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Some preliminary thoughts 

 
1. There will be a question and answer period at the end of our session but feel free to interrupt me at any 

time. I love dialog, conversation, give and take. 
2. I am pro medicine and pro science: if these non-pharmaceutical approaches to getting unstuck don't 

work, see your doc. 
 

 
My Earliest Thoughts about Emotions 

 

1. Old Yeller made me cry. Watching thousands of people in Tokyo flee Godzilla did not make me cry. 
2. As a kid it puzzled me, “Why cry over the death of a dog but not masses of people eaten by a monster? 
3. As a kid my dog Checkers killed my sister’s cat Kami. I was so angry I wanted to beat my dog with his 

chain leash. My mother intervened and calmed me down.  
4. As a kid it puzzled me, “How could a nice guy like me want to inflict harm on an innocent dog?” 
5. Garrison Keillor used to tell funny stories about Norwegians in Lake Woebegone. I have Norwegian 

roots. 
6. Frank McCourt wrote tragic stories about families in Ireland. I have Irish roots. 
7. As a young man it puzzled me, “How could I be a blend of both the comic and the tragic?” 
8. None of these questions has clear answers; I only mention them to indicated I’ve been thinking about 

emotions since I was a kid. 
 

A brief theory of the origin and purpose of emotions: God, biology/survival, thoughts 

 
The Bible says God has emotions (love, John 3:16; hate, Psalm 11:5; compassion, Gen. 19:16; grief, Gen. 6:6; 
joy, Neh. 8:10; rejoicing, Isa. 62:5; sorrow, Isa. 53:3). We're created in God’s image so we have emotions. 
 
E + Motion (Emotions = Energy + Motion). Emotions give us energy to get into motion; a biological tool for 
survival. The caveman who is not afraid of saber tooth tigers = gets eaten. The tribe of nomads who don't get 
angry when other nomads steal their children = end of tribe. Love motivates generosity, loyalty motivates 
chivalry, anger motivates fighting injustice, sadness motivates poems, plays, art, music, etc. 
 

      
 
A heart without a brain can make mistakes. But a brain without a heart lacks feeling. And feelings give spice to 
life! I'm glad I'm not Mr. Spock, a robot, or an emotionless computer.  
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A brief summary of A+B=C approach 
 

Activating Event + Beliefs = Consequences > Feelings > Behaviors 
ANTS: Automatic Negative Thoughts 

 

 
Foxtrot by Bill Amend 

A. Activating event: getting two gumballs.  
B. Belief: "I expected only one."  
C. Consequence: "I feel lucky and happy." 

 
When the activating event of getting two gumballs is joined with the belief, "I should have gotten three" the 
result (consequence) is, "I feel unlucky and sad."  
 
It is our Beliefs (expectations, interpretations, evaluations) that spin neutral Activating Events into happy or sad 
Consequences. This is GOOD NEWS! If you want to change C and you can't change A, change B. 
 
More examples.... 

 

 Motorists pass on inside lane 

 Motorists speed by kids on sidewalk 

 Swindled out of a foreign sport car 

 "You are older and fatter than I anticipated." 
 

 

Have you had opportunity to try the A+B=C approach? What examples can you offer? 

 

 
Other scriptures that affirm "thinking about thinking." 

 

 “Take captive every thought….” 2 Corinthians 10:3-4.  

 “Be transformed by the renewing of your mind…” Romans 12:1. 

 “What is true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, praiseworthy, think about such things.” 
Phil. 4:8. 

 “You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast because they trust in you.” Isaiah 26:3. 

 “Truth sets free.” Jn. 8:32. 

 "What good is it if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds?" James 2:14. In other words, that 
which is in our head should translate into action. 
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Reject the Anger ANT: Managing Anger is Impossible 
 

Anger doesn’t seem like a choice. It just happens to us, right? Wrong. It’s easy to blame 
others for our anger (“You made me so mad!”), or our genes (“I can’t help it; I was born this 
way,”), or our heritage (“Don’t blame me for my anger, I’m Irish!”). But in fact, we are not 
at the mercy of our anger. Anger is an attitude we can choose to control. If you doubt this, 
read on. Here are the proofs that anger is controllable. 
 
1. Telephone proof. Ever been in the middle of a rip roaring shouting match and the phone 
rings? What happens? You answer sweetly in a sing-song voice, “Hello?” 

 
2. Cop at Door proof. Same scene. This time you’re yelling and screaming and the doorbell rings and you see a 
policeman at the door. What do you do? You take a deep breath, compose yourself, open the door nicely and say, 
“Good evening officer. How are you tonight?” 
 
3. YouTube proof. If a friend with a cellphone showed up on your doorstep during a fight and everything you say in 
front of the camera will be broadcast to millions of viewers, could you calm down? We believe so. Those who are 
absolutely incapable of calming down need either a straightjacket or jail.  
 
4. Nagging proof. When your friends or family members are angry, you nag at them to cheer up, right? You tell 
them, “Chill out, dude! Quit being so dramatic!” Why do you say this if their anger is uncontrollable? The fact is, 
you tell them to calm down because deep down you believe that they CAN calm down. Well, if they can snap out of 
it, so can you. 
 
5. Bribe proof. If Bill Gates showed up at your door during your fit of rage and he said, “Calm down and I’ll give 
you a million dollars,” would you try? We believe so. Furthermore, if he said, “I’m going to yell and scream at you, 
belittle and insult you for five minutes and if you stay calm I’ll give you another million dollars,” would you try? We 
believe so. Whatever internal strategies that go through your head to stay calm while he’s yelling at you are the same 
strategies that we advise when others yell at and belittle you. Bribe yourself by reminding yourself of all the benefits 
of self-control. 
 
6. Bible proof. “Don’t let the sun go down on your anger” says St. Paul. We believe he wouldn’t have said that if it 
was impossible to do. 
 
7. The boss proof. If your boss bugs you, do you go off on him/her? Not if you want to keep your job. You stuff 
your hurt so you don’t blow your top. See? Anger is controllable. Same thing applies if it’s a Hell’s Angel or crazed 
drug addict shouts at you. We believe you would at least try to stay calm and avoid a thorough thrashing. 
 
8. Experience proof. Look how you’ve changed over the years. When you were 5 years old and another 5-year-old 
called you names you probably got angry. But look at you now. If a 5-year-old told you off, you’d just laugh. What 
changed? You did. You became more tolerant, mature, and patient. If you can do this when a 5-year-old criticizes 
you, you can do it when a 45-year-old criticizes you. 
 
9. Optimism proof. If it’s true that you cannot control your anger, you are destined to a life time of misery, 
agitation, and frustration. But the optimistic part of you knows that you don’t want to live like this. Where did that 
optimism come from? 
 
10. Reality proof. You can probably remember times when you DID control your temper. If it happened once, it 
likely can happen again. If you’ve NEVER, EVER been able to control your temper you need medication. 
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45 Interventions that Derail the Anger Sequence 
 

Some preliminary thoughts 

 

State Vs. Trait. Some anger is a temporary state and some anger is an 
abiding, long term trait due to built-up resentments. Solution? Drain 
the bucket of resentment. 

 
Entitlements. At the root of much anger is "I have a right to get 
angry!" This may be true but we don't have a right to lash out, damage 
property, hit, terrorize, or go nuts. Solution: Yield your rights. 

 
Radical mindfulness. Instead of reacting, accept injustice. "The very 
fact that you have lawsuits among you means you have been 
completely defeated already. Why not rather be wronged? Why not 
rather be cheated? Instead, you yourselves cheat and do wrong, and 

you do this to your brothers and sisters." 1 Cor. 6:7-8. Solution: get a friend to help you decide how 
much injustice you can handle. 
 

45 Anger Reduction Strategies 

  
1. If we’re touchy, hyper-sensitive, or easily triggered pretend to be an orange. A thick rind protects us from 

outside hurts and also keeps the good juice in. A thick skin both protects and reigns in outbursts.  
2. If people don't do what we want maybe they don’t know what we want. Clarify, communicate, be assertive. 
3. Old resentments make us particularly susceptible to offenses. Heal past hurts and increase resiliency.   
4. If we react in a nanosecond to any slight, try to delay the reaction three seconds. Once we can do that, 

increase response time to five seconds, then ten, and so forth. Pretty soon we’ll be able to keep cool for 
longer periods of time. Practice, practice, practice. 

5. Use pent up Energy to take positive Motion. Ask, “What must I do to get what I want and need?” E+motion. 
6. Increase self-esteem. Insecurity breeds a sense of vulnerability and anger becomes your shield. Irritations 

are especially irritating when we think we're inadequate, shameful, guilty, or bad. 
7. If possible, anticipate triggers before they happen. If we know certain people push our buttons steel yourself 

beforehand to be strong and self-controlled. 
8. Overlook small offenses. Life is too short to get uptight over trivia. Ask, “Will this really matter tomorrow? 

Next month? Next year? In 100 years?” 
9. Imagine people at your funeral saying, “I’m glad that hothead is gone.” This often scares anger out of us! 
10. Slow down your brain by slow breathing. Oxygenation = therapeutic. 
11. Tap into spiritual resources: pray, meditate, connect with Jesus. 
12. Emotional arousal can be brought back down to normal functioning by changing locations. If we’re outside, 

go inside. If we’re inside, go outside. Surprisingly, a change of scenery really helps. 
13. Listen to banjo music. You never see a banjo player being a terrorist or a terrorist playing the banjo. 
14. Pay attention to the external world where real threats live rather than in our heads where thoughts agitate us. 
15. Over-reacting can become an addiction. Wean off the adrenaline anger drug by keeping an anger journal. 

Measuring the decreasing frequency of our outbursts is encouraging.  
16. Address the deeper emotions behind anger: fear, worry, and hurt. Heal those and anger often evaporates. 
17. Avoid disappointment by lowering expectations. Expect perfection and you'll be in a perpetual snit. Expect 

imperfection and you'll be in perpetual bliss. 
18. Call goals, “desires.” Blocked goals make life miserable but we live with blocked desires every day. 
19. Repeat often, “There is no problem so small that can’t be made worse by a knee-jerk reaction!” 
20. Look at provocations as an invitation to either fix the fixable or cope with the unfixable.  

"Please, dear. It's the Age of Reason." 
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21. Welcome irritations with this comment, “Jesus said in this world we’ll have tribulation. I guess it’s my 
turn.”  

22. Let go. The world never agreed to conform to your control. Accept irritations as the price of living. 
23. Identify your real target. Sometimes our aggression is projected, or displaced, or redirected onto an innocent 

bystander when the offender is really a spouse, boss, parent, ex, or teacher. 
24. Hitting a punching bag can diffuse pent up anger. But a steady diet of venting merely reinforces the “angry” 

neural pathways in our brain. So vent sparingly. 
25. Take comfort that, just as reactivity is contagious, so is non-reactivity. It takes only one person to pull the 

plug on reactivity and de-escalate fights. Befriend calm people. Angry friends tend to be contagious; calm 
friends rub off on us, too.  

26. Make a promise, “I’ll stop my reactivity regardless of who started it, who is at fault, and whether or not my 
partner is also doing anything about it.” 

27. Imagine we’re a giant frying pan covered with Teflon and all provocations, irritations, and insults slide right 
off us like scrambled eggs. 

28. Imagine we’re a duck and those same provocations roll off like water. 
29. Imagine we’re a wind up clock and a storm is raging outside. A power outage doesn’t affect us one tiny bit.  
30. Imagine we’re hard-to-ignite, damp kindling rather than easy-to-ignite dry tinder. Let spark-like comments 

fall on damp ground that won’t ignite. 
31. Imagine we’re a chunk of wood or a China tea cup unaffected the pull of a magnet. Stop being that metal 

nail unable to resist the pull into another’s magnetic field. 
32. A provocateur is like baking soda; a vulnerable person is like vinegar. A chemical reaction is sure to occur! 

If we can’t stop others from being baking soda, mentally transform yourself from vinegar to water.  
33. Become curious. If you’re on the receiving end of a slanderous attack, absurd accusation, or scurrilous 

insinuation, ask yourself, “Hmmm. I wonder what possesses that person to behave in such a manner?” 
34. Active listening. Calmly repeat what we hear without agreeing or disagreeing. “If I hear you correctly you 

think I’m a bad (partner, spouse, parent, human). It sounds like you wish I was dead. Am I getting this 
right?” This strategy has the double advantage of showing our disputant respect AND it helps prevent us 
from jumping to false conclusions.  

35. Examine ourselves to see if there are any targets on our back. That is, what non-verbal clues have we given 
that indicate we are sensitive to certain comments? If others get our goat, don’t tell them where it’s tied up! 

36. Be brutally honest: is our anger an attempt to control, scare, or hurt others before they hurt us? 
37. Make a commitment to control your anger and go public with it. Promise to Tweet or post on Facebook 

every angry incident you have. Fear of embarrassment often outweighs the urge to explode. 
38. Clarify responsibilities. Sometimes we get angry because somebody isn’t doing what we think they should 

be doing when in fact what we expect them to do be doing isn’t their responsibility. For example, it’s our 
responsibility, not others’, to calm ourselves down, manage our lives, soothe our anxiety, and fulfill our 
promises. Holding others responsible for not doing what we should be doing sets us up for failure.  

39. Treat anger as a reminder to learn new skills: negotiation, compromise, and collaboration.  
40. Renounce perfectionism. Instead of punishing ourselves after making a mistake by saying, “I don’t deserve 

to be nice to myself,” learn to forgive yourself and move on. Anger turned inward festers and gets toxic. 
41. Root out the shame.  Deeply shamed individuals may have a powerfully internalized and abiding sense of 

badness, worthlessness, incompetence, etc. that leads to chronic, continuing self-condemnation. Learn 
healthy self-love.  

42. Learn to make "I" statements, not “you” statements, with those who bug us. Say, “I feel mad,” rather than, 
“You make me mad.”  

43. Memorize and quote often this Bible verse, “Let everyone be slow to anger.” (James 1:19). 
44. Memorize this recipe for decreased anger: “I will turn the things I believe I must have, should have, ought to 

have, am entitled to have, and demand to have, into things I’d like to have, wish to have, prefer to have, and 
hope to have.” 

45. Pay attention to your sleep debt. The first things to go when sleep deprived: resiliency, stamina, sense of 
humor, taking things in stride. Chronic tiredness leads to chronic irritability, edginess, and anger. 
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Get Unstuck from Depression: Manage Energy 
 
Angry people have too much energy; depressed people don't have enough! To get unstuck from depression we 
plug the holes in our leaky energy bucket (identify and reject ANTS), and replenish energy with helpful and 
healing practices (engage in energy boosting activities).  
 

Some preliminary thoughts 

 
1. Once upon a time people believed depression was only a female issue. Wrong. Men get it, too. 
2. Some common energy drains: clutter, guilt, bitterness, stuffed anger, constant anxiety. 

  
 

 
Thirteen Treatments for Depression 

 
1. De-clutter your garage (or closet, drawer, purse, or wallet). When we feel like we're drowning in unwanted thoughts 
there is something highly therapeutic in de-junking our lives of unwanted stuff. This approach doesn't work with hoarders 
but it does for the rest of us. Pick a tiny area (start small) and clean it up. Don't just rearrange stuff, get rid of stuff 
(recycle, trash, donate, return to rightful owner). Depression feels overwhelming; clutter feels overwhelming. If you can't 
purge your brain, purge your closet. It's liberating! 
 
2. Cognitive therapy. Identify your depression triggers and evaluate the story you tell yourself about those triggers. What 
happens to us is not as important as how we think about what happens to us. The nice thing about this approach: if you 
can't change the trigger you can change your perception, interpretation, and evaluation of the trigger. For example: 
replace, "No one loves me" with "I'm going to find someone to be nice to." Replace, "I'm not good enough" with, "If 
others reject me that's their problem; I am who I am." Replace, "My future is hopeless" with, "I have options not yet 
discovered." 
 
3. Spiritual resources. There is a rich and vibrant world beyond the test tube and telescope. The religion I'm most 
familiar with, Christianity, has grappled with the problem of depression for ages and we overlook its approach to the "dark 
night of the soul" to our peril. A good place for unbelievers to start, "God, if there is a god, save my soul, if I have a soul." 
 
4.  Medication. Marathoners replenish depleted carbs with pasta. Shift workers replenish depleted energy with coffee. 
Diabetics replenish diminished insulin with injections. Sun-deprived Washingtonians replenish vitamin D with 
supplements. And depressed folks replenish diminished serotonin, dopamine, noradrenaline, and norepinephrine with anti-
depressants. Jesus said, "Even the sick need a doctor." 
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5. Personify your depression. Give your depression a name and talk to it, interview it, and debate it. One client named 
her depression, "Bear" and said many times a day, "Bear, I think you're full of #$%^. You have no right to beat me up 
with these ridiculous accusations, fears, and despairing thoughts. You're a liar and a cheat and you're not the boss of me so 
beat it!"  
 
6. Humor therapy. Anne Frank wrote in her diary, "I swallow Valerian pills every day against worry and depression, but 
it doesn't prevent me from being even more miserable the next day. A good hearty laugh would help me more than ten 
Valerian pills, but we've almost forgotten how to laugh. I feel afraid sometimes that from having to be so serious I'll grow 
a long face and my mouth will droop at the corners." The depressed person who never opens the drapes, who marinates 
their brain in depressing music, and who ruminates about their trials and tribulations is not doing themselves any favors. 
The good news: there are many humorous writers, film makers, and comedians out there; you're bound to find one that 
tickles your funny bone. This is also known as the YouTube intervention! 
 
7. Guided introspection. I say "guided" because the depressed person is already introspective. A trusted guide helps us 
navigate our interior world, a strange and scary place for many. Talking about one's past, stuffed emotions, hurts, guilt, 
shame, trauma, grief, loneliness, anger, and self-image is like shining light on mushrooms. They won't grow when brought 
into the open. Or to change metaphors, our inner world is like a swamp which is a breeding ground for the mosquitoes of 
depression so drain the swamp.  
 
8. Mediation. I believe humans are hardwired from birth to be in healthy relationships with others. Broken bonds, 
estranged loved ones, and strained family get-togethers can contribute to depression. Mediation is the process where a 
third party facilitates difficult conversations between disputants and helps them reconcile, craft a peace treaty, and get 
along better.   
 
9. Find the On/Off Switch for happiness. If we believe our moods are determined by our circumstances, we'll be at their 
mercy. But if our moods are determined by what goes on inside us we have leverage, hope, and something to work on. It 
replaces the unhelpful approach of trying to control others with the helpful trait of self-control.  
 
10. Walk. Exercise unleashes positive brain drugs. If you're extra ambitious walk fast. If you can, break into a trot once in 
a while. I've seen depressed folks perk up with fresh air, increased heart rate, and brisk walking. Soren Kierkegaard 
wrote, “Above all, do not lose your desire to walk. Every day I walk myself into a state of well-being and walk away from 
every illness. I have walked myself into my best thoughts, and I know of no thought so burdensome that one cannot walk 
away from it.” Even a walk in the rain gives us endorphin so buy a raincoat and get movin'! 
 
11. Treat addictions. Since depression is a painful mood disorder, sufferers become very clever at medicating their pain 
with substances (alcohol, drugs, etc.), or behaviors (video games, porn, gambling, etc.). Treating the depression without 
first treating addiction is very difficult. One can't do difficult interior work and go through withdrawal at the same time. 
Once a measure of sobriety is achieved (via groups, therapy, AA, etc.) the depressed person then has the ability to get to 
the root of the depression.  
 

12. Fight helplessness. List all of the areas over which you do have control. 
Circumstances vary for each individual but most of us can choose WHAT (to 
wear, eat, read, think, write, draw, join, celebrate), WHERE (to go, shop, 
worship, hang out), WHEN (to walk, sit, sleep), WHO (to befriend, call, help, 
text, send cards to, express gratitude to, ignore), and HOW MUCH (to spend, 
eat, socialize). A depressed person often clings to the mistaken notion that 
they have no choices. This simply isn't the case. Even something as simple as 
choosing a radio station is empowering and dispels the notion "I can't do 
anything." 
 
13. Get enough of the right kind of sleep. Depressed folks often knock 
themselves out with alcohol or RX which can rob your brain of healthy and 
restorative REM sleep; they conk out but wake up groggy. Sleep deprivation is 
a serious medical condition that affects moods. Read and learn how to get your 
circadian rhythms back in shape. Or see a sleep specialist.  
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A Crash Course in Anxiety Reduction 
 
Few things are more painful than constant fear, worry, or panic attacks. In severe cases 
we recommend seeing your physician for medical help. This brief paper suggests 
several ways to reduce fear without a trip to the doctor. 
 
“Get Ready to Do Battle with Anxiety” (write out the answers to these questions) 
 
A. What will be the benefits of less anxiety? 
B. If you are successful what will that look like? 
C. What positive emotions to you want to feel more often? 
D. What negative feelings do you want to avoid? 
E. When your inner voice says, “This is too hard, give up!” what are you going to 

say back to it? 
F. “I want to _____________________________.” 
G. “I would like to ________________________.” 
H. “I am able now to _______________________.” 
I. “It would be helpful if ___________________.” 
J. “I need to _____________________________.” 
K. On a scale of 1-10 how important is it to you to make these changes? 
L. On a scale of 1-10 how willing are you to make these changes? 
M. On a scale of 1-10 how confident are you that you can make these changes? 
N. On a scale of 1-10 how ready are you to commit to making these changes? 
O. If at the last moment you change your mind what excuses do you think you’ll give? 
P. Develop rebuttals to those excuses by saying to those excuses, “Yes, I’m (tired, afraid, lazy), nevertheless 

________________________________.” 
 
“Be still, my beating heart.” Anxiety makes our body react with a pounding heart, dizziness, dry mouth, 
perspiration, and butterflies. These are normal responses because your brain is getting your body ready to fight 
off danger. Here are some self-soothing exercises. 

 
A. Tell yourself over and over, “Physiological arousal is temporary and not harmful or dangerous. I don’t 

need to be afraid of these symptoms.” 
B. Deep abdominal breathing. Put your hands on your stomach and as you inhale deeply your hands should 

move out. This means your diaphragm is drawing in air all the way to the bottom of your lungs. Slowly 
exhale to a count of 5. Increased oxygen calms us down. 

C. Take a brisk walk. If you’ve got time, work out in a gym, take up jogging, or do vigorous exercises that 
“force” your body to process all the adrenaline that’s making you feel agitated. 

D. Visualize a “happy place.” I know this sounds corny but doing so gets your mind off your fears and 
helps you refocus on calming environments. Watch a feel good movie, listen to inspiring music, visit a 
calming friend. If you’re a Christian visualize heaven, Jesus, the cross, empty tomb. 

E. Progressive muscle relaxation. Scrunch up all your facial muscles for 10 seconds, then relax. Tense up 
your neck and shoulder muscles for 10 seconds, then relax. Tense up both of your arms for 10 seconds, 
then relax. Do this with all your muscles from head to toe. You can't feel anxious while your body is a 
limp noodle. 

F. Increasing tolerance of these symptoms. The ultimate goal is not to ever have a rapid heartbeat but rather 
to stay calm and accept it when it happens. 

 
 
 

Constant anxiety wears us 

down. 
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“Identify your ANTS (automatic negative thoughts).” Our emotions are the result of our thoughts and some 
thoughts are guaranteed to lead to anxiety. Identify your ANTS, reject them, and replace them with thoughts 
that lead to serenity. The number of ANTS is endless so we can’t list them all. Here are a few of the more 
bothersome.  
 

A. “Worry is helpful.” (Really? What good does worry do?) 
B. “Worry can’t be controlled.” (Um, yes it can). 
C. “If I don’t worry I won’t be prepared when bad things happen.” (We suggest you actually get prepared 

for whatever bad thing may happen, then you won’t need to worry). 
D. “If ____ happens it’ll be a catastrophe!” (We suggest you say, “If _____ happens then I’ll take these 

actions ______”). 
E. “If I think something bad will happen, it will.” (Our brains do not control the universe).  
F. “Of all possible outcomes I know the worst will happen.” (This is a self-fulfilling prophecy). 
G. “There are no positive signs of safety.” (Focusing only on the negative while ignoring the positive is a 

recipe for worry!) 
H. “If I feel at risk I must be at risk.” (Feelings can be misleading). 
I. “If I don’t get 100 I’ve failed.” (Where’d such perfectionism come from?) 
J. “Failing means I’m a failure.” (Failure means you’re creative, risk taker, brave to try something new). 
K. “If one person doesn’t love me no one loves me.” (Where’d that idea come from?”) 
L. “I succeeded but it was a fluke.” (Why can’t you give yourself any credit?) 
M. “___ didn’t speak to me; they must not like me.” (List six possible reasons why they didn’t speak to you, 

and six optional responses you can make). 
N. “Things must go my way.” (That’d be nice but is it realistic?) 
O. “I am inadequate.” (List all the things you have accomplished). 
P. “I must please (fix, console, correct) everyone.” (No wonder you’re anxious!) 
Q. “Anxiety means I don’t have enough faith.” (Let’s not add guilt to your anxiety). 
 

“Challenge those ANTS.” Choose one of the above ANTS (or add your own) and answer the following 
questions to counter that automatic negative thought. 
  

A. Aside from how you feel, what is the evidence that what you fear will happen? 
B. What’s the evidence that it won’t happen? 
C. If the bad thing happens, what would it really mean to you and how would you cope with it? 
D. If the bad thing happens, what would still be good in your life? 
E. What are the advantages of thinking that ANT? 
F. What are the disadvantages? 
G. What might some other people say about this? 
H. What part of this do you have control over? 
I. What would be a more helpful truth to replace the ANT? If you get stuck ask your counselor to help you 

find ideas that’ll bring peace. 
J. What plans could you put in place if that feared event takes place? (Plans make worrying less 

important).  
 

“Face your fears.”  
 

A. Realize that mental fears are merely thoughts in your head, not real events. 
B. Trying to avoid all worrisome thoughts only makes them stronger.  
C. Accept the fact that your brain is generating adrenaline; don’t let it run the show. 
D. Minds have a mind of their own! 
E. Don’t let emotions alone dictate your actions. Enlist your brain to add logic, reason, and reality. 
F. List all the times you took action even though you didn’t FEEL like it. 
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G. With the help of a pastor, friend, counselor, or coach do the thing you’re afraid of.  
H. By slowly exposing yourself to the worrisome fear you build up a tolerance against it. 
I. Name a time when you did something that was scary at first but later became easier. 
J. If we never have anxiety it means we never do anything new, unusual, or challenging. 
K. Write down what your thoughts are in your most panicky moment and show your counselor. 
L. If you fear flying: identify other places you avoid (driving, elevators, busses, subways) and slowly 

expose yourself to those enclosed spaces. Gradually desensitize yourself to the fear. 
M. If you fear losing control while driving: list all the things you do have control over while driving (adjust 

mirrors, count by 5s, sing, adjust radio, etc.). 
N. If you fear being embarrassed, criticized, not liked, judged, or humiliated in public: challenge the ANTS 

about what you think people are thinking about you. Odds are, they worry about what you think of them! 
O. Instead of worrying that others think poorly of you, what can you do to help others think positively 

about themselves? Being an encourager makes us more confident.  
P. Do a role play with a counselor: they play the part of you, you play the part of the ANT. Then switch: 

they play your ANT and you talk back to it. 
Q. If you fear your spouse will do something terribly wrong imagine the absolute worst thing they could do, 

accept this as a real possibility, list the consequences if they actually did the feared thing, plan how 
would you cope with those consequences, and list all the things that would still be good in your life if 
the worst happened.  

R. If your spouse is anxious: resist the temptation to become their anti-anxiety drug. Reassuring them 100 
times a day will not give them the opportunity to overcome their fears (plus it’ll wear you out). Instead 
say, “It sounds like your anxiety is giving you a hard time today. I’m sure you’ll handle it fine.” 

S. Prepare for the worst, expect the best, take what comes. 
 
“Learn to live with uncertainty.”  We often bring anxiety upon ourselves by demanding we know all and 
control all. Sadly, we live in a universe that is unpredictable.  
 

A. Challenge your inner need for absolute certainty.  
B. Compute the odds of some rare event actually happening (asteroid hitting Whatcom Co.). 
C. Compute the devastation if the worst happened (how bad is it if you've got hat hair?). 
D. Write out a story of the Worst Case Scenario. Be as vivid and detailed as possible. Add all the gruesome 

details. Then read it five times a day until it either bores you to tears or you realize it’s occurrence is 
absurdly unlikely.  

E. Reduce the time you spend obsessing about things you can’t control.  
F. Set a timer and worry like mad for 5 minutes a day. Then 4, then, 3, 2, 1, and then none! 
G. Keep a running list of things you’re thankful for. Replace the menu of negative thoughts with a menu of 

positive thoughts. 
H. In your mind dress up your inner voices in a clown suit. Take a mocking approach to those inner bullies; 

they’re not the boss of you. Ridicule them for the ridiculous voices they are. 
I. Observe your thoughts from a distance. Don’t judge them, observe them. 
J. Accept that these unpleasant thoughts are there without trying to change 

them. Learn to endure the discomfort. If we can’t make the bad thoughts go 
away, increase your tolerance of them. 

K. Embrace the physical sensations. Don’t avoid, deny, or punish yourself for 
having them. Some troublesome symptoms are like a bad knee; you just learn 
to live with it.  

L. Assume responsibility for your own anxiety; don't make others your anti-
anxiety drug. 
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Grief: Coping with Loss 
 

Some preliminary thoughts 

 

 Grief is what we feel when we experience any loss: job, pet, relationship, loved one, health. 

 Coping with grief means accepting loss, not denying loss. 

 Grief can be complex, complicated by other vexing emotions, trauma, depression, etc. 

 We don't "treat" grief as though it's a disorder; it's a part of life.  

 One of the ironies of grief is that "everyone grieves differently" and yet, "some ways of grieving are 
better than others."  

 There is no tidy sequence for healing; these ideas overlap, are non-sequential. 

 Grief often feels like a tornado. This is normal. 
 
1. Danger signs of grieving inappropriately 

 

 thoughts of ending it all 

 isolating, withdrawing from all human contact 

 medicating your pain with excessive drugs/alcohol/work/RX 

 denial and pretending the loss never occurred 

 emotional paralysis, immobility, failure to move forward 

 pressuring others to grieve the way you do (everyone grieves differently) 

 your loss has left a hole in your heart; don't fill it with unhealthy choices 
 
2. Coping strategies in the early stages 

 

 Do the "next thing" whatever that may be: get out of bed, make breakfast, return phone calls, etc. No 
need for long range plans at this stage. 

 Ask trusted friends, pastors, or counselors to be a sounding board while you share your pain with them. 

 Don't be strong; be human. No need to pretend you have it all together. 

 Grief hits us at different levels depending on the circumstances: our age, the nature of the loss, if there 
was trauma involved, etc. 

 Do not be afraid to ask loved ones for help: sorting your loved one's possessions, home repairs, paper 
work, managing an estate, etc. Caring people will be glad you asked. 

 Do not be surprised at "ambushes," things that trigger tears: music, smells, sights, etc. This is normal. 

 If possible, don't make any huge decisions (sell house, change jobs, etc.). Wait until your emotions even 
out (which they will). 

 Don't resent well-meant but inappropriate comments from others. Grief is new territory for most of us. 
 
3. Coping strategies in the middle stages 

 

 Once the flurry of public mourning is over (funerals, etc.) a sense of emptiness and loneliness sets in. 
Reality hits.  

 Acceptance of the loss does not mean approval of the loss. 

 Celebrate the memories of your loved one. 

 If possible, focus on the time you had together not the time you will not have together. 

 Don't be surprised when others don't "get" how much pain you still feel. Tell those who want you to get 
over it, "I know you mean well but I'm working through this at my own pace." 

 Be sure to get medical help if your sleep, diet, exercise, stress, or moods are still "not right." 
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 Remind yourself we go "through" the valley of the shadow of death, not around it. 

 Some find spiritual solace in faith, God's promises, and thoughts of resurrection. Others feel angry and 
abandoned by God. Seek spiritual mentors to discuss these things.  

 Capture self-defeating thoughts ("Life is no longer worthy," "I can't move forward") and replace them 
with new thoughts ("My loved one wants me to heal," "I can embrace life again"). 

 
4. Coping over the long haul 

 

 The hole in your soul never goes away entirely; the pain, however, does decrease. 

 It might be helpful to review your history of losses. How did you cope at your first loss, what was your 
age, how did you respond? Second loss? Third? 

 Identify your life purpose. What gives you meaning and significance? What will be your legacy, 
contribution to the world? What ways can you honor your loved one's memory? 

 How do you see your life a year from now? Five? Ten? 
 
5. Specific actions that may help 

 

 Healing happens at its own pace but we slow down the process by doing nothing. Instead, we can take 
certain actions that move us forward. 

 Create a memory book with photos, treasures, and keepsakes that honor your loved one.  

 Press into the grief...slowly. Before traveling to sunny climates some people go tanning to acclimate 
themselves to sunshine. Pressing into grief is like acclimating yourself to reality.  

 Write love letters to your departed; this processes your hurt. We don't want it bottled up. 

 Ask extended family members to share stories of the good times. This will likely trigger tears, which is 
okay. Tears are a reminder of how much love we have. 

 Remind yourself that "acceptance" of this loss does not mean you're glad it happened; it's coming to 
terms with reality. Acceptance is surrender, not giving up, not agreeing with, or not being happy with it. 

 See healing as "transforming." You are learning that troubles won't last forever, that hurts will heal over 
time, and that faith is a source of strength and renewal. 

 Adopt the slogan: "I am starting a new stage in my life without (ID your specific loss). I am able to 
confront my loss. I accept the challenge of living with my loss." 

 Keep a journal. Putting the jumbled feelings on paper gets them out of your head. Jot down "How I 
Feel" on one page and "How I Want to Feel" on the next page. 

 For the spiritually minded: prayer, spiritual reading, meditate on sacred promises. 

 Consider attending a bereavement group. 

 If anger, depression, guilt, resentment, jealousy, exhaustion, shame, bitterness, anxiety, insomnia, or 
addictions (shopping, eating, drinking, etc.) plague you see a counselor. 

 List three things you're thankful for at the end of every day. Keep a Gratitude Journal. 

 There are dozens of helpful books to read available on the subject of grief. 

 Jesus was a man of sorrows acquainted with grief. Jesus wept. Tears are OK! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thistles are thorny and beautiful. So is life. 
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The Bible and Suffering 
 
"I'm suffering; is God punishing me?" Your answer to this question depends on your view of God and which Bible 
verses you cling to. 

1.  "God is punishing me because I sinned." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that describe a God of retribution, smiting, and punishment. 

 "Jesus said to him, 'Stop sinning or something worse may happen to you.'” John 5:14. 

 "The wages of sin is death." Romans 6:23. 

 "God sent drought, famine, plague, and war on disobedient people." Amos 6:6-10. 

 "They eat and drink without discerning the body of Christ...that is why many among you are sick." 1 Cor. 
11:29-30.  

 This explains Adam's expulsion from the Garden, the flood, and hell. 

2. "God inflicts pain on me to make me a better person." 

 

 There are many verses that say God's purpose for suffering is character development. 

 "Tribulation works patience." Romans 5:3. 

 "Jesus learned obedience from that which he suffered." Hebrews 5:8. 

 "Before my heart was afflicted I went astray." Psalm 119:57. 

 "And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose." Romans 8.28-29. 

 "What you meant for evil God means for good." Genesis 50:20. 
 
3. "God inflicts pain on me to test my faith." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that say God is responsible for trials in order to test faith. 

 Job 1 & 2 illustrate a debate between God and Satan about Job's faith. 

 "Be exceedingly glad on this account, though now for a little while you may be distressed by trials and suffer 
temptations, so that the genuineness of your faith may be tested, your faith which is infinitely more precious 
than the perishable gold which is tested and purified by fire. This proving of your faith is intended to redound 
to your praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed." 1 Peter 1:6-7. 

 "You know that the testing of your faith produces perseverance." James 1:3. 

4. "God inflicts pain on me to help me get saved, ready for heaven." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that say God cares more about our salvation after death than the quality of our 
lives before death, that the need for forgiveness is greater than our need for freedom from suffering. 

 "Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed 
day by day. For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs 
them all." 2 Cor. 4:16-18. 

 "Jesus answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because 
they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who 
died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were guiltier than all the others living in 
Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Luke 13:1-5. 

 "Do not grieve like the rest of mankind who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again, and we 
believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him." 1 Thess.4.13. 
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5. "God inflicts pain on me to help me understand Jesus better and glorify God." 

 

 "Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though something 
strange were happening to you. But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that 
you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are 
blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you."1Peter 4:12-14. 

 "And if we are His children, then we are His heirs also: heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ sharing His 
inheritance with Him; only we must share His suffering if we are to share His glory." Romans 8:17. 

 "For just as we share abundantly in the sufferings of Christ, so also our comfort abounds through Christ." 2 
Cor. 1:5. 

 "As he went along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or 
his parents, that he was born blind?”  “Neither this man nor his parents sinned,” said Jesus, “but this 
happened so that the works of God might be displayed in him." John 9:1-3. 

 "Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted." 2 Tim. 3:12. 
 
6.  "God inflicts pain on me for his inscrutable purposes." 

 

 How horrendous evil can exist at the same time as a powerful and loving God is a mystery. 

 "The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children 
forever, that we may follow all the words of this law." Duet. 29:29. 

 "God causes the rain to fall on the just and the unjust." Matt. 5:45. 

 "But in the days when the seventh angel is about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be 
accomplished, just as he announced to his servants the prophets.” Rev. 10:7. 

 "For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I 
shall know fully, even as I am fully known." 1 Corinthians 13:12. 

 “My thoughts are nothing like your thoughts,” says the Lord. “And my ways are far beyond anything you 
could imagine. For just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so my ways are higher than your ways and 
my thoughts higher than your thoughts." Isaiah 55:8-9. 

 “Who can know the Lord’s thoughts? Who knows enough to teach him?”  1 Cor. 2:16. 

 "Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” John13:7. 
 
7. "God inflicts pain but I shouldn't question it, complain, or ask why." 

 

 “Will the one who contends with the Almighty correct him? Let him who accuses God answer him!” Job 
40:1. 

 "But who are you, a human being, to talk back to God? Shall what is formed say to the one who formed 
it, ‘Why did you make me like this?’ Does not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of 
clay some pottery for special purposes and some for common use?" Romans 9:19-21. 

 
8.  "God does not inflict pain on me; it's the devil." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that say the earth is Satan's domain and for the time being God is allowing 
Satan to torment us.  

 
"Again, the devil took him to a very high mountain and showed him all the kingdoms of the world and 
their splendor. “All this I will give you,” he said, “if you will bow down and worship me.” Matt. 4:8-9. 

 "Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out." John 
12:31. 

 "For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the 
powers of this dark world and against spiritual forces in the heavenly realms." Eph. 6:12. 
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9. "God does not inflict pain on me; humans inflict pain on each other." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that say God created free will and people hurt each other.  

 "Whoever oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker." Prov. 14:31. 

 "A ruler who oppresses the poor is like a driving rain that leaves no crops." Prov. 28:3. 

 "I looked and saw all the oppression that was taking place under the sun: I saw the tears of the oppressed— 
and they have no comforter; power was on the side of their oppressors— and they have no comforter." Eccl. 
4:1. 

 "If you see the poor oppressed in a district, and justice and rights denied, do not be surprised at such things; 
for one official is eyed by a higher one, and over them both are others higher still." Eccl. 5:8. 

 
10.  "God does not inflict pain on me; the universe runs on its own." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that suggest the universe runs randomly. 

 "Like an archer who wounds at random is one who hires a fool or any passer-by." Proverbs 26:10. 

 "But someone drew his bow at random and hit the king of Israel between the sections of his armor." 1 Kings 
22:34. 

 "Like a maniac shooting flaming arrows of death is one who deceives their neighbor and says, “I was only 
joking!” Prov. 26:18-19. 

 "Keep watching it. If it goes up to its own territory...then the Lord has brought this great disaster on us. But if 
it does not, then we will know that it was not his hand that struck us but that it happened to us by chance.” 1 
Sam. 6:9. 

 "I have seen something else under the sun: The race is not to the swift or the battle to the strong, nor does 
food come to the wise or wealth to the brilliant or favor to the learned; but time and chance happen to them 
all." Eccl. 9:11. 

 

11. "Who cares where suffering comes from? God cares about what I'm going through." 

 

 There are many Bible verses that ignore the question where suffering comes from and focus instead on a 
loving God who is compassionate, caring, and grieved that you are going through what you're going through. 

 "Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all 
comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we 
ourselves receive from God." 2 Cor. 1.3-4. 

 "But you, God, see the trouble of the afflicted; you consider their grief and take it in hand. The victims 
commit themselves to you; you are the helper of the fatherless." Ps. 10.14. 

 "Trust in him at all times, you people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge." Ps. 62.8. 

 "For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans 
to give you hope and a future." Jer. 29:11. 

 "God is love." 1 John 4:8. 

 "The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love." Ps. 103.8. 

 "But because of his great love for us, God, who is rich in mercy, made us alive with Christ even when we 
were dead in transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved." Eph. 2.4-5. 

 "He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the 
old order of things has passed away.” Rev. 21.4. 

 
The beauty of the Bible is that it offers a variety of comforts depending on your circumstances. There isn't a "one 
size fits all" answer to suffering that covers every pain. You can pick and choose which Biblical solution helps you 
cope the best, helps you suffer well, and helps you love God the most. 
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More Resources 
 

My love language is handing out paper. In this digital age I'd give away my Kindle 
eBooks but Amazon won't let me. Here are some titles ($2.99) related to this subject. 

 
Stay Calm When Angry (free copy when you sign up for my blog). 140 
"interventions" that help us stay calm. 
 
 
 
 

 
Invasion of the Marriage Snatcher (Amazon Kindle, $2.99). How anxiety 
invades marriages. When we treat anxiety like an invader it's easier to combat. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Either-Or Volume 1 (Amazon Kindle, $2.99). Either-Or Volume 2 (Amazon 
Kindle, $2.99). These two books challenge us to get out of "one option only" 
thinking and do creative problem solving. These books are basically lists of ways 
to look at every problem from two angles.  
 
 
 

 
 

Another Drink. (Amazon Kindle, $2.99). Tips from Proverbs on sobriety for the non-religious. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
You V. You. (Amazon Kindle, $2.99). Commitment devices for reaching goals, making changes, 
and exercising self-control. 
 
 

 

 

 

Log on to Amazon.com and type in my name, ‘Erik D. Johnson’ and see what comes up. There’s lots of 

stuff I’ve put on there. 

 

See also: 

 
www.conflictmediationcoach.com (books, blog, counseling info) 
www.erikreads.com (book summaries) 

Erik Johnson 


