INTRODUCTION

Life is a balance between what we can control and what we cannot.
I am learning to live between effort and surrender.

~ Danielle Orner

Men are born soft and supple; dead, they are stiff and hard.
Plants are born tender and pliant; dead, they are brittle and dry.
Thus whoever is stiff and inflexible is a disciple of death.

W hoever is soft and yielding is a disciple of life. The hard
and stiff will be broken. The soft and supple will prevail.

~ Lao Tzu

MY MOTIVATION TO WRITE THIS BOOK

When the pandemic first hit, I had been teaching psychology at the local
college for almost 18 years and facilitating self-care/wellness sessions there
and in my community. In my Positive Psychology course, my students and I
discussed ways we could “flourish™ in our personal and professional lives: the
importance of sleep, exercise, mindfulness, play, and connection, among other
topics. But during March 2020 and for months after, I worked around the clock,
70-80 hours a week, pivoting my courses to an online format. Everything I
taught my students was thrown out the window. My five-to-six days per week
yoga/barre routine was nonexistent. I woke up every morning and opened
my computer, and the last thing I did every night was power it down. I knew
the research; I had shared these messages as widely as possible, yet I ignored
them when I desperately needed to adhere to these lessons. My body was
screaming at me to slow down, to take a break. I was running on fumes, falling
back on routines I had grown accustomed to as a young student and worker;
just working harder and longer to get it done—and not to the standard of
“good enough,” but to my usual “as close to perfect” bar that I had strived
for since I was young. I was paying a heavy price for this unsustainable way
of living and losing patience with the people I loved and cared about most. I
was emotional and on edge. Tears streamed down my face in the middle of
a yoga class I rarely attended that first pandemic summer. I committed to do
better moving forward, and to share the wisdom that I had learned over the
years in the form of this book. As you will learn, many times the struggle is
not with the &nowing part—because we often know what we should be doing
when it comes to taking care of ourselves—but the doing part. The book’s
final portion is devoted to going from knowing to doing.
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BASIC THEMES OF THIS BOOK

There are three core and interrelated themes that I will highlight in this
book: energy, bend ABILITY, and creating space.

Energy

Let’s explore this concept of energy, an invaluable resource that fuels our
thoughts and actions. Although our physical, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual
energy can be replenished and renewed in various ways, it has a finite capacity;
we need to exert it wisely and mindfully. Jim Loehr and Tony Schwartz, authors
of The Power of Full Engagement (2005), coined this concept of managing energy.'
They suggest that by tweaking how we live our lives in terms of how we
think, speak, and act, we can expand and renew this energy source to draw on
as needed.

With this conceptin mind, take a moment to think about where your energy
is currently and has been for the last couple of weeks. Are you feeling energetic,
depleted, or somewhere in between? Now think about the activities, people,
or situations enhancing or depleting your energy. As you work through this
book, I hope you make choices for yourself that will increase this renewable
energy source. Which energy-enhancing items/activities can you do more of?
And likewise, which energy-depleting items/activities can you change, either
by eliminating them, minimizing how often you engage in these behaviours, or
perhaps setting up much-needed boundaries around these items (or people)?
The aim is to be well-resourced as you move through the world. To the best of
your ability, you need to make choices: (1) How can you best “fill your energy
tank”? and (2) How and do you, in this moment, want to spend this resource?
Envisioning a price tag on each choice will help you determine what is worth
the underlying energy cost associated with an action. In other words, when
will you sway toward energy and effort and say “yes” to a request or choose to
respond to a perceived injustice or wrongdoing, and when will you lean toward
setting limits for yourself and say “no” as you come to a place where you may
find solace in acceptance, surrender, and peace?

! In 2007, Schwartz co-wrote the article “Manage your enetgy, not your time” for the Harvard
Business Review with Catharine McCarthy; it is a good summary of some of the ideas expressed in
this book.
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Focus Box: THE MEDICINE WHEEL

There is a striking parallel between Loehr and Schwartz’s concept
of energy and a common framework that has been shared among
Indigenous communities for centuries: #he medicine wheel. According to
my friend and colleague Rick McLean, professor of Indigenous studies
at Mohawk College, although this concept varies among different
Indigenous communities, our whole being is composed of the following
four elements: physical, mental (cognitive), emotional, and spiritual.
For us to be healthy and live well, we must be in balance by giving equal
attention to these four facets of ourselves. If we refrain from adequately
doing so, we will be out of balance, and our health and well-being will be
adverselyimpacted. Further, our whole beingis intricately interconnected
with the land and our relationship with others. An exploration of the
medicine wheel and its inherent complexity is beyond the scope of this
book, but one that I have been exploring more recently as I deepen my
understanding of Indigenous ways of knowing and being. I invite you to
learn more as well.

Emotional

Source: Adapted from Indigenous Fellowship of Hamilton Road (n.d.)
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bendABILITY

When I first came up with the term bendABILITY after completing
my certificate in applied positive psychology with Emiliya Zhivotovskaya in
2014, it referred to my intention of creating more flexible minds and bodies
with the science of positive psychology. Over time, this concept evolved and
broadened for me. For our purposes, bendABILITY is a moment-by-moment
choice of if and when to bend and exert energy and effort. It is the flexibility to lean
toward effort when applied to endeavours that are meaningful to us and spark
joy, and that we can influence or control, or to move toward setting limits or
acceptance and surrender when what we confront is not meaningful to us and
is outside our ability to influence or control. Our primary goal in life is to focus
our energy and efforts on the first kind of endeavours and then learn to accept
and surrender to the rest.

When faced with various propositions, I come back to his basic question:
Is this how I want to spend my energy? Even “positive” activities have a cost, or
an “energy price tag,”” Many of the things I do are meaningful to me, and I will
continue to contribute and/or volunteer my time in pursuit of activities that
are aligned with my values and purpose. Sometimes the energy cost is well
worth it ... and just as I spend my energy engaging in the activity, my tank is
replenished with respect to what I get back. Knowing that my actions have an
impact on another human being is my greatest motivator. Over the years, I
have learned to be choosy when deciding how to spend this coveted currency
of my time, energy, and effort.

We may also find ourselves in situations of perceived injustices or
wrongdoings, but not every challenging situation deserves our energy and
effort. In each moment, we must determine if we want to spend our energy
by responding in some way. Timing is also an important factor to consider. If
we decide to respond, should we do so immediately, or can we benefit from
a pause to gain perspective and space in a situation? What will this response
look like? Responding when angry is associated with a higher energy price tag,
and dealing with the potential aftermath can have a higher cost too! There
are many microdecisions involved in action or inaction. Reflecting on these
questions and options requires energy, so put your arms around it. Protect
and renew this invaluable resource that fuels every part of you.

Creating Space

Another theme throughout this book is one of ¢reating space in our minds
and hearts. Sometimes a challenging situation may look quite different later
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or from another perspective. Although my initial reaction may come from
interpreting a situation in a particular way (e.g,, “They meant to hurt me,”
“They are so ignorant for thinking that!”) and believing dichotomies (right/
wrong, good/bad, etc.), I have learned to approach situations in front of
me with a curious mind and open heart’, creating some much-needed space
around a thought, story, and/or emotion. There are multiple ways to see
a situation, and I have benefitted from adopting a “maybe not” mindset. I
often ask myself a question posed by the beloved Buddhist monk Thich Nhit
Hanh (1999): “Are you sure?” Am 1 100% confident that there is no other way
to interpret the situation in front of me? One of my core beliefs is that we
are good people doing the best we can (and sometimes we screw up). But
we have choices in how we respond when we have been hurt, or when we
have contributed to someone else’s hurt. Attempting to act from a place of
kindness is important to me, because it is impossible to know what someone
else may be going through. In these moments, when contemplating what to
do next, I ask myself, “How do I want to exert my energy and effort?” We all
make this choice, but for many individuals this response may not be perceived
as a choice. This way of moving through the world may not be the right one
for all, and a different approach is needed at times for some individuals. This
softer approach is one that has brought the most calm and peace to my life. I
will continue to make mistakes, to learn, to forgive myself and others, and to
make amends when needed. Ultimately, I hope we can approach ourselves and
each other in a more mindful way. Given the many stressors in the world and
increasingly polarizing views and disconnect among friends, family members,
and communities, I believe that a more open and curious approach, where we
can operate from a place of spaciousness and kindness, is needed today more
than ever.’

I also aim to create space when working with challenging emotions that
may arise from critical inner dialogue with ourselves. These thoughts and

> This concept of an open/cutious mind and open heatt is one that has been shared by several
Buddhist meditation teachers including, but not limited to, Thich Nhdt Hanh, Pema Chodron,
Thubten Chodron, Tsoknyi Rinpoche, and Sharon Salzberg.

* This point about choice can sometimes teveal our privilege. For example, if you are from a
dominant group, you may have the choice to speak up if you notice an injustice. Unfortunately,
many individuals who are marginalized in various ways may not have this choice as they need to
use their voice to speak up against repeated injustice. As individuals that benefit from this place
of privilege, you will need to decide how you want to use it in your daily life. Regardless of how
you come into this social justice work (from a place of necessity or privilege), use the tools in this
book to take care of yourself as you engage in the emotional labour of this work, and surround
yourself with a supportive community. Although I have chosen to use my voice in this way, I
acknowledge that it can be exhausting at times, which is why I am committed to promoting self-care
for individuals working in this space.
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beliefs, including the themes of shame and blame toward self and/or others
can intensify our emotional experience. Can we create a more spacious
container to hold these emotions? By approaching our emotional landscape
with mindfulness and compassion, can we skillfully ride the wave of an edgy
emotion, at least some of the time (easier said than done)? Open heart, open
mind. Can we allow ourselves to feel the anxiety, sadness, or anger and make
room for joy, peace, and ease? In the upcoming chapters, I will provide helpful
tools to navigate these emotional experiences, such as using breath and/or
reciting compassionate phrases that highlight impermanence and reinforce our
worthiness: “This too shall pass,” “Ride the wave,” and “I am enough.” Building
on these concepts of mindfulness and compassion, we weave a different story
for ourselves, one that allows for spaciousness and curiosity.

MY INTENTION FOR WRITING THIS BOOK

The goal of this book is to create an experiential exercise for the reader
so decisions can be made about where energy and effort are spent. Questions
include:

o What are the things that you can versus cannot control? Most things in our
lives are beyond our control. Much of the distress we experience
comes from believing we can control things that we can’t (e.g.,, what
others think about us, what others choose to do, the outcomes of our
actions). In the words of Viktor Frankl, “When we are no longer able
to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.”

o What is the conversation youn have with yourself? What thoughts get in the
way of feeling how you want to feel? Some distressful thoughts are
that mistakes are to be avoided and that we are not good enough.
Everyone makes mistakes; it does not mean that you are flawed. Our
mistakes can propel us forward; making them is how we learn.

o What are your values? What is really important to you? An internet
search will provide you with numerous lists of core values, including
but notlimited to authenticity, compassion, creativity, fairness, honesty,
kindness,love, and spirituality. Which of these, or other values, resonate
with you? Reflect on whether your current behaviours align with your
values. Being clear on what you stand for will inform the many choices
you will make in your life, including how you want to spend your time,
energy, and effort. Live your values, as you allow them to be your guide
in life.
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o What are your strengths? In this book, you will be encouraged to explore
your unique strengths profile. Can you list some of your strengths?
Alternatively, can you list some of your “weaknesses,” or lesser
strengths? Is it possible that some of your “weaknesses” are your
strengths being used in excess or not being applied in an inappropriate
context? Learn how you can harness your strengths and apply them
in new ways in your life so that you can enhance your life satisfaction,
your work, and your interactions.

o What is your purpose (your why)? What motivates you to get up in the
morning? Reflecting on your values and strengths can help you
determine the direction in which you want to move in your life. Ask
yourself: What kind of friend/colleague/parent/caregiver do I want
to be? What impact do I want to have in my relationships and in
my home and work environments? Discover your z&igai, a Japanese
concept that translates to “our reason for being,” as you aim for
pursuits that are often greater than you.

By reflecting on your answers to these questions, and others that I will
pose throughout this book, I hope that you will expend your energy and effort
toward finding a clear direction in your life—one that aligns with your values
and strengths.

How is this book different from other Positive Psychology books out
there?

This book will explore the science of positive psychology. I will reference
various resources to further explore these topics. I encourage you to continue
this learning journey after you have finished reading,

By learning more about yourself, I hope you will acknowledge your place
in the world, your personal history and experiences, your biases, and possible
privilege. There may be parts that you want to avoid, but as I say in my classes,
the real learning and growth happens when we are willing to gez comfortable being
uncomfortable. Be brave and do the work. Be curious for the journey ahead.

In addition to the expetiential/introspective/reflective parts of this book,
I will introduce you to the science of positive psychology and offer you WOW
(Ways of Optimizing Well-being) tips to encourage you to create a meaningful
and purposeful life. These WOW tips will be organized into three categories:
body, mind, and beyond me.
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*  Body:highlights the importance of the body to well-being by practicing
and prioritizing body-based exercises like sleep and exercise.

*  Mind: offers cognitive strategies to identify and challenge thinking
patterns and biases that become barriers to personal wellness.
Mindfulness, gratitude, and self-compassion are some of the topics
that are highlighted in this section.

*  Beyond Me: highlights the importance of social connections and
purpose, and reflecting on something greater than you.

Goal Setting and Achieving will help you make changes. Often the challenge
isn’t the &nowing (e.g., the benefits of sleep, exercise, mindfulness, gratitude),
but the doing. Your life is an accumulation of your moment-to-moment
decisions: what you choose to pursue and what you choose not to. I hope you
direct your limited energy to what matters most to you, as this is a book that
requires doing. Be open, curious, and bend ABLE.



