others changes everything, and it does so relatively quickly as compared to talk therapy. Whereas I was in talk therapy for twenty years with very little effect, within less than six months I started to notice the difference with Somatic Experiencing. This is because rather than working through my brain, SE addressed something talk therapy never had: my nervous system. This is critical, because our nervous system is way smarter than our brain. No amount of cognitive work is ever going to be able to override what your nervous system is telling you is truth. For example, you can tell yourself that you are comfortable engaging with people, but if anxiety is cropping up in your body every time you engage with another person, how effective is that engagement really going to be? How connected will you actually feel? How safe?

			Whereas I used to be constantly activated and everything always seemed catastrophic before SE, today nothing is. I can flow through life with more fluidity and am not in a constant state of reaction to the world. I don’t feel the need to control things that are beyond my control.

			Of course, I am human, so I still have my moments. But because I am attuned with my body and, specifically, my nervous system, I know when there is too much stimulation and I can’t tolerate it anymore. At that point, I can make the decision to withdraw, rather than engaging in an ultimately unproductive and potentially harmful way.

			I see the same difference I saw in myself in my clients all of the time. Somatic Experiencing helps them to understand their trauma from a new perspective, from the perspective of their body rather than their head. I find that even the act of helping clients understand why their bodies and minds often work in opposition with one another creates a new, safer container in which to heal, and helps to alleviate some of the shame of what they are dealing with. They can begin to let go of some of the whys: “Why do I do this?” “Why am I stuck in this place?”

			Instead, SE gives us permission to notice without judgment. With this understanding, clients can become their own observer and begin to lean into their discomfort in order to ultimately move through it. For as scary as it might sound, as soon as we lean in and let go of the anxiety that often accompanies feeling the pressure to find a solution, the nervous system begins to settle down. As clients become more and more able to lean into their discomfort, they simultaneously build more and more resilience. They begin to understand that it’s okay to feel bad sometimes. It’s human to feel bad sometimes. And, ultimately, allowing yourself to feel bad, rather than using food, drugs, alcohol and other types of destructive avoidance behavior, is not only more productive, but it also offers more freedom and feels better in the long run.

			As time goes by, clients begin to realize that the emotional pain and discomfort that manifests in their body won’t kill them. By simply being there with it and building more resilience rather than trying to avoid or logic their way through it, people ultimately begin to build a deeper relationship with themselves, build more connection, and experience the world in a new way. Their attachments become healthier and the world feels less dangerous.

			Clients often describe the feeling that comes with this as experiencing life in a more comfortable or focused way. Things seem less chaotic, and they feel less stressed. This works equally well and is equally transformative for someone who experiences mild depression and anxiety or someone who is grappling with the effects of PTSD.

			True healing is a journey. There is no quick fix. But as you learn to build resilience and connection to yourself and others throughout the coming pages, you will learn how to incorporate practices into your life that will usher you along this healing path. You will begin to peel back the layers of your pain one by one and, in the process, draw closer to your true self.

			Throughout the course of this book, I invite you to be your own observer. I invite you not to tell your story, but to notice what’s happening in your body right now. That is the first piece of moving out of discomfort and into a freer life.
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			Part One: Understanding the Mind-Body Connection

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			1. My Journey to Healing

			Traditional Western therapy believes in strong boundaries between therapist and client. The underlying reasons for this are straightforward. However, this approach does not allow for a two-way connection. It does not allow patients to understand that their therapists are also human, and that the only difference between the therapist and the client is that the therapist has learned to utilize tools—the same tools they are passing on to the client.

			While I believe that the focus should always remain on the client in a therapeutic setting, I also believe there should be a two-way connection, and that it can be helpful for clients to understand that their therapist is no different from them and has worked through their own share of pain and trauma. In fact, it is from this experiential place that they can counsel. As a clinician, I believe you can only take clients as far as you are willing to go yourself.

			For this reason, I often share the following story with my clients. And then I explain how I was able to get there.

			I tell them that the morning of June 18, 2016 started out just like any other. I woke up super early in the morning and couldn’t fall back asleep, which is not uncommon for me. Giving up on sleep, I got out of bed and walked out to the den. About twenty minutes later, my husband Bill walked in and asked in the sweetest way, “Does anyone need a snuggle?”

			I went running back into the bedroom and, within three seconds of being in my husband’s arms, I fell back asleep until the alarm went off a couple of hours later. When I woke up later that morning, I remember telling Bill, “That was the best snuggle ever!”

			Bill got out of bed and started getting ready for a sailing regatta that he was participating in. It was a few days into the regatta and, at this point in the race, Bill’s boat was winning. He was really excited, despite the fact that his stomach had been hurting him for the past couple of days.

			As Bill continued getting ready to sail, I kissed him goodbye and we both said, “I love you.” I watched him walk into the bathroom as I headed out the door to meet with my cycling group of about twenty people to go for a ride.

			A couple of hours later, I was on my bike and my phone kept ringing. I looked down and saw that I had several missed calls, including calls from both a guy who Bill sailed with and someone from his office. Clearly, people were trying to track me down. My first thought was, “Oh, my God. I hope Bill didn’t get hurt on his boat!”

			“I have to stop,” I shouted out to no one in particular.

			At this point, I don’t even remember who I called back first, but I know that whoever it was told me that Bill had never shown up to the regatta that morning. He also didn’t show up for the breakfast he was supposed to go to before that. I called our apartment and there was no answer. I called our doorman and asked him to go up to our apartment to see if Bill was there.

			By this point, I already knew that Bill was dead. I can’t explain why I knew; I just did. I had had a recurring premonition for the previous six months that he was going to die, despite the fact that I had no logical reason for thinking this. As part of these premonitions, I felt strongly that Bill would die in our apartment in Chicago, and that I wouldn’t be there when it happened. In the past few weeks, these premonitions had taken on a mounting intensity and frequency.

			My last premonition had occurred just the night before, when Bill and I were walking to dinner. I happened to glance back to where Bill was walking behind me. As I looked at him, I saw death in his eyes. I don’t know how to explain it other than that. Also, on that particular night, as we drove down a street we had driven down at least fifty times before, Bill pointed out a building where he had lived with his dad after college. Rarely had Bill talked about his dad, and he had certainly never shown me that building.

			Sure enough, when the doorman entered our apartment, he found Bill lying on the bathroom floor, unresponsive. We did not perform an autopsy for religious reasons, but, piecing things together, I am fairly certain that Bill died of an abdominal aneurysm.

			It took more than an hour to get back to Chicago, but I don’t even remember the Uber ride, except for calling my parents. I was filled with dread at the thought of having to break the news to them, because they loved Bill.

			Dealing with Bill’s Death

			Bill was the love of my life. We got married later in life—just six years before his death at age sixty-five—but I had always expected that Bill and I would have much more time together than we did.

			Still, I never freaked out about Bill’s death. I attribute this to the fact that I had already done so much work on myself and with Bill prior to his death. During our time together, Bill and I were on a mutual, powerful journey of growth, which included SE (and thank God for that!). Now, we are continuing on that journey together; it’s just not the journey we had envisioned.

			I would have never believed it beforehand, but I was able to move through the pain and discomfort of Bill’s death while still remaining connected with the world around me. This, for me, was unprecedented. I had a long history of not allowing people to support me. Probably in large part because of this newfound ability to remain in a state of connection even in a time of despair; I also never lost sight of the fact that, despite the fact that losing Bill was horribly painful, in the long run I was going to be okay.

			While I loved Bill deeply, our relationship was not perfect. We had issues, including the fact that Bill’s moods were often unpredictable, which sometimes made me feel unsafe in the relationship. I also came into the relationship with my own set of anxieties. Before I met Bill, I had spent those fifteen years in therapy, trying to resolve this one issue: the massive amount of fear and anxiety I constantly carried around about losing my parents. Despite all of the therapy, I never grappled with or moved beyond that fear. Instead, when I married Bill the fear transferred onto him. Bill and I were both willing to do the work we needed to do both on our own and as a couple to allow our relationship to thrive, so we began a journey of growth together.

			Although each of our fears are unique, I think there is a common expectation (often subconsciously) that the person who we marry will heal all the pieces of us that are broken. Of course, that doesn’t happen, so then comes disenchantment, often followed by a cycle of attempts at repairing that disenchantment, and perhaps retraumatization.

			Bill and I spent the first couple of years of our relationship retraumatizing one another, with each of us blaming the other for not getting what we needed. Then, finally, we each learned to take responsibility for ourselves. From there, we were able to create a new, far more solid foundation than the one we originally had. We were able to build a safe container for our relationship. Don’t get me wrong, this was challenging. But the beautiful thing is, we were both able to do the work, both together and separately.

			Amazingly, it is because of this work that I was able to deal and heal when my greatest fear was actually realized. I could have blamed Bill for leaving me. I could have disconnected from others and from myself and my own painful feelings. I could have fallen into anxiety. I could have fallen back into destructive habits. At previous points in my life, I would have done all of these things. But this time I didn’t. Even in the midst of the biggest crisis and loss of my life, I was able to remember that my body organically knew what to do and practice what SE taught me. And here’s why: through my work and the practice of SE, I was finally able to get to a place in life and within myself where I felt safe. Once I felt safe, I was able to tolerate the discomfort I experienced around my core issues, including the biggest issue of all: attachment. I was able to process my painful emotions in a way that was productive and healthy. I didn’t try to run or shut down like I always had before. I wasn’t afraid of my own feelings, no matter how devastating they were at certain moments.

			Here is what my life looked like after Bill died. The morning after he died, I distinctly remember thinking, “Oh, my God. This pain is so intense I can barely get out of bed.” Nonetheless, I made a conscious decision to move through that pain and sorrow with the hope that maybe there would be a point when Bill wouldn’t be the first thing I thought about when I got up in the morning. I did not do this by going into a state of shock or numbness. I allowed myself to feel every bit of the pain I was in so that I could allow it to move through me. To do that, I understood that I needed support, both from myself and from others. For the first three months after Bill died, I made sure I had dinner plans every night. I kept myself engaged in and with the world. After a few months, I left Chicago (where Bill’s business had been and where we spent our summers), and returned to our home in Phoenix, where I felt I could better delve into my own work.

			The most important thing to notice here is that none of this means that I didn’t experience the pain of grief.


OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
MOVING

BEYOND
TRAUMA

The Roadmap to Healing from Your Past

ith Ease and Vitality

2L
‘.%{

iving w

and L











OEBPS/image/Lioncrest_FullColor_OnWhite.png
LIODNCREST

PUBLISHING





