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Dedication

To the gentler souls who walk among us; the sensitive, empathetic ones who give of themselves tirelessly without a thought for their own needs; the self-sacrificing among us who don’t know how to receive.

These gentle souls include those who say “yes” even when they feel like saying “no”; who are in service to everyone except themselves; who feel guilty when they take care of themselves; who have been victimized and bullied; who have no idea of their own self-worth.

You have silenced your voice and made yourself small so others can feel big, and have dimmed your light for so long that you don’t know how to shine anymore.

You’ve read all the spiritual books, all the self-help books. You’ve prayed, meditated, chanted, forgiven everyone who’s wronged you and forgiven them again, only to find that while you’ve been so engaged, the world outside has been hijacked by the louder and more aggressive voices among us.

This book is for you. Your voice is vital and your light is essential. It’s time to step into your truth and take back your soul, your life, and your world.
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Introduction

Have you ever seen a child fall down and skin her knee—and felt it in your own body? Have you ever been with a friend who’s feeling anxious or distressed, and felt the same discomfort? Do you feel drained around certain people? Anxious in a crowd? Sense when someone’s not telling you the truth? Have you ever said “Yes” to a request when every cell in your body was shouting “NO!”? Have you been told you’re “too sensitive,” “too emotional,” “weak,” or that you “care too much?” Have you been asked, “Why can’t you be like everyone else?”

If your answer to these questions is yes, then like me and so many of the people I talk to every day, the likelihood is that you’re an empath, a highly sensitive person who feels and absorbs the thoughts, emotions, and energy of others.

Empaths have a unique way of viewing and sensing the world—we feel things more deeply. We have a highly developed intuition. We assume that everyone sees the world as we do, but in fact, most don’t, and because of that, we feel odd, different. The lines between ourselves and others are often blurred, and we’re chastised, bullied, and made to feel flawed or ashamed. We’re told to “grow a thicker skin” and “be stronger,” and if you’re a guy, you’ve likely heard: “Man up” and “Boys/Men don’t cry.”

Criticism and disapproval hurt us more than most. To avoid the pain and to fit in, we often mold ourselves into what we believe others want us to be. As a result, we can become people-pleasers and what I affectionately refer to as doormats (both are just phases, not who you are). And because of the fear of ridicule, being bullied, or not fitting in, we also hide our gifts, and in doing so, our true selves, until we don’t know who we are anymore.

I believe that every decision we make, every choice, either takes us a step forward, toward expressing and accepting our most authentic selves, or takes us a step back, toward losing ourselves, toward being small, and ultimately toward dis-ease. I grew up in a culture where I was rewarded for being nonconfrontational, invisible, and a people-pleaser. I made myself small to the point of invisibility and always felt the need to apologize even for my own existence. So many empaths I speak with feel this way. When our history, our roots, are embedded in a world where we’ve been rewarded for being nonconfrontational people-pleasers, it can become incredibly frustrating to feel unable to speak out, both on our own behalf and about the many injustices around us.

Much healing is needed on our planet. Ours is a world in peril. If you watch or read the news each day, or are active on social media, you wouldn’t be faulted for fearing that we may possibly be on the verge of our own extinction. Just look at everything the media reports on—all the shootings, killings, the political wars, and the way people rip one another apart and speak about one another. People are getting angrier. We’re stressed. We can’t have a conversation without it becoming political. As I write this, we’re dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. And while the Internet has brought so much good to our lives, it’s also amplified all that’s going on around us. It seems that every single incident, everywhere on the planet, is reported in real time, 24/7. There are no rules, no codes of conduct, and this world can feel oppressive and overwhelming.

For empaths, today’s world is a minefield. We often want to scream at those in power—those who uphold the idea of “survival of the fittest” and use whatever means to get to the top—to stop spreading fear and instead spread compassion, but that very act of speaking out runs counter to what we’ve been conditioned to do and be. Speaking out publicly not only requires tremendous courage, but it also opens us up to blatant attacks, which we may feel ill-equipped to handle. So the thought of adding our voices to the conversation is enough to make us run and hide under a rock.

Yet there’s also never been a better time for empaths to emerge.

Empaths uphold the traits we as a culture have gradually lost in past years: sensitivity, empathy, kindness, and compassion. Empaths have always existed and, with the present state of our world, more books are being written to help us; as a result, not only are more people becoming aware that they are empaths, but the number very well may be growing.

Christiane Northrup, MD, author of Dodging Energy Vampires and an empath herself, writes, “Empaths are highly advanced souls being incarnated on earth in increasing numbers to shed light into the darkness during this time of transformation.”1

That’s why I’ve titled this book Sensitive Is the New Strong.

When I realized I was an empath, I had no toolbox to dig into, no appliances to assist me or instruction manuals to read—nothing to help me transition from invisible to obvious. I soon realized that if there were going to be a toolbox to take the person I used to be to who I am now, I would have to create that toolbox for myself. And that’s what I did.

The tools and suggestions I offer in this book are not the type of tips you may have read before. I’m not going to tell you how to build rock-solid boundaries and shield yourself from others. This book isn’t about walls, barriers, and protection. If we hide behind walls to protect ourselves, we’ll never go out into the world and shine our light.

This book is about expansion, liberation, and connection with your own divinity. It’s about speaking out, honoring yourself, and loving yourself. It’s about embracing all that you are, chipping away at what you’re not; about undoing, not doing. Once you learn how to honor and develop your own gifts, I encourage you to get out there, shine your empathic light, take on leadership roles, and become role models!

I’ve divided this book into three parts: The World of an Empath, Your Relationship with Yourself, and Your Relationship with the World. Each chapter includes my journey from wrestling with a specific challenge to eventually embracing the sensitivity that defines me today, as well as anecdotes and stories from my students, my readers, and my friends and family, all of whom have had their own journeys to tread. Out of this came a path that I hope will inspire and inform you to forge your own way out of feeling small, and help you to see how you can be leaders, healers, and agents of change in your own way.

In these pages, in addition to the stories, I offer information, exercises, and tools that have helped me embrace my gifts and honor who I am. You’ll learn what it means to be an empath, and we’ll explore the hurdles empaths face, as well as the gifts, or superpowers, we possess. In doing so, you’ll understand that there’s nothing wrong with you. You’ll realize your strengths, and find guidance to help you rise from a place of victimhood and doormat-hood into a place of power. You’ll learn to accept and nurture your unique sensitivity rather than letting it stunt or harm you.

Reading these pages, you’ll learn how to turn inward for guidance, rather than outward. You’ll discover how doormats are made and how to stop doormat-hood in its tracks; how to stop saying “yes” when every fiber of your being is screaming “no”; and how to protect yourself from illness and take part in your own healing. We’ll also explore money—how to embrace earning what you’re worth as a way of stepping into your power, valuing yourself and your work, and helping others on the planet.

At the beginning of each chapter, I’ve included a mantra, as a way of encapsulating and integrating the focus, while at the end of each chapter, I’ve created a short meditation to help you integrate the lessons of that chapter in that deeper space of your subconscious. I invite you to carve out twenty minutes of time and find a quiet space. Take four deep breaths before repeating the words slowly and silently in your mind or out loud for eight repetitions, with four breaths in between each. Once done, close your eyes for about five to seven minutes, allowing the words to sink in.

You may wish to journal any insights that come to you during the process. Don’t fret if nothing comes to you the first few times you do the meditations. It’s likely many of you have blocked your intuition for years, so you may need to exercise that muscle again.

If you know you’re an empath but don’t quite know how to marshal your gifts as strengths; suspect you’re an empath and want to learn more; are drawn to this topic but haven’t self-identified as an empath; or believe one of your loved ones is an empath, this book is for you.

I invite you to imagine experiencing yourself and the world in a whole new way, from a place of love rather than one of fear, expansion rather than retraction, connectedness rather than isolation. What would it be like to show up more authentically, empowered and fully connected to your intuition and your deepest purpose?

Are you ready?

Then let’s dive right in!





PART I

 

The World of an Empath





Chapter 1

ARE YOU AN EMPATH?

MANTRA: “I am a soul, not a role.”

Lying on my mat, breathing in a mist of frankincense and neroli oils, I slowly opened my eyes, just enough to peek at the ceremony going on around me. The shaman circled the forty other participants in the cabin, chanting mantras in his native tongue that echoed and reverberated off the high-vaulted ceilings. For several minutes he waved a burning sage stick over each person in a circular motion while an assistant sprayed the air with liquid that smelled like the plant-based aromatherapy oils I burned at home. Another assistant waved a wand that looked like a deer horn, drawing patterns in the thick smoke created by the burning sage. This ritual was designed, we were told, to clear us of any unwanted energies that we were inadvertently carrying around in our bodies—energies accumulated from urban living that could eventually lead to exhaustion, stress, and depression.

I closed my eyes and, within minutes, I heard the shaman, followed by his dancing, drumming, incense-waving assistants, approach me. I sensed him looking down at me. Then, with the smell of burning sage overwhelmingly thick and strong, a deep voice whispered in my ear, “Get up and come with me.”

Dressed in white and wreathed in white feathers, his two assistants by his side, he beckoned me to get up and follow him. I looked around the room. Everyone was still lying on their mats in a trance.

As the two assistants held the drumbeat steady and chanted to sustain the altered state of the others, I followed the shaman to the front of the room, which was dark, aside from a few flickering candles. I’d known this would be an all-night affair, but I’d lost track of time. Was it two o’clock in the morning? Three? And why, here in this huge cabin in the middle of the Costa Rican jungle (where I’d planned to relax but instead found myself, at the urging of two friends and spurred on by my own curiosity) at a type of ceremony I’d never attended, had I been singled out?

The shaman sat in a large wicker chair, the back of which towered over him and fanned out like a peacock’s tail. He signaled for me to sit on the floor in front of him. As I took a seat, I felt both apprehensive and excited. What would he say?

“It looks to me like you need a special healing,” he said. “I’d like to perform that for you.”

Why me?

“You are different,” he said, as if reading my mind. “You have a special purpose here, and I can sense that you need some help.”

He asked me to close my eyes, then put his hands on my head and started chanting again. He then asked me to lie down on the ground as he sprinkled the frankincense/neroli–scented liquid over me in a ritual that proceeded for another twenty minutes. Finally, he told me to sit up. I felt light-headed and unsettled.

“You have a special purpose,” he eventually said again, “but you haven’t been developing it to the best of your ability. You have been absorbing a lot of energy that is not yours. Tell me, has something unusual happened to you in your life? You are different. Your energy is different from others. You have a gift, but you have buried it.”

In fact, something quite unusual had happened in my life. I told the shaman how I’d almost died from cancer several years earlier. I told him about the near-death experience (NDE) that had saved my life. I explained how, after I came back from my NDE, I went on to talk and write about it. The late, great Dr. Wayne Dyer had discovered my life story and encouraged me to write my first book, Dying to Be Me, which put me on the world stage in 2011. Deep down, I had this inner knowing that this was my calling—my destiny—to share what I’d learned with the world. Wrapped within the message of self-love I felt compelled to deliver was the importance of being fearlessly authentic, speaking our truth, and being, unapologetically, who we are. We are, after all, expressions of divinity.

But after the publication of my first book, I was suddenly thrust into the international spotlight on a massive scale, into a life that was bigger than I’d ever imagined; and although it felt so right—it felt like the life I was meant to live—it was also a life I’d never been socialized to deal with.

You see, in the past, before my NDE, I was invisible. I contorted myself emotionally to please other people, denied my own needs, said “yes” when I wanted to say “no,” and dimmed my own light to gain people’s approval or avoid disappointing them. I was also supersensitive—so sensitive that I often experienced other people’s emotional or physical pain in my own body. In fact, I was sometimes even more sensitive to other people’s feelings than I was to my own, putting myself last even to the point of apologizing for my own existence!

There was nowhere to hide and no reason to hide, but the experience was more complex than I could possibly have imagined. Tens of thousands of people wanted information from me about healing; they wanted wisdom, solace, and connection. I deeply wanted to help every single person who reached out to me, but it wasn’t possible because there was only one of me. And that fact alone—that I might let anyone down or disappoint anyone in any way—pained me even more.

“You got a second chance at life and the gift of being healed,” the shaman said in the cabin, looking me squarely in the face. “Your near-death experience tuned you into the energies around you, which is what healed you. This is a big gift—but it is also a challenge and a responsibility, because you are very sensitive to both the powerful healing energies as well as those that are detrimental to your well-being. It is not your job to absorb everyone else’s energy. It is not your job to rescue people at your expense or convince them of what is possible if they don’t believe you. Your only job is to empower yourself, to stay connected to your center, and allow your presence to inspire others so they know what is possible in order to heal, if it’s their fate to do so.”

I sat there, hanging on every word the shaman said. No one had addressed me in this way before, with such clarity and conviction, about my state of being.

“If you do not consciously stay centered,” the shaman said, “you will end up absorbing other people’s energies whenever you help them. I have just cleared your energy in this ceremony. If I hadn’t done that, you could have gotten another serious illness like you did the first time.” My eyes widened at the thought. “You need to protect yourself,” he continued. “You have a greater purpose to complete here. Greater than you are currently aware of. Your second chance was a gift—a gift of understanding and an opportunity. Don’t waste this gift.”

The power of his words resonated with me on every level and underscored an urgent life question: If this gift of mine is a blessing and a curse, a sort of double-edged sword, how can I empower myself and stay centered? How do I take the knowledge that came to me during my NDE and truly live it? How do I protect myself yet keep an open heart to better serve others as well as myself? How does anyone with the same keen and sometimes overwhelming sensitivity to life own their power? Personally, I didn’t know how to be any other way. I had no tools. But clearly, the shaman saw something.

Here’s what took place during my NDE.

February 2, 2006 was supposed to have been the last day of my life. That was the day doctors told my family that I was in the final stages of Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a form of lymphatic cancer. The cancer ravaging my body had metastasized and spread from the base of my skull to my breasts, under my arms, and all the way to my abdomen. My lungs were filled with fluid and I was no longer absorbing nutrition. I was in a coma as my organs began shutting down. Death was upon me.

But suddenly, while in the process of dying—completely aware of the urgency of the medical team, the frenzied emotions of my family, the doctor’s words (“Her heart may be beating but it’s too late to save her”)—I experienced something so infinite and altogether fantastic that I titled an entire chapter in Dying to Be Me with those very words: “Something Infinite and Altogether Fantastic.” There’s no other way to describe it. In short, even though my physical body had died, I, my soul, my essence, my Being, wasn’t dead! I felt amazing—light, and free. The pain and fear were gone. The fear from the illness that had been ravaging my body, and the fear of death—all gone.

I was aware of the vastness, complexity, and depth of everything around me, while being simultaneously aware that I was part of something alive, infinite, and altogether fantastic—a large and unfolding tapestry beyond sight and sound. It was a place of total clarity, where everything made sense. I could intrinsically see and feel how we’re all connected and part of the same consciousness. I could also understand how every thought and every decision I had made in my life up to that point had led me to that moment, lying on that hospital bed, dying of cancer.

Eventually, I reached a point in this transcendent state where I had to make a choice: Do I come back to this physical body or do I continue on to this other realm? At first, not one single fiber in my being wanted to come back. Why would I want to leave this amazing space? Suddenly, however, I sensed the presence of my dad, who had died ten years prior. He was there to help me through this transition. “It’s not your time,” he said. “You have some gifts waiting for you, so you need to go back to your physical body.”

“But why would I want to go back to a sick and dying body?” I protested.

We didn’t communicate verbally, of course, because we have no biology in the other realm. Still, there was no boundary between my father’s pure essence and mine, despite us not having been particularly close when I was growing up in the physical realm. I just knew what he wanted me to know. Even the term “telepathic communication” isn’t strong enough to describe that communication. My dad wanted me to know that now that I’d experienced the truth of who I really was and had clarity about what had caused the cancer, the cancer would heal if I chose to go back to my body. The moment I made the decision to return to this physical plane was the moment my dad said to me, “Go back and live your life fearlessly.”

I returned to my physical body, opened my eyes, and came out of the coma. Within five weeks the doctors could find no trace of cancer in my body. Except to acknowledge that it was nothing short of a miracle, they couldn’t explain what had happened.

Empaths Are Different

When I returned home from my trip to Costa Rica, I researched information about how to protect myself and set boundaries, and one word kept coming up over and over again: “empath.” I was familiar with the word but had never paid much attention to it. Even when a few people had suggested to me in the past that I was, in fact, an empath, I’d dismissed it as a label, because right or wrong, I’m not fond of labels. But at that point I was curious, so I researched it in the most mundane possible way—I took an online quiz! Lo and behold, I scored twenty-nine out of thirty. An online quiz may not seem very scientific, but if you source it from someone reliable, it can give you the language you need to start to access your own vulnerabilities and strengths. In this book, I will take you much deeper than any commercial quiz can go, but you can use something this simple and accessible as a starting place. Also, you can take my quiz at the end of this chapter (and on my website).

The results of the quiz drove me to do more research. I read books and articles about empaths, and as I read through the articles I truly started to understand, for the first time, why I struggle with standing firm in who I am. I came to understand that being an empath wasn’t a condition I could get rid of, so I needed to stop judging myself and beating myself up for being this way. Instead, I had to learn to accept it, love it, and work with it. I also understood why I struggled with coping in the world. It was because I was living in a world where the majority of the people didn’t experience it in the same way I did.

This understanding opened up a whole new way of looking at myself and others, and that’s when I started to realize that many of those who are attracted to my work are empaths themselves. I started asking for a show of hands at my events to determine how many people identified themselves as empaths, and about 80 to 90 percent of my audience usually raised their hands. There were many who hadn’t heard the term or didn’t know what it meant, so I would read out a list of traits, and then ask again, and more hands would go up. I was amazed by this. I made a commitment to myself to learn more about navigating life as an empath and developing tools, not just for myself, but to help all the other empaths out there.

Before I dive into the world and traits of empaths, let me first say that you don’t have to die, as I did, to awaken these abilities. You can access these gifts at any time in your life. Some of us have been empaths our whole life and didn’t know it, or didn’t have a name for it. Others might

































		1.        You fear hurting other people’s feelings, disappointing them, or letting them down because you can feel their pain (possibly to a greater degree than they do).


		2.        You have a willingness to accept full responsibility for your actions, sometimes to the point of taking blame for something that’s not your fault.


		3.        You can be easily manipulated by others and often feel taken advantage of or exploited.


		4.        You have difficulty receiving compliments, gifts, services, or kindness from others. You feel obligated to repay them immediately.


		5.        You’re highly compassionate toward other people and tolerant of their weaknesses, insecurities, and mistakes. You treat others with kindness whether they deserve it or not.


		6.        You understand other people better than they understand themselves, so people often come to you with all their troubles and issues. Even though this may weigh you down, you never turn them away because you can feel their pain.


		7.        You’re deeply intuitive, and just know things without being told. It’s a depth of knowing that goes beyond just a hunch.


		8.        When someone says one thing and means another, you can easily tell.


		9.        You’re gentle on people and on the planet.


		10.        You’re attracted to the healing arts in all its forms, including holistic therapies.


		11.        You tend to support the underdog and are very quick to spot that person in a group or room.


		12.        You have a tough time wearing pre-owned clothing because you can feel the energy of the person who owned them before you. You just don’t feel like yourself in them.


		13.        You love daydreaming and have a deep and rich inner world. You’re highly creative, a visionary, and you need the space to create.


		14.        You find routine, roles, and control extremely claustrophobic, and like the freedom to do your own thing in your own time.


		15.        You’re attracted to all things metaphysical and spiritual.


		16.        You’re very service-oriented. Helping people brings you great joy.


		17.        You’re very interested in self-growth, self-help. You want to evolve. You want to learn. You want to grow. You not only want to evolve yourself, but you have a deep interest in evolving humanity as well and helping humankind to evolve.


		18.        When in certain geographical locations—a sacred spiritual site, a battleground (even unmarked), or the home of a historical figure—you sometimes feel flooded by the emotions of those who were there before you.


		19.        Being in nature brings you great peace and a sense of calm.


		20.        You have a deep affinity for plants. You just know what a plant needs—a certain nutrient, water, to be moved to a specific location—when no visible signs are apparent.


		21.        You sense the energy of food and know whether it will give you energy or deplete it.


		22.        You have a deep connection with animals. They just gravitate toward you.


		23.        You’ve always struggled with trying to fit into society or the world. You observe much of what goes on in life as though watching an ad on TV, as if these goings-on don’t involve or apply to you.


		24.        When you’re near someone who’s not feeling well, you find yourself feeling their symptoms: nausea, headache, chills—doesn’t matter. And often, they walk away feeling better.


		25.        You have difficulty relaxing when people are around you. You can’t fully let yourself go. You have a need for solitude and a space to regroup from other energies, and get aggravated if you can’t have that space.


		26.        Crowded places, such as malls, are especially difficult for you.


		27.        While others may feel music needs to be loud to be experienced, to you, it feels like a full-out assault on your nerves.


		28.        When standing next to someone—anyone, anywhere—you sometimes mistake their thoughts for yours.


		29.        When talking with someone, in an effort to understand them, you find yourself lost in that person’s thought process and lose track of your own.


		30.        You’re sometimes overcome by feelings that you know aren’t your own. You’re walking along, minding your own business, and wham! You’re hit by a wave of sadness, suddenly feel incredibly irritated, or even—and this is the best—a surge of joy.


		31.        Because you pick up on the energies that are happening to others, or even around the planet, you feel fear and anxiety easily. Often the smallest thing makes you feel fearful, anxious, overwhelmed, or stressed.


		32.        It’s difficult for you to watch or read frightening, sad, or depressing movies or books. You can become physically ill.


		33.        You’re easily distracted by, well, anything (because you notice everything), so it’s hard to focus in a classroom, during a meeting at work, or at a party. You’re never going to go to a coffee shop to write up a report, put the final touches on your project breakdown, or churn out your blog.


		34.        You often feel emotionally and physically exhausted. You got eight hours sleep, have been drinking plenty of water, don’t have any emotional issues that should plague you at the moment, but you just want to lie down.



	•	If you answered yes to one to nine questions you definitely have partial empathic leanings. You’re quite good at keeping other people’s energies at bay, but you sometimes have trouble setting boundaries, so you might benefit from energy work, such as polarity therapy, qigong, shiatsu, pranic healing, and Reiki. You have fairly good intuition, particularly where it concerns areas of your own life, and you can usually sense a sticky situation before it arises. You’re good at taking care of yourself but can be sensitive to certain foods, pollutants, and substances. Unlike other empaths, you’re able to adapt easily in a city. All in all, your empath nature doesn’t hinder you from following your life’s work and desire. You are your own person, and are able to differentiate yourself from others.


	•	Answering yes to ten to nineteen questions means you’re a moderate empath. You scored toward the middle of the scale on the overall results. You have strong intuitive skills and probably like to spend time in nature or by the water. You enjoy the city from time to time, but you like to get out into nature to restore your energy. You are pretty good at protecting your aura and energy space, but once in a while, other people’s energy affects you. You might benefit from going to one or more of the types of energy workers listed above.


	•	Answered yes to twenty to twenty-eight? You scored pretty high on the overall results. You’re most definitely an empath. You’re pretty intuitive and can usually tell when people are lying. You may want to look into becoming an energy worker or healer, because this could be a natural gift for you. You prefer to be in nature and preferably around water. You particularly love to experience the healing properties of nature. You have a gift for influencing the moods, energies, atmospheres, and environments around you.




	•	If you answered more than twenty-eight, you’re a full-on empath. You are what I would call a mystic. You’re highly intuitive and can almost always tell when people are lying. You’re also a natural born healer. You have a deep love and appreciation for nature and unconsciously understand its healing effects. You recognize the sacred expression of all beings. You are truly wise. And you have a wonderful ability to sway and change the moods, energies, atmospheres, and environments around you.
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