The Beacon

Moooooooo! 


When I was a child, I was fascinated by how cows could bring up their stomach contents and chew it over and over, extracting every last morsel of nutrition. But what really amazed me is how they could stand the taste of the vomit in their mouths.


Cows, sheep, and goats are called ruminants. They bring up the same stuff and keep chewing on it. You probably recognized that we get our word “ruminate” from this root. We bring something up in our minds and keep chewing on it over and over.


Now, this is not a bad thing if we’re reminding ourselves of that fabulous vacation we took, or how sweet a baby smells after its bath, or the touch of our loved one’s fingers on our cheek, or last night’s fabulous sunset that painted the sky in aching blues, pinks and oranges until we wanted to weep at the beauty. 


Problem is, we often will take a jaunt back down memory lane to think about what we should have, could have, wanted to but didn’t.  We replay conversations, changing the dialog to what would have been snappier, smarter, kinder, or whatever. The Episcopal liturgy I grew up with expressed it well in the prayer of repentance: “We have left undone those things which we ought to have done, and we have done those things which we ought not to have done.” Heaven help us! 


Ruminating, however, when done about unchangeable things that we wish we could undo, is not only counter-productive, it also leads to pessimism, and if unchecked, can lead to depression.


The essence of life coaching is this: It is what it is. No amount of ruminating, regret, wishing it away, sighing for the old days, blaming or shaming will change “it.” The question before is us, “Now what?” 


I heard a story about a researcher who advertised for people to participate in his study. He was looking for folks who considered themselves either extremely lucky or extremely unlucky. He finally narrowed it down to two women whose life’s circumstances were eerily similar; they’d both been in a horrible car wreck, and both had lost a child.


The “lucky” woman was grateful that she’d only lost her foot in the wreck; she was still otherwise healthy and could get around okay with her prosthesis. She was thankful that her daughter died quickly and did not suffer long.


The “unlucky” woman lost her foot and was ashamed of her prosthesis, no longer wanting to go anyplace where someone might notice. She was furious that her daughter died suddenly without a chance for her to say goodbye and gain closure.


Maybe it sounds simplistic, but shifting the way we think about things makes a huge difference in our lives. You’ve probably heard that the Chinese word for “crisis” is made up of the symbols for “danger” and “opportunity.” How often do we think of a crisis as an opportunity? Or how about this: change “setback” to “challenge.” Can we give the benefit of the doubt instead of assigning blame? 


Our bodies are engineered in such a way that what we think about actually affects our health, even predisposing us to certain diseases. So learn to change the way you think about your life and circumstances. You’ll be healthier and certainly happier. 

Recommended reading: Learned Optimism. Dr. Martin Seligman. 1998. NY: Pocket Books
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