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TURNING TRAUMA
TO TRIUMPH
Can a trauma, such as the death of a child, death of a spouse, the news that you are going blind or that you have terminal cancer be changed into a positive? Or is it not possible? When a major tragedy happens to you, are you doomed to live with the pain and the heartbreak for the rest of your life?
After a tragedy, some people choose to live with the grief the rest of their lives. For them, to give up the pain is to abandon that loved one. Hanging onto grief is a way of keeping that person close to them. For other people, the grief and pain acts as a safeguard against getting close to another person. Their mantra is often, “I can’t stand to be hurt that way again.” These people often see themselves as weak and emotional pain as terminal. 
In some mysterious way, other people feel responsible for what happened. Because they feel guilty, they will hang onto grief and pain as a way of punishing themselves. “I should have told them that I love them before they left.” “I should have done something; I don’t know what, but I should have done something!”  Two questions that you need to be asking yourself are, “Do I really want to move on with my life and find happiness?”  And/or, “Is it OK if I choose to stay in my pain and grief?”
For you, what is the purpose of hanging onto loses and regrets from the past? Or, a better way of asking that question is, what does hanging onto losses and regrets from the past do for you? From an early age, you accepted certain expectations of how your life and the lives of those you love were going to turn out. Many of those expectations never happened! They were your expectations that you had created that did not work out.  If you are the one who created the expectations that did not work out, then you can create new ones that will work out.  
How do you block yourself
From creating
New expectations for your life?

One way to do that is to hang onto the past, the coulda’s and shoulda’s.  What beliefs do you hold that allow you to stay stuck in your pain, grief and misery?  
· “He/she should not have left me.”  
· “I will never find another one like him/her.” 
·  “Something is wrong with me.”
· “I can never stand to be hurt this way again.”
· “I cannot stay with someone who had an affair.”
· “I cannot trust anyone.” 
· “God is a mean god.  Why does God let good people die?”
· “If God does not believe in divorce and I don’t believe in divorce, why am I           getting a divorce?” 
· “Emotional pain is bad.  I need to avoid relationships that might cause pain.” 
· “I don’t need anyone in my life.”
· “Never get close to anyone because, sooner or later, they will leave you.” 
Or, you can start changing your beliefs. Since you chose your original beliefs, probably unconsciously, you can now consciously choose new ones.  Here are some suggestions for new beliefs that can better serve you.
· I have gone through so much emotional pain that I hurt physically and survived. Therefore, I can do it again (if I have too). I must be one strong person! 
· What can I learn from this experience? How will I do it differently next time?
· Emotional pain is not terminal.  I am a resilient and loving person who is not afraid of the future. 
· Nothing is a failure if I learn from it. 
· Making good decisions comes from experience. And experience, well that comes from making bad decisions.
· I will choose who I want to trust and then I will trust them completely, knowing that emotional pain is NOT terminal. 
· I do not have to be perfect to be lovable.
· I do not have to be right to be lovable.  
· I can love myself and others, not for what or who they are, but for what we are becoming. 
· I used to reject things that I saw no value in.  Now, I accept that there is value in everyone.  
· I do not need a relationship. I want a close relationship.
What traumas have you gone through?  Do I know anyone who has gone through worse traumas or more traumas than you have? Did their traumas continue to devastate them or have they been able to use their traumas as motivation to strive, learn and grow (and NOT be a victim)? If they were able to learn and grow, how did they do that? Do you know anyone who has had cancer and lived through it and continued to live a successful life? Do you know anyone who has gone through a devastating divorce and also been able to put their life back together and find somebody even better? If others can do it, then you can too.
Trauma does not need to be the end of the road.
It can be the beginning of a whole new adventure.
Usually we only hear about traumas from people who are in the middle of their pain and grief. I had a client tell me that going through his divorce was the worst thing that ever happened to him. My client said, “I hurt so much emotionally that I hurt physically. At one point, I gave my ex-wife a butcher knife and asked her to run me through. I thought that the physical pain would give me some relief from my emotional pain. Today, I thank her for divorcing me. It was the best thing she ever did for me. Today, I can say that my second marriage was a success because my first one was a failure.”
If you were to go blind, would you consider that a trauma? A couple of years ago, I was diagnosed with Wet Macular Degeneration in my right eye, which meant I cannot read or recognize somebody’s face with my right eye.  All I could see was just a big dark spot. Since then, I go to the doctor’s office once a month where he injects medication into my eyeball. The doctor says that the medication may or may not improve my vision in that eye. So far, it has not improved the vision! Now he is telling me that I have a 50-50 chance of losing my vision in my left eye within the next five years. The question is, how do I turn trauma into triumph?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Your feelings are based on what you believe and what you think. This includes your expectations and your values as well as your hopes and dreams. You were born without any guarantees. You had no guarantee that your parents would love you or that they would even be alive to raise you. Traumas are very painful. However, they are NOT the result of what happened to you. They are the result of what you choose, consciously or unconsciously, to believe/think about yourselves, others and your world. 
Joy comes from accepting “the cards that are dealt to you” and making the very best that you can out of what you have. I grew up not knowing that I could not see the moon. It wasn’t until I reached the first grade, where I flunked out because I could not see the blackboard. All through school, I was envious of the students who didn’t have to study very hard to get good grades. My conclusion was, “I would just have to work harder”. Even today, my expectation is that I would have to spend 2 to 3 hours studying what someone else could do in one hour. In graduate school, I was a very poor speller. So, I traded therapy with the ladies in the office typing pool for them to type my school papers. I spent extra hours on my internship in the Fresno Probation Department providing therapy to “naïve offenders.” After two years of running the program, I had no repeat offenders. What I did worked! Because of the extra work and the success of the program, when I graduated, I was offered a grant from the Bank of America Foundation to start a new nonprofit therapy organization in Fresno. Now, were my multiple learning disabilities a tragedy? Or, were they just what they were?
My ex-wife told me that everything that was wrong in my first marriage was my fault. Rather than fight her, I accepted this as true and worked really hard to make changes in myself by going to therapy. (I really knew that not everything could be my fault. I wasn’t that perfect, that I could do EVERYTHING wrong.) What I wanted to learn in therapy was what I did wrong and what I could do differently next time. Now, after 46 years of my second marriage, I can, like my client, also say that my second marriage was a success because my first one was a failure.
Often, traumas are made worse by worrying about the unknown. “Will I ever find anybody else?” “Will I make the same mistakes again?” “How will I survive?” “I have been out of the dating scene for 20 years. It doesn’t look safe out there.” “Can I trust the man/woman that I meet?”
No relationship will last forever!
The truth is that you cannot trust anyone. As a young child, the line you were fed was that, “They got married and lived happily ever after!” Do you still believe that? It is a lie.  No relationship will last forever. Seldom, if ever, do two people in a relationship die at the same moment. And besides, almost 50% of all marriages end in divorce. The only person you can trust is yourself. Can you trust yourself to learn how to make good decisions? Can you trust yourself to learn from your life experiences? When in a relationship, can you trust yourself that you will love that person every single day, for as many days as you have with that person? And then when that relationship ends, that you will cherish the memories and move on to create another relationship that is as good or even better?
What I discovered was that often, what I saw as a trauma turned out to be a valuable learning experience if I chose to look at that experience from a long-term perspective. There is a very old story of a farmer who lived hundreds of years ago.  This farmer had a beautiful white stallion. The stallion was the only one like it in all the country side. All the villagers would come by his little farm and say, “Oh what good luck you have.” The farmer would always respond with, “But how do you know?” One day, the stallion broke loose and ran off. All the villagers came by and said, “What bad luck you have.” The farmer always responded with, “But, how do you know?” The next day the stallion returned with a whole herd of wild mares. And, all the villagers came by and said, “Such good luck you have.” And, the farmer responded with, “But how do you know?” The next day the farmer’s son was trying to break one of the mares when he got bucked off and broke his leg. All the villagers came by and said, “Such bad luck you have.” And the farmer responded with, “But how do you know?” The next day war broke out in the provinces and all the young men of the village had to go off to war except the farmer’s son. And, so the story goes on and on. Such good luck, such bad luck? The message here is that you can never tell what a tragedy is. The way you choose to think about it and learn from it will determine whether it is a trauma or a triumph.
The ability to make good decisions comes from experience, and experience, well that comes from making bad decisions. Are you willing to look at your “traumas” in a new way? Or, do you need to hang on to your hurt, pain and trauma? The choice is yours.
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