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			“Many of us lack the tools needed for healthy relationships. In Matters of the Heart, Dr. Thema provides practical guidance on how to heal and understand ourselves, enabling us to show up with compassion in our relationships. This book is a heartfelt guide to loving yourself and others more deeply and genuinely.”

			—Nedra Glover Tawwab, New York Times bestselling author of Set Boundaries, Find Peace and Drama Free

			“In Matters of the Heart, Dr. Thema provides a comprehensive road map that gently guides readers back to their own inherent wisdom and strength. Her compassionate warmth radiates through each lesson, making this book a true balm for the heart—the wellspring of life and healing.”

			—Dr. Mariel Buqué, nationally bestselling author of Break the Cycle

			“We cannot pour if our cups are empty. Dr. Thema gracefully weaves in lessons on choosing ourselves, self-love, and the beautiful possibility of healing so that we can show up fully for ourselves and others. This book is a must-read.”

			—Alexandra Elle, New York Times bestselling author of How We Heal

			“Every once in a while, there is a book that compels you to grab a highlighter and take notes right from the start—this is one of those books. What Dr. Thema Bryant’s writing makes you think is, ‘This is exactly what I’ve been needing…and I didn’t even know it.’ It’s practical, heartfelt, and filled with much-needed wisdom. It is the kind of book that makes you feel seen…I certainly did. And I know others will too. Through these pages, Dr. Bryant guides you through love, joy, grief, and heartbreak, to dealing with perfectionism, overwhelm, loneliness, and struggles we often feel we can’t talk about or know where to even begin. As a guide to nourishing the heart and a reminder of what’s possible, this work is timely, compassionate, clarifying, and healing.”

			—Morgan Harper Nichols, artist and bestselling author of All Along You Were Blooming
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			To my mother, Rev. Cecelia Williams Bryant, who taught me the sacred fire of the heart for God, self, and others.

			You show me daily what it means to love fiercely, unconditionally, and unapologetically.

			My love for you transcends space and time.

			These pages are also for each healing heart who dares to show up authentically in this space.

			May your new chapter bring clarity, rest, breath, and love from within you and around you.

			You’re worthy.
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			Introduction

			Why Your Heart Matters

			
			

			Peace and blessings to you, my sacred siblings. I am so glad you were intentional about starting this book and, more important, continuing the journey of attending to your heart. I come to this work as your facilitator—someone who has experienced living with a full heart, living a busy life with a neglected heart, going through the deep-sea diving of living with a broken heart, and tenderly and compassionately healing my heart. I’m so glad something about this title and topic called out to you.

			You may have had years of your life where loss and disappointment were constant companions. You may have spent a childhood seeing people misuse, abuse, control, dominate, and manipulate others in the name of love. Perhaps you know what it’s like to feel unloved or are uncertain how to give, receive, or maintain love. On the other hand, you may love deeply and love well, while being well-loved in return, and simply would like to continue to build your secure foundation. If any of this sounds like you, then you’re reading the right book.

			Some of you may come to this season of your lives and have minimal experiences with loving relationships. Your relationships or “situationships” may have been briefly satisfying or long-term and unhealthy. You may have been taught, directly or indirectly, to spend all of your time, energy, and money on your academic and vocational accomplishments. You may have invested in your skills training, education, work goals, and business plan. You may even have success in those areas, which is wonderful, yet there are aspects of you that are dissatisfied, even traumatized. The root of this human desire for more is the foundation of matters of the heart.

			Finally, some of you may have been taught to take care of everyone and everything else but have not cultivated mutually caring, loving relationships. You may take care of family, friends, coworkers, and community members but have not experienced reciprocity, where you feel seen, heard, understood, supported, and cared for. The health of your heart is not just about your ability to give, sacrifice, pour out, and enrich others. A healthy heart has outward and inward flow. The inward flow is not only self-love but also the love of others, not just symbolically but tangibly. I invite you to take a breath and read that again.

			Matters of the heart are inclusive of your relationship with yourself and others. When it comes to others, contemplate the nature of the different relationships in your life. Do you usually have a loving, romantic partner but have strained or nonexistent relationships with your family? Are you close to your family but have never been able to sustain friendships? Do you have lots of good friends but have not had a lasting loving intimate relationship? Which type of relationships have been ever present and which have been elusive? Do you tend to love yourself but isolate yourself and sabotage your connections with others, or do you chase the love of others to the point that you abandon yourself? To heal, you need to hear your heartbeat—the language, habits, movements, tendencies, rhythms, and journey of your heart.

			I invite you to begin this journey with a reflection on love. When have you felt love? How did you recognize it? From whom have you felt it? What happened to your heart, and why in this moment have you chosen or been nudged to take this journey into it? Self-awareness and reflection are major parts of attending to the heart. This process is not merely about my sharing what I have learned from my life, science, practice, culture, and faith. This process is about coming to fuller awareness and activation of the wisdom you carry within your own heart.

			There are many known benefits of healthy, loving relationships and many costs of loneliness and unhealthy relationships. For example:

			
					
					People with higher rates of self-love also have higher self-esteem, self-acceptance, and overall mental well-being. They enjoy healthier relationships, practice healthy boundary setting, and exhibit greater self-compassion, confidence, and self-care (regarding nutrition and exercise). They show energy, resilience, and determination, as well as less anxiety and stress.

				

					
					Benefits of healthy, loving social support include improved physical health and emotional well-being, a faster recovery from illness, healthier behaviors, a greater sense of purpose, and a longer life. Those who have a good support system experience less stress, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder.

				

					
					In a recent report on the mental health crisis of loneliness in the United States, the surgeon general noted that loneliness is associated with substance abuse, social anxiety, cardiovascular disease, higher rates of mortality, depression, cognitive decline, perceived stress, and anger.

				

					
					If you remain in an unhealthy relationship due to fear of loneliness or for other reasons, the negative effects may include but are not limited to depression, anxiety, PTSD, dissatisfaction, stress, and physical injury.

				

			

			If you are on a relationship break because of hurt and disappointment, take into account that the reason you picked up this book is that a part of you still desires connection. Tuck these gems away for when you feel ready to open up to the possibility of new or revived connections. You will know when your heart is ready. View it as a breakthrough or progress when you shift from a firm never to a maybe. Your heart is healing and you are preparing to show back up for love.

			Let me say that while I am glad that you have begun this book, it is my deep hope that you will read it to the end and apply what you learn and rediscover so you can live a more abundant life. While heartbreak, confusion, loneliness, or curiosity may have brought you here, I hope you will not shift your attention from your heart and stop reading before you complete the process. I know you have many life demands that pull on your time and attention, but your heart needs you. Your heart has been craving this attention for some time now. It’s time to center your heart by heeding this momentous call to heal and grow. I also invite you to prepare for the journey by deciding if there is a certain place you would like to sit, a certain scent or tea that would support your process, and a specific journal or note-taking app you want to use to capture your reflections that exceed the space provided on these pages.

			Along with being a clinical licensed psychologist, I am an ordained minister, so I approach the heart holistically. Interwoven in this book are both research findings and sacred insights. I hope you will give yourself permission to give both of those weight while also trusting the weight of your own wisdom. You have the option to accept, reject, or modify everything you read here to fit your circumstances. Some statements will resonate with you immediately, some will have a delayed impact that leaves you reflecting for a while, and some simply won’t apply. These are all key aspects of digesting knowledge. My ultimate question is not whether you liked the book but if you uncovered or recovered something that helped your heart to heal and your life to be more fulfilling.

			I also want to share with you I, too, have experienced a range of heart experiences that allow me to approach this work not just clinically or in a scholarly fashion but as someone who has known intimately what it is to desire love, to fall in love, to grow in love, to experience heartache, to heal my heart, and to choose to love again and again, both myself and others. So when I say, “I see you,” I am not sitting across from you with a clipboard and a diagnosis at the ready, but rather am sitting alongside you with compassion for the seasons of everything falling apart and the seasons of rebuilding. You’re worthy of all of that. Take as much time as you need. Anything less would be heartless. Rushing through this book would be heartless. Let’s be heart-full together. In a world that tells us to silence ourselves, overwork ourselves, dissect ourselves, and shame ourselves, loving ourselves wholly and holy is a radical, revolutionary, sacred, delicious act. I celebrate that you are rejecting the lies that tell you to treat yourself as a heartless machine intended merely for labor and productivity. That’s absolutely not who you are. You are a heart and a living soul. Get into it. Lean into it. Own it. Living heartfully looks good on you.

			I wrote this book to take you through the journey of self-love and then love of others. I also recognize that you are an independent, thinking being, so you may scan the table of contents and choose to read any of the chapters first. If your life experiences cause a particular chapter to call to you, I understand and I still hope you will read or listen to the entire book in the order that aligns with you.

			In fact, noting what calls to you and what doesn’t can help you become more aware of yourself. Are you drawn to self-love material but shut down about matters of relational love? Do you read everything you can find about relationships while neglecting your inner garden? You don’t have to choose. It is neither a fight nor a choice between love of self and love of others. When we are living in loving flow, that compassion pours inward and outward. I hope you open yourself up for both. You are worthy. As I received the download of inspiration for this book, I intentionally wrote it to take you from exploring self-love and relational love to healing and addressing relational challenges. This process can be thought of as a homecoming, which is the key concept of my podcast and first book. A homecoming is a reclaiming of yourself after stress and trauma may have disconnected you from yourself. If you have been disconnected from yourself, from your heart, from emotional availability or from relational love, this journey is for you.

			You may wonder why a professor and researcher would write a book for you. An understanding of population health, liberation psychology, and womanist psychology bring me here. From population health, I recognize that the mental health system is broken and that mental health professionals are seeing only a small fraction of those who are suffering. Psychologists must not wait to see who will show up in our offices with the resources to access care but must intentionally design interventions that allow us to permeate the cultural landscape with knowledge that can enhance people’s lives. From the vantage point of liberation psychology, I am clear that we need to challenge those structures that harm our hearts and cultivate communities based in that radical love, that regardless love, that love that defies stereotypes and biases. Finally, from the vantage point of womanist psychology, holistic wellness wisdom from Black women, I understand that our hearts are integral to who we are in relationship to ourselves and to each other. To flourish, I invite you to honor and integrate your heart.

			I wrote this book for you, those of you who proclaim boldly that you love yourself and always have, those of you who acknowledge that it has been a struggle but you are now at a place of self-love, and those of you who find the idea of loving yourself difficult if not impossible. You are welcome here. Whether you are single and satisfied, single and dissatisfied, dating, engaged, married, partnered, separated, divorced, widowed, or in a (few) situationship(s), you are welcome here. Whether you have family or friends who love you and whom you love or whether you have had to or chose to do life on your own, you are welcome here. Each of us can benefit from heart awareness, heart integrity, and holistic heart health. I’m so glad you’re giving it to yourself.

		

	
		
			
				I.

				Your Relationship with Yourself

				
			

			

		

	
		
			1

			Enhancing Self-Compassion

			
			

			As we begin this journey into the healing of our hearts, I invite you to center in on enhancing, rebuilding, and nourishing your self-compassion. Focus with a deep, soulful breath on shifting from neglecting yourself to honoring yourself. What does self-compassion feel, look, sound, taste like for you? You may want to journal your reflection on this question as a list, a poem, or even a letter to yourself. As you shift from self-neglect, self-abandonment, self-erasure, and/or self-hatred, you can authentically begin to walk in the fullness of self-acceptance and self-respect.

			To lay the groundwork, I want to start by asserting that your growth is built on the idea that your love of yourself is necessary. As you begin to think about the ways you may have been harsh with, judgmental of, or shaming of yourself, weigh the cost. What have been the consequences for you emotionally, physically, and spiritually of demanding so much of yourself with minimal space or time for soft landings?

			On the other hand, what have you gained when you have lived from a place of care? Imagine what would happen if you honored and respected yourself. What would happen if you treated yourself in such a way that it became clear that your wellness and wholeness are priorities? In this moment and in the chapters to come, I invite you to come home to yourself. Release that harsh way of thinking and treating yourself and learn to delight, enjoy, celebrate, and be at home with yourself. Yes?!

			To be compassionate toward yourself means you have created space for the fullness of your complex identity and your complicated life, including your fractured heart. The aim is to be able to look at yourself with honesty and appreciation. Do you have appreciation, self-compassion, and respect for yourself? Even if the answer is yes (which is great!), do you recognize there is always room for growth?

			In this chapter, I will cover a couple of key points that will help to enhance your self-compassion. The first is the significance of self-forgiveness. You may be upset with yourself and as a result be harsh with yourself, whether you are aware of it or not. Many of us are disappointed by the choices we have made and the ways our lives have turned out as a result of those choices—or even as a result of other people’s choices that we had no control over. As a result, when you are angry, ashamed, and frustrated with yourself, you can rob yourself of any sense of peace. This self-judgment can lead to either giving up on yourself or being driven by intense perfectionism. Such perfectionism is based on the perpetual belief that you have so much to prove or to make up for that you cannot experience a sense of contentment or inner calm.

			Think about the qualities or experiences that you constantly rehearse, recall, or reject about yourself. In which aspects of your life are you unable to give yourself a lot of grace or compassion when they come to mind?

			When it comes to forgiveness, often we center our attention on other people, but I offer for your consideration that the healing of your heart may require that you forgive yourself. Offer forgiveness to yourself so that you can restore joy to your life or find joy for the first time, so you can reclaim or create for the first time a sense of peace. Self-forgiveness is a practice. It is an ongoing journey, an extended commitment. Each day is a new day, so even if you have forgiven yourself for some experiences of the past, when you think about today, yesterday, or this week, there may be new ones that you need let go of, or the old feelings may rise to the surface again. You may need to forgive yourself for the things you were hoping not to do. You may need to forgive yourself for the ways in which you participated in your failures or delays. You may need to forgive yourself for putting too much weight on yourself by setting unrealistic timelines or goals.

			I invite you to say that you want to forgive yourself not just as a onetime event but as a choice to live your life in such a way that the grace and compassion you extend to others reach you as well.

			You have given many chances to others while showing yourself so little grace, compassion, and forgiveness. It’s time to shift the tide. Having self-compassion will begin to shift your one-sided relationships. Realizing you are worthy of change will free you from remaining in stagnant relationships.

			Get free. Forgive yourself.

			Self-Forgiveness

			You have given some people many chances because you love, respect, and care for them. You allow them a lot of leeway because you value being a loyal person even to disloyal people. That’s your choice to make, and I have no authority or desire to tell you how many chances you should give someone. Instead, I would like you to contemplate loving, respecting, and caring about yourself enough, being loyal to yourself enough, to give yourself another chance, which includes forgiving yourself. This does not mean you will live without any sense of remorse or accountability, but it does mean you will not continue to view yourself and treat yourself based on the worst things you have done.

			On occasion you have given people another chance because you are hopeful and optimistic that they can change. What about you? Do you believe that you can change—that you can shift your thinking, patterns, habits, or attitude? You have enough faith to believe others can. Believe that you are capable of it. What would shift right now, in this moment, if you let yourself change your perspective? Look at the story of your life again—not the moments you regret in harsh isolation, but the moments that led to the bad decisions, the unhealthy life patterns, the destructive tendencies. Look at yourself with eyes that see your past, present, and possible future. Breathe into the possibility of a new season. You do not have to forget your past, but you can choose to learn from it and transform your future. If this aligns with you, inhale through your nose. Exhale through your mouth. Release yourself, again and again.

			Self-compassion requires not only self-forgiveness but also liberation from perfectionism. I open the door for you to walk into belief in your own evolution and growth. This is vital, because when you believe in false dichotomies—you are either a total success or a complete failure—then whenever you make a mistake, fall short, or live in a way that you were trying to break free from, you will start to think of yourself as a failure. You will create impossible standards for yourself and as a result think of yourself solely in the negative when really you’re in a process of growth and change, as we all are. You are healing, transforming, climbing, and shifting. Yes!?! When you recognize you are in a developmental process that sometimes looks circular and always includes setbacks, you can be more understanding of and compassionate toward yourself, so that one mistake or setback—in fact, even several setbacks—does not have to define you or limit the ways in which you see your possibility.

			As you think about your heart-healing journey, take note of the ways in which you are already changing. Perfection is not required. Simply take note of your growth. Appreciate and acknowledge yourself and your growth. Are you able to recognize the ways in which you have made positive shifts? Be mindful of the things that you can notice now that you would not have seen before. Soulfully take note of some ways you have advocated for yourself that you would have endured in silence in the past. Hold gratitude for yourself for the times that you have exited from or set boundaries in negative circumstances that you previously would have tolerated. I invite you to truly honor yourself for your beautiful growth—not perfection but growth.

			Shifting from your self-critical voice to your self-compassionate voice means that you can see and hold yourself gently. I hope that as your heart-healing journey starts, you can recognize the progress you have already made in your relationships with yourself and others.

			Intentionally give yourself permission to look for your progress. You will begin to see what you’re looking for, and this new insight will increase your self-compassion. Enhance this progress by looking back on your journal entries or social media posts. See what has captured your mind and how you have responded to the events and people around you, as well as the dynamics occurring within you. If you are in therapy, let your therapist know that you want to spend some time reflecting on your growth from when you started working with that person to where you are now. It is a beautiful experience when those who are in your life acknowledge the positive changes that they themselves have observed as well. And while a therapist, family member, friends, or coworkers can notice the change, you must also be able to see it within yourself. You will enhance your self-compassion when you set the intention of looking for your growth. When you become intentional about looking for your progress, you will more readily learn to recognize it instead of always focusing on your mistakes or shortcomings.

			Gratitude

			Another way to build self-compassion is by becoming intentionally grateful to yourself for the steps you have taken to honor and care for yourself and your dreams. In a video that went viral, rapper Snoop Dogg was receiving his star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame. He says, “I want to thank me for believing in me.” People found his comment humorous, as we are used to thanking God, others, and even corporations, but it is rare to hear someone express appreciation to themselves for having invested the time, energy, and talent into manifesting their dreams. While it might feel awkward or even make you chuckle, consider what are you are grateful to yourself for—perhaps deciding to continue your healing journey, or leaving work on time today so you could relax, or decluttering your space, or reaching out to an old or a new friend. Engaging in practices of self-care are loving, compassionate acts that are foundational to a heartful life.

			We often remember to thank other people. Hopefully you thank people when they extend kindness to you. I wonder if you are able to have gratitude for yourself: for your body, heart, mind, and spirit that have been with you on this journey. Your nervous system has been working overtime to protect you, to keep you safe, to try to keep you grounded and regulated. Your mind has been working all day, every day trying to figure everything out, to find solutions, to look for the path forward, to make sense of the chaos, to transform your life. And at this very moment, your body is working hard; your senses, organs, muscles, and heart are all engaged in a complex choreography for you to live from one moment to the next. Do you consider the orchestra that is playing within you each second for you to live, breathe, and move?

			You are here not only in body, heart, and mind, but also in soul. Your soul has been doing so much for your survival and your flourishing. With all of that happening within you, I invite you to really enter a state of gratitude and appreciation for the steps you have taken toward healing.

			You can find gratitude for what you have done and also gratitude for what is going well in your life. We often focus on things that are not what we want them to be, but it is my hope that as you look around at the landscape of your life, there are some things that you have appreciation for. You have really worked hard psychologically and/or practically to nourish some seeds that have sprouted and grown. That gratitude and recognition of your effort will guide you toward more self-compassion. We often attend to the crops that failed, but please give attention to the fruits of your labor that have shown results. You may have been intentional and created better relationships or adopted healthier habits or changed the way you handle your finances. Appreciate yourself.

			Stop Overextending

			Another way to enhance your self-compassion is by monitoring your generosity. Overextending yourself can result in depletion, which is counter to self-compassion. It is beautiful to be a generous person. From a morals and values place, generosity improves the lives of others and can also benefit you, as it allows you to be a blessing to others, create meaning, and have an impact. At the same time, when you dishonor, disrespect, or abandon yourself, you can create a lifestyle of overextending yourself that drains you, dishonors your humanity, and has a bad effect on your health and wellness. You may need to set more boundaries, give yourself permission to say no, learn when to exit spaces and situations, and recognize when you are being disrespected, used, or dishonored. To build self-compassion, learn to use your discernment and voice. What have you agreed to do that has resulted in your being exhausted, overextended, and perhaps even resentful? Use your agency, your power to choose. To choose your wellness you will need to learn the holiness of no. What are your sleep and eating habits, work hours, eyes, and heart telling you about being overextended?

			It is self-compassion to choose your care and resist the idea that self-care is selfish. I invite you to say this aloud: “I am deserving of care. I am deserving of rest. I am deserving of love. I am worthy. I am enough. I can say yes to myself. I choose my wellness. My body is a temple and I come home to it with compassion.”

			When you are making decisions, consider the consequences of them on your mental health. Make choices that reflect your priority to live well: joyfully, healthily, mindfully, and soulfully. If these are your priorities and values, they need to manifest in some action, in some behaviors. If you want to heal your heart, show some sign that this is your intention. Readjust your schedule, habits, patterns, and boundaries. To honor yourself and to be compassionate toward yourself, what calls do you no longer need to make or accept? Where do you no longer need to go? What are the habits of overextension that you want to be intentional about releasing and replacing? What are the ways of working and of resting that you want to shift so that you can better protect and preserve yourself? You are worthy of these changes. You are entitled to protect your time, peace, and health.

			Fostering Self-Understanding

			To cultivate self-compassion is to choose self-understanding over self-judgment. Look at the various chapters of your life and seek to understand how you landed there. Now take a deeper look instead of dismissing your journey with thoughts such as What’s wrong with me? or How could I be so stupid? or I’m so weak. The labels that we give ourselves or that other people have given us keep us stuck. Let me be clear, I am not talking about making excuses, which can also keep us stuck. You should accept responsibility when you mess up. Instead, I am talking about understanding yourself more fully so you can be empowered to go forward toward your healing. When you understand, with grace, how and why you made earlier choices, you experience the liberation to make different ones the next time around. When you don’t understand yourself, you will look back at your acts harshly, even with hostility, ridicule, or intense shame, so instead try to consider (1) What was I thinking, and where did the thoughts that led to that behavior come from? (2) What is the source of my decision? That is to say, what in my life’s journey shaped me in such a way that I ended up choosing this way of thinking, choosing, or acting? When you understand the root of those behaviors or events, this doesn’t mean that you are going to give up because you can’t change the past. No! Instead, you realize with grace and compassion that this is what led you here and you don’t have to continue choosing this mindset or behavior. You can be empowered to make a new choice. You care enough about yourself that you don’t give the pain or dysfunction of your past the final say. Give yourself permission to break out of those cycles and patterns and to learn something new. You can be compassionate with yourself even as you are learning, knowing that you are worthy of new possibilities.

			
				Sabrina is a married new mother who landed her dream job a few months ago. It is a promotion in title and income and exceeds the goals she has set for herself. Her hard work has paid off, and she is excited to stretch her leadership skills. The challenges are the commute and the supervisor. The commute is ninety minutes each way in traffic. Although Sabrina is supposed to be the director of the center, the person who has oversight for the region doesn’t want her to make any changes and is fostering dissent among those who report to her. After wrestling with her decision and discussing it with her family and in therapy, Sabrina takes the courageous step of looking for and accepting another job. She decides her mental health and family time are more important than the title and status. The new position is closer to her home, and the new workplace environment is more supportive. In the past, Sabrina would have stayed and felt she had to win everyone over to prove her own worth. In this season of her life, she is celebrating her new priority: her own heart.

			

			As you heal and grow, I invite you to breathe life into your possibility and to breathe with grace and compassion into your present moment. As poet Joel Cross reminds us, you can be the love of your life. Many of us love deeply, and out of the depths of our love, we give to others and do some incredible things. Love can lead you to some courageous, bodacious, unconventional acts. What would it look like for you to love yourself that boldly? What edifying gesture of self-compassion will you commit to doing for yourself, not rarely but regularly? In your self-compassionate care of yourself, can you be as committed, faithful, and loyal to the care of your own soul, body, mind, and heart as you have been to the care of others? Self-compassion can literally shift the trajectory of your life. You are deserving of the shift.

			
				Activation Exercise: Write a love letter to yourself. Make it full of appreciation, understanding, forgiveness, and self-preservation.

				Affirmation: If it aligns with you, place both hands on your heart and speak aloud the words “My heart is healing, and so it is.”
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