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CHAPTER T

DISCIPLINE
YOUR MIND TO
RELIEVE YOUR
STRESS

Stress has a huge impact on our quality of life as well as our appetites. Until

we get our stress under control, even the best weight-loss plans fail. Why?
Because, as we have already learned, one of the ways the body reacts to stress
is by secreting an overabundance of stress hormones, including cortisol. Cor-
tisol causes physiological cravings as the body seeks comfort through food.
That is why we tend to stay on “diets” for only a few months, then fail. It is
not that we are simply weak-minded or lack willpower. Under the constant
onslaught of overabundant stress hormones, our bodies push us to eat foods
that counterbalance the effects of these stress hormones coursing through us.
Research has found that most people’s stress-induced cravings are for certain
foods: high-fat, high-sodium, high-sugar foods—the worst foods for dieters!
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So until we learn to manage stress, and thereby avert the dump of excess cortisol
into our bodies, we will remain caught in the never-ending cycle of yo-yo dieting.
How many times have we jumped from diet to diet, only to fall off the wagon and
regain the weight? Not only does the saying “stress kills” relate to physical maladies;
stress literally kills our ability to modify our eating.

I have found after years of study and experimentation that the secret to real

weight loss, permanent weight loss, is to first get stress under control.

[ FOUND PRACTICAL TOOLS
TO CONTROLSTRESS, AND YOU
CAN TOO

You see the images of me now, as I live today. But there was a time when it strained
me to even come out of my bedroom, I was so depleted and depressed.

Well over a decade ago, I was divorced from my kids’ father and had been remar-
ried for several years. I had two children, and my new husband, Rob, who was also
a lawyer, had two children. We were trying to “blend.”

We thought our love would conquer all. Boy, were we in for a wake-up call. It
was going to take a lot more than our love if we were to have any shot at etching
out a cohesive family and happy marriage with the endless onslaught that came
our way from seemingly every direction. If something could go wrong, it did. We
had issues with ex-spouses, insomnia-inducing money worries, health concerns,
and kids with everything from ADHD to oppositional defiant disorder. I was gain-
ing weight and losing energy to the point where no matter how many hours I slept
at night, I needed a nap in the afternoon. And even then the fatigue did not leave
me. [ was in a black hole of depression. I couldn’t imagine what I would be like at

age fifty; I was already old and falling apart before age forty.
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A WAKE-UP CALL FROM A FRIEND

It was at this point that my dear friend Bob, another lawyer we shared office space
with, marched into my office one day to find me with my head on my desk, staring
at the wall. “The reason you are depressed,” Bob said, “is because you are thinking
all the time about what has gone wrong in your life. But there are still a lot of things
going right. You still have your husband. You still have your home. You still have this
office..”

I remember raising my head and staring at him. By God, he was right. I still have
hundreds—no, thousands—of things going right in my life, but 99.9 percent of my
thoughts were on the few dozen things going wrong. I am not downplaying those
things. By all standards, they were very significant, and society would say I was jus-
tified in my depressed reaction. But what good was that doing me?

This was the “aha” moment. Bob’s words pierced that doom and gloom that I now
saw I was creating by my habit of dwelling on the very things I hated most about my

existence at that time.

THE LIST OF POSITIVES BEGAN A NEW LIFE

I got out a notepad and started to write. I listed the things going right in my life—
from basic things we take for granted to the little things that make life fun. “I can

|” 1”

see!” I wrote. “I can walk!” I can breathe, talk, and, more important, choose what I
want to think about! And that was the key that opened the door to untold joys. Who
would've known?

I don't know why we humans tend to dwell on the negative. It's that train-wreck
mentality—too horrible not to look. But I now know this: Negative thoughts breed
negative thoughts. I proved it.

That day, that list, was the beginning of me pulling out of my dark depression. I
kept that baby with me at all times, treating it as precious cargo. Every time I found
myself dwelling on the negative, out came the list, and I would gently prod my

attention toward the positive.
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THE NEW HABIT CREATED AN EXCITING FUTURE

It soon became a habit. When something would go wrong—and plenty of things still
did—instead of surrendering myself to the negative stream of thoughts trying to
flood in, I used this proactive tool to take control of my state of mind.

It was just the start. The list was an easy, straightforward method of relief that
not only taught me the importance of learning how to discipline my thoughts, but
also gave me the sweet taste of the peace that follows. And I wanted more.

So began my mission to find other methods and tools to assist me in my quest to
master my thoughts. Even the smallest of efforts in this direction brought a greater
measure of peace and calm, so it was obvious to me that this path was the one to travel.

And travel I did. I became a stress-tool junkie, loading up on all manner of meth-
ods like a beauty junkie fills drawers with hundreds of cosmetics. Anything that
came to my attention was worthy of at least inquiry, if not wholesale diving in. I
read books, listened to tapes, attended dozens and dozens of weekend retreats, and
even spent many full weeks with various teachers who all had wisdom to share
with me. I found that there were always at least some nuggets of value I could dis-
till, even if the full program or technique was a turnoff. There was no need to add
more stress by trying to pound my square peg into a round hole!

UNTOLD REWARDS FLOW FROM
DISCIPLINING OUR THOUGHTS

Distilling all these experiences into one most potent nugget, I learned that the key
to a stress-free life is self-discipline. Particularly, self-discipline of our thoughts. That
is the foundation. No ifs, ands, or buts. There is no freedom from stress without
it, and there is no substitute for developing it. But once you do develop it, you will
experience an empowerment and enlivened freedom unlike any temporary plea-

sure you have ever enjoyed before. And all the tools I will give you here are designed

18 STRESS LESS, WEIGH LESS



to do just that—to aid you in developing discipline over your thoughts. Because that
is the key to realizing your dreams. Your thoughts will determine your future.

Why do people put off developing self-discipline? Because they overestimate
the work involved to develop it and underestimate the rewards it brings. Before I
developed the self-discipline to start governing my thoughts, I was trapped by my
old patterns of thought, which brought with them those nasty habits that kept me
imprisoned in a body that wasn’t serving me as I wanted and a life that did not
please me at all.

We have a right to live the way we want. We have a right to choose our own goals.
We have a right to decide how we want our bodies to look and feel, but unfortu-
nately we do not exercise these rights. Instead, we tend to drift along, victims of our
own ignorance of the fact that we can have what we want, if we are willing to take

that first step toward developing the self-discipline to govern our thoughts.

RELIEF COMES QUICKER THAN YOU MIGHT THINK

This is not a long process! I started to feel better and happier after taking my very
first baby step toward actively governing my thoughts shortly after I turned forty.
I understand your reluctance to try it—this was not easy for me to do at the time,
either. It seemed like just about everything that could possibly go wrong in my life
had done so, or had gone completely sideways, and I was so depleted and dejected,
it took what felt like a Herculean effort to just take that first step.

But I didn’t have anyone to look to for practical tools. And I needed tools—tools
designed to aid a typical person like me: a mom, stepmom, and wife, with a high-
pressure job and more demands than I could possibly fulfill. Even though I knew
how to meditate and had had a meditation practice for years, it wasn’t enough on
its own to pull me out of my black hole. Advice to “think positive thoughts” didn’t
come close to cutting it for me. How the heck do you do that when you have a kid
screaming in your face, your financial obligations are beyond your ability to meet

them, and you don’t have the energy to fight with everyone and still work and earn
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an income? And just forget about having health and vitality, much less a body and
weight you are comfortable with. That was me.

I figured it out so you don’t have to. You've got my blueprint. You are holding my
private manual. Just take that first step to use one of the tools below that appeals to
you. No beating yourself up. That’s not allowed. Be patient with yourself. It took you
years to form the bad habits of thought that you no longer want. It will take a little
time to form new and better ones. But I promise you this: Even a slight move in this
direction will bring you some peace. The more effort you apply to it, the faster you'll
find your bliss, but you'll experience rewards immediately.

Perfection of effort is not required, by the way. It is the consistency of attempting
to work these tools that brings the progress. It’s like anything else. If I want to tone
muscle, lifting a ten-pound weight a few times every day will move me toward my
goal much quicker than hoisting a fifty-pound barbell once a week. Yes, it really is

true: “Slow and steady wins the race” Just try a little, every day. You'll see.

YOUR STRESS-REDUCTION
TOOLKIT

Over the past decades, I've assembled stress-reduction tools that average people
can use easily to find relief. I stayed away from the exotic (vacation by private jet
to Fiji) in favor of practicality. If it's not practical, then I've found I just won't do it.
It has to fit easily into my life. For example, if the dog just threw up, I'm on dead-
line for work, I've got a stack of bills needing to get paid, and one of the kids just
called with a dental emergency (a typical day in my family), what is available to me
right now to reduce my stress? Although different people find different things effec-
tive for relieving stress, I will share the specific tools that consistently work for me
and my family, friends, and clients. I found that once my stress was managed, the
repeated, sabotaging cravings disappeared, allowing me to sensibly eat the regular
foods I love, which in turn handed me the body I always dreamed of. So let’s take a

look at this enemy so we can understand it and get it under control.
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What is stress? It varies from person to person, but it’s essentially tension—that
feeling of tightness in the stomach or chest that arises in response to some outer
stimulus or even just a thought. It has its place. We need a certain amount of stress
to motivate us to move forward in life. It's natural to experience tension when we
expose ourselves to new things and experiences.

The problem comes when we have no means of releasing that tension, which
puts us in a nearly constant state of mental strain. Stress is cumulative. It’s not just
a passing feeling; the effects build up. As stress builds, the effects are stored in our
bodies. Not only does your appetite spike, but your immune system is suppressed,
leaving you vulnerable to more illnesses. Your sleep suffers. It becomes a domino
effect, as poor sleep also suppresses the immune system and spikes your appetite.
Studies show that those who sleep fewer than seven or eight hours a night tend to
weigh more than those who get sufficient rest, and that lack of sleep not only trig-
gers the appetite, but also it increases our desire for high-fat, high-carbohydrate,
calorie-dense food.?

OPT OUT AS A LIFESTYLE

Before we get to specific stress-management tools, let’s address an issue that I
consider to be a serious barrier to permanent weight loss and a major dysfunction of
American culture: overscheduling. No matter how many stress-management tools
you have at your disposal, I have learned they do not compensate for a schedule
with too many things to do and not enough time in which to do them.

If you chronically schedule too many activities in your typical day and you're
too busy to take a little downtime for yourself, employing stress-management tech-
niques will not ameliorate the stress. You will constantly be battling an appetite
brought on by the stress hormones. That’s what happened to me.

What to do? “Opt out” as a lifestyle. Don’t do things just because everyone else is

3 The specific reason that lack of sleep causes weight gain is because it disrupts two of the hormones
associated with regulating appetite (leptin and ghrelin) and also increases the production of cortisol,
which is associated with weight gain and belly fat. Results are from a University of Chicago study by Eve
Van Cauter, published in Annals of Internal Medicine, December 7, 2004.
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doing them. Evaluate activities, choose what works for your life, and do only those
things. Learn to say no to demands, requests, invitations, and activities that leave
you with no time for yourself. Until I learned to say no—and mean it—I was always
overloaded by stress. You may feel guilty and selfish at first for guarding your down-
time, but you'll soon find that you are a much nicer, more present, more productive
person in each instance where you choose to commit and say yes. You'll bring a
greater benefit to yourself and others when you are not constantly operating from
a state of depletion.

With those lessons learned, I now build space into my daily schedule. Without
space in my day, I'm going to be stressed, no matter how wonderful the things are
that occupy my time and energy. Our culture encourages us to plan every moment
and fill our schedules with one activity and obligation after the next, with no time
to just be. But the human body and mind require downtime to rejuvenate. [ have
found my greatest moments of joy and peace just sitting in silence, and then I take
that joy and peace with me out into the world.

When I take a break, even just a brief one, the creative energy flows in. Only then
do I have anything of value to share with others. Once I recognized this, I stopped
feeling guilty about taking time for myself. Taking that time took the form of saying
no to some requests and invitations, which felt awful at first. I felt like such a loser!
“No, thank you for asking, but I can’t attend that event...”

But that feeling of being a loser gradually disappeared when I saw that I was
being re-formed as a human being. With space in my day, I had plenty of love and
compassion to offer others, and that nasty tension that makes us want to do things
like blast our horns at rude drivers just faded away.

Saying no can be uncomfortable, especially when you're not used to it. You'll
hem and haw and circle around it, perhaps even offering a weak “maybe.” That’s a
big mistake. It works best to just be out with it. Offering excuses and reasons why
you can’t do something only muddies things and serves as an opening for negotia-
tion. The most important reason for your “no” is that you need your downtime so
you won't behave like a jerk because you're depleted. And you don’t want to battle
an appetite spiked by the stress of overcommitment. But that’s your secret; others

don’t need that information. So just smile, say no, thank you, and keep moving.
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Opting out as a lifestyle is the first and most important stress-management tool
you need. Once your schedule is under control—and by that, I mean once there is
enough space in your day that you aren’t rushing from one activity and obligation
to the next—then I suggest employing any or all of the tools in the next chapters to
actively create a peaceful, productive state of mind—one that is not overrun by the
stress hormones.

I list a multitude of tools I use or have found value in at one time or another.
You may notice that some of them overlap. Why include the redundancy? Because
sometimes just a slight twist on a tool or concept makes it more accessible to me.
It all depends on the specific scenario I'm facing. I bet it will be the same for you. If
you become familiar with all of them, you'll have a solid library of choices at your
disposal when trouble comes a-knockin'.

You'll probably settle on a few staples that click with you. Be proactive with
them. Make these choice few a part of your daily life to maintain a basic state of
equilibrium at all times. If you commit to that, you'll find “crushing blows” a thing
of the past. For me, daily meditation and pranayama (or focused breathing) are non-
negotiable. Without them, I spaz. Then I just select from other techniques, should
the need arise.
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