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 Conscious Bride/Groom Pride 
 

 
Someone on the Conscious Weddings message board once coined a great 

term: Conscious Bride Pride. You’ll come across the post in this lesson as she 

was writing it to reassure another woman that what she was feeling was normal 

and a function of her particular personality type. The reoccurring question is: 

Why don’t other women feel this way? How come the woman in my office is 

deliriously happy about her engagement when I feel like I’m going to throw up or 

pass out every other minute?  

 

Over the years I’ve come to realize that there is a profile for the conscious 

bride/groom. This isn’t to say that other people aren’t conscious, but they just 

aren’t as affected by this particular transition as you are. As you’ll see, each of 

these traits has a positive aspect and a negative aspect. When you’re in your 

higher self, the positive aspect reigns. When you’re in your lower or wounded 

self, the negative aspects slide into the driver’s seat. 

 

The Conscious Bride or Groom is… 

• A high achiever – A perfectionist 

• Analytical – Prone to anxiety 

• Introspective – Prone to depression 

• Highly sensitive – Easily irritated 

• Thoughtful about major life decisions – Has a hard time making 

decisions 
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The Conscious Bride/Groom also typically has had difficultly with other life 

transitions. Where other young adults easily transitioned into college life, my 

clients describe feeling challenged by such events. Moving, graduating, and 

starting a new job are common transitions that trigger anxiety for the conscious 

bride or groom. So why would getting married be any different? You’re 

programmed to experience the core emotions inherent to transitions with greater 

sensitivity than others. Where your older sister got married without an anxious 

hitch, you’re befuddled by the degree to which you’re paralyzed by your 

thoughts and feelings. It’s easy to think “What’s wrong with me?” but when you 

understand that touching the core of transitions is part of your personality type, 

you’ll stop berating yourself and instead ask, “How can I support myself through 

this? What it is that I need to learn this time around?” And as Melissa shares in 

the interview in lesson one, everything she learned through her marriage 

transitions served her when she became pregnant for the first time. Unlike her 

engagement, she didn’t enter pregnancy with the expectation that she was going 

to love every minute of it. Instead, she expected it to be challenging and knew 

that it would push her toward the next stage of her growth.  

 

 And as Melissa shares in the interview for this lesson, everything she learned 

through her marriage transitions served her when she became pregnant for the 

first time. Unlike her engagement, she didn’t enter pregnancy with the 

expectation that she was going to love every minute of it. Instead, she expected 

it to be challenging and knew that it would push her toward the next stage of her 

growth. 
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The Conscious Bride or Groom also describes herself or himself as someone 

who needs to be in control. The flip side to this characteristic is that he’s more 

sensitive to feeling out of control. Since feeling out of control is one of the six 

core feelings of transitions, if you’re more attuned to what that feels like, you’re 

going to experience it more intensely. Where someone else might accept the 

groundlessness that accompanies change with more acceptance (like your 

partner), you feel like you’ve been dragged into the underworld kicking and 

screaming. You feel like you’re drowning and you’re desperate for a lifeline. 

That’s when the anxious voice kicks in with thoughts like, “This must mean 

you’re making a mistake.” 

 

The more you learn to accept your wiring and personality type, the more ease 

you’ll have around this transition. And the more you learn how to work with fear 

effectively, including replacing the false beliefs and unrealistic expectations that 

are contributing to your fear-based thoughts with the truth, you’ll move more and 

more into your higher self and begin to feel the serenity around your wedding 

and marriage that you crave. The opportunity for growth is tremendous, and 

that’s the gift of being a Conscious Bride or Groom.  
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The Three Faces of Fear 

 
One of the most common questions I’m asked is: How do I know this isn’t my 

intuition telling me to get out? What’s the difference between gut and intuition? 

It’s crucial to learn to distinguish between the faces of fear so that you start to 

develop discernment between healthy fear, knowing fear, and anxious fear.  

 

Healthy Fear 

 

Healthy fear arises when we’re on the precipice of any major life change or large 

event. Right now, as you’re preparing for the biggest decision and transition 

you’ve ever endured, it’s like you’re standing on the edge of a cliff or about to 

jump out of an airplane. If you’ve sky-dived, you know how scary it is to stand at 

the edge of the door and make that choice to jump out, trusting that your 

parachute will open. No one would look at you and say, “Oh, don’t be scared! It’s 

just a little jump.” But that’s exactly what people to say to you – especially if 

you’re a woman – when you express that you’re scared about getting married. 

We don’t allow for the normal and necessary fear that arises during the 

engagement. Culturally, we don’t recognize the value and importance of this fear 

and we offer nothing to help women and men work with it.  

 

Transition fear is normal. Think about how you’ll feel when you’re about to go 

into labor or about to become a dad. You’ll be scared. You’ll feel scared of the 

unknown, scared of what will happen on the other side, scared of becoming a 

mother or father. Would anyone say to you, “Oh, don’t be scared. Labor’s no big 
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deal. Becoming a mother is a piece of cake.” No, of course not! Everyone knows 

that labor is terrifying and becoming a parent – especially for the first time – is 

terrifying. But when you express the same level of fear about getting married, 

you’re met with, “Get over it! Look on the bright side! This should be fun!” There 

is a bright side and it is fun, but many people have to walk through darkness 

before experiencing that other side.  

 

Before I was on Oprah for the first time, I was terrified. I remember sitting in my 

therapist’s office telling him how scared I was and him saying, “Of course you’re 

scared. Why wouldn’t you be scared? This is huge!” He then told me a story 

about a big basketball star who was so scared before every game that he would 

throw up. Literally, he threw up before every single game. And then he was fine 

and would go out and play a brilliant game. It made me feel better. Fear is 

normal when you’re on the threshold of a major event  - and what could be 

bigger than getting married!  

 

Knowing Fear 

 

The second kind of fear is what arises when you know that the relationship isn’t 

right but you’re scared to admit it. Now, before you let that statement spike your 

anxiety, let me say that less than 5% of my clients fall into this category, and it’s 

usually obvious by the end of the first session that their relationship has serious 

issues that need to be addressed before she can move forward with the 

marriage. As someone on the message board stated, you might not know if it’s 

right, but you know if the relationship is wrong.  
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As I’ve stated on my website and in my books, here are the red-flag issues that 

warrant postponing or canceling a wedding: 

 

1. Your partner is struggling with an addiction: alcohol, drugs, pornography, 

work, or spending. It is highly unadvisable to move forward into marriage until 

the addict is in recovery. 

2. The two of you are severely out of alignment with your values and principles. 

For example, I once counseled a young, independent career woman whose 

fiancé expected her to stop working and get pregnant immediately after the 

wedding. He was very clear that he wanted a housewife and stay-at-home 

mom and she was very clear that she would rather dig her own grave and lie 

down in it than assume those roles. Be sure to go through the checklists on 

core values in Lesson 3.  

3. Your partner is more interested in controlling you than in loving and 

supporting you.  

 

By the way, all of these issues are workable if both of you want to work on them. 

My mother, who co-created Inner Bonding and has been a highly successful 

psychotherapist for forty years, says that even the most troubled relationship 

can be transformed into a loving relationship if both people are willing to work on 

their issues. How’s that for a soothing balm on the anxious mind that 

obsessively worries that you’re making a mistake!? The truth is that there really 

are no mistakes, only opportunities for growth and learning.  
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Anxious Fear 

 

Anxious fear is the “what-if” thoughts that are plaguing your mind. Unlike 

transition and knowing fear, anxious fear isn’t rooted in the present tense but is 

always past or future based. That’s not the say it isn’t real – because I know how 

much you’re probably suffering right now – but it isn’t the truth. The anxiety-

based mind tells you lies over and over again to keep you separate from love 

and try to protect you from taking the risks inherent to intimacy. Any time your 

fear begins with “what-if” you know you’re in the anxious mind, which means 

you’re telling yourself a lie that will only increase your anxiety.  

 

Why does anxious fear take over so many people’s minds during the 

engagement? Two reasons:  

 

1. What begins as normal transition fear quickly mutated into anxious fear 

because we don’t know that fear is normal. For example, I recently worked with 

a woman who called for post-wedding counseling. She was enmeshed with her 

anxiety and obsessing over whether or not she had made the right decision to 

marry. I asked if she addressed her fears prior to getting married and she said 

no, she was just focused on the planning. Then she thought for a moment and 

said, “You know, I did have one moment when I was sitting with my fiancé in our 

priest’s office when I thought, ‘Oh my god, this is really big. This is really scary,’ 

but I quickly swept it under the rug because I didn’t think I should be feeling so 

scared about getting married.” She squashed the healthy fear and then it 

mutated into anxiety until she found herself depressed and anxious weeks after 
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her wedding. A lot of anxiety would be reduced or eliminated if you expected to 

feel scared/terrified during your engagement.  

 

2. The amorphous and nameless fear that permeates transitions wants to attach 

onto something tangible, so it attaches either onto the obsessive thoughts of, “I 

must be making a mistake” or onto obsessively planning the wedding. Most of 

us don’t know how to sit with uncertainty. We have a hard time with change. We 

like to have control and we don’t like accepting that some things are unknowable 

and beyond our control. So instead of finding ways to work with the highly 

uncomfortable feeling of being out of control and swimming in uncertainty, we try 

to find reasons for the fear. We think this gives us control, but it really only 

entrenches the fear further.  

 

Once anxiety fear takes hold, you have to work very hard to dislodge it and 

release yourself from its grip. (In Lesson Five of the Conscious Weddings E-

Course, I teach several techniques for working with anxiety fear, all of which are 

based on the fact that the anxiety is telling you a lie and the work is to 

disentangle yourself from the lie and start telling yourself the truth.) The work is 

to start to familiarize yourself with the nuggets of truth that need to replace the 

false beliefs and unrealistic expectations that are creating your suffering.  



 
© 2012 All Rights Reserved 

Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

 

11 

The Five Core Emotions  
of Transitions  

 
When we’re on the precipice of a life change, we undergo a transformative 

process that pulls the rug of the familiar and comfortable out from under us and 

propels us in to the realm of the unknown and the uncertain. As you now 

understand from the articles on an overview of transitions, transitions have three 

stages in which we let go the old life and identity, sit in the uncomfortable in-

between zone, and eventually experience the rebirth of a new beginning. The 

first stages are obviously the hardest to endure, and that’s when it’s important to 

understand which feelings you should expect to feel.  

 

There are six core emotions inherent to transitions: grief, fear, groundlessness 

(out of control), vulnerability, loneliness, and disorientation. Let me state this 

clearly and succinctly: these are the hardest emotions to feel in life. One of 

these feelings alone would be enough to send someone to bed or therapy, but 

the combination of six of these most challenging feelings is often the cause of 

the paralysis that my clients describe. It’s simply too much too fast. And it’s 

especially too much when we can’t break it down into digestible parts through 

naming the feelings and validating their normalcy. So let’s do just that: 

 

1. Grief  
Transitions are, by definition, a process of letting go, and we’re letting go, we 

grieve. During the wedding transition, you’re letting go of being single: no more 

first dates, no more exciting beginnings, no more wondering about the future 
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possibility of life partner. When the door of marriage opens, every other door 

slams shut tightly, and with the closing of doors there’s grief.  

 

You’re grieving the loosening and shifting of attachments to your family of 

origin, the painful knowledge that it’s time to shift allegiance from your parents 

to your partner.  

 

You’re grieving the death of your false beliefs and unrealistic expectations 

about how you thought you’d feel during the engagement and the kind of man 

or woman you thought you’d marry. You’re grieving that things aren’t perfect. 

You’re grieving that the engagement isn’t a fairy tale and that you’re not 

marrying Prince Charming or Cinderella. One of my clients recently said, 

through tears, “I just feel so disappointed. I thought it would be so much easier 

and more romantic. I don’t want to let go of that fantasy!”  

 

You’re grieving that you’re not a child anymore and that the marriage transition 

is initiating your leap into adulthood (no matter how old you are).  

 

You’re grieving that you’re mother isn’t the mother you’ve always wanted and 

needed, and the pain of this deficit is especially pronounced right now when 

you need and want her more than ever. You’re grieving your grandfather’s 

absence and how painful it is that he isn’t here to see you get married. 

 

You’re also grieving past transitions. You’re grieving your parents’ divorce all 

over again, or perhaps for the first time (since children often stuff the feelings 
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away if they’re not safe to feel at the time). You’re grieving painful breakups 

with ex-boyfriends and friendships that ended. The loss triggered by transitions 

activates old losses, so it’s an opportunity to grieve and heal at increasingly 

deeper levels.  

 
2. Fear 
 
Transitions are scary. A transition is basically a conscious change and change 

is scary to most people. We are creatures of habit and familiarity, and change 

pushes you toward the unknown and unfamiliar. Some people have a harder 

time with change than others, but if you’re here it’s probably safe to say that 

you’re someone who has had a hard time with change. And that’s normal. 

You’re walking toward the biggest commitment of your life so far; why wouldn’t 

that be scary?!? You’re letting go of the identity and lifestyle you’re always 

known; why wouldn’t that be scary?  

 

I often liken transitions to jumping off a cliff or jumping out of an airplane. If 

you’ve ever jumped out of an airplane, you know that it’s scary and it’s normal 

to feel scared. Nobody would look at you and say, “Oh, get over it. It’s no big 

deal,” and yet that’s exactly what people say about the normal fear that people 

experience during the marriage transition.   

 

You’re also scared because love is scary. You’re taking a risk by committing 

yourself to loving this person. You might not have known that love is scary prior 

to being engaged, but at the core of this transition is the fear of losing your 
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partner and exposing yourself to the vulnerability of intimacy. You might fear 

being engulfed by your partner. You might fear losing your partner to divorce, 

affairs, or death. Whatever the story, love is scary, and the more you can 

acknowledge this core fear and surrender into it, the more easily you will find 

your way to acceptance.  
 

3. Groundlessness – Out of Control 
 

You’re probably someone who likes to be in control. I can say that with almost 

100% certainty because virtually everyone on this planet likes being in control! 

When you’re tumbling through a transition it feels like you’re caught in an 

enormous and powerful wave. You try to claw your way out and regain control 

by attaching onto thoughts like, “I must be making a mistake,” only to find that 

you feel even more out of control.  

 

Why do transitions initiate feeling out of control? Because they uproot you from 

the familiarity and comfort of your current life stage and identity and push you 

toward the next stage of growth. You’re shedding your identity as a single 

person and many of your beliefs about love and romance. You’re changing from 

the inside out, and while your core self never changes, many aspects of the 

identity that you’ve identified with for the past twenty, thirty, or forty years is 

changing. You’re transforming, which is essentially a death experience, and who 

in this culture is comfortable with the word death, let alone the psychological 

experience of it? The result: Feeling out of control and groundless.  
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You’re also walking toward the unknown: What will marriage be like? What will it 

feel like to be someone’s wife or husband? How will you feel on the other side of 

the wedding? Will your marriage last? These are unanswerable questions 

because no one in history has ever had your marriage. In other words, no one 

can tell you what your marriage will be like or how it will unfold over the next 

sixty years because your marriage has never existed. You like answers. You like 

to be able to tie up life’s problems in neat packages. Transitions are messy and 

mysterious. There are no definite answers and no neat packages.  

 
 

4. Vulnerable 

 
I described the vulnerability and loneliness of transitions in the following blog 

post: 

“My son and I just received this year’s caterpillars for our Butterfly 

Pavilion kit. Five little caterpillars arrive in the mail inside a plastic cup 

and within a week or so, they all climb to the top of the cup, position 

themselves head down, and transform into a chrysalis. A week or so 

after that they emerge as butterflies. It’s really quite extraordinary to 

witness their transformation; my son and I spend endless hours 

engrossed in each stage of their process. 

“As I was reading the instructions tonight on the Insect Lore website 

for what to do after they’ve all formed their chrysalis, I was struck by 

the language and how similarly it describes our human processes of 

transitions. It comes as no surprise, as many people use the 
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caterpillar to butterfly transformation as a primary metaphor for 

transitions, but I just had to write about it here. This is what it said: 

The caterpillars will climb to the top of the cup and hang down “head 

first.” It is crucial that they not be disturbed at this point as this is their 

most vulnerable stage. Although this seems to be a time of resting in 

the butterfly’s development, it is really a time of rapid change. Within 

the chrysalid, the old body parts of the caterpillar are undergoing a 

remarkable transformation to the beautiful parts that will make up the 

butterfly. 

“Isn’t this exactly what we experience during the liminal stage of a 

transition? It may seem as if we’re doing nothing when we’re holed up 

in bed or sitting outside staring into the sky, but it’s actually the time 

when we’re enduring our most crucial internal changes. The 

nothingness is, in fact, essential for the change to occur. If the 

caterpillar keeps moving it will never grow into a beautiful butterfly. 

Yet we, as a culture, think that a life of continual movement is a life of 

continual progress and achievement. We think we’ve moving forward 

and upward when we’re on the move. While moving and doing have 

their place, the real juice, the time when we make great leaps in our 

internal growth, is in the stillness. This is when “the old body parts” 

are released and the new parts can emerge. 

“The liminal stillness is also our most vulnerable time. It’s when we 

may feel the need to retreat into solitude in order to make sense of 
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and allow for the transformation to occur. The outer world and even 

people closest to us may feel like intrusions. This can feel especially 

confusing to those immersed in the marriage and parenthood 

transitions when the cultural focus and emphasis on the partnership 

is so high. I often hear from my clients, “I feel so much pressure to 

connect with my fiancé or husband right now but the truth is that I just 

want to be alone.” And she should be alone. Just like the caterpillar 

enters the chrysalis alone, so the one in transition needs time and 

space in solitude, regardless of who else is affected by the transition.” 

 

5. Loneliness 

 
Nobody can go through this transition for you or with you. Although your partner 

is also transforming, the two of you will experience this transition quite 

differently, which will only exacerbate your loneliness. While he’s at ease and 

confident in his decision to marry you, you’re an anxious wreck and enduring the 

most challenging time of your life. And unless you have a close friend who’s 

feeling anxious about her wedding transition, chances are you don’t know 

anyone else whom you can confide in that will carry this burden alongside you.  

 

Transitions are inherently lonely. Like the caterpillar inside the chrysalis, no one 

is inside there with her. She’s alone, separate, shielded from the outside world 

by the threads of her cocoon. That’s you right now. It’s as if you’re inside a 

cocoon: you can’t quite feel anyone around you and you look at the world as if 
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through gauze. Once you understand that this is normal and healthy, you can 

relax into it and allow it to pass. Remember, all of this is temporary. It’s what you 

go through when you’re getting ready to emerge into a new life stage.  
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Why Isn’t My Partner Feeling  
This Way? 

 
Women often ask me this question. They wonder why they’re drowning in 

anxiety while their partner (I’ll assume he’s a man for this article – but 

everything I’m about to write applies to same-sex relationships) is gliding 

happily through the engagement. You’re pulling out your hair wondering if 

you’re making the right choice and your guy is smiling at you and with you, 

saying things like, “I just know. I don’t have any doubt.”  

 

You feel simultaneously reassured and annoyed by his confidence. Doesn’t he 

have any concerns or fears? What does his lackadaisical attitude mean about 

him? Is he too shallow for you? Wouldn’t you be happier with someone deeper? 

STOP! Fear-mind at play! Remind yourself that much of what you love about 

him is the fact that he’s easy-going about life and just takes things as they 

come. You complement and balance each other out in this regard. You analyze 

the details of life under a high-powered microscope and he looks at the big 

picture. You could probably each benefit from absorbing some of the other’s 

qualities – and over your lifetime together that’s exactly what will happen – but 

for now it’s important to remind yourself that his nonchalance about getting 

married is NOT an indication that he’s not taking it seriously. There are several 

valid reasons for his carefree attitude. Let’s take a look: 

 

1. It’s not in his nature to become stressed out by transitions (especially this 

one). There’s always one person in the partnership who carries the 
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emotional weight of transitions – and it’s usually the woman. In her 

brilliant book, “The Dance of Intimacy,” Harriet Lerner talks about the fact 

that relationships . 

 

2. Men do feel the fear, but because there’s a different expectation around 

fear and marriage for men they don’t give the fear much energy and it 

passes through. In other words, men have been conditioned to expect 

“cold feet” (a euphemism for engagement and wedding anxiety), to have a 

moment of feeling scared or doubting, to wonder, “Is this really what I 

want?” So when the thoughts arrive, they respond to them with, “Oh, 

here’s the cold feet I’ve been hearing about my whole life. It’s normal. It 

will pass. Every guy goes through this.”  

 

Women, on the other hand, have been conditioned their whole life to 

expect to feel unilaterally joyous and excited about their wedding and 

marriage, so when the same exact thought arrives of, “Is this really what I 

want?” she panics and thinks, “This isn’t what I’m supposed to be thinking 

and feeling. No one else feels this way. Look at all the happy brides in the 

magazines. Look at all the hysterically happy women at work. What’s 

wrong with me?” The “what’s wrong with me” thought then entrenches the 

normal thought and mutates it into fear – but we’ll talk more about this 

cycle later. Suffice to say that you can how our cultural conditioning 

supports the normal fear that arises for men but judges it for women. 
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3. The big moment for men is the proposal, and they usually prepare for 

months before they pop the question. They don’t just prepare practically 

in terms of buying the ring and planning the proposal, they also prepare 

emotionally. This is when they analyze their decision, talk to their friends 

and family about any concerns or doubts they’re having, and let 

themselves ask the hard questions. Once they arrive at the proposal, their 

emotional work is usually done. So while men have two or three months 

to prepare for that single moment of agreeing to marry, women have thirty 

seconds.  

 

Of course, most women have usually thought about whether or not they 

want to get married long before the moment of the proposal, but there’s 

nothing like being put on the spot and being asked to make a lifetime 

commitment in thirty seconds to create the feeling of being out of control 

and send an anxious mind into overdrive! Once their partner says yes, 

men feel like their work done. But once you say yes, it’s just beginning, 

not just in terms of the planning but in terms of doing the hard work or 

assessing if this is really the man you want to marry.  

 

What matters more than if your man is feeling anxious is knowing that you’re 

normal for feeling this way. The truth is that even though there’s a part of you 

that would like him to express just a bit of anxiety, it’s better that he’s not falling 

apart right now. After all, one of you needs to be the rock in the relationship, 

and this time around it’s him. There will be plenty of times in your marriage 

when he’s falling apart and he needs you to be the solid one. For men, they’re 
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moments of falling apart and opportunities for growth usually arise around 

difficult work situations or losing important relationships – like a father or 

grandfather. At those junctures, he’ll need to rely on you and the wisdom that 

you’ve learned through this experience to guide him through. So for now, just 

share with him as much as you can so he knows what’s happening for you, try 

to let go of needing him to feel the same way, and connect with your gratitude 

and appreciation that he’s as sure about you and your marriage as he is.  
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Engagement and General Anxiety 

If you’re struggling with engagement anxiety, this section is for you. 

You’ve just read about the normal stages of a transition and what 

core emotions are activated during each of the three stages, but for 

many people the emotional turmoil of being engaged extends beyond 

feeling grief about letting go of singlehood and fears about the 

commitment of marriage. For someone who’s prone to anxiety, being 

engaged often sends the anxiety through the roof and they’re left with 

an even stronger sense of, “What’s wrong with me?” If that’s what’s 

happening for you, read on so that you can broaden your context for 

this pervasive experience and begin to learn some helpful tools for 

managing the anxiety effectively.  

As there’s usually one person in the partnership who struggles with 

the anxiety more than the other, I’m including this collection of articles 

in both this section and the section on your partner’s transition. If 

you’re not experiencing relationship anxiety, count your blessings and 

either ignore this section or read on to learn about what you’re 

partner is struggling with.
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            Why Am I So Terrified? 

Eventually, all of my clients and E-Course participants end up asking 

the same question: If I’m with such a great partner, why am I so 

terrified? It’s an understandable question to ask on the threshold of 

marriage as the terror (and yes, it’s terror, not just fear or anxiety) 

flies in the face of what you think you’re supposed to feel. The next 

question is: If I was with the right person, I wouldn’t be feeling this 

way. Again, an understandable conclusion since nothing in this 

culture prepares people for the normal fear and common terror that 

arise during an engagement. 

So why would someone feel terrified to marry someone with whom 

they have a great relationship? Why would a loving, solid partnership 

trigger such deep-seated feelings of anxiety rendering my clients 

unable to eat, sleep, or function? The first reason is that it’s because 

the relationship is so safe that the anxiety is triggered. Let me explain 

with an example from someone who didn’t attribute the anxiety to her 

partnership. 

One of my dearest friends met her life partner in her late twenties. 

After a whirlwind love affair they got married, and a few months into 

her marriage she developed severe anxiety symptoms for the first 

time in her life. Her ears started itching and she heard a ringing that 

wouldn’t go away. Then she felt like there was copper in her mouth 

and her anxious mind went into overdrive: I’m dying. I have cancer. 
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I’m going crazy. (All common thoughts that accompany an anxiety 

disorder.) 

We had fallen out of close touch, but she knew that I had struggled 

with anxiety during my twenties so she called me for support. We 

talked every day, and within a few weeks she was able to identify that 

the safety and stability of her marriage is what allowed the anxiety to 

surface. In other words, the anxiety (fear, terror) had been living 

inside of her since she was child but she had always kept it at bay. 

She was a typical “good girl”: good grades, a good job, never stayed 

outside the expected lines. Her psyche lived inside a steel-clad box of 

expectations and busyness. 

A bit about her childhood: She had been raised by two young, drug-

addicted parents who had no idea how to show up as parents. They 

were both narcissistic and emotionally unreliable, and my friend had 

learned at a young age how to take care of herself as best she could. 

In short, her parents didn’t attend to her in the way she needed to be 

parented; her father failed miserably as a dad and her mother was 

too narcissistic to give her real nurturing and mothering. (Many of my 

clients come from more typical, loving parents but learn, through this 

transition, that their high sensitivity wasn’t honored or they were 

bullied at school, thus leading to a build-up of false beliefs and 

unshed core feelings that emerge during their bout with engagement 

anxiety.)  
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But now her psyche was exploding open. Within the security of her 

husband’s support, she finally felt safe enough to fall apart. For the 

first time in her life, she had someone who could keep watch as she 

delved into darkness. She knew that no matter how crazy she felt, her 

husband loved her and he wasn’t going anywhere. And that’s when 

the thirty years of terror came rushing to the surface. 

After months of suffering with the anxiety and countless discussions 

with me and her therapist, she started to learn how to re-parent 

herself and to develop a relationship with a Higher Guidance. It was 

slow and hard work, but over time the physical anxiety symptoms 

diminished and she could feel some solid ground beneath her feet. 

She recognized that she would have to give up the notion that her 

mother would ever show up for her in the way she needed and that 

the only true healing was to learn how to mother herself and receive 

nurturing from other sources. But she credits the development of her 

spiritual relationship as the key to managing her anxiety. As another 

client recently said to me, “Relying on a Higher Source is very 

comforting for the anxious mind.” 

I hope that by sharing this story it will shed light on your own terror. 

But if you’ve found your way here, it’s likely that, unlike my friend, 

you’ve attached the terror onto your choice of marriage partner. And 

for most of my clients, the projection onto the partner becomes so 

strong that they want to run, leaving them with the painful choice of 

either postponing the wedding or breaking up entirely. This is the 
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wounded self at play, the part of you that’s terrified of real love. 

So, again, the question is: Why is real love so scary? If you know 

rationally that you’re with a great partner (i.e. no obvious red flags like 

addiction, betrayal, control issues) and you’re ready to commit (when 

fear isn’t in the way), why would you feel so scared? The wounded 

self is the part of you that developed to protect you from the pain of 

your early experiences. Perhaps you were raised by narcissistic 

parents that didn’t know how to set their own needs aside in order to 

attend to yours. Perhaps your mother was emotionally engulfing and 

your father was emotionally absent. So the wounded self was born 

and developed a belief system that said, “There must be something 

wrong with me because I’m not receiving the love I need. If I was 

more perfect in some way, I would get love.” In essence, you looked 

around you and realized that love isn’t safe. It’s either too much or too 

little, both of which you ascribed to a fault within yourself. 

Now, during the wedding transition, when real love stands before you 

in the form of a solid, reliable mate, the old beliefs come flaring to the 

surface. You’re terrified of getting hurt again. You’re terrified of risking 

being vulnerable, exposing your true self, and then being rejected. It’s 

too risky. It’s not safe. You’re knee-deep in a projection that says, “I 

must be terrified because I’m with the wrong person,” when in truth 

you’re terrified because the old fears have been unleashed. Let me 

say this as clearly as possible: The terror has nothing to do with your 

partner. The terror lives inside of you and has always lived inside of 
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you. And the degree of the terror is directly correlated to the degree 

to which you love your partner (even though you’re so scared right 

now that you can’t feel the love at all). 

Similarly, many people carry a rescue fantasy that says, “When I 

meet the right person I will be so happy and alive that I’ll be lifted out 

of my anxiety and misery.” I’ve written extensively about this 

misguided belief – and devoted Lesson 7 of the Conscious Weddings 

E-Course: From Anxiety to Serenity to it – because it’s so 

fundamental to many people’s belief system and is a primary reason 

why they leave a perfectly good relationship. Said another way, the 

belief is: “Someone else would make me happier.” I’ll say this clearly 

and bluntly: holding on to this belief prevents you from taking full 

responsibility for your pain and joy. Again, it ascribes the terror onto 

your partner instead of recognizing that this terror is old, it’s yours, it 

has nothing to do with your partner and you’d be feeling it no matter 

who you married. 

If you’re going to work through the terror, there needs to be a 

recognition that it has nothing to do with your partner. It’s not her/his 

fault, it’s not here because you’re with the “wrong” person, and it 

won’t go away if you walk away from the relationship. Ask yourself 

honestly: How long have you struggled with anxiety? If you’re like 

most of my clients, you’ve struggled with it for years, often since 

childhood. 
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Anxiety is a gift. It’s an opportunity to address deep-seated belief 

systems that are no longer serving you and an invitation to learn how 

to connect with a source of higher guidance. The fear says, “Run! 

Love isn’t safe. He’ll leave you. She’ll smother you.” Something wise 

in you is saying, “Deal with me now! You’re finally with someone safe 

and loving who’s not going to run away from your anxiety. Within this 

safe space, you can fall apart and learn how to put yourself back 

together again in a healthy way.”  That something might just be called 

love. Which voice will you listen to? 
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The Diamond Inside of Anxiety 

 

 

People find me because they’re in the throes of anxiety, and quite 

often the anxiety centers around their intimate relationship. They’re 

taken down by a series of questions that cause them to fear whether 

or not they’re in the “right” relationship or if they’re making a 

“mistake.” I’ve said it many times on this site but it’s worth repeating: 

most people who find me are in loving, solid relationships and the 

fear that plagues them is purely based in anxiety. There is a small 

percentage of people – maybe 5% – who realize that their fear is 

coming from a truthful place and is an indicator that there are serious 

red-flag issues in the relationship that need to be addressed, but 

these issues are obvious from my first conversation with them and 

aren’t associated with the gut-wrenching feelings that accompany 
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relationship anxiety. 

For the vast majority, the anxiety hits like a force from the underworld 

and literally pulls them from their high functioning, day-to-day life with 

a rush of terror into a hell-realm. Where they were once happily 

walking forward toward a stable married life, they’re now fraught with 

so much anxiety that it inhibits their ability to eat, sleep, and properly 

function, let alone plan a wedding. They fervently wish that the 

anxiety would vanish, mistakenly assuming that it’s a sign that they’re 

in the wrong relationship and that the only solution is to leave. That’s 

when they Google “engagement anxiety” or “marriage fear” and find 

their way here. 

The first, and most essential step, in working through the anxiety is 

reversing the longing for it to disappear and recognizing that there is 

great wisdom encased inside the shell of misery. This is obviously a 

challenging mental shift to make; no one wants to live with the demon 

of anxiety and it’s understandable that you would want it to vanish. 

But without the willingness to explore its roots and depths, there can 

be no true healing. For most people, this requires removing a strong 

mental block of fear that says, “If I explore the anxiety, I’ll discover 

that I don’t really want to be in this relationship and I’ll have to leave 

this person that I love.” So the first step is finding the courage to learn 

whatever it is that is meant to be learned, which corresponds to the 

first step of the healing process of Inner Bonding® that I teach my 

clients: the willingness to take 100% responsibility for your well-being, 
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your fear, your pain, your joy. 

It’s a strange and counter-intuitive statement, but what all of my 

clients eventually learn is that there is great wisdom living inside the 

fear-based thoughts and obsessional questions. In order to access 

this wisdom, it can be helpful to view yourself as a hero or heroine 

embarking on what Joseph Campbell called, “The Hero’s Journey.” 

Then you will find the willingness to descend into the darker regions 

of your psyche and hold a flashlight of truth on what you find there. 

And here’s a nugget of reassurance to counteract the fear of looking 

inside: what you find will have nothing to do with your partner and 

everything to do with you. You’ll find a storehouse of unshed grief, a 

soft place of vulnerability like the underbelly of a shy sea-creature, a 

river of fear, a warehouse of false beliefs about love, marriage, 

romance, and intimacy. And, as you learn to attend to your difficult 

feelings and replace the false beliefs with the truth, you’ll find a level 

of serenity, empowerment and healing that you never knew possible. 

The anxiety that you’re experiencing about your relationship isn’t new 

and isn’t the first time you’ve felt anxious in your life. If you’re like 

most people who find me, you’ve battled with anxiety periodically or 

consistently your entire life. Now is your chance to heal it. 

The magic of this deep level of soul work is uncovering what it is that 

your soul is attempting to communicate. The soul longs for 

wholeness, aliveness, and serenity, but it doesn’t always know how to 

attain these yearnings. Instead of asking directly for more aliveness, 
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for example, we tend to project the desire onto our partner in the form 

of the thought: “He’s not interesting enough.” If we become stuck on 

this thought and believe it’s the truth, we miss the rich opportunity to 

mine for the diamond  inside the anxiety. 

I’ve often said that the over-focus on our partners’ negative qualities 

is a distraction or protection against the difficult feelings that are 

triggered by transitions: the grief of letting go of being single and the 

fantasy of the perfect partner, the fear of leaping into the unknown, 

the vulnerability that accompanies the risk of loving. But I’ve recently 

realized that, while the thoughts can be a protection against the 

difficult feelings, they’re also doorways into widening our 

consciousness and deepening our emotional and spiritual growth. 

In order to crack through the anxious barrier and arrive at the 

diamond hidden inside, it’s helpful to understand which questions are 

pointing to which diamonds. To facilitate this process, I’ve grouped 

the most common questions according to their positive function. 

The Longing for More Aliveness and  Creativity arrives in the 
form of: 

1. I’m bored. 

2. He’s not intellectual enough. 

3. She’s not funny enough. 

4. He’s not social enough. 
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5. All we do is sit around and watch TV; won’t that lead to a boring 

marriage? 

The Need for a Spiritual Connection that Helps you Accept 
Uncertainty arrives in the form of: 

1. What if I’m making a mistake? 

2. What if our marriage ends? 

3. What if this anxiety is a sign that I’m making a mistake and if we 

get divorced I’ll regret not listening to myself? 

4. What if there’s someone better out there? 

The Longing for a More Integrated Relationship with your Own 
Inner Loving Adult arrives in the form of: 

1.       I’m lonely. 

2. He/she should make me feel whole. 

3. I’m not happy (and therefore it’s his/her fault). 

4. What if I’m not ready to get married? 

5. What if I jumped into this relationship too quickly after my last 

one ended? 

6. What if I’m only with him because I’m scared to be single? 
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The Soul’s Need to Develop More Compassion, Tolerance, and 
Self-Love arrives in the form of: 

1. I’m not attracted to him. 

2. I can’t stand the way he chews. 

3. I can’t stand the way she laughs. 

4. He’s not social enough. 

5. He’s shorter than I am. 

6. He’s not fit enough. 

The Need to Develop of a Truthful Understanding of Love and 
Marriage arrives in the form of: 

1. What if I don’t love him enough? 

2. What if something changes, we grow apart, and our marriage 

ends? 

3. I don’t feel butterflies every time he walks in the door; that must 

mean there’s something wrong. 

4. We only have sex __ times a week/month. 

5. I don’t miss him like crazy when he’s away. 

6. I enjoy spending time on my own; shouldn’t I want to spend every 

second with her? 



 
© 2012 All Rights Reserved 

Sheryl Paul, MA, Conscious Transitions®  
http://www.conscious-transitions.com 

 

36 

This is by no means an exhaustive list, but I hope you can start to see 

my point. When you address the anxiety from this perspective and 

approach it every day with a curious mind, you will start to break 

through its shell and arrive at your kernels of wisdom. 

The single most important factor that determines one’s ability to move 

through this anxiety is pulling back the projection from your partner 

and recognizing that the source of the anxiety is in you and the ability 

to work through it rests in you. No one can save you from your own 

mind, your false beliefs, and your uncomfortable feelings. The 

willingness to take full responsibility for your well-being is the 

foundation for addressing these questions and finding your diamonds 

that are waiting, shimmering and full of beauty, to be revealed. 
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Projection as Protection 

  

Many of my engaged and newlywed clients and eCourse participants 

perseverate on the thought, “I don’t love him/her.” This is such an 

important and complex topic that I’ve written about it several times on 

this blog (including one of my “Alanis and the eCourse posts“) and 

have devoted an entire lesson in the Conscious Weddings eCourse 

to it, but let me say it more clearly here: Projection is a defense or an 

addiction against feeling the natural fear and grief associate with a 

transition and the anxiety, self-doubt, and old traumas around love of 

your wounded self. As one of the women on the eCourse forum said 

so poignantly in her recent post: “But I also know from my own 

experience that its so much easier to stay in the projection state than 

to deal with the real grief.” 

It might sound strange to think of projection as an addiction, but in 

order for this to make sense you need to understand the difference 

between a process addiction as opposed to a substance addiction. 

An addiction is anything that distracts or protects you from your 

painful feelings. We commonly think of addictions as related to 

substances like drugs, alcohol, or sugar. But process addictions, like 

spending, sex, television, planning and ruminating are just as 

rampant and difficult to address. Planning? Ruminating? Were you 

surprised to read these in the list of addictions? Planning is when you 
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can’t top thinking about things you have to do (like planning a 

wedding). Ruminating is when you become so obsessed about a 

single thought that it successfully distracts or protects you from 

addressing the underlying emotional pain. 

The phenomena of “bridezilla” that runs rampant in our culture is a 

woman who’s so addicted to planning her wedding that she avoids 

addressing the natural and normal fear and grief that accompany this 

major life transition. She obsesses so deeply about all of the items on 

her to-do list, the things she needs to buy, the place settings and the 

table arrangement that she becomes a warped version of herself who 

alienates everyone around her. She’s living in a state of control, 

tightness, and disconnection. She’s living with an addiction. 

The same is true for the people who find their way to my work, except 

that instead of over-focusing on the planning, they’re over-focusing 

on their partner. Where bridezilla funnels her fear, grief and old 

wounds around love and intimacy onto her dress and flowers, the 

“conscious brides and grooms” funnel their difficult feelings onto their 

partner. They put their partner under a microscope until all they see 

are the so-called faults and flaws. They disregard the good times, 

diminish what works, and only focus on the reasons why they can’t 

possibly move forward with this person. Then they spin their thoughts 

into a spool of negativity until a single thought remains: I don’t really 

love him/her. And that’s when they find their way to my work. 
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So what’s the antidote? First of all, to recognize that every time you 

think the thought, “I don’t love him/her” you say to yourself, “I know 

this feels real but it’s a projection.” Then ask yourself, “What am I 

protecting myself from feeling right now?” If you can, spend some 

time with your Inner Child (or teen) and ask her/him if there’s anything 

she/he would like to share with you. I’m writing this with the 

assumption that you have a fairly good understanding of the Inner 

Bonding process. If you don’t, please head over to the Inner Bonding 

site and sign up for the free, 7 day 

training: http://www.innerbonding.com. 

Remember: You’re struggling NOT because you don’t love your 

partner, but because you love him/her more than you’ve ever loved 

anybody in your life. And this scares the you-know-what out of your 

wounded self, who simply doesn’t trust love because of what it’s 

seen, heard, and experienced. In fact, I’ve also come to understand 

that the depth of the childhood abuse (emotional, physical, or sexual) 

informs the intensity of the projection once you’re in a real 

relationship with a safe person. The wounded self is simply freaking 

out because it doesn’t trust that love can be safe. It’s screaming at 

you in every way it can to get out now. And it often uses the line that 

will get you the most which, for many people, is, “I just don’t love 

him/her.” 

Projection is one of the most difficult psychological states to deal with 

because it feels so real. The hardest part is peeling the projection off 
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of your partner and getting, really getting, that it’s not about the other 

person. The wounded self will think of every reason in the book why 

your case is different (“Sheryl doesn’t really know what she’s talking 

about” or “But what if it IS about the other person”) but having worked 

with thousands of women and men over the years just like you, I can 

say with a fair amount of certainty that chances are quite high that 

you’re in a good relationship and that it truly isn’t about the other 

person. 

Hang in there. Hold on. You will get through this. It take a real 

commitment to yourself, patience, and support, but if thousands of 

others have gotten through it and found their way to love, you can, 

too. I promise. 
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The Architecture of Anxiety and       
Intrusive Thoughts 

 

Many of my clients suffer from the hell-realm of intrusive or unwanted 

thoughts. Thoughts like, “What if I’m a pedophile?” or “What if I’m a 

mass murderer?” or “What if I contract a deadly disease?” or “What if 

I don’t love my partner enough (or at all)?” parade through their 

brains day and night without reprieve creating a state of perpetual 

misery. The irony about people who are prone to intrusive thoughts 

such as these is that they’re among the most gentle, loving, sensitive, 

kind, creative, and thoughtful people you’ll ever meet. The thought is 

so far from reality that it’s almost laughable, except that it’s not funny 

at all because my clients believe the lie which, of course, creates 

massive amount of anxiety. 

Or maybe it’s not ironic at all. Perhaps it’s precisely because of this 

high level of sensitivity and empathy that their mind has gravitated 

toward an alarming thought as a way to try to avoid the intensity of 

feeling with which they respond to life. Highly sensitive people were 

once highly sensitive children, which means their nervous systems 

were wired at birth to respond to the sights, sounds, and experiences 

of life at amplified levels. And because most highly sensitive children 

were raised by parents who had no idea how to teach their kids to 

value and feel their difficult feelings in a manageable way, they 

learned early in life to try to control the external world as a way to 
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attempt to manage their inner one. 

Lately I’ve been using a model with my clients that helps them 

conceptualize the formation of anxiety and the addiction of intrusive 

thoughts. I call it the A-B-C model and it goes like this: 

A. A difficult or “unwanted” feeling arises: fear, grief, vulnerability, 

loneliness, helplessness, doubt, uncertainty 

B. You push the feeling away and resist it because you think you 

shouldn’t be feeling this way, that you’re “too much” or “too 

emotional”, and/or you can’t handle the feeling. 

C. You attach on to an intrusive thought as a way to cover up or avoid 

the difficult feeling, thereby creating the illusion of control. Now you 

can focus on the thought, “What if I have a terminal illness,” instead 

of attending to the initial feeling. 

Not all of my clients are highly sensitive, and not all of them have 

been lifelong sufferers of anxiety. In fact, many of my engaged clients 

suffering from engagement anxiety tell me that this is the first time 

they’ve ever experienced anxiety to this degree. But the same model 

applies: 

A. A feeling of fear, uncertainty, vulnerability and/or grief hits 

somewhere near the proposal (when the relationship turns from 

serious to very serious). Or perhaps it’s been there nearly the entire 

relationship – or as soon as the initial infatuation stage or free-ride 
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wore off. 

B. The judgement or resistance pushes it away with a thought like, 

“You shouldn’t be feeling this way. You just got engaged. You should 

be happy.” 

C. The control-ego-fear mind dangles down a thought-vine like, “You 

don’t really love him” or “This must mean that you’re making a 

mistake” that will tempt you to take hold as way to try to have control 

over an out-of-control experience or avoid the initial pure feeling that 

you don’t know is normal and manageable. 

Once you take hold of the seductive thought-vine, you’re on your way 

down the black hole of anxiety. The further you go down the hole, the 

darker it gets and the harder it becomes to find your way back out to 

the light of day. 

I know how difficult it is to re-train your mind so that you can learn to 

attend to the core feeling as it arises without attempting to control in 

some way. It seems that some people – if not everyone – are born 

with a natural inclination to try to avoid what’s hard by controlling 

something external or latching onto a thought-vine. I see it in my own 

kids: when they’re tired, hungry, or the situation feels emotionally 

unmanageable, they’ll try to control someone or something external. 

In fact, it’s one of my highest goals as a parent to teach my kids that 

they can handle their difficult feelings, that feelings are just feelings 

and that they will always pass through, and that trying to control 
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circumstances as a way to avoid the feeling never works: the feeling 

is still there, but now it’s buried behind a layer of control. 

So after 20 or 30 years of this, a deeply ingrained habit is etched into 

the brain that starts with the false belief of, “I can’t handle difficult 

feelings.” The work is to learn how to soften into the fear so that it 

breaks open to reveal the soft underbelly of grief that has lived inside 

for so long. As Elizabeth Lesser quotes Chogyam Trungpa in her 

beautiful book, Broken Open: How Difficult Times Help Us Grow: 

“Going beyond fear begins when we examine our fear: our anxiety, 

concern, nervousness, and restlessness. If we look into our fear, if we 

look beneath the veneer, the first thing we find is sadness, beneath 

the nervousness. Nervousness is cranking up, vibrating all the time. 

When we slow down, when we relax with our fear, we find sadness, 

which is calm and gentle. Sadness hits you in your heart, and your 

body produces a tear. Before you cry there is a feeling in your chest 

and then, after that, you produce tears in your eyes. You are about to 

produce rain or  waterfall in your eyes and you feel sad and lonely 

and perhaps romantic all at the same time. This is the first tip of 

fearlessness, and the first sign of real warriorship. You might think 

that, when you experience fearlessness, you will hear the opening to 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony or see a great explosion in the sky, but 

it doesn’t happen that way. Discovering fearlessness comes from 

working with the softness of the human heart.” (p. 37) 
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If you can understand the alarming thoughts as a flare sent up from 

the Inner Child to try to get your attention, you will learn to slow down 

and listen. Your Inner Child doesn’t always know how to say, “I’m 

hurting. Please pay attention to me,” so he or she sends out a jarring 

thought because she knows it will get your attention. Once you start 

to pay attention to your feelings and trust that you can handle your 

emotional experiences, the intrusive thoughts begin to diminish. 

Again, the thoughts are a distraction, a first-layer attention-getter 

designed to force you to turn inside and attend to your inner world. 

Thus, when you’re perseverating on an anxious thought, the question 

to ask yourself is, “What am I trying to control, avoid, or fill up?” or 

“What is this thought trying to protect me from feeling?” and see if you 

can connect to the softness of the human heart, knowing that what 

you find when you bring your loving attention to the quiet places is 

always, always, a pearl. 
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         A Thought is Just a Thought 

  

One of the most debilitating topics that my clients struggle with is that 

they have difficulty distinguishing between the truth and the thoughts 

that their fear-based minds shoot into their heads. For example, a 

client wrote to me last week and said that every time she’s about to 

tell her fiance that she loves him, a voice interrupts her that says, 

“You don’t really love him.” With her wedding on the horizon, this is 

understandably a distressing thought to have several times a day, 

and it’s left her, of course, wondering if it’s true. It’s not true. She 

loves her fiance. He – like almost every fiance I hear about – is 

loving, kind, honest, responsible, and loves her completely. He’ll 

make a wonderful husband and a good father. So why the thought? 

Love is scary. Transitions are scary. Our minds, which are full of fear, 

will shoot little fear-dipped arrows in the form of thoughts so that we’ll 

run for the hills and distance ourselves from the intimacy and 

vulnerability activated by transitions. The fear-based thought is then 

amplified by the attention we give it. It stops us in our tracks and 

causes us to ask, “Is that the truth? Do I really not love my partner?” 

It’s a daily practice managing these thoughts so that they don’t 

snowball into a mass of panic and anxiety. Journaling and dialoguing 

should be occurring every day if there’s any hope of booting the fear 

out of the driver’s seat. 
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Here’s another example of the way fear rears its head: I worked with 

a Conscious Motherhood client a few years ago who shared with me 

that almost every time she sat down to nurse her baby, the thought 

popped into her head, “I hate her.” Her shame about it was so strong 

she could barely utter the words to me. She was befuddled and 

distressed by this, especially given that she was deeply in love with 

her baby. But as we talked, it became clear that what she really 

meant was, “I hate THIS”, meaning she hated the vulnerability of new 

motherhood, she hated being sleep deprived, she hated feeling so 

scared and uncertain most of time. She didn’t hate her baby at all; her 

baby became the target of her projection, and once she unraveled the 

projection to its core, the sentence stopped popping into her head. 

It’s easy to believe our thoughts. It’s easy to second-guess ourselves, 

especially when we’re in transition and on the precipice or the midst 

of a life-altering change. It’s easy, especially in our 

psychotherapeutically-oriented culture to think, “Was that thought 

coming from my unconscious? Are these thoughts pointing to my true 

feelings?” Rarely have I ever seen that to be the case, and when it is, 

it’s substantiated by real issues in real life (as opposed to the issues 

we create in our minds when we believe our fear-based thoughts). 

Transitions always present opportunities for growth. For many 

people, the area of growth centers around working with their 

thoughts, perhaps for the first time in their lives. It’s a worthy practice 
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and one, when worked with consciously and effectively, will serve you 

for the rest of your life. 
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Beyond “A Thought is Just a 
Thought”: Response to Roxanne’s 

Comment 
  

In response to Roxanne’s comment to my “A Thought is Just A 

Thought” post, I’d like to offer a more detailed approach for working 

with negative or unwanted thoughts. It’s important to recognize that 

working with difficult thoughts effectively is a lifelong and daily 

practice, meaning that large doses of patience are required from the 

onset. As is always the case when trying to change a negative habit, 

it takes time, commitment, and persistence. For those of us that are 

prone to negative thinking, changing this habit takes months, and 

each time you’re in transition you’ll be offered an opportunity to 

address the habit at yet a deeper level. 

Roxanne wrote: “I’ve been good at thinking my way out of the thought 

and pushing them back down…but I don’t think that is enough 

anymore.” It’s critical to understand that the practice is not about 

pushing the thoughts away or pushing them back down. These 

thoughts need to be acknowledged or else they’ll just keep returning, 

as Roxanne wrote in her comment. Pushing them back down is just a 

form of denial and won’t do anything toward addressing the root 

cause of the thoughts or working with them spiritually. 

Here are three categories of ways to address thoughts. All of them 
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can be utilized at different times and, again, all of them require 

repetitive practice before you notice a shift. 

1. Cognitive Approaches 

A. Challenge the Thought: When you find yourself thinking something 

like, “I don’t really love my fiance,” challenge that statement with 

something like, “Are you 100% sure that’s true?” Fear-based thoughts 

are not rooted in reality, so when you challenge them by questioning 

their veracity, they loosen their hold. This method also shows the 

thought that you’re in control, as opposed to the other way around 

where you bow down to the thought’s feet thereby showing fear that 

its in the driver’s seat. In other words, it doesn’t really matter what 

you say when you challenge the thought; just the very act of 

challenging shows the thought that you’re onto its bluff. 

B. Change the Channel: It’s easy when you’re prone to negative 

thinking to find yourself stuck on a loop station where all you’re 

thinking about is the negative. Once you notice this tendency (and 

noticing it is a practice in itself), you can actively change it. Imagine 

that the thought is like a television show called “Negative and 

Catastrophic Thinking.” You’ve been watching this show for a long 

time, possibly years. The volume and frequency with which you’re 

watching has been cranked up since you’ve been in transition (such 

is the nature of transition), but it’s a show that you’re familiar with. It’s 

probably a show that has been handed down to you for generations, 
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from worry-wart grandmother to negative-thinking mother to you. The 

baton is passed and now you have a chance to change it so that you 

don’t pass it on to your kids. So when you find yourself watching this 

negative show, see yourself standing up and walking over to the 

television set (a 1950s set without a remote control) and see your 

hand turning the dial to a new station. Decide ahead of time what 

show is playing on this new channel: Is it called “My fiance and I on 

our happiest day together” or “The time I was lying on a beach 

perfectly at ease and full of joy”? You get the picture. 

C. Choose Not to Indulge: The fear-based thoughts are coming from 

your wounded self. In the language of Inner Bonding, this self was 

created to protect you as a child from feelings that were too 

overwhelming for you to handle. Now, as an adult, you must re-train 

yourself to learn that you can handle your feelings and that it’s not 

loving to yourself to listen to this wounded part of you that is trying to 

keep you separate from love. Listening to this part of you is like 

indulging a petulant child; it only pours fuel on the fire and increases 

the negativity. When you choose NOT to indulge the thought by 

challenging it or changing the channel, you’re sending it a clear 

message that you’re no no longer willing to listen to its fear-based 

lies. 

2. Psychological Approaches 

A. There are dozens of psychological approaches that address 
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working with negative thoughts, but the most effective I’ve found is 

Inner Bonding. Through the six steps of Inner Bonding, I help my 

clients explore the false beliefs that are infiltrating their minds and 

creating their anxiety and depression and connect with the core 

feelings. Once the six steps are consistently implemented, people 

invariably report feeling significant relief from their intrusive and 

negative thoughts. They also begin to understand that the thoughts 

are often an addiction in the sense that they over-up the core feelings 

of grief, uncertainty, confusion, disorientation, existential fear, and 

loneliness that characterize transitions (and life). The question to ask 

when you find yourself addicted to a negative thought is: “What is this 

thought protecting me from feeling?” 

3. Spiritual Approaches 

A. Adopting a Spiritual Philosophy: At the center of the worldview 

inherent to transitions as well as the core of any spiritual belief 

system is an understanding and eventual acceptance about life’s 

mysterious and uncertain nature. There’s a basic and natural human 

need to know and have certainty about life’s most unknowable and 

uncertain realms. When you address this need and learn to accept 

the uncertainty, you feel more internal space and freedom and the 

intrusive thoughts that center around, “How do I know he or she is 

The One?” start to diminish. 

B. Meditation: As a daily and lifelong practice, meditation is about 
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training your mind and working with the thoughts that Buddhists call 

“monkey mind” or “busy mind.” As the Dalai Lama writes in his book, 

How to Practice: The Way to a Meaningful Life, “In this book I offer 

you, the reader, valuable techniques from Tibetan traditions which, if 

implemented in daily practice, lead to mental peace. As you calm 

your mind and your heart, your agitation and worry will naturally 

subside, and you will enjoy more happiness. Your relationships with 

others reflect these changes. And as a better human being, you will 

be a better citizen of the world.” 

A few pages later he says, “I know from my own experience that it is 

possible to change these attitudes and improve the human mind. 

Though it is colorless, shapeless, and sometimes weak, the human 

mind can become stronger than steel. To train the mind, you must 

exercise the patience and determination it takes to shape that steel. If 

you practice improving your mind with a strong will and forbearance 

by trying, trying, trying, no matter how many difficulties you may 

encounter at the beginning, then you will succeed. With patience, and 

practice, and time, change will come.” 

C. Noticing the Thoughts: Alongside meditation is a practice that can 

be used throughout the day where you simply notice your thoughts as 

they occur. You don’t try to change them or alter them in any way, 

and if you judge the thought you just notice that as well. Noticing the 

negative habitual thoughts gives you, over time, the consciousness to 

make another, more loving and positive, choice. 
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For the sake of clarity I’ve delineated the approaches into three 

categories, but there is, of course, great overlap between them, and 

any good therapy modality should draw upon all three approaches. 

And again, I cannot emphasize enough that any practice you adopt 

for working with your thoughts is just that – a practice – and requires, 

as the Dalai Lama writes, patience and time in order to see change. 
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Take Care of Your Anxiety Like a 
Scared Child 

  

 

 

I’m reading Thich Nhat Hanh’s brilliant little book called Anger. With 

his signature simple and poetic style, Hahn elucidates the Buddhist 

views on managing and healing anger which, to my surprise and 

delight, overlap almost identically with Inner Bonding®. If you’re like 

most of my clients and people who follow this blog who struggle more 

with anxiety than anger, simply replace the word “anger” with 

“anxiety” and you’ll have a prescription for handling your difficult 
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emotions. 

For example, in one section called “Caring for Your Baby, Anger” 

Hanh writes: 

“Embrace your anger with a lot of tenderness. Your anger is not your 

enemy; your anger is your baby. 

“You have to be like a mother listening for the cries of her baby. If a 

mother is working in the kitchen and hears her baby crying, she puts 

down whatever she is doing and goes to comfort her baby. She may 

be making a very good soup; the soup is important, but it’s much less 

important than the suffering of her baby. Her appearance in the room 

is like sunshine because the mother is full of warmth, concern, and 

tenderness. The first thing she does is pick up the baby and embrace 

him tenderly. When the mother embraces her baby, her energy 

penetrates him and soothes him. This is exactly what you have to do 

when anger begins to surface. You have to abandon everything that 

you are doing, because your most important task is to go back to 

yourself and take care of your baby, your anger. Nothing is more 

urgent than taking good care of your baby.” 

The first step in managing difficult emotions is to find the willingness 

to take responsibility for whatever you’re feeling (Step 1 of Inner 

Bonding®). You recognize that no one can save you, rescue you, or 

fix you; as an adult, you and you alone must find the willingness to 

care for and attend to your emotional life. You must recognize that it’s 
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only through embracing and exploring the entire range of human 

emotions that you find the serenity and freedom that you seek. 

In the above quote, Hanh is saying that we need to attend to our 

anger – or anxiety – the way we would attend to a baby crying in the 

next room. This is an interesting point because many of you were left 

to cry alone as babies and, later, as young children. Your emotional 

blueprint says, “I don’t need to attend to my difficult feelings because 

no one attended to me when I was a baby. It’s not safe to have 

needs. No one will come anyway. It’s not that important.” Our 

culture’s dominant parenting philosophy still supports the idea that 

babies and kids need to be left alone to “cry it out.” Whether we’re 

discussing sleep or discipline, we still maintain the (in my opinion) 

damaging belief that if we embrace a crying child we’re teaching that 

child that crying will “get them what they want.” This belief assumes 

that babies are trying to manipulate adults into caring for their needs. 

Now I understand the difference between not giving in to a toddler 

who’s crying because he wants another scoop of ice cream, but I still 

don’t support the notion that a parent should ignore the child or send 

them to their room for a time out. From my perspective (and I know 

I’m in the cultural minority here), this communicates to the child that 

they’re bad or wrong for having a desire and that if they cry they will 

be punished in some way and banished to solitary confinement. It 

sends them the message that their form of communication is 

manipulative and not to be taken seriously. They absorb the belief 
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that says, “My feelings don’t matter.” 

So what happens as adults when we’re faced with an anxiety-

provoking situation? Most people, following their own historic 

parenting, banish their scared Inner Child to solitary confinement with 

a good dose of shame and judgement to accompany them out the 

door. They’ve simply never learned to do otherwise. They don’t know 

how important it is to take responsibility for their anger or anxiety as 

they would take care of a child. They don’t prioritize their emotional 

experience and recognize that there’s essential information locked 

inside the feelings, if only they take the time to sit with themselves 

with compassionate curiosity. 

I’ve come to understand that a large portion of anxiety is an Inner 

Child left out to dry with no Loving Adult present. It’s the young, 

scared, emotional, uncertain part of you that doesn’t know how to 

manage life and doesn’t have anyone to put a loving arm around your 

shoulder and say, “I’m here. I’ve got you. It’s normal to feel scared 

when you’re about to do something brand new. Oh, you think you 

can’t do it? You think you don’t deserve this new job (or marriage or 

baby)? Of course you deserve it! You’re a shining, loving, smart, 

delightful person and I won’t ever let you forget that!” 

Anxiety is the Inner Child screaming out for attention, guidance, 

reassurance, and nurturing from your own Loving Adult. It’s a terrified 

child left alone with her scary thoughts or, even more harmful, she 
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has a scary thought and the adult says, “Yes, you’re right to have that 

fear. That’s what’s going to happen.” Imagine if you had a child who 

was experiencing bedtime fears. She says to you, “I’m scared a T-

Rex is going to eat me”  and you said, “Yes, you’re right, a T-Rex is 

going to eat you. It’s coming through the door right now.” Not only 

would your little girl feel terrified, you would also be lying to her. This 

is what you do to yourself when you let your anxious thoughts run 

away with you. 

If you’re experiencing anxiety, it’s because you’ve let your Inner Child 

drown in the currents of a river without a lifeline. You tell your Inner 

Child a lie and do nothing to replace it with the truth. You watch as 

she drowns in her anxiety without realizing that you are, in fact, 

causing it. A Loving Adult would say, “Of course a T-Rex isn’t going 

to eat you. Come here, sweetie. I’ll hold you until your fear goes 

away,” but instead you corroborate with the fear and the two of your 

drown together in the river. This is anxiety. 

Since many of you here are struggling with relationship anxiety, I’ll 

give you a concrete example from this area: 

You feel anxious. You make up in the morning with a knot in your 

stomach. You didn’t sleep well the night before and you haven’t been 

able to eat much lately. Anxiety is consuming your daily and nightly 

existence. You’re miserable, and because the anxiety has come on 

the heels of moving closer to committing to your partner, you form the 
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thought, “I’m anxious because I’m with the wrong person.” The 

anxiety intensifies because you’re telling yourself a lie. (I’m assuming 

that you’re with a loving, kind, open partner who fulfills most of your 

non-negotiable relationship needs.) You’ve misinterpreted your 

anxiety and are now convinced that if you left the relationship, your 

anxiety would disappear. 

But if you sat down with yourself and embraced your anxiety like the 

scared child that it is, you would ask, “What’s underneath this 

anxiety? Let me hold myself with compassion and curiosity and 

explore what’s underneath this fear. Am I scared of growing too close 

to someone? Why does that scare me? Am I scared of feeling 

engulfed by my partner, or feeling responsibility for his or her 

feelings? Am I scared of being abandoned, of losing my partner in 

some way? Am I grieving an old relationship or a fantasy of “perfect 

love”?” Once you can contact the underlying fear and sadness, the 

anxiety will start to dissipate. You can then explore the false beliefs 

that are informing many of the fears and sit with the grief that’s 

inherent to any life transition. Then the real work begins. 

It’s not easy work. As anyone experiencing anxiety well knows, it’s 

terrifying, exhausting, and will shake you to your core. You will wish 

with every prayer that something or someone would reach down a 

hand and save you from you misery. And then one day, after falling to 

your knees in despair, you realize that the hand you’re wishing for is 

attached to your own body, that you, in fact, can lay your own loving 
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hands around your own heart and take the necessary steps that will 

break open the encasement of anxiety to reveal the scared, sad, 

alone child that lives inside. You learn to hold the child the way no 

one ever held you. You make room for the difficult feelings. You 

embrace your sadness, your fear, your vulnerability, your 

helplessness, your loneliness. You explore the false beliefs that are 

creating your anxiety. You learn that you can handle what you 

thought was unmanageable. You learn to rely on a source of spiritual 

guidance. You learn that your negative feelings have nothing to do 

with your partner, your job, your city, or your family. Finally, you’re 

free. 


