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This book has been written at the request of people I have met on my way, partly as a therapist, partly as a lecturer, and of course all those I have just fallen into conversation with and about the now. It is, of course, first and foremost a book that I have had in my head for a long time; an idea to partly write about the Now, partly to include my own life in the story of living in the Now to include my private life experiences in what is also my professional "I".

After hearing a tidbit of my story, many have asked me how I am able to keep my spirits up; why I do not succumb to the adversity I face and have faced, or to the conflicts I have been a part of in my life? I am very grateful to you who have asked and been curious. It is not least your interest, curiosity, and courage to inquire about what is and has been difficult for me that makes me sit down and write this book. You are the driving force. I am grateful that you made me reflect on my own life. Now reflect on your life and life in general, because in the end it is reflection that creates development.

This year I turned 75, which I never "NOW" thought would happen to me − especially not with the life I have led, where a very low priority on my physical health has been a "trademark" in my adult life. So that's why the joy of writing this "NOW" is extremely great. I have spent many years trying to understand what the "will" is for a size - perhaps because I have occasionally jumped over where the fence was lowest and then discovered that the fence on the other side had now become at least twice as high and demanded more will of mine than I possessed. I have written several books on this subject, which has also been the basis for large parts of my professional life - a life in which I have been involved in helping people who wanted to get the most out of their abilities; those who have needed a great will to support their wishes and dreams.

Alongside the work with performance optimization of athletes and people in showbiz, throughout my professional life I have worked with many different people with varying and difficult psychological symptoms – what others want to call diagnoses. There are many hundreds or thousands that have passed through my brain and mind over the years. They are the ones who have given me the experience and knowledge that I have used to help others and myself.

Like my other books, this book is also a book of experience; it is not an academic book or a "I know best" book. The book is not written based on other books, so it does not seek to demonstrate any truth other than my own. It is my wish that you, as a reader, will use the book to reflect on your own ability to live in the Now; that you will see that a lifestyle where the Now is central will also be able to contribute to a mentally healthy lifestyle and thus a good life.

First, I want to say thank you to my children, wherever they are in life. And finally, I want to say thank you to my lovely wife Susanne for putting up with me for so many years and for giving me the honesty and the counterplay that I needed to hold on to myself, in life and in the Now. I would like to thank my friends and my clients for the trust and openness they have shown me. Without you, The Now would not be the same. And finally, I want to thank my parents for giving me life; this fantastically difficult and wonderful life, the genes and experiences that have given me the strength to find my own way in life.

Gl. Rye den 1. November 2023
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Being in the Now is the miracle.

Erik Østenkjær

We all remember something from our past. What we remember is another matter. And whether what we think we remember corresponds to what happened (what was experienced), yes, that is again a completely different matter. Getting a foothold in the past can be a complex task to come to grips with. In modern psychology, from Freud and the decades that have passed, the theme of "what happened to us in childhood" has always been a central topic when we want to improve our psychic life. That's how it still is.

However, the question now seems more to be whether some of the difficulties or symptoms we carry around are in fact founded on our past, and to what extent it affects us to live or not live in the Now? I am of the conviction that our past naturally shapes our ability to live in the present, but I also believe that we ourselves have the opportunity, with our own help or the help of others, to sort through the experiences that still shape our way of thinking and thus our behavior.

To think that each of us has the ability or the necessary psychic strength to throw away our past imprints is completely absurd to me, because if it were like that, wouldn't we all just clean up the attic of the past and throw away what still causing us emotional distress? It's not that easy! Maybe there is a reason why it is not so easy and that each of us may need the support of other people to develop and help us away from what keeps us stuck in the feelings, thoughts, and behavior patterns of the past?

Without the need for the help or support of others, we would not mentally and psychologically can give value to the people around us in our lives. Nor would we be able to show them that they have value and importance for our development as human beings. The "glue" in human coexistence is that we need each other.

No one would be in doubt if a small, frail human asked for help lifting a physically heavy object. It would be the most natural thing in the world to both receive and help in such a situation. But when it comes to helping to "lift" the burden of the past, it is as if we have become distant from each other. We consider those who seek help as sick or poor. We even give them diagnoses and names for their difficulty. It shouldn't be like that, because helping another person move on in life should be as common as helping a person lift a heavy box into place.

The past is life lived, lived NOW, which will never come again, but which, for better or for worse, has helped to shape you and make you who you are. The impression we received in the first years of childhood is so massive for all of us; it happened without us being able to put up any significant resistance and is the sum of the experiences that have fundamentally made us the people we are today. You are as innocent of this imprinting as you are of your genetic inheritance. You must learn to live with the skills you acquired and use them to develop yourself, so that you can create the best possible life for yourself.

As a therapist, I have often thought that there is a common feature in my clients: When they talk about their past (whether it is about their childhood, the treatment they received from other therapists, or about their diagnoses and medication), then a recurring trait is that they are not feeling good in their life RIGHT NOW.

When I meet people who live the life they want and are happy to live, it is precisely the characteristic that they are present in the Now. They rarely talk about their past. It's as if the past becomes more present when you're feeling bad than when you're feeling good in life, but why? Maybe that's the reason the simple one that we are looking for an explanation for our problems in the past:

— Something must have made me feel bad and bad...

— Something must have happened.

— Is it my parents' fault that I feel this way?

I can find no other explanation in the present, so it must lie in the past somewhere.

We seek explanations in the same way and with the same tenacity as the historians who dig into old wars and explanations. Because think, if the solution to a better life without wars lies in history, in the past, then maybe we will be able to use that knowledge to prevent wars from occurring? But can we now do that too?

Let us look at the historians who want to learn from wars to avoid wars. How well did it go? No, right? And yet it can be scary to think about what happened during World War II, so maybe it's the fear (the emotion) and not our knowledge (the logic) that something like that could happen again that makes us think about history? Maybe it is the anxiety that makes us work on a common Europe in the attempt to refrain from conflicts and insecurity? The question then is, do we really get fewer conflicts, do we become more secure and less anxious? It doesn't look like that! The division can be seen right now when many countries are experiencing uprisings against the politicians and the way we live. So maybe the past doesn't have that much influence on how we feel now and how safe we ​​feel?

Perhaps one of the answers to why living in the Now is so important for our own and our collective mental and psychological health lies in the realization that anxiety arises when we drag thoughts of the past into the future? The fear of reliving old traumas or negative events works in the same way as the fear of war coming − even if I am in a completely different situation in the present, than when I experienced what created my trauma, and there is no war where I am now.

The past plays a significant role. If we allow it too much space, it can develop into a thought about what might happen to us in the future. If you have experienced an anxiety attack, the fear that you may have another one in the future becomes a central part of the way you think. Anxiety thus becomes part of the mindset you have in the Now.

If we talk about the past in purely psychological terms, we cannot escape the concept of trauma. Psychological trauma is a condition that occurs after a traumatic event in the past, most often the experience of some form of threat to your life. It can be anything from an indefinable feeling of childhood anxiety to a threat of serious injury. However, these are usually situations where you are exposed to an excessive amount of stress (uncontrollable influences) and which lead to intense fear or helplessness. Despite many attempts, it has proven difficult to find a general definition of when an experience can be described as traumatic. Whether an incident is experienced as traumatizing is affected by several factors, including cultural and social conditions, gender and age. The subjective perception of the incident plays a significant role, as an objectively harmless incident can be experienced by some as dangerous and therefore also potentially traumatizing.

In traumatic situations, our body goes into acute crisis alert, and we develop a kind of super memory, where the emotional impact ensures the storage in our subconscious. This is because our senses take in as much information as possible to avoid danger - a response that enables us to remember danger cues to avoid the danger on a later occasion.

In the traumatic situation, stress hormones are secreted with the intention of getting us ready to defend ourselves or flee. Here it is my conviction that we will react differently, depending on age and development. The escape is multifaceted: it can just as well be into a fantasy world as it can be out into the woods or removing oneself from other people. One can also escape into an inflicted pain to avoid the anxiety inherent in all traumas.

Physically, one can be filled with an extreme energy that needs to be released. You can also experience the opposite: that the body "stiffens" or "freezes", which gives the feeling of immobility, helplessness, or abandonment - an experience that is real in the Now and is not just created by the imagination. After a traumatic event, it is normal for the most frightening aspects of the event to be relived in the form of intrusive memories, sights, smells, sounds, thoughts, and feelings.

It is natural to try to avoid anything that might remind you of the incident, and when the thoughts and feelings do appear, you try to push them away, repress them or control them. Someone distracts themselves through a high level of activity and becomes manic, so that there is no room to feel the unpleasant thoughts and feelings. Others use drugs to dampen the intensity. Often, traumatized people isolate themselves because they can avoid being confronted with their traumatic experiences.

Reliving the traumas of the past, regardless of how they came about, is a struggle for everyone who lives in the shadow of the past. It is not only a fight against one's own demons, but also against society's lack of understanding and inclusiveness. It is my experience that most mental health problems have a touch of trauma in them, in the same way as all mental diagnoses have anxiety as a cornerstone. It is also my opinion that the more a traumatized person can live in the Now and not in the past, the faster that person is in the process of living a good life without trauma.

Most of the time we associate trauma with something negative, but this is not always the case. The good trauma also exists. There is a saying that says:

"If you hear 10 good things about yourself and one bad thing, it's the bad thing you remember".

It is perhaps not completely without truth that it is like this for us, because it is the negative that we must protect ourselves from. In this way, our memory, which after all stores the experiences of the past, becomes part of the complex "what the past takes on importance". In the name of justice, it is important to remember all the good that has happened. Mentally, I wish more people would cultivate good memories and events and take some time to seek out the good that has happened in their lives.

When the meaning of what we perceive

in our minds, disappearing,

will we become sick in the mind...

Erik Østenkjær
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Now that I have decided to weave my own story into this process, the intention is that you as a reader through the book can think about why Erik thinks this way? Maybe you can find an answer that I can't. It is also part of my own development process, because even though I am seventy years old, I see no reason to stop learning about myself. Deep down, I believe that the Now stops when I no longer want to develop, and then there is only the past left to live in.

Here is a brief description of where and what I come from:

I was born in Kolding in 1948 in a small two-family house, where my grandmother and grandfather used to live, and we (my older sister, my father, my mother, and I) lived for the first 7 years of my life. My father was a sausage maker and later master butcher in his own and other shops. My mother was an artist with part-time jobs in various shops when the finances couldn't hold together at home. Our little family lived on the first floor in a two-room apartment. I think we had approx. 40-50 m2 to live on.

My father was a hardworking man, but not very financially so he often failed with his businesses. My mother was equally hardworking and sought to patch up the gaps that appeared in our finances. I guess we were a typical post-war family of the middle or working class. I am sure that my family's material origins have had a great influence on my own attitudes throughout life.

In my own history there are some things which have helped to shape me - things which in the first part of my life and youth had a great influence on my mind. My mother, whom I love infinitely, had her difficulties in life. Without that it was known to me as a child, I know today that her mood swings were due to psychological problems. As an adult, I found out that she was what was then called manic-depressive. Today the diagnosis is called "bipolar".

My older sister was placed with our grandparents, so from the age of 7, I was alone with my mother most of the time, as my father got a job in another city from this point on and lived there from Sunday evening to the following Saturday afternoon. He lived spartanly in a small room in a backyard behind his shop. From here he sent all the money home so we could have a good time. In the few hours I was with him, I got to know a loving and caring but also weak man. Every time he went back to work, the last thing he said to me was:

— Now take good care of mother, Erik.

So, at a very early age I learned that it was my responsibility to take care of another human being.

From the age of 9, another man entered my life: Svend. My mother had gotten to know him through the work she had at the time. Svend started coming to our house when my father was not at home. He was a lovely but also determined man. He took me sailing and fishing, did all the things I dreamed my own father would do. It soon became such that after school I went down to Svend, who had an electrical installation business in town. Here I went to help him. At one point I noticed that I was addressed as his son when we walked together. I heard people say:

— Here comes Svend and his son.

A thought and doubt crept into my mind as to whether I was now his son or whether I was the son of my real father. Every day I lived with the feeling of guilt towards my father, and sometimes I found it difficult to enjoy the attention Svend gave me. During all this, I had a mother who could go from one extreme to the other in terms of mood.

I quickly had problems at school, could not concentrate, was declared dyslexic and "less gifted", as the teacher said. Eventually, I found myself in a situation where I reacted violently if I saw or experienced the failure of others. At the same time, I became both scared and anxious.

At the age of 13, I was admitted to Augustenborg State Hospital, where I initially spent 7 months in a closed reception ward for men together with
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