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INTRODUCTION

[image: image] I loved being a teen. Then again, sometimes I hated it. I was often enthused but at times apathetic. Occasionally I had vision and a purpose, but other times I was totally confused. Sometimes I was nice, but other times I could be quite selfish, even a real jerk. The first time I fell in love was when I was a teen. That was also the first time I flunked a test. I was a talented athlete but not a great student. At times I was confident, but then again I was embarrassed a lot too. In high school I was so frightened to speak in front of groups that I fainted—twice. I was excited about my future but also a little scared. I was probably a pretty typical teen.

Yet despite the difficulties that I faced, I was always, deep down, a happy person, a natural-born “peacemaker.” I cared about the feelings of others and was saddened by cruelty. I loved and appreciated my life, my family, and my friends. For the most part, I stayed out of trouble. I remember wanting to do the right thing. My guess is that a lot of this applies to you too.

Before my teen years were over, I knew I wanted to dedicate my life to the study of happiness, and to help others do the same. In college, I became a “big brother” for the Big Brothers of America program, which was one of the highlights of my young life. That, along with a few other things I was involved in, taught me, beyond any shadow of a doubt, that the best and surest way to become happy and content was by being thoughtful and helpful to others.

Over time, I learned that there were a few other major components to being happy and successful. Much of it is pretty simple. It involves perspective, wisdom, and, most of all, the ability to not be irritated, bothered, and annoyed by the day-to-day things that happen to all of us. In short, the key is to stop sweating the small stuff!

At some point, it became obvious to me (as I’m sure it already is for you) that certain “big stuff” is going to happen to all of us—and that there isn’t anything we can really do about it, except, perhaps, to pray for strength and to do our best. Every single one of us experiences loss, difficulties, obstacles, and tragedies. The details will differ, but we all have problems.

And that’s precisely why it’s so important to learn to stop sweating the small stuff. Life is hard enough when we have to deal with really significant things. But if we can’t deal with even the little stuff very well, then we’re in for a rocky road. In fact, if we can’t learn to stop sweating the small stuff, we’re pretty much guaranteed to be stressed out, frustrated, and unhappy much of the time, because either we will be dealing with something really big or we’ll be stressing over something fairly small. After all, everything is either one or the other—big or small.

Most people agree that it’s pretty tough being a teen. All things considered, however, it’s clear to me that it’s tougher now than ever. There are the obvious things—drugs, violence, two-income families, dangerous sexual issues, divorce, peer pressure, aggression, and the influence of technology. But there are the less obvious things too—not feeling needed or wanted, mixed messages from parents and society, a ton of negative role models everywhere we look, incredible pressure to perform, self-worth based on accomplishments, and an insecure future, to name just a few.

While learning to stop sweating the small stuff won’t make these things go away and won’t solve all your problems immediately, it will make dealing with them a little easier. The reason: As you learn to be more accepting of life and as little things don’t get to you as much, you will get used to handling things in healthier, easier ways, and with far less struggle. You will become happier, more content and confident, and more at peace with yourself. Consequently, over time, even the big things won’t seem quite as bad or as insurmountable.

When we get bent out of shape by little things, when we are irritated at ourselves and others, our (over)reactions not only make us stressed out and miserable, but they actually get in the way of our getting what we want. We lose our bearings, cloud our vision, stumble, and get down on ourselves. We also tend to annoy others who might be in a position to help us or guide us. In short, sweating the small stuff while trying to maneuver through your teens is a huge distraction. It’s a little like playing basketball on a slippery ice rink! In other words, your own frustrations and reactions will get in the way of being able to see answers and solutions.

It’s understandable why most of us sweat the small stuff. To begin with, we certainly see a lot of others doing it. When we’re in the car, for example, and an adult driver is cursing at traffic and clenching his fists, the subtle message is, “If life isn’t exactly the way you want it to be, you should become upset.” We get tens of thousands of these “Go ahead and sweat the small stuff” lessons when we’re kids and while we’re growing up. Think back. How many times did someone in that situation say to you, “Don’t worry about it. Traffic is simply a part of life. We will get to where we need to go, and we’ll probably be on time too”? Probably not very often!

Another example: When someone is criticized, or feels someone doesn’t like him or her, the typical response is to become defensive or hurt. Again, how many times when you were growing up did you hear someone, after being criticized, respond by saying, “Criticism is just a way that certain people express themselves. It says less about me than it does about that person’s need to criticize me. It’s okay, there’s no need to take it personally”? In other words, how many people didn’t sweat the criticism?

How about when something doesn’t go someone’s way—she has a minor setback, a traffic ticket, a difference of opinion, or loses her keys? As you know, the typical reaction is to complain, wish that life were different, and feel bad, angry, or ripped off. Have you ever watched adults waiting in line in a grocery store or post office? If so, you’ll often see loads of frustration, glaring at watches, and under-the-breath comments. Very seldom do you see people exhibiting great patience in day-to-day living.

Yet can you imagine what your life would be like if you learned to sweat the small stuff even a little less often—if these kinds of things, and so many others, simply didn’t get to you very much? Can you imagine the edge you’d enjoy in life? No, your life wouldn’t be perfect. Yet it would be substantially easier and more manageable. You would get along with others even better than you already do, and your communication skills would improve. You’d feel really good about yourself most of the time, and even when you screwed up, you’d get over it more quickly. Likewise, you’d be more confident because everything wouldn’t seem like such a big deal and the stakes wouldn’t seem so high. You’d be easier on others too, more patient and forgiving, for example. You’d have more fun too, because your sense of humor would get better, and you’d see the funny side of things. As we learn in the Zen philosophy, when you let go of things rather than struggle against them, your life will begin to flow, and when it does, you’ll be on your way to a great life.

There’s no question that being around someone who doesn’t sweat the small stuff very often (teens or nonteens) is pretty cool and reassuring. And that person can be you. Truthfully, it’s not very difficult because all it involves is a little insight, trying a few new things, and looking at stuff a little differently. In fact, it’s probably going to be even easier for you than for your parents and other adults because they have far more years of bad habits to overcome. My experience in working with and talking to teens is that you guys pick up on this stuff faster than anyone.

I’m not going to try to lecture you. I don’t think you need me to do that. Unlike some people, I don’t think the average teen of today is “messed up” anymore than the average teen was back when I was a teen.

Nor am I going to try to be one of you. I’m not. I’m thirty-nine years old and haven’t been a teen for almost twenty years. In fact, my daughters will be teens before too long. I’m not going to try to impress you in any way, such as trying to speak or write any differently from the way I usually do. I’m just going to be myself. I’ve received so much mail over the years from teens that indicate that you’re plenty able to read and appreciate my material.

My goal in writing this book is simply to share with you in the same way that I’ve shared before. My greatest strength is to teach people to be a little happier. I believe that the same types of things that help older people to become happier apply to teens as well.

I hope you’ll give these strategies a fair try. I think you’re going to like them, and I believe that they can make a difference. I’ve been blessed with thousands of beautiful letters from teens from all around the world, saying how much learning to stop sweating the small stuff has helped them deal with life more effectively. I hope you will feel the same way. My guess is that as you incorporate these ideas into your life, you will sense a world of difference. Good luck and have fun!


1

DON’T THROW UP
ON YOUR FRIENDS!

[image: image] I knew the title of this strategy would grab your attention. In all seriousness, however, if you had a horrible case of the stomach flu, you’d never consider throwing up on your friends. That’s obvious.

Yet it’s interesting to consider what many of us are tempted to do when we have the emotional equivalent of the stomach flu—when we lose our bearings, fall into a really low mood, and lose it emotionally. Rather than keep our distance, making sure we don’t infect others as we would surely do when we have the flu, some of us attack the people we know—friends, parents, and others—with our woes. We share every thought, insecurity, and negative idea that happens to be in our minds.

About once or twice a month, Sam would fall into a horrible mood. He would have what he now calls a “world-class thought attack.” During these times his thoughts would become negative, insecure, and pessimistic. He would imagine that his friends were against him, that his parents didn’t love him, and that he was doomed to a life of failure. (Who hasn’t had thoughts like that while in a low mood?)

Because his thoughts made him feel so bad and seemed so accurate, he would use those occasions to share them with others. He would become angry, defensive, and attacking. He would push people away. It was as if he were throwing up on his friends and on others.

Sam learned that everyone spends a certain amount of time in low moods—that’s nothing new. What he learned, however, was that feelings and thoughts are temporary experiences—even the bad ones will lift and go away. When they do, everything will look different, less hostile and frightening. In a low state of mind, everything seems really bad and worse than it probably is. Sam learned that, because low-mood feelings seem so accurate, we’re tempted to think we’re seeing things the way they really are, even though we aren’t. He laughed the first time he realized that, on Monday, for example, he would hate the world, but by Tuesday, everything would seem fine. Wisely, he began to question why he kept getting tricked into believing his “lower” version of reality, even though it always changed.

The trick, he learned, was to treat his low moods as if they were a temporary case of the “emotional flu.” In other words, he realized that he only felt this way a few times a month, at most. It became obvious to him that, even though he felt like everyone hated him and that his world was falling apart, it seemed that way only because his mood was so bad. He learned that, generally, it was better to wait it out and confront people when he was feeling better—rather than when he was at his worst. He discovered that in most cases, there was nothing to confront or to be concerned about, after all. And even if there was, it was still better to wait because he would be more himself.

This simple shift in his approach to life changed everything. Now, instead of pushing people away and creating problems for himself, he realizes what’s really going on. He’s made peace with the fact that, while everyone has low moods, that doesn’t mean he has to act on them or even give them so much significance. He’s learned that it’s okay to ask for help or support and to share with people when he’s feeling bad if that seems necessary, but that there’s no need to “throw up” on them.
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CONVINCE YOURSELF THAT ONE
TEEN DOES MAKE A DIFFERENCE

[image: image] I was speaking at a bookstore when a teenager in the audience shared the following story about Angela, an eighteen-year-old who was working in an animal shelter as part of a school project. Apparently, the real reason she was working there was that she loved animals.

The purpose of the shelter was to try to find homes for stray and lost dogs and cats. If no home could be found, the animals were destroyed. There were hundreds of animals waiting for homes, and only a small percentage were lucky enough to be adopted.

Angela was known for her willingness to go the extra mile and to work extra hours (without pay) to find homes for the animals.

One day a friend of Angela’s came to pick her up at the end of her shift. The two of them were going to a party.

Angela said to her friend, “I have to make one more phone call. There was a woman who came in yesterday who said she might be willing to take Charlie, a sweet older dog who has no other chance. Tomorrow will be his last day here. I have to do something to help him.” “Come on, hurry up,” said her friend, “we’re already late.” Angela responded, “Be patient, I have to do this for Charlie.”

A few minutes later Angela’s friend, who was glaring at her watch, was getting more and more annoyed. Finally she shouted out to Angela, who was still talking on the phone, “Hurry up already. Forget about it. There are too many animals in here for you to make any difference.” Just then, her friend overheard Angela on the phone saying “Thank you so much, Mrs. Wright. Sure, I’ll meet you down here tomorrow so you can pick up Charlie.” As she hung up the phone, she smiled at her friend and said, “Why don’t you tell Charlie that I can’t make a difference?”

Many teens think that they couldn’t possibly make a difference in the world, but that’s not so. The honest truth is, you make a difference every time you look the other way when someone makes an innocent mistake, or when you help to make someone’s day a little better. You make a difference every time you’re thoughtful, helpful, cooperative, generous, compassionate, or kind. Every time you stand up for what’s right or allow someone to “be right,” you make a difference. The same is true every time you are a good listener or when you offer your forgiveness. Even a simple smile can make a world of difference.

Every time you make an ethical decision, offer your support, choose honesty, or lend a helping hand, you make a difference. Every time you are polite, pick up a piece of litter, or send someone a thank-you note, you make a difference. Angela’s kindness wasn’t monumental, but it sure made a difference, especially to Charlie. Likewise, your acts matter just as much. Can you imagine what kind of world we would live in if all teens would convince themselves that they too make a difference? That’s a world I’d like to live in—and thanks to you, it really can happen!
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DON’T SWEAT THE BREAKUPS

[image: image] I hesitated in titling this strategy because I didn’t want anyone to think that I was minimizing how difficult it is to break up with a boyfriend or girlfriend. I can assure you, I am not. In fact, I know it’s one of the hardest things that a teenager can go through.

I remember the day my first serious girlfriend and first true love broke up with me. I was devastated, and thought I was going to die. I thought I’d never get over it or meet anyone else.

But I did.

In fact, I’m glad. Had it not happened, I wouldn’t have married Kris and wouldn’t have my kids. The ex-girlfriend is glad too. She’s happily married with three beautiful kids of her own. To this day, the two of us are close friends.

The only way that I’m aware of to make breakups more tolerable is to enhance one’s perspective and to see that it’s necessary. It’s weird when you think about it, but if not for breakups, all of us would marry the very first person we were ever interested in! And obviously, in most cases, that’s not in our best interests. The truth is, as hard as they can be, breakups are an essential part of life, for all of us.

When you put breakups into this perspective, it’s a little easier to spend less energy mourning relationships that are over and, instead, to spend that same energy appreciating them. With appreciation, it’s much easier to focus on the gifts of the relationship—the memories, growth, and fun you shared—while at the same time letting go and moving on; realizing that, as painful as it might be, you will love again.

I’ve found that teens who are able to look at breakups like this are able to maintain a friendship—if not immediately, then at least later on. Rather than being angry that their boyfriend or girlfriend didn’t turn out to be “the one,” or getting angry, resentful, or wanting revenge because someone changed or didn’t live up to their expectations, instead they are able to keep alive a nice feeling for that person and to genuinely wish him or her well.

One of the ultimate tests of being human is to be able to wish someone else well—even when you may be hurt. If you can do this, you’ll experience the magic of the healing power of love. You’ll notice that you’ll bounce back more quickly, feel happier and more self-confident, and even appear more attractive to others when your thoughts and wishes are positive. The love and forgiveness in your heart is more visible to others than any of us can possibly imagine.

So remember, even though it may seem like the end of the world, it probably isn’t. It may take awhile, but your breakups usually will end up seeming like a gift in disguise.
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PRACTICE MENTAL AIKIDO

[image: image] Years ago I saw a demonstration of the martial art aikido that had a profound and permanent impact on my way of looking at life. Aikido is a gentle-looking but extremely powerful and graceful method of self-defense that takes the physical aggression and strength of your opponent and uses it to your advantage. It has the effect of disarming your opponent with seemingly little effort.

The specific demonstration I witnessed was almost unbelievable. The contest was between two men. The larger man appeared to be at least twice as strong and substantially more angry than the smaller man. The larger man charged his opponent and began swinging his fists. Without so much as blinking an eye, the smaller man calmly reached toward the charging man and moved ever so slightly to one side. To this day I don’t know how it happened, but the larger man ended up on the floor, while the smaller man stood above him, not a hair out of place. A similar pattern continued for a few minutes before it became obvious to the stronger man that he had zero possibility of even so much as touching his opponent, much less hurting him. His anger turned to humility as he simply gave up.

I’ve learned that the emotional equilivent of aikido works wonders in life as well. I’ve discovered that, more often than not, a gentle approach to resolving conflicts and attacks is most effective. Rather than fighting fire with fire or rolling up my sleeves and fighting back, I attempt to defuse an angry or hostile confrontation with softness and without losing my temper.

Let me give you a practical example. I was being interviewed on a radio talk show when a caller objected to one of my main points. In a somewhat hostile tone, he said some mean things to me, clearly looking for a heated argument. Rather than defend myself or what I had said, I took a deep breath and tried to see his point of view. In a way, I was stepping out of the way of his attack, attempting to defuse his aggression. Then, very gently and with no intended sarcasm, I agreed with him. In fact, I complimented him on his ability to think through his position.

That was it. The argument was over before it had a chance to start. There was nothing left for him to be angry about. Since we were simply expressing our different points of view, it didn’t really matter who was right or wrong. And even if he had kept up his hostility, he would have ended up looking pretty bad because I wasn’t fighting back.

You probably can imagine how differently the situation would have turned out had I fought back or defended myself. In all likelihood, both of us would have been defensive, an argument would have sprung up, and there would have been no winners, only frustration and unresolved hostility.

It’s important to know that mental aikido doesn’t necessarily mean you always back down or agree with someone else’s point of view. Instead, it involves selecting the perfect peaceful response, whatever that might be. It suggests redirecting negative energy that is headed toward you in a more peaceful way. It might mean that you ask a question, pause, or say nothing at all. It could mean that you ask if you can take the matter up at another time, or say that you’d like to “sit with it” for a moment. The main thrust of mental aikido is that you don’t overreact, become overly defensive, yell and scream, or become bothered. You see the situation as a dance, or as an opportunity to resolve your differences peacefully and without drama. Your peace of mind and lack of reaction become your weapons in solving the problem. When you can’t be rattled, others will respect you, listen to you, and have a tendency to see things your way.

The same dynamic applies to so many types of potential conflicts and confrontations. Whether it’s a friend, parent, someone you’re in a relationship with, or even a stranger in the street, mental aikido is a powerful tool in your quest for a more peaceful life. Start working with it today and your conflicts will have less intensity—right away.
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AVOID THE WORDS “I KNOW”
WHEN SOMEONE IS TALKING

[image: image] If you said to me, “This is what it’s like to be a teenager in today’s world,” and I immediately replied, “Yeah, I know,” you’d probably think I was full of it! And you’d be right. Or, if you said, “It’s really hard being a teen because …” and I chimed back, “I know,” you might also think I was misguided, maybe even a little disrespectful. Again, you’d be right.

While there are exceptions, the same applies to many instances where our response is “I know.” Many times we really don’t “know,” we’re just saying that we do or assuming that we do. Often our I-know response is offered before the person talking to us is even finished with what he or she had to say. It’s a way of cutting someone off, of not having to pay close attention, or of tuning someone out.

When you automatically respond to someone by saying “I know,” what you’re really saying is, “I’m not listening to you.” You’re minimizing their comments. It’s as if you stop listening because you think you already know all there is to know about something, or you simply don’t want to know about something, or you’re waiting for your turn to talk, or you’re not interested in listening or are unwilling to take the time to listen. Whatever the reason, this response prevents you from hearing things that may be important and
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