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			To make peace with yourself you may have to give up a lot. You may have to give up feeling sorry for yourself, straining to be someone you are not, hiding the parts of yourself you fear are unacceptable, and worrying about what others think.

			You may have to forgive yourself and others for not being perfect and stop expecting superhuman feats from your loved ones and co-workers. You may have to learn to accept parts of yourself you have been resenting your entire life. Indeed, you may have to grow to appreciate yourself exactly as you are and not as you wish you could be.

			Why bother, or who cares, you might say. Your peace of mind, your love and work relationships, and your moment-to-moment vitality may be at stake. Making peace with yourself is a personal challenge that is certain to bring you enormous and lasting satisfaction.
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		To protect confidentiality, the names and identifying details in the case histories reported within the book have been changed. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental. Anyone with a history of psychiatric disorder or who feels emotionally unstable should not do the exercises in this book without first consulting a qualified mental health professional.
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		If you could change at least one thing about yourself to make your life better, what would it be? What personal barrier has been your nemesis in your love relationships or career? If you asked your spouse, ex-spouse, close friend, or co-workers what your weak spot is, what might you hear?

		We each have at least one Achilles Heel, a weakness, insecurity, or vulnerability that regularly trips us up but that is not a pathological state or deep-seated psychological problem. Indeed, people who insist they do not have an Achilles Heel are very likely to be the ones whose Achilles Heel is that they think they have to be perfect! Being perfect is not what this book is about. Only those characteristics that persistently get in our way need to be dealt with.

		Most people will never seek psychotherapy because of their Achilles Heel, yet we all suffer from some vulnerabilities that impair our intimate relationships, careers, and personal fulfillment. Discovering your Achilles Heel can be the beginning of changing your weaknesses into strengths.

		The term Achilles Heel comes from the Greek myth of the great warrior Achilles. According to the legend, when Achilles’ mother dipped him in the river Styx to make him invulnerable, the water washed every part except the heel by which she held him. That one weak spot, his heel, was both the proof of his being human and his potential downfall. Rather than accepting his vulnerability and learning from it, Achilles defiantly sought to prove he was invincible. He repeatedly exposed himself to attack, winning several battles before his bitter rival Paris shot a fatal arrow into his heel.

		An Achilles Heel refers to the part of ourselves that is both our greatest handicap and our greatest challenge. If we can accept and learn from our Achilles Heel, it can be a source of power, a stimulus to our growth, an essential part of our humanity. Yet, too often, we are like Achilles, resisting our vulnerabilities and forgetting our strengths.

		
			[image: ] We each have at least one Achilles Heel, a weakness, insecurity, or vulnerability that regularly trips us up.

		

		What You Resist Persists: The Achilles Syndrome

		While we each have at least one weak spot or vulnerability, the question is what do we do with it? The Achilles Syndrome is the price we pay for resisting our Achilles Heel. If you try to ignore, suppress, or deny your Achilles Heel, it will have a tendency to reappear when you least expect it. “What you resist persists” is a powerful psychological principle. Even if you change your job or a major relationship, your Achilles Heel seems to follow you.

		The “what you resist persists” phenomenon of the Achilles Syndrome can show up in various ways:

		
				Your Achilles Heel is a fear of being rejected in love and winding up alone, so you avoid getting too close to anyone or making an emotional commitment and, lo and behold, you wind up alone.

				Your Achilles Heel is your fear of losing your temper, so you avoid expressing your anger at minor irritations with your spouse, boss, or children until they pile up and you can’t control your rage.

				Your Achilles Heel is your concern about your weight, so you promise yourself, “I’ll be ready (for a new dress, a new job, a better relationship) after I lose ten pounds.” Yet several diets later, after repeatedly losing and regaining the same ten pounds, your insecurities about your weight remain.

				Your Achilles Heel is feeling trapped in a less-than-perfect marriage. You stay together the first half of the marriage “for the children” and the second half of the marriage “because it’s too late.”

				Your Achilles Heel is a skin irritation that flares up when you are under stress. The more you resist dealing with the underlying causes of your stress, the more your skin breaks out; the more blemishes appear, the more stressed you become.

				Your Achilles Heel is your fear of “not being good enough” sexually or financially. Yet no matter how many sexual conquests you take to bed or how much money you accumulate, the need constantly to prove yourself remains. You can never be satisfied, either sexually or financially, as long as you are running from an Achilles Heel and doubting your self-worth.

		

		
			[image: ] “What you resist persists” is a powerful psychological principle. Even if you change your job or a major relationship, your Achilles Heel seems to follow you.

		

		As a psychiatrist and seminar leader, I have encountered thousands of examples of otherwise healthy, intelligent, and successful individuals tying up their energy and creativity in the Achilles Syndrome. Resisting your Achilles Heel is like trying to drive with the brakes on. We are so accustomed to hiding, denying, or suppressing our Achilles Heel(s) that we don’t even stop to ask ourselves, “What am I so afraid of?” or “Why do I pretend to be faultless and invincible?”

		If I have discovered one thing in my personal and professional experience, it is how much we human beings fear each other. We’re afraid of the judgments others make about us and afraid they’ll discover the judgments we make about them. We feel isolated, as though no one can understand the insecurities or vulnerabilities we have. We’re afraid to show any signs of weakness not only with strangers, which at times is appropriate, but also with those we love. Can you really confide in your parents, siblings, spouse, or children? Can you let yourself be open and vulnerable in an intimate relationship? Are you good at taking risks or admitting your imperfections? Are you able to accept and forgive your shortcomings and those of others?

		What Is Your Achilles Heel?

		Even normal, well-functioning people have some characteristics that keep them from reaching their full potential in their personal relationships and career. You may not know offhand what those elements are, but if you think back to those times when you felt hurt, angry, or unable to be creative and loving, in many instances your Achilles Heel was the problem. A good way to discover your Achilles Heel(s) is to carefully consider each of the following except for’s and if only’s:

		
				I generally feel good about myself except for ______________________________________________.

				I feel proud of my body and appearance except for ______________________________________________.

				I feel satisfied with my achievements in life except for ______________________________________________.

				I avoid losing my temper except for ______________________________________________.

				I’m usually in a pretty good mood except for ______________________________________________.

				I’m usually not intimidated by people except for ______________________________________________.

				I feel I am easy to get along with except for ______________________________________________.

				I have good common sense except for ______________________________________________.

				My marriage/love relationships would be more fulfilling if only ______________________________________________.

				My sex life would be more satisfying if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d be more successful if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d enjoy my family more if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d be able to slow down and stop trying so hard if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d be able to deal with people more effectively if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d be a much happier person if only ______________________________________________.

				I’d feel my life had more meaning and purpose if only ______________________________________________.

		

		
			[image: ] If you think back to those times when you felt hurt, angry, or unable to be creative and loving, in many instances your Achilles Heel was the problem.

		

		Over the past fifteen years working with clients and seminar participants, I have found that most of the responses to “What is your Achilles Heel?” fall into the following five major categories. See which responses ring true for you.

		“I’m Afraid of Getting Hurt Again.”

		
			“I don’t know if I’ll ever find the right person.”

			“As soon as the relationship gets serious, I worry.”

			“I still feel very bitter about my divorce.”

			“Falling in love always seems to bring out the worst in me.”

			“I wonder if we argue too much/too little.”

			“I want to feel close, but I’m afraid.”

		

		“When I Look in the Mirror, I’m Never Quite Satisfied.”

		
			“I feel uncomfortable being seen in a bathing suit.”

			“When people say I have a pretty face, I assume they don’t like the rest of my body.”

			“My skin has too many blemishes.”

			“I get embarrassed if my lover sees my jelly roll.”

			“I wish I were taller.”

			“My penis is too small.”

			“I wish I had a body like the ones I see at the health club.”

		

		“I Can’t Stand Criticism.”

		
			“I’m always trying to please somebody.”

			“I’m allergic to advice, especially from my parents.”

			“I can’t stand disapproval from someone I love.”

			“If someone’s looking over my shoulder, I can’t concentrate.”

			“All I want is to have my feelings understood.”

			“When my spouse is silent, I worry that I’ve done something wrong.”

		

		“I’m Always Feeling Tense and Rushed.”

		
			“I can’t take a break until everything’s just right.”

			“I’m always trying to do two or three things at once.”

			“I get furious when people don’t keep their agreements.”

			“Between my job, kids, and husband, there’s no time for me.”

			“I can’t even relax when I’m on vacation.”

			“My mind never seems to stop worrying and churning.”

		

		“I Wish I Could Be Happier.”

		
			“No matter what I do, I’m never quite satisfied.”

			“I find myself asking, ‘Is that all there is?’ ”

			“I thought I’d be happier once I (got married, got divorced, found work, quit work, had kids, the kids were grown).”

			“I keep looking for a way to channel my creative energies.”

			“I thought by now I’d have outgrown my insecurities.”

			“I’m a success at my work but wonder if my life makes a difference.”

		

		Now that you’ve identified your specific Achilles Heel(s), it’s time to make a deeper assessment of the ways in which these constantly trip you up in your love life and career. For each statement below, check the responses that apply to you. Use the following questionnaire to see some of the ways in which your Achilles Heel runs you:

		“I’m Afraid of Getting Hurt Again.”

		
				When your spouse/lover does something that reminds you of a painful incident from the past, do you
				
						Feel like instantly packing your bags and leaving?

						Stuff away your apprehension and hope it doesn’t happen again?

						Discuss why you’re upset and see how better to deal with situations like this in the future?

				

			

				When you find yourself exceptionally attracted to someone, do you
				
						Invest them with mythological powers that make you feel tongue-tied and awkward?

						Search for a flaw or weakness so you can feel superior?

						Feel good about yourself in the other person’s presence?

				

			

				When your partner suggests moving in together, getting married, or having children, do you
				
						Feel suddenly claustrophobic as you stall and change the subject?

						Feel confused because at the same time that you want to get closer, you are also terrified?

						Talk about it openly to understand your feelings and bring you closer?

				

			

				Once you have moved in, gotten married, or settled into a routine, do you
				
						“Get lazy” and take the other person for granted?

						Feel responsible for always making your partner happy?

						Find ways to keep growing as individuals and as a couple?
						“When I Look in the Mirror, I’m Never Quite Satisfied.”

						

				

			

				When you first wake up in the morning, do you
				
						Frown and feel upset with the way you look?

						Look with scorn at your profile?

						Smile and feel ready to start the day?

				

			

				When you undress in front of your spouse/lover, do you
				
						Get under the covers before you’re seen?

						Make sarcastic comments about your inadequacies?

						Enjoy being nude?

				

			

				When your spouse/lover looks at an attractive person, do you
				
						Wish you were better looking?

						Immediately feel pangs of jealousy and anger?

						Appreciate the other person’s good looks without downgrading your own?

				

			

				When you go shopping for clothes, do you
				
						Compare yourself with those who seem to look better in this year’s fashions?

						Look for bland outfits that cover up your “weak spots”?

						Feel you are bringing out your best features?
						“I Can’t Stand Criticism.”

						

				

			

				When your spouse/lover gives unsolicited advice, do you
				
						Pretend you’re listening and automatically disregard the advice?

						Become defensive?

						Welcome your partner’s suggestions?

				

			

				When your children go out in public “looking like a mess,” do you
				
						Feel embarrassed that they’re a reflection on you?

						Hope they’re mistaken for someone else’s children?

						Go about your business without worrying about it?

				

			

				When you and your partner have a disagreement, do you
				
						Try to make him/her feel guilty and wrong until you are “victorious”?

						Give in for fear that this conflict could end the relationship?

						Listen receptively to the other’s point of view until a win-win solution can be found?

				

			

				When you’re making love and your partner says, “A little slower, please,” or “Ouch, please be careful there,” do you ever feel
				
						Criticized as a lover—“I can’t win with you, can I?”

						That you must instantly stop and apologize?

						Glad that your partner trusts you enough to be outspoken?

				

				“I’m Always Feeling Tense and Rushed.”

				

				When you are about to finish a project, do you
				
						Spend hours and days putting it off or making changes?

						Wait until the last minute and work frantically to finish?

						Feel you’ve done your best?

				

			

				If the meeting starts at 9:00, where are you at 8:59?
				
						“On the way” and frantic about being late?

						About fifteen minutes short of finishing what you need to have ready for the meeting?

						Casually entering the room and finding a comfortable seat?

				

			

				When you set aside time for rest and relaxation with family or friends, do you
				
						Find yourself distracted by thoughts of work and other problems?

						Inevitably find your free time interrupted by unforeseen circumstances?

						Enjoy the time fully?

				

			

				When you attempt to fall asleep at night, do you
				
						Have discussions in your head with people from your busy day?

						Worry about your plans for tomorrow?

						Feel complete and relaxed as you drift off to sleep?

				

				“I Wish I Could Be Happier.”

				

				When you think about your primary love relationship, do you
				
						Fantasize about how much better your life would be if only you got married, got divorced, were with someone else?

						Worry that you can’t continue to settle for less than an ideal situation?

						Feel good about your relationship?

				

			

				When you think about your career and accomplishments, do you
				
						Undervalue your successes and plague yourself with thoughts of what you could have done differently?

						Regret that you never risked living up to your fullest potential?

						Feel proud of your past and optimistic about your future?

				

			

				When you are faced with loss or frustration, do you
				
						Catastrophize and feel life isn’t worth living?

						Feel overwhelmed by guilt or second-guessing?

						Deal compassionately and effectively with life’s ups and downs?

				

			

				When you think about your own happiness, do you
				
						Fear your happiness or good times won’t last?

						Wonder if you’ve been “faking it” to appear happier than you really are?

						Consider yourself an exciting and fulfilled human being?

				

			

		

		If in this questionnaire you found yourself checking off lots of a’s and b’s, welcome to the club! These Achilles Heels seem to plague us all. Looking back over the ones you checked, which responses had the biggest emotional charge for you? Which revealed a pattern or issue that has been repetitive in your life? Which responses reminded you of someone close to you? Several of the Achilles Heels may not trouble you but may disturb someone you love or work with and therefore intimately effect you.

		The rest of the book will help you to master your specific Achilles Heel(s). Here are several important principles that are necessary for you to deal with any Achilles Heel more effectively:

		You Are Bigger than Your Achilles Heel

		The irony of an Achilles Heel is that Achilles’ five-foot-eight-inch body had only three inches of weakness, and yet those three inches became his downfall. Like Achilles, many of us view our weaknesses as if they are the sole measure of our attractiveness and self-worth. Rather than appreciating ourselves as essentially whole and good, we let our insecurities convince us that those “three inches” (of hairline, waistline, or emotional hypersensitivity) are more important than the whole of our body, mind, and spirit. Instead of seeing our Achilles Heel in its proper perspective, we fear it is a shameful flaw we must hide from ourselves and others. Soon our life becomes a losing battle to make up for our shortcomings rather than improving on an already worthy foundation.

		When you see your Achilles Heel as a much larger barrier or problem than it really is, you are in effect hating yourself for what amounts to, by analogy, no more than three inches on a five-foot-eight-inch frame. For example, Janet’s Achilles Heel is her fear that the lines on her face make her look older than her years. Ask her if she worries about turning fifty and she’ll joke about vintage wines getting better with age. Only when you begin to probe deeper does it become apparent how much of her self-image Janet has tied up with her wrinkles.

		As with any Achilles Heel, Janet’s problem is not the lines on her face but her attitude about them. She feels uncomfortable when a man sees her without makeup. She fears looking older and less attractive than her friends and co-workers. Janet thinks twice whenever she sees an advertisement for lotions, clinics, or even surgical remedies that promise her everything from restored youth to more sex appeal. By accepting the double standard of society—that lines on a man’s face make him more handsome and distinguished, whereas lines on a woman’s face are to be dreaded—Janet underestimates her own good looks and vitality.

		Another example is Karl, whose Achilles Heel is his intolerance of other people’s mistakes. Karl is the kind of boss who is constantly looking over his employees’ shoulders and finding fault. His wife and children also fear his quick temper and demanding nature. In a self-fulfilling prophecy, Karl’s Achilles Heel actually increases the foul-ups at work and at home. His edginess makes those around him more error-prone and dissatisfied.

		Instead of being defensive about his critical nature, Karl needs to learn to become bigger than his Achilles Heel. All growth is the integration of seemingly opposite values: Karl needs to balance his perfectionism with greater patience and understanding for himself as well as for those around him. He must not only set high standards but also learn to give equally high amounts of guidance and appreciation. Instead of focusing so much on mistakes, Karl could experience less frustration and get better results by catching others doing something right.

		
			[image: ] All growth is the integration of seemingly opposite values.

		

		Deficiency Versus Growth Edge

		An Achilles Heel can be seen from two very different perspectives. Most of us start with a sense of irritation and frustration that we aren’t living up to our own or someone else’s standard of perfection. We berate ourselves with comments like “How could I be so stupid?” or “I just can’t seem to do anything right.” This attitude that an Achilles Heel is a deficiency stems from a basic perception that we are

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		Your Achilles Heel: An Opportunity for Growth
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