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THE ADVANTAGES OF THINKING
Gaining Power over Your Thoughts
Part 1

Thinking is something that most people take for granted. But, understanding that you think is the key to understanding everything else in your life.
Viktor Frankl wrote, “…everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude...” Viktor Frankl was in a German concentration camp during World War II. His wife died in a different concentration camp during this time. Frankl was a medical doctor, a psychiatrist, who watched as some of the young, healthy American men, who had been captured and then placed in the concentration camp, slowly deteriorated physically and mentally and then died.
At the start of their imprisonment, all of these men were healthy. But, after six months, he noticed that there were two different groups that were evolving. Some of the young men stayed healthy, while others started to waste away and would eventually die. For Frankl, the question was, what is the difference? Both groups of men were treated the same, got the same food and there was no difference in their treatment by the prison guards.
Everyone has had his or her own “concentration camp” experience. Some have triumphed through the upheavals, conflicts, death of loved ones, and divorce while others have given up and given in to depression, anxiety, guilt and anger. So, what makes the difference?
Viktor Frankl’s conclusion is as true today as it was in the 1940s. You choose to think, and you can think of anything you want to think. What you are choosing to think will determine the outcome of your experience.
Hemingway echoes the same concept in his statement: “Everything is your fault, if you’re lucky.” Hemingway is not saying that everything is your fault. But, if you’re lucky, the terrible things that are happening to you are your fault. Because, if it’s your fault, you can change it. 
You have the power. If someone or something is doing it to you, then you are the victim. The problem is that most people see themselves as the victim.  But, the real problem is that they just don’t like the options that are available to them. If someone holds a gun on you and says, “Give me your wallet or I will kill you,” do you have a choice? YES! But, a victim will well insist, “See, I was a victim to the robber. The robber did it to me.” NO! You just didn’t like the options that were presented to you. Did you want to give the robber your wallet? YES! Or, did you want to get killed? My guess is that you would rather give him your wallet than for him to kill you. As a conscious, hopefully thinking human being, you always have a choice. You cannot always choose what happens to you, but you can choose how you respond.
Some people complain that this concept places the guilt (responsibility) on the “victim.” These people who complain do not believe that humans have the capacity to choose what they think. While I do not agree with the victims that feels stuck in what they are thinking, I can understand how hard it is to see things from a different perspective.
Everything we hear
is an opinion, not a fact.
Everything we see
is a perspective, not the truth.
Marcus Aurelius
The concept that feelings are a function of what you think is not new. Over 2000 years ago, a Roman slave wrote, “Men are disturbed not by things, but by the view they take of them” (Epictetus).   Even Shakespeare, in Hamlet, wrote, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.”
In 1986 Jane Nelsen, Ed.D. wrote in her book UNDERSTANDING about this concept and about how little understood it is. Below are some excerpts from her book.
“You think! This is the best kept secret of all.
	Understanding that you think is the key to understanding everything else in life.
	You may be saying, “That is not a secret. Everyone knows that they think.”
Actually, very few people know that they think. They believe they are the victims of their thoughts rather than the producers of their thoughts. Thinking is a function or ability, it is not reality. Just because you can think something, does not make it true.
Thinking is something we do to create our reality rather than reality being something that is reflected in our thoughts. Thoughts come from the inside out, not from the outside in. We can think anything we choose to think. Our emotions are then a direct result of what we choose to think. Any form of insecurity, fear, stress, guilt, anger, depression, anxiety, or hurt feelings are a direct result of believing thoughts are reality rather than the products of our thinking ability.
As soon as you take the contents of your thoughts seriously, you have forgotten that you think.
Joe feels inadequate. He believes his inadequacy is real. He doesn’t know that it is just a thought. Joe’s inadequacy cannot exist unless he thinks it. Because he believes it is real, he bases his behavior on that thought and acts inadequate.
Melissa is depressed. She believes she is depressed because life is overwhelming. Life cannot be overwhelming. Only what Melissa thinks about life makes it feel overwhelming to her.”  Jane Nelsen, Ed.D.
Judy is angry and depressed. She believes that her molester has ruined her life. Her molester cannot ruin her life. Only what Judy thinks about herself and her molester can ruin her life.
Stan feels powerless and depressed because he believes that he is “trapped” in his wheelchair. Being a paraplegic who is confined to a wheelchair cannot make Stan feel powerless or depressed. Only what Stan thinks about himself and his wheelchair can make him feel overwhelmed and trapped.

“If you don’t like what you’re thinking about, stop thinking about it.
You may argue, “How can I possibly stop thinking about what I’m thinking about? I have tried that, and it doesn’t work.
You keep thinking certain thoughts only when you believe that they are reality and take them seriously. When you stop taking them seriously, it takes effort to keep thinking about them.
Understanding that you think makes it difficult to take any of your negative thoughts seriously.” -- Jane Nelsen

The first step to changing what you think is to identify what you are feeling: shame, guilt, fear, hurt feelings, annoyed, rage, anger, joyful, frustrated, threatened, powerful, inferior, ashamed, confused, terrified, etc. Behind every feeling is a belief, value, expectation (meaning) or conclusion that you have about yourself or others. For some people, it will be hard to identify what they are feeling. 

The way it works is that something happens (People, Events, Words), then you have an expectation or belief about what happened or what is said. Depending on what that expectation or belief is, you could feel anything from joy and intimacy to fear, anger and threat. 

If you don’t like what you’re feeling, then you need to look at what you’re thinking. The meaning you put on what is happening or what is said, determines what you are feeling. Once you accept that thinking creates your feelings, then you can change your feelings by changing your thinking (beliefs, expectation, conclusions, and values). “I am really angry. That person just put me down.” That belief or conclusion can be changed to, “Boy, that person must be feeling threatened to have to put me down. I wonder what his problem is?” Once you get used to it, changing your beliefs will become easier. 

“Someone broke into my house and raped me. I can choose to believe that I am dirty, and that I did something wrong. That if I feel guilty, I must’ve done something wrong. Or, I can choose to believe that I was assaulted between the legs and I have every right to be angry at the person who assaulted me whether he assaulted me in the head with a 2 x 4 or with his penis between my legs. An assault is an assault and I should be angry and use my anger to make sure he doesn’t do this to anyone else!”

If you are able to identify what you are feeling, such as guilt, another way to figure out what you believe or think is to start with your feelings. “If I am feeling this way… What must I believe to create these feelings?” If you’re feeling guilty because you were molested, what must you believe about yourself and the molester that would create your feelings of guilt?
· I should’ve told someone (but, I was only a child).
· Sex is dirty (You should never touch yourself there).
· I should be punished for not screaming and calling for help.
· I should never have liked the attention that the molester gave me.
· Some of what he did to me felt good, even though I knew it was wrong, therefore I am a bad person.
· I agreed to go to the party with this guy. I got drunk and passed out. When I came to, I knew that I had screwed up. It was my fault, therefore, I am stupid, bad, and make really bad decisions. I can’t blame him for me being so dumb.

Looking at some of these beliefs, you can see that you’re not going to have just one feeling. Many of our behaviors are compounded with multiple beliefs which results in a multitude of feelings. Each feeling is based on a specific belief. No wonder that you can feel confused and not be sure what you’re feeling. Working through your feelings/beliefs can often seem like a variation of trying to undo the Gregorian knot.

You have power over your mind – not outside events.
Realize this, and you will find strength. 
Marcus Aurelius, 121 AD  Roman Emperor
	
In summary, let me share with you some concepts that I have found to be true for me and many of my clients:
· You do not react to people, events, or words, but what they mean to you.
· You think, and you can choose anything you choose to think.
· Awareness per se – by and of itself – can be curative.
· It is the awareness of how you are stuck that makes you recover and realize the whole thing is just a nightmare, not a real thing, not reality. Reality is what you believe it to be.
· You should never ask anybody "why", especially yourself. “Why” questions are not questions at all. “Why” questions are should statements disguised as a question. They are called the “accusatory why.” The response to “why” questions usually begins with a "But…" or "Because…" and they will be your rationalizations (lies) that are supporting your dysfunctional behaviors.
· Instead of asking "why" questions, if you must ask questions, then ask questions that start with, "when", "how", "who", and "what". “When have I felt that way before?” “How would I do it differently next time?” “Who does that remind me of?” “What are my options?”

“When we are no longer able to change a situation –
We are challenged to change ourselves.” Viktor Frankl

Now that you have the knowledge, it’s up to you to develop the skill. It is a skill to be able to stop yourself and say, “I am feeling miserable because of what I’m thinking. Let me figure out what I am telling myself (my beliefs, expectations, and conclusions) and I may choose to think something else."

Myron Doc Downing PhD
[bookmark: _GoBack]DocDowning@ATT.net
Specializing in issues of Depression, Anxiety,
Anger Management and Communications Skills



People, Events, Words


That covers anything and everything that could happen


Meanings


Beliefs, Values, Expectations, Conclusions


Feelings


Anger, Guilt, Fear, Hurt, Threatened to Joy, Loved, Powerful. . .
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