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What Is Acceptance And How Will It Enhance Our Life?

A cold reception

Shortly after the Covid pandemic began in 2020, twenty-four-year-old Jenny tested positive for the virus. She wasn’t overly worried. A day in bed, she reckoned, would make all the difference.

But when she told her housemates – the four young women who had shared a suburban home with Jenny for the past year and whom she considered friends – she was taken aback by the coldness with which they greeted her news.

When she went to her room to rest, nobody came to talk to her or asked her if she needed anything. Later that day, when she got out of bed, they said they would like ‘a word’. In brief, they wanted her to move out. Jenny was shocked.

She packed and waited for her parents to arrive to take her away from there.

Jenny got better within a week but never returned. She could not shake her upset about how her housemates had behaved.

It was not so much their actions as the coldness with which they had treated her that really upset her and – and here is the real problem – that went on upsetting her.

How could people who knew her, and whom she thought liked her, behave in such a way towards her?

Sometimes she lay awake at night going over the events, rerunning them in her head. She made imaginary speeches to them about how terrible they were.

Finally, at her mother’s urging, she went to a counsellor.

The counsellor, Charlotte, explained that what had happened was dreadfully upsetting and reflected very poorly on her housemates’ level of empathy. ‘Since then, though,’ Charlotte explained, ‘the only person who has been tormenting you has been you.’

‘I know this is not what you want to hear,’ Charlotte said into the silence that followed. ‘But have you considered the possibility of accepting all of this?’

What is acceptance and how can it help your life?

Acceptance means many things that are not directly related to this book. For instance, you ‘accept’ a delivery at the door or you ‘accept’ a speeding fine from the police officer who caught you breaking the speed limit.

For our purpose, though, it means something more: it means acknowledging something about your situation, yourself or someone else – usually something you wish wasn’t so.

How you acknowledge this undesirable thing is crucial to our meaning of acceptance. After ‘accepting’ the speeding ticket, you might indulge in revenge fantasies towards the police officer who had ignored your exemplary record as a citizen 99 per cent of the time. Or you might keep replaying his or her words, spoken in that tone of voice you didn’t really like. In neither case here are you practising acceptance. If you were, you would drop the revenge fantasies whenever they arose and, while you might sometimes remember the officer’s words with a wince, you would no longer deliberately replay them over and over in your mind or harbour lasting feelings about the incident, the unfairness of what happened or how it made you feel.

Part of acceptance is no longer fighting against the knowledge that something happened.

How do we engage in the pointless and painful activity of fighting against the knowledge that something happened? Here are some common ways:

 

•By arguing – in our mind usually but sometimes out loud – with whoever we can blame for what happened. (Remember this is after the point at which we can achieve anything by arguing.)
•By going over and over what happened instead of getting on with our life.
•By condemning as ‘monsters’ those we think responsible.
•By complaining endlessly that somebody or something has made us feel bad, as if a rule existed somewhere in the universe that says we must never feel bad.
Acknowledgement

In acceptance we acknowledge the presence in our life of something, even if we do not approve of it. I cannot stress this enough. Acceptance involves a sort of laying-down of arms. You are no longer wading into battle over a past or even present event.

Acceptance does not mean approval.

This acknowledgement is a great deal more beneficial for us than holding on to a host of negative feelings. Unhappiness and resentment can blight our life, whereas acceptance – even if it cannot give back things that have been lost or damaged – can give back a life worth living.

Acceptance helps us to:

 

•Enjoy greater happiness and satisfaction by enabling us to devote space, time and energy to pursuits we enjoy, instead of brooding on what is missing/lost. It involves a recognition that our world, even after a difficult event, can be a better place than it is right now.
•Deal more effectively with issues and with life’s demands by freeing us up to focus on what is important.
•Free ourselves from hurtful preoccupations that can hover like a dark cloud over our minds and create tension in our bodies.
•Improve relationships by enabling us to see more clearly what is problematic and what is not, what needs to change and what might remain the same.
•Improve our overall wellbeing by helping us to acknowledge addictive and harmful behaviours and the need to address them.
One could sum up this response as: I don’t want it but I accept it. Why? Because I want the better experience of life that acceptance will give me.

What are you accepting?

I’ve been using examples so far about difficulties in accepting situations. Sometimes, though, the problem that we encounter is with acceptance of ourselves, or sometimes of another person or persons instead. Acceptance can be necessary for:

A situation: A change in circumstances, or something outside your control. It could be a long-term change in your health; it could be forced retirement. It could be learning to be cared for by someone else without being angry all the time about the need, the break-up of a meaningful relationship or changes in your life caused by measures to combat climate change. These are ‘big’ items so to speak but the situation could also be a smaller, everyday one: the ordeal of having to talk to someone at a call centre, a flight cancelled when you’re already at the airport, a haircut that didn’t work out but that you’re stuck with until it grows out. It’s an endless list.

Yourself: Our first and most important task should be to learn to fully accept ourselves – this can lead to a whole new perspective on life. In the chapter on self-compassion we will look at how necessary accepting ourselves is to our happiness. Imagine living your whole life with someone who doesn’t accept you – that’s painful. Now imagine that the ‘someone’ is yourself: that’s even more painful, but the good news is that self-compassion can gradually turn this around so that you learn to treat yourself with kindness, no matter what happens.

Another person or persons: Of course, other people are nearly always involved in those situations we find hard to accept. Some may be fully aware of how their actions affect us but most have no intention of acting against us or perhaps even any awareness of the consequences – like the train driver who is too ill to go to work which causes you to miss an important meeting.

Buddhists on accepting life’s difficulties

Acceptance is sometimes easy. If you get a parking ticket because you parked in a bus lane or something, it should be relatively simple to accept that you were the author of your own misfortune. If you’re trying to accept the loss of a person or job/business, or the arrival of a chronic illness you were not expecting, acceptance can take much, much longer and be more challenging. Sometimes acceptance can be a bitter experience, yet the only way to move forwards is to accept the tough realities of life.

Let’s look at the framework that, to me, informs the whole concept of acceptance – a framework largely inspired by Buddhist psychology. The first principle of Buddhism is that dissatisfaction and suffering are an inescapable part of life. Our refusal or inability to accept this only creates more suffering, the Buddhists say, as we engage in rumination and distracting behaviours, such as comfort eating.1 Poor Jenny has learned this the hard way. Although she recovered well from Covid, she suffers because she cannot accept that her friends could have turned so quickly from warm to cold and cut her out of their lives.2

Buddhism makes clear that to bring peace to our lives we must face our suffering, to turn towards it – and to move on with our lives as well as we can. In a way, this is what is meant by acceptance. This is what Jenny’s therapist, Charlotte, meant when she asked Jenny if she had considered accepting what had happened.

Does this sound pessimistic? Not really. What Charlotte was doing was to point the way along the path to a better place than the one Jenny found herself in – when you’re stuck dwelling on a difficult situation, you need to move to a better place than you are now.

Remember that: A better place than where you are now.

The process of acceptance

I see acceptance as a two-part process:

1. It begins with what I think of as acknowledgement with disputing. This means that, yes, you know that such and such a thing happened but you are fighting with it, in your head and maybe out loud too. This, of course, gets you nowhere and usually we slip easily into the next stage. It’s painful to get stuck in this early part of the process though, reliving and revisiting hurtful events. In my personal and counselling experience, we can all get stuck in it for a while though – what matters is to move out of it sooner or later to the second part of the process.

2. The second part of the process involves remembering what has happened, been said or witnessed without the mental drama of the first stage. This gradually leads to acceptance that what has happened has happened, coupled with a determination to move forward with a fulfilling life.

 

You don’t need to keep the parts of this process in your head but they help in understanding the journey of acceptance.

In most cases we don’t, and shouldn’t need to, analyse everything in this way. We generally acknowledge what has happened with, say, anger or embarrassment – but then we are able to move on fairly quickly with whatever we need to do in our life.

Some events, though – for example, if they involve loss or rejection – carry a strong emotional charge. What happened to Jenny is just one example. In these cases, it is harder and takes longer to ‘accept and move on’, and we will come back to ways to help with this process throughout the book.

Rumination and overthinking

Going over and over painful thoughts or rehashing confrontations or mistakes made is what we call rumination. We all do it sometimes but some people struggle with it more frequently.

Jenny, anxious after her housemates asked her to leave, keeps going over their shockingly harsh reaction. She’s been ruminating about it for months. Sometimes it keeps her awake at night. She acknowledges that their fears were understandable and that self-isolating in her old room in her parents’ home also made sense. It was the coldness of her supposed friends that she couldn’t let go of – she likened the experience to that of an animal being ‘cut out of the herd’.

Rumination is unhelpful and destructive behaviour in many ways. It is ‘sticky’. When we try to argue our way out of it in our own heads, we can be dragged in deeper and it colours everything else going on in our lives. It has the capacity to make something fairly trivial seem more important than it really is.

Suppose somebody said something unpleasant to you yesterday. This might be a random stranger in the supermarket who bumped into your shopping trolley because they weren’t paying attention. It was their fault but instead of saying ‘sorry’, they berated you for being careless and inconsiderate. Then they disappeared into the crowd before you could think of what to say, let alone say it.

What’s almost certainly going to happen next is that you are going to feel annoyed and start going over the incident in your head, imagining what you wish you had said out loud. That doesn’t matter if it’s going to come into your mind a few times and then fade. But what if the memory is ‘sticky’? What if it’s still bothering you the next day or week, or prevents you from enjoying a happy event you have on? What if it puts you in such a bad mood that you snap at your brother/mother/partner for the rest of the day?

These reactions show that you haven’t yet accepted it as just another experience in your life – you haven’t been able to chalk it up as an unpleasant but inconsequential experience that is now over and that is not deserving of any more of your emotional attention.

Long-term impact

Hanging on to negative experiences can also make you feel angry, especially if the negative experience was one of being treated unfairly or disrespectfully. The anger can show itself in an outburst that the angry person later regrets.

Professor Mark Williams, the renowned expert in psychology and mindfulness, is best known for his work at the University of Bangor in Wales and Oxford University on the use of mindfulness to reduce rates of relapse in chronic depression. He suggests that rumination can worsen a mild depression so that it becomes a deeper depression, harder to get out of.3

When we believe we have no choice but to go on thinking and thinking about something that has happened, then we find the reality harder to accept, going deeper and deeper down that spiral of rumination. Like Jenny, we often carry on our rumination during the night when we could be asleep.

So, rumination has the effect of tormenting the one doing the ruminating. In a sense, when you ruminate in this way, you deny and take away the awareness of your choices – you see only what you ruminate on, what is acceptable.

Remember: You don’t have control over what happened because the situation has happened – it is in the past. What you do have control over are your choices regarding what to do next.

Interrupt your thoughts

This is why acceptance can be so valuable in moving you from what you cannot control to what you can. When you realise that you are ruminating, you need to step out of this repetitive behaviour and distance yourself from the past event. The simplest way to move away from reliving something from the past is to move your awareness into the present moment. But how do you do that?

That’s what the many helpful ideas and practices in the book will support you to do. One quick way – a first aid for the emotions – is to repeat the traditional phrase This too will pass several times in your head, and return to whatever you were doing. This phrase, inscribed on a ring for a Persian monarch centuries ago, was meant to signify the impermanence of everything but it’s also useful today to interrupt resentful, sad or fearful thoughts. It helps to calm the emotional brain (also called the limbic system) which plays the major part in generating your emotions and, in my experience, becomes more effective the more often we practise using it. I also like the less elegant phrase Not happening now because usually, if I’m obsessing over something, it’s from the past or future, not the present.

So acceptance, in this case perhaps accepting the memory of an unpleasant event, means just letting it be there, in your past, without getting into a chain of thoughts about it. And this is so easy to talk about – we blithely tell our friends to ‘try to think of something else’ or ‘move on’ when they struggle with difficult times – but it is hard in reality and requires active practice, over and over.

Lighten the load

Sometimes acceptance works to make an issue go away, in the sense that it doesn’t matter to us any more and doesn’t arouse a significant reaction in us. But what if we don’t want the feelings to ‘go away’? If you lose someone you loved, would you want to get to a level of acceptance that means no longer feeling anything about the loss? Probably not. What you actually want and need is to lighten the load you are carrying to enable you to live as satisfactory a life as you possibly can.

Yes, the issue would hurt if you ruminated and reflected on it, especially at such times as the anniversary of a death, for instance. It’s like that with many circumstances we need to accept – if you go back and ruminate on them, you revive a lot of the pain you originally felt. Acceptance allows you to note the issue that caused the pain, you acknowledge the pain and maybe even choose to experience the pain for a little while (when you visit a grave or if you see something that reminds you of the person you have lost perhaps) but you then move forwards in the present. The issue hasn’t gone away but you have a different relationship with it.

Physical acceptance

It’s interesting to note how acceptance feels in our bodies: acceptance brings a sense of physical relief. One person on my mindfulness courses likened it to letting a balloon deflate slowly into relaxation. Remember the two stages I mentioned above? This is like the feeling of moving from the first stage to the second.

Why would that be? When we reject something that has happened and fight its presence in our life, it can feel like a threat. In refusing the presence of that experience in your life, we are mentally and emotionally fighting it off. With that effort comes a range of physiological responses, such as a tensing of our muscles and a quickening of the heartbeat (in the same way as we might react if we see a bull charging towards us or as we feel as we turn over an exam paper) – in other words, stress, which is part of the body’s ‘fight or flight’ response.

These components of stress should settle down and go away when/if we decide to accept the problematic experience in our life. We still might not want it to be so but we’re not fighting with its presence any more; with that the muscles can relax, the heartbeat slows down and we can achieve a sense of physical relaxation, which brings with it emotional peace or ease.

Think of clenching your fists – do it now if you can. When you clench your fists hard, you feel the muscles tensing all the way up to your shoulder, maybe even down into your back. Now let your fist become an open hand, just resting. Immediately the tension falls away as does the discomfort in your tight arm muscles or shoulder. This demonstrates the tension in your body and physical emotions of acceptance/non-acceptance.

I might add also that when you are clenching that fist so tightly in non-acceptance, it is really very hard to think of anything else. Keeping it that tight takes a lot of mental effort and focus. When you allow the fist to open and relax, you are able to see and take in more of what is happening around you.

 

Practical acceptance technique: Verbal acceptance

When you find yourself ruminating on something you have not been able to accept but that you cannot do anything about (usually something from the past or perhaps the future), pause to breathe out and then silently repeat the phrase Not happening now to yourself a few times.

The repetition of the phrase interrupts the flow of emotional thoughts and helps you to choose to give your attention to something else for now. It allows a little space in your head, a gap in which you can rest and allow the fire to die down, so to speak.

If you have a different, favourite phrase – This too will pass for instance – use that instead.

 

 

Jenny, by using the approaches outlined here and later in the book, can learn to interrupt her rumination with a phrase like Not happening now or This too shall pass to bring her back to the present moment. She could also cultivate new friends at work and take care of her physical fitness and health, or she could consider explaining to the one-time flatmate who works in the same building as she does why she has been giving her the cold shoulder. They’re never going to be buddies but ignoring her was a strain and it would be a relief to know that phase is over. It’s so much better than the alternative of sleepless nights and seething anger. Life can open up again for Jenny now.

Remember this

•Acceptance doesn’t mean surrender, nor does it necessarily mean approval.
•It means we can stop arguing in our mind – or out loud – with the reality of what has happened.
•This enables us to deal more effectively with issues and life’s demands by freeing us up to focus on what is important.
•It also helps improve our relationships by enabling us to see more clearly what really does and doesn’t matter.
•Acceptance lightens the burden of difficult experiences – such as the loss of a person – that we would not want to forget.
•Phrases such as This too will pass or Not happening now can help us to be accepting in daily life.
 

For more on the use of phrases and affirmations, see the Acceptance Techniques chapter, page 205.





10

Acceptance And Gratitude

Gratitude as acceptance

When Luka came to a workshop on acceptance I soon realised that he saw the world in entirely negative terms. He could see – or think up – negative motives for everyone: his colleagues, his neighbours, even his family. For example, his team leader singled him out for praise after he rescued a project but he dismissed it with, ‘It’s her job to say these things: it was just my turn for a pat on the head.’ When friends invited him to dinner on his birthday, he took it as their way of saying he had no social life. And when a work colleague asked him to go on a date, he concluded that it was because she had nobody else to go out with.

When I introduced the idea of gratitude as a form of acceptance, he was surprised: what had gratitude got to do with accepting what you don’t like? When I explained that accepting what’s good about ourselves and the world has proven mental health benefits, he became more interested. After the other participants listed off many things they were grateful for, he even managed to find a few himself, though reluctantly.

Still, Luka had finally accepted that his life had contained some events and favours he could be grateful for. I hope the experience worked its way into his attitude after the course was over.

What is gratitude

The benefits of gratitude really are worth having, and the deliberate practice of gratitude is an excellent exercise in acceptance. But surely acceptance isn’t always gratitude? No, it isn’t. At times we have to accept what we are not at all grateful for (see, for instance, the chapter on Bitter  Acceptance on page 183). But even in difficult circumstances, acceptance can include gratitude.

For example, you might be grateful for some aspects of a relationship that came to an end. If you can say that before it developed the differences that ended it, the relationship had many aspects you could be grateful for, then that is an acceptance of its good aspects.

A definition of gratitude I like is: ‘gratitude acknowledges you have received a benefit that didn’t have to be given to you’. If the weather is pleasant today, the universe didn’t actually have to give me a pleasant day, so I can accept that I have received a pleasant day even if I am in a bad humour. This appreciation could even lift me out of my mood. The value of this approach is that, even if I don’t have a religious belief, I can still acknowledge what I have received.

What if somebody does something for me that they are paid to do? If they go over and above what was needed or even if they just did the job well and efficiently, I can be grateful for that. Appreciation of other people doing their duty gives us, I feel, a sense of living in a better world.

And to those who would say, as Luka did, ‘Oh well, it was their job to do it anyway,’ then I will point out that a great many people don’t particularly put themselves out to do their job well so we can be grateful to those who make the effort to do it right.

By the way, I don’t want to make Luka out to be some sort of exceptionally begrudging individual. We all get to feel angry or annoyed at others – and feeling grateful to them for what they’ve done for us previously doesn’t enter our minds. Yet accepting in a quiet moment that someone has, indeed, done helpful things can balance the books, so to speak. It can give us a perspective that makes it easier to arrive at a harmonious outcome. We can still oppose what we need to but doing it in a way that respects the positive aspects of the person involved can help us to build bridges, not burn them.

Good for us

But why bother? The research, lots of it, tells us that cultivating a sense of gratitude – through a daily gratitude reflection, for example – can make us more positive and optimistic, can boost our sense of social connectedness, and can lower anxiety and improve sleep.31 Studies also suggest that grateful people are more likely to help others.

Among the many groups with whom the research has been carried out are adults with neuromuscular diseases. After a few weeks of gratitude reflection, the participants boosted their positivity plus the quality of their sleep.32

These effects have been found not only with adults but also with young teenagers. In the research at California State University, fourteen-year-olds who had grown up to be grateful were generally more happy than their peers in the study.33 They also had a greater sense of meaning in their lives.

Cultivating gratitude is easy to do. It is simply a question of accepting that gratitude is worthwhile. You also need to accept that it’s worth your while to devote a little time to a gratitude practice every day or maybe every couple of days.

I mention this because when it comes to short mindfulness, acceptance or gratitude exercises, it is easy to think you don’t have time for them. But when you consider the benefits it’s easy to see that cultivating these qualities, far from being unimportant, could give a profound boost to your quality of life.

Let’s look at some simple and quick ways to cultivate gratitude. If one or two work for you, make them part of your day or your week and reap the benefits.

•Gratitude to self: List some things you’ve done during your life to date that you benefited from subsequently – don’t rush – thinking of what you did, of choices that you are pleased about. Ask yourself, ‘Why am I grateful for this?’ Give it time: a shorter list to which you give time is better than a longer list that you skim through. Watch out for any feeling that in doing this you are being conceited or blowing your own trumpet. To do a healing exercise isn’t conceit – it’s a healthy act in a tough world. As for blowing your own trumpet – go right ahead, nobody’s listening!
•The smallest thing: List the smallest things you can feel gratitude for right now, e.g. somebody watered the small plant in your office today. Gratitude doesn’t have to be for big ticket items – small is good, and as you go through a day or a week you will spot small gratitude opportunities. Don’t let them pass without notice.
•Gratitude journal: Daily, a few times a week or once a week, list what you feel grateful for in your day or in your life. Now and then, read back over what you listed before. You will be pleasantly surprised as you see it grow over time.
•Express gratitude: Write a note or otherwise express gratitude to someone in your day. See if you can feel the gratitude while expressing it. You don’t have to make a big deal out of it – but remember to say thanks. People notice.
•Breathing with gratitude: Be aware of your breathing for a few minutes, while maintaining a background awareness of something you feel grateful for, or of someone towards whom you feel grateful. Bring more than one person to mind if
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