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The Ultimate High

We try a lot of things to feel “high:” drugs, alcohol, food, religion, shopping, success, popularity, romance, partnership, sleep, exercise, travel, learning, silence, sports and more.  All of these offer something pleasant and memorable for a period of time, but never long lasting.  Eventually the chemical wears off, the vacation ends, the goal is met, the romance fades, and there is always a need for more.  

There is another high, the ultimate high, available anytime, anywhere, for as long as we want.  Whether we choose to be in it or not in it, it is always there.  It never goes away.  No matter what we do, who we are, how we act, or who we are with, this high is available, waiting to be experienced.

This ultimate high is unconditional love.

What most of us are taught, unfortunately, is conditional love.  This kind of love always needs something to exist.  It needs a partner, and when the partner arrives it needs something from the partner.  And when that certain thing is provided by the partner, conditional love judges it, criticizes it, wants more of it, or fears it because it isn’t quite right.  Because we are taught that certain conditions need to be met to give and receive love, we spend our lives grabbing at people, places and things trying to find the right conditions for love to happen.  We go into nature and on vacations to feel love, then ooh and aaah at home over pictures and stories thinking we have to be somewhere else to have this feeling.  We lose weight and have a few “high” moments, then believe we can only have this feeling when certain numbers show up on a scale.  As children we learn we must be good to get that loving feeling, so we spend the rest of our lives performing like dolphins at Sea World, jumping through hoops for tasty morsels.  When the conditions are right, we experience the high of being in unconditional love, but more often than not, we live in a state of anger, resentment, frustration, loneliness, fear and despair.  

We have been terribly misguided.

The ultimate high – unconditional love – needs only the following: patience, kindness, grace, acceptance, and forgiveness (1 Cor 13:4-8).  This type of love is not dependent on circumstances or conditions. Partner leaves or stays, love is there.  Body fat or thin, old or young, sick or healthy, unconditional love is there.  Mind understands or doesn’t understand, love is there.  Money in the bank or no money in the bank, the feeling of love is there, ready to be withdrawn and used in infinite amounts.  Unconditional love never leaves, but we leave it every time we judge and criticize our experience.  With every experience we choose how we think – “I hate this” (conditional), “I love this” (unconditional) – and how we feel is the result.  

Think about a time when you experienced the “ultimate high:” a time when you felt loved, understood, free and alive.  Where were you?  Who were you with?  What were you doing?  How much of your life is spent missing this person, place or thing of the past and how have you been trying to re-create it in the present?  Memories can feel good, but the truth is you don’t need someone or something to feel high on life.  Because you are loved unconditionally by God, you can experience this love anytime, in any circumstance.  It’s a lie that certain conditions must be met for you to feel free and alive.  Not matter what your circumstance – cancer, homelessness, divorce, illness, debt, loss, moving, overweight, unsure, alone, job loss, physical pain – you can experience love, being loved, loving, God, any time you want.  You can’t fake unconditional love.  When you stop wanting things different and start loving what is, you will smile at the guy who cuts you off on the freeway, laugh at yourself when you spill coffee on your best shirt, skip to chemo appointments and dance when you lose your job.  Of course, you will struggle with conditioning that tells you life is awful, unmanageable, overwhelming, scary and hopeless.  These thoughts are etched into your brain.  The goal, the “high,” is noticing when you are trapped in the lies.  

This week, I invite you to fall in love instead believe the lies.  Stop thinking life isn’t good enough or you aren’t good enough and start filling up on the unlimited supply of unconditional love available to you right now, free of charge, unattached to conditions.  

Julie      
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Flexibility

By nature, we are resilient: built to flex emotionally and physically to meet life’s constant demands.  But flexibility is a muscle that needs regular work outs to grow strong and be useful.  Since we don’t have to walk 10 miles to get water, search for food, or move homes and families with each season, this flexibility muscle may be dangerously weak.  Yesterday I watched a woman pound on an ATM machine trying to get the money to come out faster.  We are accustomed to getting what we want, when we want, the way we want, and we often get angry, confused and scared when things don’t go our way because we’ve lost contact with our natural ability to cope and adapt.  Instead, we cope by medicating with food, alcohol, work, shopping: anything to numb the anxiety we experience when life happens and things change.  When the flexibility muscle is weak, we moan and groan under the stress of change.  We feel cheated, inconvenienced and insecure and sell our souls to keep things “normal” and comfortable:

-we inflict violence on our bodies to look younger and thinner.

-we work instead of rest so we can have stuff we think we need.

-we say “yes” when we mean “no” so people don’t leave us.

-we use control instead of faith.

We do all of this to keep life as we want it but it doesn’t work. We end up broke, depressed, angry, scared, and miserable because our bodies, our finances, our relationships, our lives are not supposed to remain the same.

I watched my 95 year old grandfather step out of the home he had lived in for over 50 years carrying only two possessions: a small bag (some underwear, socks, and such) and an urn carrying the ashes of MeMe – his wife of 75 years – who had died three days earlier.  He climbed into the backseat of my uncle’s car, placed the possessions beside him, and did not look back as the car pulled out of the driveway, down the familiar street, and away from that chapter of his life forever.  His next chapter took place in Butte, Montana, and included building fly-fishing rods, mentoring emotionally disturbed teenagers, and bringing laughter and joy to all who visited him.  I am in awe of the strength of my grandfather’s flexibility muscle, developed, no doubt, from his experience with war, economic depression, polio, raising children, and outliving friends and most family members.  

Regardless of what you want or how hard you try to control it, life changes and we are required by God to pack up our stuff and move with it.  Consider the flexibility of the Israelites as they traveled across the desert under God’s command to stop when the cloud settled and set out when the cloud lifted (Num 9:15 – 23).  Imagine getting everything unpacked, the meal prepared, the animals cared for, and then the cloud lifts, and everything needs to get packed up and put away and off you go, but you don’t know for how long, and you walk and walk and the cloud doesn’t settle, and you get comfortable with walking, and then the cloud settles and it is time to camp.  We are required to be flexible.  Moving through change with flexibility develops faith, gratitude and curiosity.  Fighting change develops fear and isolation and keeps us stuck.

What is happening in your life that requires you to cope, adapt, change direction, let things go, start over, or get uncomfortable?  Is your flexibility muscle strong enough to do what needs to be done?  Or, are you coping with fear and medication.  If you are avoiding, denying, or fighting change, this week I invite you to be flexible.  Move and bend and stretch in curiosity and faith rather than living in worry, doubt and judgment.  What person, place or thing requires your flexibility right now?  This week, work the muscle.
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At a Very Young Age

At a very young age, Jill was taught, “Nice girls don’t get angry.”  So, when anger rose up in Jill, she learned to suppress it with food.  Jill is now 35 and weights 300 lbs.  Although she tries to lose weight she can never keep it off.  She calls herself “lazy, undisciplined, and unmotivated.”

At a very young age, Bob was taught that, to be accepted by his loud, opinionated, often angry father, he could never show fear, sadness, or hurt.  So when Bob was in pain, he soothed himself with masturbation.  As he got older, and it became challenging to find the privacy to masturbate, Bob discovered that alcohol had the same soothing effect.  Bob is now married, verbally abusive to his wife and kids and addicted to porn and alcohol.

At a very young age, Kelly learned, “Boo boos are bad.”  At the first sign of pain and struggle her single mother would intervene using kisses, hugs, words, and ointments to make Kelly feel better.  In college, Kelly visited the health clinic at the first sign of discomfort.  She was regularly prescribed medication to ease her symptoms for tiredness, headaches, menstrual cramps, and stomach issues, but she missed so many classes that eventually she had to drop out of college.  Kelly is now 25, addicted to pain medication, and living at home with mom.

At a very young age, Jerry was told that he needed to work harder on his grades, baseball skills, chores and attitude.  He tried, but his efforts never seemed good enough for parents, coaches or teachers.  So, Jerry stopped trying.  He’s now 55, divorced three times, unemployed and thinking of killing himself.

At a very young age, Maria learned “Be quiet and don’t bother your sister.”  Sarah, her younger sister, suffered from a genetic defect that required significant time, money and energy from mom and dad.  Maria got “shooshed” whenever she laughed and played, so she spent most of her time reading alone in her room.  By age 23, Maria had a PhD in quantum physics and worked 16 hours each day at a research lab.  She is now 41, unmarried, depressed, and sleeping with a married man who works at the lab.

As children, Maria, Jerry, Kelly, Bob and Jill learned that certain emotional and physical feelings were bad, wrong and scary and must be avoided at all costs.  Based on individual genetics and life circumstances, each found a way to medicate these “intolerable” feelings, and each moved through life avoiding or denying symptoms of dysfunction.   

It is only when major symptoms – depression, suicidal thoughts, obesity, addiction, loss of health and/or relationships – flash like red warning lights to “check engine,” do most people finally admit that something is broken and needs attention.  This is what is usually called “hitting bottom.”  At this point people are encouraged – even rewarded – for seeking treatment for the major symptoms.  They enter 30-day drug and alcohol treatment programs, go on diets, start individual and/or couple counseling, take parenting classes, eat better and exercise more, and tend to make significant changes, earning praise and reward for addressing their “issues.”  

Unfortunately, changes are usually short term because most treatment centers, counseling, groups, classes, books and programs attempt to fix symptoms rather than causes: Jill loses weight but continues to gain it back because she is still terrified and ashamed of being angry.  Bob stopped drinking and watching porn but is now working out and going to the gym instead of being with his family because he is still terrified and ashamed of being vulnerable.  Kelly got off pain meds and now lives with roommates but she seeks relationships with older men because she is still terrified and ashamed of being uncomfortable and in pain.  Jerry was released from suicide watch but will probably attempt suicide again because he is still terrified and ashamed of not being good enough.  Maria stopped seeing the married guy and got on antidepressants but continues to work 16 hour days because she is still terrified and ashamed of playing and having fun.

At a very young age, each of us learned something that significantly affects how we love ourselves, others and God.  It’s important to uncover this belief, learn how to manage it, and to create new beliefs to live by.  Because this belief is very old, I don’t expect you to be able to identify it yourself.  So, this week I invite you to ask a safe friend to answer the following questions about you.  Listen and say thank you.  Do not interrupt, explain or go into story.  

Do I tend to be more…

happy/sad

angry/accepting

scared/trusting

worried/faithful

physically tired/rested

physically injured/healed or healthy

serious/playful

working/having fun

patient/impatient

ashamed/forgiving

doing/being

Take whatever they say and sit with it awhile.  See what comes up for you.  See if you can identify the message that you learned when you were very little that has shaped how you have lived your life.  

What messages do I believe that result in what is circled?

What messages do I believe that result in what is not circled?

Who would I be if I did more of what is not circled?

Who would I be if I did less of what is circled?

Working from a very young age is challenging and courageous.  Let me know if you need help with this one.
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Celebrate YOU

Right now – no matter what you are doing or what situation you are in – there is a party going on in your honor: a celebration of who you are.  God loves you.  People love you – not the “you” that you think you should be, but the real YOU: the 300 lb YOU, the depressed YOU, the broke and still gambling YOU, the drunk YOU, the angry YOU, the hiding, lying, pretending, and scared YOU.  God is at your party.  Friends are at this party.  The only thing missing at this party is YOU because you are too busy trying to be someone else.  

We spend a significant amount of time, money and energy striving to be different.  We want to be thinner, happier, wealthier, healthier, prettier, more successful, more comfortable, more fashionable, more respected, more fit, more intelligent.  We dismiss who we are right now; discarding the gift of present moment in search of something we think we need.  Birthdays, weddings, vacations, date nights and other events – meant to be celebrations of who we are and what we have – end up with us worried, stressed, angry and ashamed because we are so focused on what isn’t quite right, leaving us tired, disappointed and separated from ourselves, others and God.  

Wherever the thought, “I’m not good enough” came from, it isn’t true.  God and many others (including me) value who you are right now.  We see through all your masks and love the real you.  We believe in you. We appreciate your many God-given talents and hard-earned skills.  We understand and accept your shortcomings because we know that’s not who you are.  You are not a fat cell.  You are not depression.  You are not debt.  You are not lazy.  You are unique, special and important, and we celebrate who you are right now.  We love you and we believe in you.  But we can’t celebrate YOU unless you show up at your own party.  YOU need to love YOU.  Wherever the thought, “It’s selfish to love myself” came from, it isn’t true.  Loving yourself is mandatory for self preservation; decisions to eat healthy, exercise, get enough sleep, hang out with supportive, kind people, and spend lots of time with God can only be made if you love and value yourself.   Doing these things so that people like you and accept you is manipulative and self-degrading.  Those of us who really love you don’t need you to do anything to earn our love.

This week I invite you to show up at your party and celebrate YOU.  See YOU the way God and loving others see YOU.  Stop hanging out with people who judge and criticize you; stop judging and criticizing yourself.  When you do this you dismiss the YOU that God and others love right now.  Loving YOU does not mean you stop working on YOU.  Loving YOU means accepting the holes you have fallen in and the habits you have acquired over the years of hating YOU.  When you start seeing yourself the way God and others see you, these habits and holes will lessen and you will find freedom from thinking you need to be anything except who you are right now.  So, get some balloons and flowers and have a party in your honor.  Invite loving friends and celebrate YOU – unconditionally, with gratitude and grace and love.   Send yourself a love letter.

