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Mission Possible

We can’t connect with stories; we can only be fascinated, entertained, enlightened and tormented by them.  When someone you know – boss, spouse, kid, friend, family member, stranger – is wrapped up in a story, be patient because true you will not be seen or heard.  The job of a story is to judge experience, so when you are in that experience, you will be judged, and you have two options: 1) go into your own story (and then the world has two people in story and nothing clear or productive usually comes out of that effort).  Or 2) begin mission possible.  When life happens, your job, if you choose to accept it, is to stay out of your own stressful stories:

	Life Happens
	Stressful Story

	He left me
	…and that means I’m worthless.

	She doesn’t need me
	…and that means I’m unlovable.

	I gained weight
	…and that means I’m ugly.

	I’m uncomfortable
	…and that means I’m going to die.


When you tack on a stressful story to life happening you go into fear and shame, disconnect from truth, separate from faith, feel tense and stressed.  When you are in this state you have no chance of connection with yourself, others, God.  It’s not life doing this to you: no person, place or thing can do this.  It’s your story about life that is doing this to you.  You eat, drink shop, work, isolate, get angry because of your stories, not because of life.  

Unfortunately, the brain is trained to judge experience, so we really can’t be free of stories.  We learn at a young age to make meaning of experience by creating stories from our “the world is about me” child brains:  

	Life Happens
	Stressful Story

	Mom and dad are fighting
	… that means I must be the problem, so I must do everything perfectly.

	Dad works a lot,
	…that means I’m not very important and no one cares, so I might as well do what I want when I want.

	Mom is unhappy
	…that means I must take care of her.

	Sister gets better grades
	...that means I’m stupid and should just give up.


Although our brains mature our stories don’t; they are etched in our minds forever and, without attention, continue to build into bigger, louder, stronger versions of the original story.  Why do teenagers step in front of trains?  Why do adults eat, drink, shop, work, and worry themselves to death?  We believe our stressful stories.  

Some stories feel better than others:  

He loves me.  She needs me.  They appreciate me.  I look good.  I’m comfortable.  

We feel perfect for awhile with these stories but the feeling doesn’t last, fading like sugar on the tongue into a past tense memory when the story changes: 

I don’t look good.  He doesn’t love me.  She doesn’t need me.  I’m uncomfortable.  

Life happens and, depending on the story believed, feelings happen.  You may understand this but many don’t.  You will encounter people in stressful stories every day.  You will be judged and blamed, accused, ridiculed, left, fired, yelled at, ignored, cut off, stolen from, laughed at, and more.  It’s not personal.  It’s not your experience.  You don’t have to make meaning of it, unless it feels good to do so.  

Your mission this week, if you choose to accept it, is to allow people to have their stories – about you, about politics, about religion, about life – without going in to your own story.  Why? because you are reading this.  You are seeking truth without story.  You understand this concept.  So you are called to a higher level of compassion, acceptance, and faith.  You are the one to meet a stressful story with patience and kindness – if you accept mission possible.  
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What is Real?

There was once a Velveteen Rabbit, and in the beginning he was really splendid.   He was fat and bunchy, as a rabbit should be; his coat was spotted brown and white, he had real thread whiskers, and his ears were lined with pink sateen.   On Christmas morning, when he sat wedged in the top of the Boy's stocking, with a sprig of holly between his paws, the effect was charming.

There were other things in the stocking, nuts and oranges and a toy engine, and chocolate almonds and a clockwork mouse, but the Rabbit was quite the best of all.   For at least two hours the Boy loved him, and then Aunts and Uncles came to dinner, and there was a great rustling of tissue paper and unwrapping of parcels, and in the excitement of looking at all the new presents the Velveteen Rabbit was forgotten.

For a long time he lived in the toy cupboard or on the nursery floor, and no one thought very much about him.   He was naturally shy, and being only made of velveteen, some of the more expensive toys quite snubbed him.   The mechanical toys were very superior, and looked down upon every one else; they were full of modern ideas, and pretended they were real.   The model boat, who had lived through two seasons and lost most of his paint, caught the tone from them and never missed an opportunity of referring to his rigging in technical terms.   The Rabbit could not claim to be a model of anything, for he didn't know that real rabbits existed; he thought they were all stuffed with sawdust like himself, and he understood that sawdust was quite out-of-date and should never be mentioned in modern circles.   Even Timothy, the jointed wooden lion, who was made by the disabled soldiers, and should have had broader views, put on airs and pretended he was connected with Government.   Between them all the poor little Rabbit was made to feel himself very insignificant and commonplace, and the only person who was kind to him at all was the Skin Horse.

The Skin Horse had lived longer in the nursery than any of the others. He was so old that his brown coat was bald in patches and showed the seams underneath, and most of the hairs in his tail had been pulled out to string bead necklaces.   He was wise, for he had seen a long succession of mechanical toys arrive to boast and swagger, and by-and-by break their mainsprings and pass away, and he knew that they were only toys, and would never turn into anything else.   For nursery magic is very strange and wonderful, and only those playthings that are old and wise and experienced like the Skin Horse understand all about it.

"What is REAL?" asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by side near the nursery fender, before Nana came to tidy the room.  "Does it mean having things that buzz inside you and a stick-out handle?"

"Real isn't how you are made," said the Skin Horse.   "It's a thing that happens to you.   When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real."

"Does it hurt?" asked the Rabbit. 

"Sometimes," said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful.   "When you are Real you don't mind being hurt." 

"Does it happen all at once, like being wound up," he asked, "or bit by bit?" 

"It doesn't happen all at once," said the Skin Horse.   "You become. 

It takes a long time.   That's why it doesn't happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp edges, or who have to be carefully kept.   Generally, by the time you are Real, most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in your joints and very shabby.   But these things don't matter at all, because once you are Real you can't be ugly, except to people who don't understand."

"I suppose you are real?" said the Rabbit.   And then he wished he had not said it, for he thought the Skin Horse might be sensitive.  But the Skin Horse only smiled. 

"The Boy's Uncle made me Real," he said.   "That was a great many years ago; but once you are Real you can't become unreal again.   It lasts for always." 

The Rabbit sighed.   He thought it would be a long time before this magic called Real happened to him.   He longed to become Real, to know what it felt like; and yet the idea of growing shabby and losing his eyes and whiskers was rather sad.   He wished that he could become it without these uncomfortable things happening to him.

There was a person called Nana who ruled the nursery.   Sometimes she took no notice of the playthings lying about, and sometimes, for no reason whatever, she went swooping about like a great wind and hustled them away in cupboards.   She called this "tidying up," and the playthings all hated it, especially the tin ones.   The Rabbit didn't mind it so much, for wherever he was thrown he came down soft. 

One evening, when the Boy was going to bed, he couldn't find the china dog that always slept with him.   Nana was in a hurry, and it was too much trouble to hunt for china dogs at bedtime, so she simply looked about her, and seeing that the toy cupboard stood open, she made a swoop. 

"Here," she said, "take your old Bunny! He'll do to sleep with you!" And she dragged the Rabbit out by one ear, and put him into the Boy's arms. 

That night, and for many nights after, the Velveteen Rabbit slept in the Boy's bed.   At first he found it uncomfortable, for the Boy hugged him very tight, and sometimes he rolled over on him, and sometimes he pushed him so far under the pillow that the Rabbit could scarcely breathe.   And he missed, too, those long moonlight hours in the nursery, when all the house was silent, and his talks with the Skin Horse.   But very soon he grew to like it, for the Boy used to talk to him, and made nice tunnels for him under the bedclothes that he said were like the burrow the real rabbits lived in.   And they had splendid games together, in whispers, when Nana had gone away to her supper and left the night-light burning on the mantelpiece.   And when the Boy dropped off to sleep, the Rabbit would snuggle down close under his little warm chin and dream, with the Boy's hands clasped close round him all night long.

And so time went on, and the little Rabbit was very happy -- so happy that he never noticed how his beautiful velveteen fur was getting shabbier and shabbier, and his tail becoming unsewn, and all the pink rubbed off his nose where the Boy had kissed him. 

Spring came, and they had long days in the garden, for wherever the Boy went the Rabbit went too.   He had rides in the wheelbarrow, and picnics on the grass, and lovely fairy huts built for him under the raspberry canes behind the flower border.   And once, when the Boy was called away suddenly to go to tea, the Rabbit was left out on the lawn until long after dusk, and Nana had to come and look for him with the candle because the Boy couldn't go to sleep unless he was there.   He was wet through with the dew and quite earthy from diving into the burrows the Boy had made for him in the flower bed, and Nana grumbled as she rubbed him off with a corner of her apron.

"You must have your old Bunny!" she said.   "Fancy all that fuss for a toy!" 

"Give me my Bunny!" he said.   "You mustn't say that.   He isn't a toy. He's REAL!" 

When the little Rabbit heard that he was happy, for he knew what the Skin Horse had said was true at last.   The nursery magic had happened to him, and he was a toy no longer.   He was Real.   The Boy himself had said it. 

That night he was almost too happy to sleep, and so much love stirred in his little sawdust heart that it almost burst.   And into his boot-button eyes, that had long ago lost their polish, there came a look of wisdom and beauty, so that even Nana noticed it next morning when she picked him up, and said, "I declare if that old Bunny hasn't got quite a knowing expression!"

From The Velveteen Rabbit, by Margery Williams
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Behavioral Math

We often blame undesirable behaviors on specific events:

I head to the vending machines when I get stressed at work.

She’s been depressed ever since the relationship ended.

I spent my entire paycheck on a dress for the high school reunion.

My husband drinks a lot when he gets home from work.

I overeat when I am at home alone.

I get frustrated and angry when I am around my family during the holidays.

Billy doesn’t do his homework because he plays video games all night.

When we focus on behavior, we often spend precious time, money and energy trying to fix, change or avoid the behavior or most current event.  We go on diets, detach from family members, quit jobs, go on medication, set strict boundaries and expect discipline.  None of these are bad or wrong, but it can be like fixing a broken leg when there is actually a severed artery.  Billy is disciplined for not doing homework and his video games are taken away.  But he starts smoking pot because no one has helped him manage the other parts of the equation that are causing him misery:  

Dad leaves and Billy feels unlovable + mom overwhelmed and Billy feels rejected + ignored at school and Billy feels inadequate + bored in class and Billy feels angry + plays video games because he wants to numb feelings + difficulty focusing and concentrating on homework = Billy doesn’t do his homework. 
We can take away video games, junk food, alcohol, and credit cards, but if fear, shame, and anger remain, undesirable behaviors will continue in another form.  To effectively manage an undesirable behavior, it’s important to look at the whole equation: 

________ + ________ + ________ + ________ + ________ + ________  =  ________  

Alcoholic mother (fear) + perfectionist father (shame) + verbally abusive husband (fear, anger, shame) + three young children (physically tired) + financial issues (fear) + no one to talk to (lonely, sad) = overeating and weight gain (shame, anger, fear).  
This week, when you are confronted with an undesirable behavior (your own or someone else’s) I invite you to look at the whole equation.  This is brave because some of the parts of the equation may be messy, painful, confusing, and you may avoid, minimize, deny or get stuck in one or more parts.  Instead, you will need to meet each part with understanding, compassion, and patience.  You can’t do this alone.  To do behavioral math, you need a Savior, you need a guide, you need support, and you need your heart.  

11-24-09
Dummy Down

By nature, you are curious, insightful, passionate.  You were born funny, playful, light-hearted, creative. You are gifted with intelligence, intensity and commitment.  In your core you are responsible, ethical, honest.

But you grew up around anger, uncertainty, physical or mental illness, addictions, compulsions, denial, blame, rejection, or confusion. 

You were told with words or actions:

“Don’t ask so many questions.”

“Do as you are told.”

“Stop being so difficult.”

“Take care of your family.”

“You’ll never amount to anything.”

“You don’t have the right to be healthy.”

“Don’t be so stupid.”

“Stop dreaming.”

“It’s not OK to be happy.”

“You are responsible for my health and happiness.”

“You can do better.”

You were mocked for being a dreamer, a jock, a nerd, a know-it-all, a tom boy, a loner, too smart, too short, too tall, too fat, too thin, too ugly, too pretty.  You were taught that love is conditional, God is judgmental, your body is unacceptable, the world is a scary place, and you need to either be in control or controlled by others.

So, you learned to “dummy down.”  You hide, deny, mask, suppress, medicate, and ignore your true self and now;

You take care of others instead of yourself.

You settle for a career instead of a calling.

You eat or drink or shop or stay depressed instead of follow your passions.

You lie instead of speak the truth.

You hang out with people who support “dummy down” you instead of true you.

Over the years, dummying down has become so familiar, comfortable, and normal that you have forgotten who you really are.  You are overweight, addicted, in debt, stuck, unhappy, depressed, angry, lonely or tired and looking for solutions.  You go on diets, change careers, work on or leave relationships, take up a hobby.  But the “dummy down” conditioning is so strong, so old, so familiar, you continue to bring it along wherever you go.  You now tell yourself, “Don’t be so stupid.”  You now call yourself too fat.  You now believe you don’t have the right to be physically healthy.  You now think, say, feel and do whatever necessary to stay “dummied down.”  

This week, especially during the Thanksgiving Holiday, I invite you to notice how you “dummy down” with friends, family, spouse, kids, God, boss, coworker, siblings, neighbors, strangers.  Notice what you say and do to fit in, do the “right” thing, look the “right” way, keep the peace, gain appreciation and approval.  Notice without judgment or regret because neither is helpful.  Notice, if you can, with compassion.  If you can’t, that’s OK, too.  Just notice.   Make notes, keep a journal.  Next week, we’ll consider who you would be if you didn’t “dummy down;” but that is next week. 
