A GUIDE TO AVOIDING AVOIDANCE

By Martha Beck

The consequences of willingness

What happens when we are willing to feel bad is that, sure enough, we often feel bad-but without the stress of futile avoidance.  Emotional discomfort, when accepted, rises, crests, and falls in a series of waves.  Each wave washes parts of us away and deposits treasures we never imagined.  No one would call it easy, but the rhythm of emotional pain that we learn to tolerate is natural, constructive and expansive.  It is different from unwilling suffering the way the sting of disinfectant is different from the sting of decay; the pain leaves you healthier than it found you.

It took Melanie a huge leap of faith to accept this.  She finally decided to turn up her Willingness to Suffer dial, simply because her Emotional Suffering levels were manifestly out of her control.  She started by joining a yoga class, though the thought of it scared her witless.  She found that her anxiety spiked, fluctuated, and gradually declined.  Over the ensuing moths, she entered therapy, traded her street-drug habit for prescribed medication, and found a new job.  Melanie’s worry isn’t completely gone; it probably never will be.  But that doesn’t matter much.  She is willing to accept discomfort in the pursuit of happiness, and that means she will never be a slave to her fear again.

To the extent that we reject anything we love solely because of what we fear, we are all like Melanie.  Find a place in your life where you are practicing experiential avoidance, an absence where you wish there were something wonderful.  Then commit to the process of getting it, including any inherent anxiety or sadness.  Get on an airplane not because you are convinced it won’t crash, but because meeting your baby niece is worth a few hours of terror.  Sit on the beach with your café latte, humming the song you shared with your ex, and let grief wash through you until your memories are more sweet than bitter.  Pursue your dreams not because you are immune to heartbreak but because your real life, your whole life, is worth getting your heart broken a few thousand times.

When fear makes your choices for you, no security measures on earth will keep the things you dread from finding you.  But if you can avoid avoidance-if you can choose to embrace experiences out of passion, enthusiasm, and a readiness to feel whatever arises-then nothing, nothing in all the dangerous world, can keep you from being.
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