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Aman/What Is UP In Your DOWN?

In the context of everyday conversations, it is all too common to hear expressions of complaint, pain, frustration, worry,
and/or anger. We all too often go down, way down, as in down-town-down! Here we suffer, worry, judge ourselves, and feel
worthless. In Western culture, we are quick to point out what we don’t want and what we don’t like. These expressions, and
the thoughts that go with them, plague our lives, infiltrating our minds and our bodies, making us feel lonely, helpless, scorned,
despairing, and even physically sick.
These hopeless expressions have the potential to depress the speaker as well as bring down everyone listening.
(Even, and especially, if it is us listening in our heads.)
They are filled with negativity and heaviness. When we say them, they turn into a belief and the belief, its own little
truth.


This isn’t fair!



Why does he have to treat me this way?



I can’t catch a break.



Nobody understands.
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When thought and expressed, it becomes the way it is: “I am guilty.” This truth status limits any movement outside the
proclamation, thus exacerbating the predicament. It is definitive: I am miserable. And that is that. Truth. Unbendable. Uninterpretable. Period.

How would we hear those complaints differently if we knew that in
the shadows of them, there was something that person held precious? If
it is us, something that we held precious?
You see, “I am miserable” is a thin statement, but it can tell
multiple stories! Do you know what they are?
When I hear someone say, “I am miserable” I hear something else.
This tells a very important story.
A story of what is important to the expresser. There is a
preciousness implicit in “I am miserable.” It may not be expressed
directly, but the meaning is implied nonetheless.
What is implicit about complaining you are miserable? Or,
that you hate yourself? Right! That you wish you weren’t! It is a desire—a deep one—for another way of being; to be
different from where you are. For example, a wish to be happy or to feel lovable.
This already invites a new view of complaints. But, we can take it even further!
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If we desire to be happy, we must know something about being happy. There must be some
knowledge or familiarity with it—sometime in the past that we either felt it ourselves or observed it in
someone else, or we wouldn’t

To know misery is to know its opposite: happiness. One cannot exist without the other. Without
knowing happiness, misery would feel, well, neutral. We only understand misery as it is different from
happiness and happiness as it is different from misery.
Understanding this help us re-think our complaints.
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The Prophet
By Gibran Khalil Gibran
On Joy and Sorrow
Your joy is your sorrow unmasked.
And the selfsame well from which your laughter rises was oftentimes filled with your tears.
And how else can it be?
The deeper that sorrow carves into your being, the more joy you can contain.
Is not the cup that holds your wine the very cup that was burned in the potter's oven?
And is not the lute that soothes your spirit, the very wood that was hollowed with knives?
When you are joyous, look deep into your heart and you shall find it is only that which has given you sorrow that is giving
you joy.
When you are sorrowful look again in your heart, and you shall see that in truth you are weeping for that which has been
your delight.
Some of you say, "Joy is greater than sorrow," and others say, "Nay, sorrow is the greater."
But I say unto you, they are inseparable.
Together they come, and when one sits alone with you at your board, remember that the other is asleep upon your bed.
Verily you are suspended like scales between your sorrow and your joy.
Only when you are empty are you at standstill and balanced.
When the treasure-keeper lifts you to weigh his gold and his silver, needs must your joy or your sorrow rise or fall.
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In my work as a therapist, I met with a 57-year-old woman, Amy, who was abused by her brother when she was seven
years old. She began a session with the following questions and requests:
“Why did sexual abuse have to screw-up so much of my life?
Why does it have such a long, devastating effect on a person’s life?
I want to know. I want you to tell me!”
Curious about the context of her “screwed up life” and the “devastating effects” she was referring to, I asked about this.
She told me of an intense pain that followed her everywhere in every part of her life. There were times she felt this pain so
pervasively that it kept her either up all night or in bed for days. Not only had it brought her to tears for hours, but it also
complicated and exaggerated physical ailments, including back, shoulder, and leg pain.
“Above all,” she said, “I am afraid I will suffer forever.”
Even though her descriptions were detailed, I knew there was something absent in her expressions of pain, but implicit
in their meaning. Her pain is in relation to something. It is a longing for some treasure and/or a hope for something important
to her. A wish to be other than “suffering.”
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The pain of abuse is related to what she treasured that was violated by the abuse. In addition, the intensity of Amy’s
pain is a testimony to how precious she held said treasure. I posed a question to see what this might be.
Me: Can I ask you, when your brother did this, what was it that the abuse stole from you?
Amy: He took my innocence. He took my joy. He took my joy of life, and then it was gone… I had no joy! None!
Amy quite quickly named “joy” as her UP, but I decided to clarify it again to highlight it. The “screwed-up life” and the
“devastating effects” had had loads of airtime. It was crucial to make more meaning around the joy to give it some story and
power.
Me: Would you say that joy is precious to you?
Amy: Yes!
To highlight it even more, I asked her to qualify this preciousness.
Me: How precious?
Amy: Very, very important to me.
To ensure a multistoried conversation, I acknowledged the pain and began the process of giving this pain new meaning.
Me: Is the longevity of the devastation related to how ‘very, very’ precious joy of life is to you?
Amy: Yes! Yes!
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Curiously, I wondered if she had made it through fifty years without joy at all. Absolute joylessness is
incomprehensible! And totally improbable! She was a mom. I am a mom. I know struggle comes with raising children but not
to experience at least some joy when they smile or do something cute was hard for me to imagine. Kids usually bring some joy!
I questioned her to find some stories of joy within the “screwed-up life.” If there was any, any joy at all, even a little, I
was eager to learn how and why she allowed it to return to her life.
Me: Has there been a time when joy started to come back in your life, even a little?
In response, Amy shared a story of when she was a pregnant teenager, away from home, and living with an abusive
partner. Out her apartment window, there was a bird’s nest with a mother bird warming her eggs. Over a period of weeks,
Amy watched the bird often and felt as though the bird was watching her, too. It was almost as if they were cheering each
other on as they prepared for motherhood. Amy said watching and connecting to this bird gave her incredible joy. “Perhaps,”
she said, “the first joy I felt since I was abused.”
She told many more stories about her connection to nature and animals, from trees to woodland creatures. For
example, to beat off her midwinter depression, she would walk in the woods and follow animal tracks. She said she did this
playfully and joyfully.
As she was relaying these stories, more and more joyful times came into her memory, mostly involving children (I knew
it!;)), animals, and the earth. We wove these tales together, around the theme of joy, into a rich story of her holding onto this
treasure despite the abuse.
In these conversations, we re-authored the story of her life from “screwed up” to “empowered to find joy.” These stories
also led us to new identity conclusions, from being “scared” and “messed up” to being a “steward of the earth,” an “advocate,”
“compassionate,” “committed to kindness,” and “committed to children” (all Amy’s descriptions).
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Amy was initially surprised, yet heartened, that she hadn’t let her brother take all of her joy, that she’d held onto it
through all these years. Through many hard times in her life, when joy felt scarce to her, she knew exactly how to find it in
nature and in children.
This was a much more empowered position to reflect upon her life. Remembering these stories and giving them
meaning offered her greater access to the skills she has in finding the joy she desperately desired.
Her initial explicit expression, “Why does sexual abuse have to screw up so much of my life? Why does it have such a
long, devastating effect on a person’s life? I want to know. I want you to tell me!” implicitly expressed her desire for joy.
Previously, her brother and this lament held all the power. Believing she had no joy, definitively, prevented her from
seeing or feeling it. Our conversation took the wind out of the sails of that lament.

Now, knowing she had access to joy, she felt empowered.

To Amy, this meant she no longer gave in to the fear that she “will suffer forever.” She
held onto hope as she engaged in these joyful scenarios, hope that she could feel better.
Through this, she learned not to give into the fear of the future. She continues to seek out,
practice, and work on ways to experience joy every day. Her mood and physical ailments
improved over the next few months.
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Now that joy was explicit, I became interested in “peopling” her journey. When we think of one thing definitively (i.e.,
“It’s hopeless”), isolation emphasizes and gives evidence for the “truth” of the despair. We stay in our minds, where the
problem story runs rabid, building and growing until we feel crazy. We have no other perspective.

My friend calls this the “Itty Bitty Sheetty Committee.”
Inviting others or the voices of others into the story invites new meanings about ourselves and our situations. A breath
of fresh air. A new perspective! A community takes us out of ourselves and helps us see ourselves anew. These new meanings
are powerful in untying the devastating “truth” the dominant problem binds us to. We can see other possibilities.
I began “peopling” Amy’s journey with folks from her past. Since her stories were peppered with children and animals
(animaling her journey), I wanted to bring forth their voices to counter her isolation. I asked Amy to speak about how each of
these contributed to her life and how this contribution might define her. Then I asked if they were here, what the children and
animals might have told me about how Amy contributed to their lives.
Amy tentatively spoke about how their lives might have been impacted by these interactions. This was the first time she
thought of the positive influence she had on others... how she contributed to their lives... how their lives were altered and
enriched by having known her.
These voices became acknowledging witnesses and participants of her reclamation of joy. This acknowledgment
creates more meaning, “thickening” this new story of joy, making it more robust and sustaining. It highlights Amy’s purpose
and gave her a preferred identity where she felt worthy, validated, and appreciated.
Her mood and physical ailments improved over the next few months. She has since left therapy but recently came back
to help my work with a young woman who was also abused by her brother. At the end of this session, Amy sat proud of her
accomplishments and gratefully said, “I really have a good life now.”
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We only know concepts in relation to what they are not. We recall things to our memory not just as the thing named but how it is
different from everything else; how it relates to everything around it.
When people are experiencing problems in life, this problem story is often dominant in that it takes up much space and energy in
their lives: affecting their mood, the view of themselves, and their understanding of the world. Problems can take over our whole lives.
But, and we saw from Amy, those problems are also related to something. They are significantly related to what that problem is
not, to wanting to be different than where one is at any given moment. For example, losing a loved one is a loss in relation to the previous
presence of that loved one. Rejection is a problem because it is not the desired acceptance.
When the focus comes to what is desired instead of what is missing, we can see things start to shift in our personal worldview.
With this focus, we can create a new reality we can then step into. In the example above, Amy developed stories of caring for children and
caring for the earth. These stories were already present but did not have much attention in her life. Bringing them forth is like breathing
life into them. They became the focus instead of her joylessness.—not only aiding but steering her journey. Amy shifted her attention and
stepped into this new reality, and this improved her mood, her physical experiences, her opinion of herself, her sleep-hygiene, and her
ability to get along with her family. She now had a solid foundation—her own compassion, rather than the previous story of victimhood—
from which to stand on and face the world.
When a problem story seems all encompassing, it may be hard to wade through as if searching for the light from the middle of the
tunnel. People sometimes feel overwhelmed by their pain, anxiety, frustrations, and complaints. The darkness of the predicament blocks
all possible views of the upside. Becoming aware of what is precious, and validating that, lights our way.
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We cannot know despair without some knowledge, understanding, or history of some kind of hope, because despair can only be
understood in its relation to hope. When “hope” is uncovered, we know there is some past experience or familiarity with it. Inviting
awareness into this history and knowledge of hope shines the light on a pathway to new ways of thinking and being. Enlightening the
history enlightens the future. It can lead one out of the tunnel.
When we are complaining, the complaint receives the focus of our attention. We often think we want validation for our feelings
(validation for why we are upset), but this only justifies the negative, i.e.: “I know; he is a jerk!” It might feel good temporarily, but this is
limited. It gives more of a truth status to it. This is subtle, because if someone hurts you and your friend validates you by saying, “He is a
jerk!” it is implicit that you deserve to be treated better. But then again, we can just say, “You deserve to be treated better!”
We are better off with validation for what we value: “I understand.” “You have been so kind to him.” “How
smart of you to think of doing that!” “Wow, you survived!” Being noticed for our awesomeness is much more
powerful and goes much further in helping us see ourselves differently and feel better.
We are upset because these parts of ourselves have been trampled on, unnoticed, unappreciated, or considered
pathological. A client of mine told me of a strong urge he recently felt to “keep driving” when he was emotionally
overwhelmed. He assumed this was pathological and meant he was “going off the deep end.” However, he told me (once I asked) how this
was “an act of wanting to separate himself from the terrible feelings he was having.” I wondered, Wouldn’t anyone want to do this if the
feelings are so bad? Looking at it this way, his desire was a step in the right direction, rather than regression. He had an UP: the desire to
feeling better. He could now tell me that he’d be crazy if he wanted to stay with these feelings because they were so horrible. If I validated
his worry that he was pathological, I might have missed his desire to feel better and build on this.
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1. Notice and understand the DOWN.
2. What does it suggest about what is UP?
3. Name and understand what is UP.
4. Understand how important it is.
5. Trace the history of the UP; link it to past people and events
6. People your journey.
7. Promote this UP in your future.
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People often see themselves as their problems. For example, “I am a loser.” The DOWN defines them, or is inherent to
them, like an illness. There is not much place to move outside this description. Immobilized and saturated, this way of
understanding causes people to judge themselves harshly, exacerbating the problem. The DOWN becomes an internalized selfdefinition. As a definition, it can be hard to get rid of.
Seeing our problems as part of our identity can also be frightening, as it feels out of
our control to change our lives. Getting rid of this judgment and fear is crucial to healing.
When we become aware of the context of our lives and of our problems, this counters
the judgment. Located in a context, the problem is no longer internalized. There is a reason
for it. It came from somewhere, instead of from inside us, so there is less self-blame.
When people can describe their story from an audience position, they see the bigger picture view. They have some
distance from which they can immediately get a new perspective. This new perspective can inspire them to respond in a new
way. Seeing how to change it empowers us and counters the fear.
It is important to see the problem. If you were in an obstacle course and had to jump over a hurdle. You’d have to see
the hurdle. Understanding the context can also help us understand the effects of the problem. Making the problem and its
effects visible takes away some power they hold over us.
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Finally, we are turning the DOWN into an UP! We unpack the complaint—see what is behind it, underneath it, within it.
What is UP with it? Here are some examples:
Keith: I am so frustrated.
Me: What about it frustrates you?
…
Sue: I give up!
Me: Up to this point, what have you been holding onto that you now feel like you are giving up on?
…
Mary: You don’t understand!
Me: Are you interested in understanding? What do you know about understanding that makes you know it might be helpful to
you now?
…
Beth: I failed!
Me: What did you fail in relation to? What were the expectations you had that you failed to achieve?
…
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Some deep DOWNs need a bit more help unpacking. But
never fear. There is always an UP somewhere lurking in the
shadows! Always.

Rick, who was going through a divorce, kept naming DOWNs.
Sometimes we only see the hurdle and not beyond it.
Rick: I am angry. I am so angry! I don’t know what to do about it. I’ve tried everything. I tried medicine. I tried praying. I tried
talking to a friend. I cannot stop this anger!
What is Up with Rick? What do you think might have made him this angry? What is he angry about? What is he asking
for in prayer? What does he want in his life, if not anger? Is it important to him to know what to do? Why does he keep trying? I
asked:
Me: What are you angry about?
Rick: I am so angry about the divorce.
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Of course! We could all nod in confirmation. Many people are angry about divorce. This made sense. But, this anger is
not the end of the story. I know there is more here. Something here that is UP. If we don’t uncover it, we could miss the
opportunity to take the conversation to a new place, take Rick to a new place. There are many different things about which to
be angry when it comes to divorce: losing your family, having less access to your kids, thinking you’re a failure, feeling
rejection, etc. Knowing what bothered him is crucial to knowing what was UP.
Me: Tell me more about what makes you angry about being divorced.
Rick: I am mad that she left me and is living with him and my kids are there and I am alone.
Keep unpacking:
Me: What bothers you about them all being together and you being alone?
Rick: This whole time, I just asked her to please tell me the truth about everything. And she didn’t. She lied to me about
everything.

The truth. The truth is his UP.
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Me: You wanted her to tell you the truth?
Rick: Yes, I just asked for honesty.
Me: Is honesty important to you?
I may never have made the connection between Rick’s anger and his valuing honesty had I not kept asking. I might have
just assumed what might be a common answer, like betrayal. This would have had me completely missing the point and
would have risked leaving Rick feeling misunderstood or invisible. (People going through divorce may not need any more of
these feelings.) Rick was angry because he had invalidating experiences with what was precious to him: honesty, family
togetherness, his own sense of worth, etc. These are his UPs.

When I am upset, I try to find the UP.
One time someone hurt my feelings. I reached out with kindness and was deeply criticized. I was despondent. Everyone
told me not to take it personally. This further invalidated me. Not only was I feeling hurt, but I was doing that wrong.
One day when I was crying at the hurt in my heart, I decided to unpack that sadness, instead of judge myself for it. What
was UP for me? I realized I loved connecting to people. That despite how she treated me over the years, I still reached out,
cared, and made an effort to connect with her. I was a “connector.” I felt empowered by this and way UP! I started seeing all the
other times in my life when I reached out and made beautiful connections.
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How Up is your UP?
Things can have little importance or great importance in our lives, and this makes a difference!
Knowing how very precious something is, makes it more visible and validates it further. “Connecting with
people” is extremely important for me. I can confidently say this is one of the most important things in my
life. I deeply appreciate myself for this. It makes me happy that I am this way.
This realization and acknowledgment is like a love infusion. Gratitude always brings happiness. It fills
up our UP! And, I am no longer frustrated by the hurt feelings.
Acknowledgement of our beautiful selves, I am convinced, is what we all need to heal.
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Pole metaphor

The pole metaphor helps me visualize this whole concept. Imagine a flagless flagpole with the sun shining on it so that
it casts a shadow.
The pole represents the original expression, such as despair,
anger, frustration, worry, pain, etc. The shadow represents that
which is precious and has been lost, threatened, or otherwise
invalidated. There is always something in the shadows of a complaint.
Always an UP in your DOWN.
You can’t have one without the other.
In this pole metaphor, the height someone is “up the pole”
reflects how upset they are.
I get really high up the pole! Do you?
This degree of upset-ness could signify several things. It could
signify the preciousness of the value, the circumstances of the loss, and/or the perception of the intensity of the invalidation.
When what is in the shadows is seen, appreciated, and validated, we come right down the pole. Peace! Our two feet are now
on the ground. We have better views from which to decide what to do next. We can live life from what is important to us
instead of living life in our complaint(s).
Why stay up the pole if you do not have to?
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Keep filling up your UP! If we never had knowledge, nor experience of joy, how would we know we wanted it? Where
did this want come from? It did not come out of the blue! It came from somewhere!
There are always stories from our past that will clarify, illustrate, and tell the tale of how we became familiar with our
UP and learned to appreciate it in some way.
If your UP is “understanding”, I’d be interested in asking, “So, you have some familiarity with understanding, and as you
said, it has come to mean a lot to you. How did you come to know what it felt like to be understood? How were you introduced to
the idea of understanding?”
When someone talks about giving up, I’d ask, “Before giving up, what was it that you held onto? How was it that you held
onto it all this time? Through the hard times in your life, what held this up? How did you hold it close to you?”
Ensuing conversations fill in the details, including the people involved, the way they felt, how they responded, the
words in their head that they used to make decisions, what they did before, what they did next, the context, the effects, and
more. All of this fills up our UP!

You can ask yourself these questions!
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While reflecting on these stories, listen for “personal agency”—the sense of being an agent in one’s life,
rather than a passive recipient of one’s experiences. We all have agency. Things might happen to us, but we
chose how to respond. We control what we do in response to what happens and this response makes all of
the difference in how we feel about, handle, and recover from an experience.
Feeling out of control, disconnected to one’s agency, is often part of suffering. We all too often feel a
lack of power in being able to affect our situation. This is a problem!
No matter how bad the hard time is, no matter how severe the problem, we respond in someway. We
can respond in self-destructive ways or in productive ways. It is our choice. This is our personal agency. The
productive way always, always reflects what is important to us.
Finding these stories to fill up your UP can connect you with your personal agency! We hear stories of
how we held onto the preciousness through and despite our struggles, like Amy. This empowers us, makes
our UP even more valued, visible, and accessible. Win, win. win.
Sometimes a person relays that they only know joy because they noticed someone else having it. Find
the agency, ask: How did you recognize it when you saw it?
Perhaps we became familiar with joy from reading about it in a book, but there must have been some
reason we recognized it when we read about it. Our agency is how we related to the joy when we were
exposed to it. Did it bounce right off us, or did we take it in and let it warm us a little?
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In all past and present UP stories, there are other people involved: book characters, TV personalities, deities, friends’
parents, old school teachers, aunts, neighbors, children, animals, etc. We have not learned in a vacuum! These folks are
important! We learn in relationships, through social collaboration. These people have played significant roles in our journey
and our stories of joy, connection, honesty, love, sense of self-worth, or anything else we hold precious. They helped us shape
the meaning of these values from the conception of our understanding. Their voices can keep us company, hold us up when
we fall, and whisper hope into our ears when we despair. Their appreciation and love hold us UP.
Isolation supports problems and can have a crippling effect on a person’s sense of self. Isolation is the worse thing for
our negative mind chatter! (Remember the Itty Bitty Sheety Committee?) We need our peeps (and their voices of
acknowledgement) to gather around us and help hold up the UP. We are social beings, all connected in this crazy matrix of
relationships and events that make up a human lifetime. How we know ourselves comes from what is reflected back to us by
people around us. We are a self only in relationship to others.
If we have experienced abuse, the voice of the abuser remains loud. We want to de-populate our mind with this voice,
since it will create a small and poor sense of self and an even lower self-esteem. This is easier when our life is then repopulated
with preferred voices, for example, a grade school teacher who saw the good in us. In contrast, this gives us a robust sense of
self by filling up the empty spaces and helping us see ourselves through the eyes of someone who loved us.
Bringing forth their loving energy is exponentially acknowledging in many ways. It appreciates us, what we value, and
our actions and steps we took (our agency) in keeping it close to us. Sustaining the worth in all of these sustains our ability to
continue to keep the UP close, in a visible way, where it can ease our minds and our hearts, and nobody, but nobody, can take it
away again! (In fact, since it has always been there implicitly, no one ever did.)
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We have to hold our filled up UP tenderly and continue to keep it filled. It will not
happen without our care, love, and gratitude. Remember to see and celebrate every
step. Give yourself some kudos! This is what you can do:

1.

Keep it visible; keep feeding it.

2.

Take actions that support your UP.

3.

Surround yourself with people who can lift you UP.

4.

Appreciate yourself and your journey.
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Take out a piece of paper. Write down a list of your complaints down one side in a row.
Don’t hold back. Write anything you can think of: pet peeves, annoyances, frustrations, etc.
I hate when people are late.
I never can figure these things out!
They never help!
Then, reflecting on each of these DOWNs, ask you self what this says about what is
important to you. What is the UP(s) in each? Write these next to the DOWN. (You might find
repeated UPs. This is OK)
These say that “my time” is valuable to me.
Lastly, people it! Now, reflect on the UPs: Think about who taught you the importance of
it, was with you when you learned, or felt it for the first time?
I always lose things, my keys and papers--my head if it wasn’t attached. It can be such a
waste of time to look for these lost items. I had a friend in high school, who was so kind. She
always patiently assisted me in finding whatever I misplaced so I would find it faster. I felt so
acknowledged by her. She made me feel important.
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Are you ready to find the UP in these DOWNs? Let’s practice. It will not only help you help yourself, but you can also
have more patience, tolerance, and understanding of your friends, colleagues, and family members if you become skilled at
noticing the UPs! Read the following list of common negative expressions and imagine what might be the UP in them:
I feel hopeless.
I am lonely.
The despair is overwhelming.
I’m worried.
I have trust issues.
I am angry.
I am disgusted.
I feel guilty.
I am ashamed.
It is so painful.
I have nothing to look forward to.
You don’t understand.
You’re not listening.
I’m sick of it.
I give up.
I won’t let go.
I’m embarrassed.
We never have sex anymore.

We do not always know what we (or others) are holding precious, but brainstorming the possibilities will spark our
curiosity, inspiring us to ask! Now make your own list and continue to notice the UPs lurking in the shadows everywhere.
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I want to do a shout out to my clients, friends, and family who have helped me learn these concepts. Thank you!
Finding the UPs in their DOWNs enthuses and encourages me. Even while listening to the most tragic story, I can see
the light and know there is a way forward, no matter what. It is extremely precious to me to know this. Holding on to this, I
find endurance and hope. There are so many stories of this endurance and hope and many people in my journey who have
been present while these became more and more meaningful for me. I am grateful and feel held up by each and every one of
them.
Mostly, I am grateful for Michael White’s extensive contribution to the mental health field. If you are in the helping
profession, please read more depth about the concepts I write about here in Exploring Michael White’s Absent But Implicit EBook.

Thank you for reading!
Warmly,
Jodi
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