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“Our task is to say a holy yes to the real things of our life as they
exist...”~Natalie Goldberg

Some historians trace the practice of journaling back to 10t century Japan, but I
believe, if we look at journaling as telling our stories, it goes all the way back to
prehistoric times. Cave art discovered in Indonesia is estimated to be 40,000

years old.

When we practice journaling, we are telling our stories—and our journals can be
the most intimate and nonjudgmental witnesses to our lives. Writing is cathartic
and a powerful way to process emotions and life events—joyous, tragic, or

anywhere in between.

I keep a journal filled with daily minutia, dreams, inspirations, and details and
feelings associated with the profound events I want to remember forever. It helps

me stay present and mindful.
Journaling is healing:

When we go deeper than surface writing, journaling becomes a powerful
therapeutic tool. Writing, alone, is a cathartic and healing process, and a regular
journaling practice can strengthen our immune systems and decrease the
symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis and asthma. Psychologically, regular
journaling can help us work through and come to terms with traumatic events.
Journaling helps reduce stress and the negative impact it has on us—physically

and emotionally.
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Journaling feeds the creative process:

To write memoir, we need distance for perspective. Journaling in the present

captures details and emotions that might be lost to us over time.

When I wrote my book, East of Mecca, I often referred back to journals I'd kept
while living in Saudi Arabia. I'd captured my emotions while actually living them
and reading my journal took me right back, helping lend authenticity to Sarah’s
experiences in the Kingdom. Journaling helped save my life while I was in Saudi,

and my journals helped me move forward creatively after returning to the states.
How to journal therapeutically:

While there are many journaling styles, from “dear diary” reporting, to dream
and gratitude journals, the most therapeutically powerful is writing in stream of
consciousness. It is most effective if done daily, but few of us can do it this way

every day. Aim for it, but be forgiving if you don’t always hit the mark!

On the days you journal, set aside ten to twenty minutes or more, when you have
complete privacy and will be without interruptions. You can use a computer if
that makes you most comfortable, but physically writing longhand is more
organic and might help access feelings more quickly. As writer Natalie Goldberg
says, “Handwriting is more connected to the movement of the heart.” I prefer
writing longhand using a spiral bound notebook or larger format journal, and a

speedy gel pen.

When you first start out, it’s helpful to set a timer for the minutes you want to

write and commit to writing the full time. Chose a topic, begin anywhere, write
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quickly, and keep your hand moving. Forget about grammar, punctuation, and
spelling. Do not cross out or edit or censor as you go. Do not think or get logical,

just let come out whatever does—even if it’s scary. Especially if it’s scary!

When writing stream of consciousness we release thoughts and feelings. Energy
flows rather than being suppressed—even repressed. Tears signal we’ve tapped
into truth. We can also capture events and emotional experiences more
profoundly as we're immersed in them—allowing us to later remember details

with greater clarity.

The practice of therapeutic journaling is intentionally mindful—and like every
new skill, it takes practice. With practice, patience, and intention, it will come to

be a natural, rewarding, and routine experience.
The power of words:

Words are powerful—they have energy and life. Words can inspire or destroy.

They can shame or comfort. Because they have life, words are transformational.

Negative words infuse us with despair, hopelessness, and rage. Positive words do
the opposite. They are filled with empowering, healing energy vibrations.

When we think, say, or write down words such as compassion, love, joy, trust,
peace, and hope, we activate the medicine within them. The positive energy
becomes infused within us and in all areas of our lives. How important it is to

give oneself and others a kind message every day!
Neural pathways:

Within our brains are neural pathways. Every time we have the same thought or
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repeat the same action we deepen the neural pathway. That’s why old, repeated
words, memories, actions, and over-learned behaviors are the last to go as people

age or develop dementia. Use it or lose it. Over use it and it’s hard to lose.

Over time we may have laid down some deep negative neural pathways, but
luckily, with intention and practice, we can retrain ourselves. Doing so will
diminish the old and create new, positive pathways.

Writing to remember:

On a daily basis, in my journal, I record the date, time, temperature, remembered
dreams, something unexpected from the previous day, and important
revelations. I also jot down what I hope to accomplish, a quick note of gratitude,

and a prayer for help. I cover all the bases!

Sometimes we feel more impetus to write when we’re in crisis, but it can also
make it difficult to get on the page. I strongly believe it is especially important to
journal during traumatic times in our lives. It is a way to gain perspective on our
experiences, and helps us process and let go of negative emotions (fear, pain,

rage)—which facilitates healing.

When going through trauma much is lost in the way of ordinary and joyful
experiences. Journaling allows us to record things we might otherwise forget

while immersed within the drama unfolding in our lives.

In the fall of 2002 and early 2003 when I was going through treatment for my
first diagnosis of breast cancer, journaling again saved my life! In the mornings, I
recorded the minutia of my days. During the day, I worked my normal hours

seeing patients in order to remain sane. During the nights, I haunted my house!
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Often unable to sleep, I turned to my journal where I recorded my fear and rage
and despair. I wrote angst-ridden bad poetry and alternately raged at and begged
God to help me. I was a hot mess, and during those tormented nights, my journal

was my only witness.

In the aftermath of such times of trauma, we need space and time to heal and
gain perspective. Reading back through our journals can help us look at our
experiences from a more objective point of view. We can see what helped and

what didn’t. We can be amazed at all we are able to survive.
Writing to forget:

Therapeutic journaling is a way to clear the emotional clutter that holds us back.
One of our greatest gifts as we get older is the gift of perspective—gained only
through time and a wealth of life experiences. We can use perspective to make

our lives happier. Perspective is a fabulous empowerment tool!

When we combine perspective with compassion, we can heal old wounds, let go
of painful memories, and stop negative ruminations—breaking loops of self-

loathing and allowing the paper to hold what we wish to forget.

Things that loop negatively through our brains are huge contributing factors to
anxiety, depression, sleepless nights, and feelings of self-loathing, failure, and
despair. Things loop because they are not reconciled. They are tasks still undone,

or deeds (our own or those of others) that need to be forgiven.

Regrets, in particular, are like over-stuffed, heavy, ratty baggage we are dragging

through life. They weigh us down. Haunt us. Steal our joy.
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To heal and free ourselves, we need to learn whatever lessons the past incident
has for us, forgive ourselves or someone else, infuse the incident with LOVE and

let it go.
Easy, right? No, it’s not—that’s why there are shrinks and best friends.

But remember, words are powerful. Forgiveness, like journaling, is a practice.
When we first say, “I forgive my 13, 16, 23 year-old self for whatever” it might not
feel authentic. But starting with the first time, even though we don’t believe it yet,
we are changing. Evolving. Our powerful words and actions are creating new

pathways to recovery.

What is “Compassionate Journaling” and why do it?

We, as women, are particularly unforgiving of and hard on ourselves. We are
socialized to be forgiving, compromising, and accommodating of others, but not

of ourselves.

Incidents and mistakes in the past can haunt us forever. We tightly hold on to
moments that trigger feelings of shame, rage, self-contempt, and despair. These
moments can loop relentlessly though our minds, and, in doing so, deepen the
our neural pathways. This pattern prevents us from rewriting our stories to give

us happier endings. Every time the same old story is told, the pathway deepens.

But, even aging brains still have what is called “plasticity,” which allows us to
change these old patterns and create new ones. We can forge new neural
pathways and destroy those that no longer serve us. We can learn to have

compassion for the girls and women we were to become happier women now and
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in the future.

In my practice I often take patients back to the time of the events that haunt
them. I have them look around at things how they were then through the eyes of

wisdom and perspective they have now.
I ask them to look at their younger selves with love and compassion. To think
what they would tell a friend who was agonizing about the same event.
Compassionate journaling allows us to begin the process of forgiving ourselves as
we would forgive others. In that way, it is extraordinarily empowering.
In compassionate journaling we reflect on our own lives using time, perspective,
and wisdom gained through living to better understand the choices we’ve made.
It helps us to break old patterns of negativity (guilt, shame, rage, bitterness,
despair, regret). Rewriting events from our pasts with empathy and compassion
is empowering, as it frees us from regret, despair, and depression.
Compassionate journaling exercise:

1. Quickly jot down three incidents in your life you regret.

2 Choose one to focus on, and write what you regret or feel negative about.

3. Make notes of your age, circumstances, support system (or lack thereof) at

the time of the incident. Also include other detrimental factors in place.

4. Think what you would tell a friend if this were HER story. Write it down.
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5. Try to empathize with yourself as you do with that friend—yourself as the
“other.” Write it down. Pay attention to any negative and punitive self-talk.

(i.e. But I should have known better.) Eliminate it.

6. Write down what would you have liked someone else to have told you at

the time.

7. From your current perspective of age and wisdom, write down what would

you like to tell your younger self about this event.

8. Write down one positive thing that came from this event that you would
NOT give up now. (Examples are: a person, opportunities, a lesson you've

learned, the ability to empathize with and help someone else.)

9. Now, take a deep breath and repeat this mantra:
“How I wish I’'d had the resources and wisdom to have been ABLE to

made better choices.”

10. Memorize the mantra, and, moving forward, whenever you have negative
feelings about this or any other incident you cannot change:

Breathe...repeat the mantra...and move on.

11. When letting go of old baggage, infuse it first with love. Remember,
words have healing energy. Give instructions for all baggage to be
transformed into love, so the energy doesn’t just linger somewhere like a
dark, negative cloud. This tiny step is healing, uplifting, inspiring, and

opens the door for us to experience joy.

Infusing negative situations with love is a useful tool.
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Practice! In doing so, you disrupt neural pathways and empower yourself over
past negative experiences still causing you shame, despair, and regret. Practicing
compassionate journaling can also teach us kinder self-talk patterns, helping

prevent future self-loathing loops.
Journaling your intentions

A profound way to be mindful and deliberate in our lives is by setting intentions
on a regular basis. Intentions differ from goals, because they are focused on the

present, rather than a future outcome.

Intentions reflect our practice in the present moment, and are set to best align
our hopes and actions with our inner values. Setting intentions is a constant,

mindful way of interacting in our world on a daily basis.

When we let our core values guide our intentions, we live our lives with
authenticity and integrity. Staying in touch with our intentions help us to stay

connected with ourselves during life’s emotional storms.

The Buddhist idea of “right intention” is committing to live every moment of our
lives to the fullest—while causing no harm to others. At the same time, we treat

ourselves and others with compassion and loving kindness.
When we write down our intentions for our day, they can include our plans and

hopes, but the true emphasis is on how we want to BE. What we want to

accomplish and HOW we plan to go about it.
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A great start is the intention of introducing love into our interactions. Because the
vibrational frequencies of love and joy work together, when calling on love, we
call on joy, as well. Where there is love, there is also joy! Where there is joy, there

is love!

Recently, I had my yearly diagnostic mammogram. Because I had a recurrence of
breast cancer last year and went through the trauma of two surgeries within less

than a month, I was more terrified than usual.

The morning of I decided to approach my appointment in an entirely different
way than I have in previous years. Instead of showing up as a closed off, rigid
bundle of nerves, I decided to greet everyone I met, patients and staff alike, with
kindness and compassion. I also committed to spreading love throughout the

entire hospital. I wrote my intentions in my journal and carried them out.

I have detailed my entire experience in a recent blog post called All is Well! The
appointment went better than any I've ever had. The technician was gentle and
compassionate—reacting with surprise when I thanked her for her kindness—and
she reached out and hugged me after delivering the news that “all is well.” I

believe it all had to do with how I chose to BE that morning.

Last year I came to We Move Forward, right after my surgeries, with the

intention that I would be invited back to speak, and here I am!

I am an introvert, but last year I looked around and reached out to women
standing on the outskirts. I talked and laughed with others, and made a lasting
friendship with Michelle Collier who is not here this year because she’s on

vacation with her new man!
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I came to We Move Forward 2015 expecting the best and bringing my best self

and I was richly rewarded! Thank you, Janeen! You have my forever gratitude!

When we commit to right intentions, we bring our complete, authentic selves to

the party and create more joyous experiences in our lives.
Intentional journaling exercise:

1. Think of something coming up in the near future...within the next few

days, weeks, or months.
2. Start by visualizing what you wish to unfold.

3. Now, write down what you INTEND to bring to it. (i.e. Compassion,

empathy, understanding, love.)

4. Set an intention to do all you can to make the experience positive...and

watch how it actually unfolds.
Wrap up exercise:
We have all come to We Move Forward 2016 with some expectations, some
hopes. We've invested money, time, and energy to be here. Remembering the
difference between goals and intentions, I believe a common goal we share is to

get the most out of the weekend.

Now that we are at almost exactly the halfway point, what are your intentions on

how to move through the rest of our time here to best accomplish that goal?
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Please share one intention!

Conclusion:

Journaling, compassion, and setting intentions are all empowering actions. They
give us power over negative experiences in the past and allow us to move through
our lives with grace. A pen on paper can be a powerful life tool when we write to
forgive the past and write to create the future. When we infuse our intentions

with love, we move forward with joy!

Sign up for my mailing blog at www.SheilaFlaherty.com
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