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Introduction

Most of our joys and most of our sorrows come from our connections with other people. Just about everyone wants to be in healthy, fulfilling relationships. But how to actually do this, at home and at work, with friends and relatives, with people you like—and perhaps some you don’t? How can you handle conflicts, repair misunderstandings, get treated better, deepen a romantic partnership, be at peace with others, and give the love that you have in your heart?

Many of us feel stuck, even trapped in our relationships. Perhaps with a tricky coworker or a frustrating roommate, a co-parent who won’t do their share, an estranged relative, an overly critical boss, or a spouse who’s drifting away from you. It can seem hopeless.

But here’s the good news: Thousands of scientific studies show that relationships are not given; they are made. This gives us the power to make them better—and I once heard a teaching story that tells us how:

An elder was asked what she had done to become so happy and wise, so loved and respected. She replied: “It’s because I know that there are two wolves in my heart, a wolf of love and a wolf of hate. And I know that everything depends on which one I feed each day.”

You may have heard a version of this story yourself. It is so hopeful! Every day, with what you think and say, you can gradually build up a sense of self-worth, compassion, and confidence inside, while also becoming more relaxed, patient, and effective with others.

As a psychologist, husband, and father—and as someone who was shy and awkward as a kid, and struggled as an adult in some relationships—I’ve learned what makes relationships go badly, and what you can do to make them go better. This book will show you fifty simple, yet powerful ways to communicate effectively in all kinds of settings, stand up for yourself, express your deep feelings, stay out of no-win quarrels, say (and get) what you want, resize relationships as needed, forgive others and yourself, take things less personally, feel truly loved—and much more. It’s the distillation of many years of experience, and it holds everything I would want to give to anyone who wants to know how to grow good relationships, and even great ones.

It usually takes a good deal of time to change the world around you. Inner change can happen a lot faster. You can take the steps that are within your own power to heal old wounds, to find support and happiness in your relationships as they are, and to make them even better. These are the fundamentals of any relationship, and you can apply them in any setting. I’ve focused on their essence in short chapters that rapidly cover a lot of ground, and am sometimes blunt and direct, offering real-world lessons drawn from decades as a psychotherapist with couples and families. I’m writing from my own background—as a white, professional, older man—and will unavoidably leave out important perspectives and issues. Please adapt what I say to your own needs and situations.

In parts one and two, we establish the vital foundation of support for yourself and a warm heart for others. Parts three and four lay the groundwork for dealing with conflicts and challenging people. Part five explores effective communication in detail, including what to do when things get intense. Part six expands the scope of our relationships to our communities, to all of life, and to our whole beautiful world.

Each chapter stands on its own as a complete practice. While the chapters build on each other, it’s fine to jump around to what’s most useful to you at the moment. I’ll occasionally mention research findings, and you can easily find references in my books Hardwiring Happiness and Neurodharma, as well as online. If you come across something you’ve heard me say elsewhere, you can explore it more deeply or skip ahead a bit. In the space here, I haven’t been able to address the important topics of finances, sex, childrearing, cyberbullying, workplace harassment, or the ways that our relationships can be burdened by sexism, racism, and other kinds of prejudice. I use mainly gender-neutral language, such as they or them.

Every day gives us chances to learn and heal and grow. We just keep trying. You can relate to some chapters as aspirational, such as “Say What You Want” (chapter 43) or “Take Care of Your Side of the Street” (chapter 24). What’s important is that you keep moving in a positive direction and don’t feel you have to be perfect.

In these pages, you’ll find many specific things you could do inside your mind or outwardly with other people. For simplicity, I state most of them as instructions—and feel free to ignore the ones that don’t work for you. Some will seem easy and obvious, and others will take more effort and be an ongoing exploration. Find what’s good for you, and it’s fine to leave the rest.

You could read this book on your own, or together with another person to improve that relationship. This book is not therapy, or any substitute for professional treatment of physical or mental health conditions. I’ve tried to write it as if I were talking with a friend about a relationship to explore its key issues and offer ideas and tools that would be immediately helpful. I hope that you get a lot out of reading this book, and that whatever you gain will ripple into the world to benefit other people as well.
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1

Be Loyal to Yourself

Some years ago my friend Norman and I were climbing a route on Fairview Dome in Yosemite National Park. I finished leading a steep pitch, set anchors at a small ledge, and belayed Norman as he came up. Suddenly he popped off a hold and fell backward with his arms flung wide and a shocked expression on his face. His weight yanked me downward but the anchors held and I braked his fall. He looked up with a bemused grin, jammed his hands back in the crack, and kept climbing.

He knew I’d catch his fall, and on another day I knew he’d catch mine. We were loyal to each other, although usually in less dramatic ways. We stayed alert for threats, listened with interest, appreciated wins, and sympathized with losses. He looked out for me and I for him.

Most of us are loyal to some other people. Yet how many of us are loyal to ourselves? How often do you give yourself the same kind of encouragement, support, and respect that you give to others?

In my experience, lots of people have trouble being loyal to themselves, at least in certain areas. Maybe they can stick up for themselves at work but in their personal relationships they feel that somehow they don’t have the right to be on their own side. As a therapist, I’d often meet someone who was pretty unhappy, for understandable reasons, given their life history and current relationships. But they downplayed or dismissed how they felt, as if it were embarrassing or a personal fault. They kind of shrugged at their own pain. They could tell me what they thought they ought to do, but underneath it all they weren’t moved to help themselves actually do it. To move forward despite our inertia and fears, we need a dogged, loyal commitment to our own welfare.

Being loyal to yourself is like being loyal to anyone else. You see the good in that person. You’re a faithful ally, both compassionate and supportive. This stance, applied to yourself, is the foundation of every good action you might take on your own behalf. It’s like a pilot light. If it’s unlit, no amount of “gas”—including the things we’ll explore that could improve your relationships—will make much difference. But when it’s lit, anything is possible. When you’re for yourself, your one wild and precious life—as the poet Mary Oliver put it—matters to you.

Being loyal to yourself doesn’t mean being selfish. When you recognize what is truly best for you, you know that you must give in order to take, that you need to hold others in your heart for your own sake as well as theirs. Wise loyalty is clear-eyed, not blind. In order to help yourself, you need to understand what you could do better next time. (Perhaps in the spirit of Suzuki Roshi’s comment to a group of Zen students: “You are perfect as you are…and could use a little improvement.”) Wise loyalty to yourself sees the big picture and takes the long view—for example, helping you disengage from no-win quarrels with someone.

It feels really good when someone is loyal to you, and you can have much the same feeling when you’re loyal to yourself. Imagine what could shift for the better in your relationships if you were consistently committed to your deep true interests, if you gave yourself emotional support during conflicts, if you had a strong sense of the value of your life each day.

How



A good place to start is to bring to mind the sense of being loyal to someone you care about. What’s this experience like? You might feel warmhearted support and sturdy persistence on their behalf, while having an awareness of that person’s inner being, with its vulnerability and preciousness. Know what it’s like to be loyal to someone.

And then apply this attitude to yourself. You could imagine seeing that person and yourself seated in front of you, and say first to the other person and next to yourself: I am loyal to you…I am going to stick up for you…I think about what’s really best for you…Your life truly matters…What does it feel like to say these things? Are some easy to say to the other person, but hard to say to yourself?

Next, try saying these things out loud and notice how that feels: I’m not against others, I’m simply for myself…My needs and wants matter…I’m determined to do what’s good for myself, even if it’s scary…You could make these general statements specific to particular issues, such as: I am going to stick up for myself at work…My needs and wants matter in this family…I’m going to talk about that argument with my friend, even if it’s scary…Be open to your intuition about what might be emotionally moving and important to tell yourself.

Dealing with Blocks

As you go through this exercise, you’re exploring some of the depths of your own mind. Notice what you find there, especially any hesitations, any sense that you’re not allowed to get on your own side, any feeling that you don’t deserve that kind of support. Blocks to self-loyalty are common, notably:

	Beliefs that it’s somehow “against the rules,” that it’s selfish, unfair, or just wrong.

	Shame, the feeling that you don’t deserve kindness and support, including from yourself.

	A sense of futility, hopelessness, and helplessness; “Why bother since it won’t work out anyway?”

	Dismissiveness, indifference, even cruelty toward parts of yourself.



In the pages to come, we’ll explore many ways to move through blocks like these. Just being aware of them is very helpful. You can be curious about them while not identifying with them. You can recognize where blocks have come from, such as your upbringing, or how other people have treated you. Because we are such social beings, we naturally internalize and do to ourselves what others have done to us, especially during childhood.

You can challenge the beliefs that underpin blocks, with questions like these: Is this actually true? How often does that really happen? If it’s all right for me to be loyal to others, and it’s all right for others to be loyal to me, why would it be wrong for me to be loyal to myself? You can tell yourself what’s true, such as: I couldn’t stop that bully in school, but today I am not helpless and can stand up for myself…What my uncle did was a shame on him, not me; I am not broken, tainted, or unworthy of love.

You can have a sense of disengaging from a block, no longer agreeing with it and reinforcing it, letting it fade, letting it go. Inside your mind, it can be “over there” while the core of you is separated from it. Try telling it that it no longer has power over you; try saying good-bye to it.

Strengthening Loyalty to Yourself

Recall times that you were strong on your own behalf, perhaps once when you had to dig deep to get through a horrible situation or relationship. Try to get a sense, again, of what that strength felt like in order to reinforce it inside yourself. What was the look in your eyes, the expression on your face? Appreciate the ways that you have been loyal to yourself, and recognize their benefits, such as helping you to say something important to one of your parents.

In the present, you can be in touch with the sense of being loyal to yourself. Explore it as you experience it, including the feeling of it in your body. Notice things that are meaningful and important for you in being on your own side. Enjoy it! Open to the sense of being for yourself, and let it sink in, all the way in.

You can make a sacred commitment to yourself that you won’t let yourself down. That you will keep faith with yourself. Not placing yourself above others, nor placing yourself beneath them. You can respect yourself, and stand by and for and with yourself at each step down the long road of life.
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2

Let Be, Let Go, Let In

Stress is normal. Feeling irritated, hurt, or worried is normal. Childhood casts a long shadow, and past losses and wounds naturally affect us today. Life is a bumpy ride, and the world can look pretty scary. Other people can be disappointing, uncaring, or hostile—and sometimes even worse.

Understandably, we have reactions to all these things. And these reactions are shaped and intensified by the brain’s negativity bias, which makes it like Velcro for bad experiences but Teflon for good ones.

What can we do?

One option is to do nothing, and just be triggered, hijacked, flooded, or frozen. I’ve been there—a lot. Sometimes I’ve been so angry at someone that I lashed out with horrible words, or so hurt that I could hardly move. Besides these intense moments, we can spend much time worrying, rehashing old conversations, or ruminating about resentments. Meanwhile, your mood in general might become chronically anxious, prickly, or blue. It can feel like you’re stuck with your mind as it is.

The other option is to practice with your thoughts and feelings, desires and actions. This means stepping back from them, rather than being swept away by them, and gradually nudging them in a better direction.

I grew up in a loving and decent home, but I was still very unhappy and twisted up inside by the time I left for college. So I’ve needed to do a great deal of practice! Over the years, I found help in clinical psychology, contemplative wisdom, and brain science. Just about everything I’ve learned about practicing with the mind fits into three categories: being with what you’re experiencing, reducing what’s harmful and painful, and increasing what’s helpful and enjoyable. Imagine that your mind is like a garden; you can witness it, pull weeds, and grow flowers. In sum: let be, let go, and let in.

Without practice, we’re helpless in the face of the emotional storms inside. With practice, we have choice, and a path of healing and happiness. Let’s see how to do it.

How



Let Be

First, you can be with your experience as it is, both opening to it and observing it, with acceptance and kindness toward whatever you find. It’s like watching the movie of your mind from twenty rows back, rather than being stuck to the screen. As you be with it, your experience might shift—for instance, the sense of upset might fade—but you’re not trying to influence it directly.

Let’s say that someone has criticized you. You could start by recognizing your various reactions, perhaps noting them simply to yourself, such as: startled…annoyed…how could they say that—it’s unfair!…hurt…wanting to snap back at them. Research shows that just labeling the flotsam and jetsam in the stream of consciousness helps to calm down the “alarm bell” in the brain, the amygdala.

You could be aware of different aspects of your experience, such as sensations of tightening in your belly, or thoughts about why you’re right and they’re wrong. Underneath surface reactions like anger could be softer feelings, such as sadness, perhaps from deeper parts of yourself that were hurt when you were young. You might understand ways that you’re affected by past, even traumatic, events or by current factors, such as financial troubles or ongoing prejudice and bias.

Being able to be with what you’re experiencing is the foundation of all other practices. Sometimes, that’s all you can do: Perhaps you’ve experienced a big shock, or every time you think of a loved one you’ve lost, a deep sense of grief and mourning sweeps through you. And as you heal and grow, more and more you’ll simply be resting in a fundamental underlying sense of resilient well-being as various experiences pass through your awareness.

But being with the mind is not the only way to practice. Sometimes we need to work with it as well. Painful or harmful thoughts, feelings, habits, and desires are based in neural structures and processes that generally don’t change without active efforts to alter them. And anything you’d like to develop inside yourself—from interpersonal skills to general feelings of self-worth, calm, and happiness—will be enhanced by deliberate efforts to produce specific physical changes in your brain.

Just as a bird needs two wings, practicing with your mind requires both being with and working with in order to fly.

Let Go

Let’s say you’ve been with an experience for a few breaths or minutes or even days, and it feels right to start working with it. Perhaps you’re getting flooded by old pain and need to move on from it, at least for now; I’ve emptied my own bucket of tears a spoonful at a time. Or maybe an all-too-familiar reaction has been triggered, and there’s no more value to be had in exploring it.

So you shift into letting go. You’re not resisting your thoughts and feelings, but gently releasing them.

Using the example of someone criticizing you, you could:

	Deliberately relax that tightening in your belly, breathing into it, softening and easing it.

	Challenge some of your thoughts, perhaps by asking yourself questions like these: What’s just not true about the criticism—so I don’t need to worry about that part?…Is any part of the criticism true—so I can make use of that part?…To the thoughts that say I’m stupid or a failure or unlovable, I say: “You’re wrong! In all kinds of ways, I’m actually smart and successful and definitely lovable!”

	Get a sense of your feelings flowing outward and away. Try venting appropriately (with the intention of releasing, not getting more revved up), such as by writing a letter you won’t send or just letting the tears flow for a while. Imagine particular emotions, such as hurt or anger, draining out of you with every exhalation.

	Recognize any desires or plans that are probably not good for you, or for others, such as overreacting in ways you’ll regret later. Tell yourself the reasons they’re not good.

	Disengage from preoccupations with the past, and focus on the present. Imagine that your hand is holding your reactions like stones, and then open it and let them go.



You don’t need to do all these practices! Any one of them might be good, and you’ll find your own natural wisdom about what helps to give you a feeling of release, of lightening and clearing in your mind.

Let In

Then you move into focusing on and strengthening what’s useful and enjoyable. In the garden of the mind, now you’re planting flowers where once were weeds.

For example, if you have been criticized, you could:

	Straighten up a little if you’ve hunched over a bit to protect yourself.

	Name two or three “wise thoughts” to yourself—such as: Everybody makes mistakes, and it’s not the end of the world…Every day, I do many things correctly and effectively…I have really good intentions!—and repeat them, and help yourself believe them.

	Gently invite positive feelings, particularly ones that are a kind of antidote to how the criticism made you feel. Since criticism can feel belittling and rejecting, try to recall the feeling of being with people who appreciate you and make you feel valued.

	Identify any intentions or plans that you want to support in the days to come. Perhaps there’s a good lesson to learn from the criticism—which might include taking a step back from people who don’t treat you well.



As you experience what you’re letting in, stay with it for a breath or longer, getting a sense of it in your body, and being aware of what’s enjoyable or meaningful about it. Doing this will help that experience leave lasting traces behind in your brain. Without those changes in your nervous system, the experience in the moment might have felt good, but afterward there was no learning from it, no healing, no greater skillfulness, resilience, or happiness. Besides experiencing it, you can grow from it, too.

And if you know that it would help you to develop particular inner resources, such as more confidence around other people, you can look for ways to experience that resource and then help it sink deeply into you, becoming a part of you that’s with you wherever you go. (For more about the practical neuroscience of “taking in the good,” please see my book, Hardwiring Happiness.)

In the Garden of the Mind

When something is stressful or painful, there is a natural rhythm that often flows from letting be to letting go and then to letting in. But if it’s especially upsetting, such as stirring up an old trauma, it could be useful to start by focusing on—letting in—the sense of calm strength or feeling loved by someone, which will help you be with the experience when that feels right. You could imagine that people you care about are with you as you face your pain, and they’re being compassionate, supportive, and encouraging.

As you practice with your mind, you’ll learn many interesting and useful things about yourself. You’ll become more relaxed and effective with others, better able to stay centered during conflicts and recover from upsets. It will be easier to keep your heart open, even when you need to stand up for yourself. You won’t be so affected by things that have happened in the past. You’ll be better able to deal with the unavoidable stresses and injustices of our very imperfect world. Knowing what it’s like to take responsibility for your own mind and to practice with it, you’ll be in a better position—when it’s appropriate—to ask others to do the same.

Practice is usually a matter of small steps over time. So it’s completely doable, even in very tough circumstances. In fact, the worse that a person’s life is, the more valuable it is to practice. Even when the outer world is stuck in a really bad place, you can always heal and grow a little each day inside yourself. Breath by breath, synapse by synapse, you can gradually develop a resilient well-being that’s hardwired into your nervous system.
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Rest in Calm Strength

When I look back on forty years of marriage, raising two kids, and many kinds of relationships with friends, family, coworkers, and others, it’s clear that most of my painful experiences and most of my interpersonal mistakes happened when I was feeling stressed and rattled.

How about you? Would you say much the same thing?

We get stressed and rattled when it feels like an important need is not being met. Grounded in our biology, each of us has a fundamental need to be safe, satisfied, and connected (broadly speaking). When it feels like these needs are being met, the body naturally settles down and repairs and refuels itself. In the mind, there’s often a related sense of calming, thankfulness, and kindness, perhaps in the background of awareness. This is our healthy resting state, which I call the Green Zone. Centered in it, you can be with physical or emotional pain without being invaded or overwhelmed by it. You can handle relationship issues from a place of self-confidence and compassion—even when you have to be assertive.

But when you feel that an important need is not being met, your body kicks into its stress response of fighting, fleeing, or freezing. Meanwhile, depending on the need in question, in your mind there could be a sense of:

	Fear, anger, or helplessness (when you don’t feel physically or emotionally safe).

	Frustration, disappointment, boredom, drivenness, or addiction (when satisfaction feels out of reach).

	Hurt, shame, inadequacy, envy, resentment, or hostility (when you don’t feel connected with others in positive ways).



This is the Red Zone. Sometimes it’s subtle, such as being preoccupied with a hurtful interaction with someone at work. Other times it’s intense, like in the middle of a fight with a partner. Repeated Red Zone experiences, even seemingly mild ones, wear down your physical and mental health. For example, a US surgeon general, Dr. Vivek Murthy, has pointed out that chronic loneliness shortens the average life span about as much as smoking a half-pack of cigarettes a day.

How



To spend more time in the Green Zone and less in the Red, the prescription is simple:

	1.	Develop and use psychological resources, such as grit, self-worth, and interpersonal skills, to meet your needs more effectively, and without having to go Red to do it.
	2.	When it feels like a need is being sufficiently met in the present—for instance, maybe a relationship isn’t perfect, but still you feel pretty connected and cared about—slow down to take this experience into yourself. Bit by bit, you’ll be growing an underlying sense of peacefulness, contentment, and love.


This book is all about #1, developing and using psychological resources in your relationships, with occasional reminders to do #2 as well. It’s also certainly helpful to improve conditions out in the world and inside your body. But those can be slow to change. Meanwhile, you can quickly build up the attitudes and capabilities that foster better relationships—starting with a foundation of calm strength.

Come to Center

In some ways other people are like the wind—sometimes warm and gentle, other times cold and stormy. So it helps to have a sense of deep roots, like a strong tree. Then you can withstand the strongest winds without being knocked over. In your body, the parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) promotes this feeling of being calm and centered. Try taking a couple of breaths with l-o-n-g exhalations, and notice how that feels. You’re experiencing the PNS, since it is involved with exhaling and slowing the heart rate. You could scan your body and systematically release tension in different parts of it—also engaging the PNS. With repetition, studies show that this relaxation response will become a kind of (very good) habit, and even change the expression of genes in your brain to make you more resilient.

If you’re starting to tip into the Red Zone, take some of those long exhalations and increase parasympathetic activation to dial down the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), which revs up when we feel stressed. These two branches of the autonomic nervous system are connected like a seesaw: When one goes up, it pushes the other one down.

As you breathe, tune into the internal sensations of air flowing in and out, and your lungs expanding and contracting. This will help you feel grounded in your own body and stable inside—even when the breezes from other people really begin to blow.

Notice You’re Alright Right Now

Much of the information entering your brain comes from inside your body. Unless you’re experiencing great physical or emotional pain, those signals are like the calls of a night watchman: “All is well, all is well.” There is enough air to breathe, your heart is beating, your organs are working, your mind is functioning, your awareness is ongoing. Things may be far from perfect, but you’re basically OK. Whatever the past has been and the future may be, you’re basically alright right now.

It’s extremely useful to notice this!

It’s reassuring and calming, an immediate antidote to anxiety. When it’s true—and it usually is—you can find your footing in a sense of basic alrightness in the present. Around the edges may well be pain and sorrow, real issues to deal with. But in the center of your being, you’re OK. Recognizing this and really feeling it doesn’t mean ignoring threats or getting complacent. It actually makes you stronger if you have to take action against those who harm you or others.

Try it: Over the course of a breath, keep noticing the fact that you’re basically OK, and help yourself feel some reassurance, and an easing of uneasiness or tension. If your mind wanders to the past or the future, that’s normal; just return to the present, noticing that you’re alright now, and now, and now.

Know That You’re Strong

Many people don’t appreciate how strong they really are. Strong in their determination, clarity of purpose, and heart. You don’t need to look like a bodybuilder to have grit, patience, and endurance.

Take a moment to tune into a sense of strength inside. You could feel the natural vitality in breathing, in the ongoing livingness of your own body. Recall a time when you felt strong, perhaps out in the wilderness, working with tools, or holding a pose in yoga. Remember a time when you were knocked sideways by something but then you found your footing; in this recovery is real strength. Get a sense of these experiences in your body today, and be aware of what feels good about them.

If you like, stay in touch with feeling strong while bringing to mind a difficult relationship. Imagine the other person speaking forcefully, maybe criticizing you or telling you what to do, while you simply keep feeling strong, deep down inside. Keep returning to and reinforcing that sense of strength. You might feel nervous or unsure or sad—while also having a deeply rooted sense of your own strength. Just this—simply feeling strong while being challenged—will help you stay calm and centered when the world is flashing Red.
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Feel Cared About

We all know what it feels like to care about others—perhaps a friend, a partner, or a pet. There’s a sense of warm connection, that something good is flowing from you to them.

It’s equally important to feel cared about yourself. To feel that you are included, seen, appreciated, liked, or loved.

Wanting to feel cared about can be a little…embarrassing. But it’s a totally normal desire, and one that’s grounded in our biology as very social beings. Starting 200 million years ago with the first mammals, our ancestors evolved in large part by getting better at caring for each other. Our own species has been here for around 300,000 years, most of that time in small hunter-gatherer bands of forty to fifty people; exile from that group could be a death sentence, and mattering to others was crucial to basic survival. Those who didn’t care about feeling cared about were less likely to pass on their genes. No wonder we want others to care about us!

Today, being understood, valued, and cherished may not be a life-or-death matter. But studies do show that feeling cared about lowers stress, increases positive emotions, encourages ambition, and promotes resilience. Unfortunately, many of us have experienced abandonment, rejection, shaming, or abuse—often in childhood when we’re particularly vulnerable. Even if past experiences didn’t leave a wound—the presence of the bad—there’s frequently a significant lack, something important missing: the absence of the good. We all need to feel wanted, recognized, and nurtured. Social supplies like these feed the emotional heart just as good food nourishes the body. For example, I was not bullied or abused, but because I was shy and very young in school, and my parents were busy, the social supplies coming to me were like a thin soup, and I ended up feeling as if there were a big empty hole in my heart.

Both to ease old pain and to get through everyday life, it’s important to feel cared about. For me, it’s been a crucial part of my own healing. No matter what your past has been and no matter how hard and isolated your life is today, you can always find ways to feel genuinely cared about, and to gradually fill up any hole in your own heart.

How



Let’s start with the hard part: Opening to feeling cared about can bring up past experiences of not feeling so cared about. Perhaps you’ve had a disengaged or critical parent—or partner. Seemingly small moments of being left out, let down, or put down often leave painful traces behind. Try to let these feelings be, accepting them and holding them in a large space of awareness so they are not so overwhelming.

Then, take a breath, and turn to the other side of the truth: the ways and times that you have been cared about in the past and are cared about today. Those really exist! They do in everyone’s life. There is a range of caring—from mild to intense, and from being included, seen, or appreciated to being liked and even loved. It may not be perfect or sustained, so it might be tempting to think it’s not good enough. But it’s still a genuine nutrient for a hungry heart.

Building Up an Emotional Memory Bank

So look for the facts of caring for you throughout your day. Most of these will be brief moments when someone is sincerely thoughtful, friendly, or concerned. Small as they may be, they are real, and you can help the recognition of them become a feeling of being cared about. Try to slow down and stay with the experience: What’s it like to feel included? To feel seen or appreciated? What’s the sense in your body of being cared about? How does it feel to be liked? To be loved?

Doing this might stir up fears of disappointment, even betrayal, based on your personal history. It’s poignant and sad: We long to feel cared about but, to avoid being hurt again, we may push the feeling away. If you have these normal doubts and fears, look again at the fact of the caring truly coming your way.

Try to recognize ongoing sources of caring for you. For example, bring to mind a group that feels good to be part of, or someone who respects you at work, or compassionate friends and family members, or a favorite pet. They do feel grateful to you, they do like you, they do wish you well. Can you take a breath or two and open to feeling this?

You can also recall caring that’s come to you in the past. Perhaps a grandparent making cookies, teammates and teachers, parents and mentors, people who saw good in you and opened doors and blessed you on your way. Some of these people may no longer be in your life, and you might also feel some sadness. Nonetheless, when you bring to mind the fact of their caring for you in the past, you can feel cared about again in the present.

Know what it feels like to be cared about. Stay with the experience, open to it in your body, and notice what feels good about it. You can let these warm good feelings soothe old hurts like a healing balm, even giving deeper layers of yourself some of what was missing when you were young. Before you fall asleep, call to mind the sense of being cared about, and rest in that feeling as it weaves its way into your breathing, body, and dreams. In effect, you’re making deposits in an emotional memory bank. Then, when life is challenging and others are clueless or cold, you can tune into the sense that you have been cared about and that you are cared about—no matter what else is happening.

Your Caring Committee

It’s normal to have different sub-personalities, perspectives, “voices,” or “energies” inside yourself, and we’ll explore this idea further in the next chapter. For example, there’s a part of me that sets the alarm clock early to get up and exercise, and then there’s another part of me the next morning that says, Nah, not today. Back to sleep.

Some parts tear us down—That was a huge mistake. You keep messing up. No one’s going to really love you—while other parts build us up with realistic guidance, compassion, and kindness. Some parts can join together to form a kind of inner attacker while other parts form an inner supporter. Unfortunately, for many people the inner attacker is like giant Godzilla but the inner supporter is like little Bambi.

It’s helpful to recognize the inner attacker for what it is: well-intended, maybe, but way over the top. Try to step back from it and don’t identify with it. See if it has anything useful to say, and then shift your attention elsewhere. Rather than arguing with it, like some annoying troll online, focus on building up your inner supporter.

A great way to do this is to develop a kind of caring committee inside that helps you in a variety of ways. My own committee includes an internalized feeling of people who’ve loved me, good buddies, tough-but-kind coaches, and spiritual teachers. I’ve got a goofy imagination, so there’s also a sense of Obi-Wan Kenobi, Gandalf, and the fairy godmothers from Sleeping Beauty. When you’re with people who are caring in some way—perhaps really listening to you, giving you good advice, or cheering you on—slow down to receive that experience into yourself and gradually strengthen the neural basis of your inner supporter. You could even make a little list or drawing of who’s on your own caring committee.
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