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Praise for
Change Your Questions, Change Your Future

This book is about change, which is something a lot of people are looking for in their lives. The best way to change your life is to change the way you talk to yourself. These questions and this way of thinking help you do that. There’s a lot of clarity in these pages that will make your path forward seem like it was obvious the whole time.

— Charlamagne Tha God, New York Times best-selling author, host of The Breakfast Club, and founder and CEO of iHeartRadio’s Black Effect Podcast Network

I wish I could have read these words at multiple low points throughout my life. Change Your Questions, Change Your Future really takes me deeper into my purpose and how to align my life with that purpose. This book is for anyone who needs to know themselves better, so they can start to live up to their potential.

— Tiffany Haddish, award-winning actress, comedian, and author
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What outcome do you want from reading this book?



What difference would it make if you could attain it?



How would you notice the change it made in your life?
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INTRODUCTION



Let’s start with a question: How do you become the very best version of yourself? The answer to this will transform your life and is the core of this book. The answer may surprise you because it’s not about an answer at all. It’s actually about learning to ask yourself better questions. Most people ask themselves the wrong questions and end up stuck in the same situation over and over again. However, those that master the art of asking themselves the kinds of questions that move them toward their goals become the very best version of themselves. That’s what this book is about, and by the end of this text, you will be a master of this art and thus transformed into the very best version of you.

We (Elliott and Adam) are best friends who have mastered the art of asking questions. We are world-renowned psychotherapists who practice something called Solution Focused Brief Therapy. This kind of therapy is all about asking questions that move people toward their best selves. Solution focused questions have decades of research supporting their efficacy. We have dedicated ourselves to this work, and this book is an extension to what we have been doing clinically for over 40 years combined. In essence, reading this book will be as if you have seen us within our practices and will have a massive impact on your life.

Each chapter in this book is structured in an atypical manner. We are quite different from one another and often have very different perspectives and styles when it comes to explaining solution focused thought. To capture our individual styles and voices, we have included smaller sections within each chapter that are entitled “Diving Deep with Elliott” and “A Closer Look with Adam.” These sections aren’t meant to be contradictory or confusing but are meant to show that we can have different but complementary perspectives that, when woven together, make our appreciation for the approach even richer. We hope that you will consider both perspectives equally, and that they enhance your own understanding of solution focused questions and allow you to apply these questions to your life effectively. This book goes beyond just teaching you a list of questions. Instead, we will share the thinking behind these questions so that you can apply them to address your current life situations and any other obstacles that happen in your future.

In Part I of the book, we share our own stories, including stories of our friendship. These stories highlight experiences that have taught us a perspective that is very much in alignment with how we teach and practice SFBT, but more importantly, these experiences that have taught us the importance of working from a place of love and respect. We also highlight how overcoming discrimination and other challenges have paved the way for conceptualizing the solution focused approach in this unique and evolved way. Furthermore, these stories will help you get to know us better as individuals as you continue to read the book from our alternating voices and perspectives.

This gets to the second mission we have for this book. We want to help you become your best self, and we have this crazy and ambitious wish to make this world a better place. We’re sticking with this aim. We share our story of an unlikely friendship and how two people from two different worlds built a bond based on love and use that bond to change the world.

By the end of this book, we hope that you walk away feeling inspired. We hope this book increases your ability to view yourself as strong, capable, and resilient. Most importantly, we hope you feel the love that we intended to pass to you through these pages. We hope this book inspires you to be the agent of change in your own life, to bring about your desired transformations, and become the version of yourself that you most want to be.

Many self-help books are about problems: if you have xyz problems, then read this book and get solutions to those specific problems. However, this book will be a very different experience. Just like the solution focused approach itself, this book is not problem specific. The questions we will teach you in this book, along with the thinking behind them, are designed to help you to become the best version of yourself and accomplish your biggest dreams. It doesn’t matter what problems are bothering you currently or in the future. Mastering this skill will allow you to overcome those challenges and transform your life. So, here’s what you won’t find in this book: problem-solving language. Instead, you will get inspiring questions that will provide you with solutions to any problem that is troubling you as well as a few questions to allow you to put these questions to use in your life. This is how Solution Focused Brief Therapy works, and that’s the foundation of this book. It’s a different way of thinking, but it’s how change and success happen. So, trust the process and get ready for massive transformation. It’s all within the following pages.

Before we get started, one last thing: thank you for trusting us to be a small part of your life as we attempt to touch your heart and transform your life through the pages of this book. Enjoy!
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CHAPTER 1

ELLIOTT’S STORY



The first memory I have of my father is of him bathing me gently and holding me up in front of a mirror while drying me off. I thought he was the most awesome dad in the world, and I wanted to be just like him.

On Saturday mornings, we ate breakfast at the same time. He’d sit down to eat a bowl of cereal, and he’d hold the bowl in his left hand and the spoon in his right. I tried to hold my own bowl similarly, but I struggled with my little two-and-a-half-year-old hands. It wasn’t long before I dropped the bowl and spilled the cereal. As a punishment, my father spanked me aggressively, even though I was only a toddler.

These two events—being bathed lovingly and spanked roughly—happened in close proximity. It should come as no surprise then to learn that my life as a child was filled with lies, fear, and anxiety. It was also a life spent trying to please my father . . . or in the very least trying not to upset him.

He was violent with everyone in my family—my two brothers, Mom, and me. I didn’t feel like I could protect any of us from him, especially my mom. When I was 10 years old, my parents had a terrible fight, and my mother tried to defend herself by attempting to bite off his finger. He had to bandage it for a long time afterward because it was so gouged.

That event caused my self-esteem to decline even further because I didn’t know how to keep my mother safe from my father, even though logically I knew that wasn’t my responsibility.

Around that same time, when we were living in Boston after moving from Chicago, my father left my mother for the first time. Until then, we had been a middle-class family, but afterward we became a very low-income family. My mother raised my brothers and me on only $17,000 a year. My dad came and went, but he was always around, especially on the weekends—which was when the violence continued to happen.

When I was 19 years old, my mom had a nervous breakdown that resulted in us moving to Texas to live closer to her sister and farther away from my father. In his physical absence, my life started to get better, but when he saw proof of that improvement during his infrequent visits, he’d try to pull me down to feeling miserable again. I couldn’t escape him.

When he was gone, he’d try to parent me over the phone, and his methods were aggressive, controlling, and outright mean. Despite that, I still sought his approval, and my life revolved around obtaining it.

Before we moved, I’d attended college at the University of Massachusetts–Dartmouth, but in Texas I had to restart my freshman year all over again. I felt horrible about myself. I had no money or resources. Not only was I starting over again, I was doing so in worse financial circumstances.

That was the darkest year of my life. I spent most of it not just contemplating but also accepting that I was going to commit suicide. Life as I knew it was not worth living, I told myself, so I wanted out.

I didn’t feel sad. People often associate suicidality with sadness or even depression, but I believe it’s associated with hopelessness, which was the case for me.

Colleges are difficult places to be when you’re poor and different. I’d watch my peers walk to the mailbox to get gifts from their family, be it food, clothes, a computer, or money. Meanwhile, I had nothing.

The best way I can describe how I felt is I had no hope that my father’s abuse and its repercussions were ever going to stop. I could see them extending throughout the rest of my life.

If this is life, I thought, I don’t want one.

Everybody else seemed to get a better one than me.

One day I was lying in my dorm room, having fully accepted that as soon as I got the courage I was going to take my life.

It was then I had an epiphany: if I died, everyone was going to think something was wrong with me. My eulogy would be “Elliott was sad. Elliott was depressed.”

But that wasn’t my issue—my father’s abuse was the reason I’d been pushed to this point—and somehow, I couldn’t tolerate the thought of dying if that untruth would spread about me.

I wouldn’t have minded if people said, “Elliott died because he got an unfair shake at life,” but I didn’t want them thinking I died because I had personal issues.

So there I was in my dorm room when I realized that dying because of my father’s problems was unacceptable. I couldn’t do it. And if dying for his problems was unacceptable, then I needed to discover how to live for myself.

Immediately, I changed the way I lived my life. I started by setting boundaries with my father. I gave him three rules: he couldn’t yell at me, he couldn’t call me names, and he couldn’t hit me. “If you can do those three things,” I said, “I’m quite happy to have a relationship with you.”

We never spoke again. He wasn’t willing to follow my rules.

Even though that year was the hardest one of my life, it was also the most satisfying. It was the year I learned I could protect myself emotionally. It was the year I learned that if I could stand up to my dad, I could accomplish absolutely anything.

I became utterly fearless. I became more faithful and spiritual. Above all, I became a man who could slay a dragon. I took control of my life. I knew hard days might come again in the future, but I was empowered with the knowledge that I’d already defeated the biggest and scariest dragon. Every other dragon would never be as threatening.

That day in my dorm room, I decided to go on an adventure, and it was an adventure of discovery. I knew what life had been like when I spent all of it trying to please my father. What I didn’t know is what life could be like if I lived authentically as Elliott Connie.

My internal self-talk transformed. For the first time I began trying to achieve personal pride and satisfaction. I’d failed at trying to be who my dad wanted me to be, and I learned I could handle that failure. I might as well try to be who I was supposed to be.

And if I failed at that, so what? At least I’d fail while being true to myself. That new outlook was incredibly freeing.

The next semester, I worked out regularly and lost 50 pounds. I met my wife. I got a 4.0 GPA. I switched my major from marine biology to psychology because I was interested in the brain. I knew my father would say, “You can’t make any money in psychology. What are you going to do with that degree?” But I didn’t care. I started making decisions based on what felt right to me, and on that basis alone.

I no longer think about challenges in terms of being challenges. I’ve learned that I can endure anything. I’m used to reaching milestones that should have been simple but instead were very difficult. Because of that, difficulty doesn’t make any difference to me.

I’ve developed a “Roger that” mentality. If I have to race someone around the block, and the other person gets a bike while I have to run, I say, “Roger that.” I don’t care what advantage anyone else has. My philosophy is that if I’ve got to do life hard, I’ll do it hard. And when I accomplish what I set out to achieve, I want people to know that I didn’t ask for any favors. Despite the obstacles in my path, I crossed the finish line and won.

Looking back on the early years of my life, I’m grateful for the pain and suffering I had to live with because it made me a good psychotherapist. I empathize with my clients. I practice an approach that enables change without causing further suffering.

One of the hallmarks of solution focused thought is that change doesn’t have to take forever. I know because I lived it. In a dorm room, in just a moment, I changed my life.

Change can happen instantaneously.

SHIFTING YOUR PERSPECTIVE

Change Can Happen in an Instant

Diving Deep with Elliott

We’re going to share concepts in this book that you may have a hard time digesting because they go against the reality that people have unintentionally bought into, which is that change takes a long time. It doesn’t. Change can happen in an instant, as I learned for myself through the story I just shared.

You’ve also experienced a rapid change. How many of you have had a phone call, a text message, or an e-mail that changed your life, good or bad? I would venture to say all of you. Perhaps you got an e-mail that said, “Congratulations, you got the job!” Perhaps you got a phone call when you were told a loved one passed away. Each of you has experienced change in an instant.

Change can be apparent to others right away, or change can appear to be subtler. Adam’s son, Toby, is now a high-achieving student, and that started when I had a conversation with him several months ago. Leading up to that conversation, I sent Adam a picture of me with Awkwafina when I met her. I asked Adam to show it to Toby because I knew he’d love it. In fact, I’d taken the picture with Toby in mind.

When I talked with Toby afterward, he was shocked and asked, “How did you meet Awkwafina?”

Knowing that Toby has always wanted to go to Los Angeles with me, and wanting to motivate him with his grades, I replied, “I’m meeting everyone every time I go to LA. I’ll bring you with me, but you’ve got to get straight A’s.”

In that moment, Toby became a straight-A student. Did he actually have the straight-A report card yet? No. But the second he bought into the idea that he was a straight-A student, he was on the pathway to earning straight A’s. And he’s been getting better grades ever since. He is learning to manage dyslexia (which he discovered he has after the deal was made) and learning to do so with the belief that he can be a straight-A student.

Sometimes life takes a while to offer the evidence, but change can happen in an instant.

RETRAINING YOUR BRAIN ABOUT CHANGE

A Closer Look with Adam

Sometimes people have the perspective that, while change is clearly happening, it’s beyond our control. For instance, we know we’re always getting older. We’re either speeding up or slowing down. If we deal with illness, we’re either feeling better or worse.

But what you can change is your perspective of change and by doing so take control of the way you interact with change. In some sense, you can manipulate change.

While change happens in different ways, it’s always happening. You can alter your perspective of it, how much you interact with it, and your trajectory of it. You can instantly change who you are.

There are people who suddenly stop smoking or drinking and never go back. They said, “I’m going to do something different.” Their environment didn’t change, the people they associate with didn’t change, but their perspective of their control over their addiction changed.

When my son, Toby, had that conversation with Elliott about becoming a straight-A student so he could go to LA, his perspective changed. Now he thought change was possible. He hadn’t demonstrated proof of that change yet, but he thought, Okay, I’m going to do things differently to achieve what I want.

For another person, perhaps the proof comes first. Let’s say she’s a runner who just happened to have a good day and suddenly broke a record. But that instance isn’t what really changed her. She must have been training for a long time. And even though the moment wasn’t happenstance after all, it was still the moment she realized, “I did it. And I can keep doing it.” That moment still served as a pivotal moment of change for her.

CHANGING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH YOUR “PROBLEM”

Diving Deep with Elliott

While I was growing up, my family and I were churchgoers, and in the Black community, that meant church was a very large part of our lives. It was the center of our community, even our neighborhood in Boston. I not only attended church on Sundays, but also went to youth group and Bible study as well as other church events on most days of the week. On some level, my family and I interacted with people in our church every day.

When I was 10 years old, our church decided to go on a field trip to New York City. The leadership of a congregation there chartered a bus to drive some of our congregation to New York City. As a member of whatever committee in our local church at the time, my mom was eligible to attend the field trip and bring me with her.

Now, this trip coincided with the time in my life that I first started having suicidal thoughts, which were very dark thoughts to be alone with on a long bus ride with none of the distractions kids these days have with their iPads and iPhones.

We began the trip around 2:00 in the morning, and the bus driver said we would arrive in New York City around 8 a.m. I was deep in the trenches of my horrible thoughts when I heard a huge boom that shook our bus.

The driver pulled off to the side of the road, then got out and milled around for bit, investigating what had caused the bus to break down. He soon came back and announced that we had a flat tire. Another bus was on its way to help change the tire, and then we could continue our journey.

We sat on the bus for what felt like forever, waiting for the other bus to arrive. When lots of time passed, and it hadn’t come yet, the bus driver did some more investigating outside. Soon he made a new announcement: “It’s actually not a flat tire; it’s a broken axle.” This required a whole different bus to come and help us. But by the time that bus finally came and fixed it, it was too late for us to go on to New York City. We had to turn around and return to Boston.

As you can imagine, I felt devastated at not being able to complete the trip. On top of that, I was also confused. “Mom, this was a bus of churchgoing people going to do a church thing,” I said. “If there was a single vehicle on the road that should have had God’s protection, wouldn’t it have been this bus?”

Now, being a very wise woman, my mom sensed what I was actually asking: Why do bad things happen to good people?

I’ll never forget how she put her hand on my leg and replied, “Sometimes God puts you through hard things to prepare you for something later in life.”

In that profound moment, my mom changed my relationship to the problem. I thought about her words for the rest of the way home, a three-hour drive, as we’d broken down halfway between New York and Boston.

As I kept pondering, I concluded that what she said must mean one of two things: I was either living a really difficult childhood to prepare me for a really difficult adulthood, or I was living it to prepare me to do something amazing.

Looking back, I recognize now what a brilliant shift of mind that was for my young 10-year-old self. It was also when I began to be hopeful. Maybe I’m having muscles built, I thought, like mental muscles so I can do something hard. And I hope it’s something good.

I still struggled with suicidal thoughts. I still struggled with sadness. But I became much more resilient from that point forward because I wanted to see what adulthood had in store for me.

I tell people all the time that’s how my mom saved my life. I’m confident that, without that moment as a little boy, I would’ve killed myself at age 19, when the horribleness was at its worst for me. But the thought I held on to was, If I can just get through this, I’ll be able to see what God has been building me for.

And as arrogant and hyperbolic as it may sound, I believe God was building me to team up with Adam and change the world through love. We’ve changed the solution focused field, and now we’re carrying our message even further.

We believe you can change the world too.

When I’m told, “People can’t change,” I adamantly refute that statement. I remember how my life changed with one question and my mom’s wise answer. Wait a minute, I realized. I can be great.

I started seeing people differently, people who were wonderful examples of change: Nelson Mandela, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., Barack Obama. I started paying more attention when I heard quotes like the one from Margaret Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”

Take a moment to think of anyone that you deem to be a hero. Would that person be a hero if he or she hadn’t gone through something difficult?

Cris Carter is a former football player in the NFL. Cris played great in college and was drafted by the Philadelphia Eagles in the 1980s, but he was eventually cut from the team because of alcohol and drug abuse. The Minnesota Vikings then picked him up through a waiver claim, famously paying only $100.

Cris cleaned up his life and worked harder in his career, eventually playing in eight consecutive Pro Bowls. He is regarded as one of the greatest wide receivers of all time.

In 2013, Cris was enshrined into the Pro Football Hall of Fame. During his speech at the ceremony, he said of his former Philadelphia Eagles coach, “Buddy Ryan drafted me. He tried to grow me up in the league. And actually what Buddy Ryan did was the best thing that ever happened for me, when he cut me and told me I couldn’t play for his football team. But he told me a story. He told me the night before he went home and talked to his wife, and he asked his wife what he should do, and his wife told him, ‘Don’t cut Cris Carter. He’s going to do something special with his life.’”

Although Cris was still cut, what his coach said motivated him to follow through and indeed become something special. He went on to play 12 years with the Minnesota Vikings, and by the time he left, he was their all-time leader in receptions (1,004), receiving yards (12,383), and touchdowns (110).

Through his example, Cris taught me that every good man has been through something. He helped me become proud of my trauma. It was my something. And I would use it to inspire others.

When people are at rock bottom, they have a tendency to think, Why me? Haven’t I been through enough hard things?

But rock bottom can also be when you’re at your apex. It’s when people often dig deep and display their full brilliance. “Bring it on,” they say. “I will not be dragged down anymore.”

The strength to say “bring it on” comes from aligning yourself to your purpose. When you know your purpose, you rise. You can get through any difficulty.

In this book, we’ll show you exactly how to do that.

BE ON THE LOOKOUT FOR CHANGE

A Closer Look with Adam

Sometimes people don’t recognize the pivotal moments that spark change until later. In Elliott’s example with his mother on the bus, he noticed change occurring quickly within himself. But other people may not be able to identify significant moments until they have more hindsight. Additional growth might need to happen for them to be able to look back and realize, “Oh, that was a catalyst for change. I just wasn’t in a place where I could see it.”

We encourage you to be on the lookout for change. Be purposeful about catching those pivotal moments and creating them.

For me, one of those moments occurred when I was in college. When I had been a premed student for two years, I had a nagging impression that I should change my major, and the major that kept coming to mind was psychology. Thinking it over, I literally laughed out loud. I’ve never taken a psychology class, I thought. I don’t know what psychology is. I’m not interested in psychology.

A couple of weeks later, when it was time to register for the next semester, that nagging feeling kept pressing on my mind: You should take a psychology class.

I finally relented and signed up for a psychology class, not knowing that the thought I’d had was a pivotal change moment. I didn’t realize it would change the trajectory of my life.

During that semester, I had to walk from my chemistry class straight to my psychology class, and there was a distinct difference with how I felt about each. I found that I hated chemistry, but psychology proved to be engaging and easy.

To make sure my interest in psychology wasn’t a fluke, I signed up for another psychology class the next semester. At the end of that semester, I went to talk to my advisor. “I think I need to change my major,” I said.

She looked through my records on her computer and replied, “You know, your timing is interesting because if you change your major right now, you can take less credits every semester and still graduate in the same time. Plus, with the classes you’ve already taken, you’ll get a minor in zoology.”

That sounded great. “Okay, I’ll do it,” I told her.

The psychology program wasn’t as competitive as the premed program, and I was able to receive a scholarship. I no longer had to stress about money; I could focus on my education.

Even though it took me switching my major to realize it, all that was happening for me had been triggered by a thought I’d had months ago. But if I had been better at noticing the initial thought and feeling, I could have engaged with it differently. Instead of doubting myself for months, thinking things like, No, I don’t think psychology is for me, I could have saved myself a lot of agony by engaging with my thoughts about change much sooner.

In psychotherapy, the word insight is often used to describe these kinds of pivotal thoughts. Sometimes it’s an insightful thought, and sometimes it’s a gut feeling. However that moment comes to you, it’s a prompting for change, a moment when change feels possible, a moment intended to spur you to action, a moment that asks you to make a deliberate choice: either follow through or move toward the change in some manner, or don’t and continue on your current path.

We’ll be discussing agency, purpose, and your desired success at length in upcoming chapters, but for now, consider how they factor into deciding what changes you should make in life. For example, you have to decide, using your agency, whether to engage with a pivotal thought or feeling. Are you going to nourish it and help it thrive, or stamp it out?

Back in college, I could have thought, I’ve already taken all these zoology classes. It’s too late to change my major. But I ultimately engaged with the insight I was having and acted on it.

Understanding your life’s purpose can also serve as an anchor point if you ask yourself, Does this insight or feeling align with my purpose or the success I desire? Should I foster it? Or should I let this prompting go by the wayside because it’s inconsistent with my purpose and desired success?

When I was a premed student in my first two years of college, if someone had asked me, “Why do you want to be a medical doctor?” I would have answered, “I want to help people.” If I’d been more intentional about keeping that purpose in mind, I could have weighed it against my first prompting to consider psychology as a major. I could have asked myself, If I follow through with switching my major, can I still be helpful to people?

Yes, I could. Pursing psychology still fell in line with my purpose. If I’d been more intentional about understanding that, I could have saved myself months of doubt. Luckily, I was able to overcome the doubt and follow through with my promptings to make change.

GREATNESS REQUIRES DISCOMFORT

Diving Deep with Elliott

You cannot become your best self and stay comfortable. I don’t think it’s possible. What often holds people back from achieving what they desire is how it affects their comfort level. But you need to change your attitude so comfort isn’t a variable. You have to be so focused on the outcome you’re aiming for that your comfort doesn’t matter.

Think of a woman who wants to be a mother. The process of producing a child can’t be comfortable. The woman is going to experience nine months of discomfort, and then she has months of healing, during which she’ll also lack sleep and have an infant who needs her care 24/7. But when she decides to be a mom, she has to accept that all that discomfort is just part of the process. She signs up for it.

Going to college is another example. I knew in college I wouldn’t get much sleep, my brain would feel overloaded, and I’d always be on tight homework deadlines. But I went on that journey knowing I was choosing discomfort.

People aren’t entitled to comfort, especially people who want to become their greatest selves.

Adam has been running every day for over two years now, and he still hates it. But if you asked him why he runs, he’ll tell you about his visit with the doctor a couple of years ago when he learned he had high blood pressure. Now, his family has a history of heart attacks. His mom had one when she was only 37 years old. So, when Adam considers that his high blood pressure could cause himself to have a heart attack, it’s very real. He thinks, I could legitimately have a heart attack and leave my own family behind.

He gets on the treadmill every day, not for himself but for his wife and three children. So, yes, getting on the treadmill hasn’t ceased to be uncomfortable for him, but the meaning of that discomfort changes in light of the outcome he’s after: to always be there for his wife and kids. The discomfort becomes something Adam is willing to take on instead of something to avoid.

Some of you might be thinking, Yeah, but what I’m experiencing right now is uncomfortable. Depression or anxiety or feeling suicidal is a really uncomfortable place to be. I want to change my life to be more comfortable.

But the reality is that you may not get to a place that is more comfortable. The discomfort becomes bearable because there’s meaning to it if you know the deeper success you’re ultimately after. As you work toward that, I promise you’ll gain more than just discomfort. You’ll experience joy, satisfaction, and purpose. Life won’t just be “this is hard.”

Overcoming your darkest moments leads to your greatest joy. You can’t have one without the other over the course of your life, or else you don’t appreciate what you have.

All that Adam and I have achieved together wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t chosen the discomfort that came with elements of it. They created meaning and the opportunity to achieve joy. It wasn’t just needless suffering, like when the racist attacks were happening to me, which I’ll talk more about later.

Train your brain to not feel entitled to comfort. I credit my mom for teaching me that on the church bus years ago. Now I see the world differently.

A wonderful example of someone willing to endure discomfort for the greater good is Nelson Mandela. Think about how uncomfortable he was while imprisoned for 27 years. For the first 18 of those years, he was kept in a small cell without a bed or plumbing. He was forced to do hard work in a quarry. The only time he could write or receive a letter was once every six years, and once a year he was allowed one visitor for 30 minutes. Despite all this, his resolve to end apartheid in South Africa remained unbroken.

As difficult as all that was, think of how satisfying it must have been for him when he later became the first president of his newly democratic country. Mandela tore down South Africa and rebuilt it. Can you imagine how rewarding it must have felt was when he signed the country’s rewritten constitution? I’m 100 percent sure if you talked to him and asked, “Was the discomfort worth it?” he would have answered, “Yes. For this moment.” I’m also 100 percent sure if you had said, “Is the discomfort over?” he would have replied, “No. I’ve just trained myself not to attend to it.”

VIEWING “PROBLEMS” AS PURPOSEFUL

Diving Deep with Elliott

I live in Texas, where you can become a licensed chemical dependence counselor (LCDC) without a master’s degree. As long as you’ve received an associate’s degree in chemical dependency counseling, have the internship hours, and complete the certification process, you can practice as an LCDC. During my senior year in college, I did just that, working at a halfway house. I was almost like a babysitter, just walking around with a walkie-talkie and making sure everyone was following the rules.

Half of this halfway house were residents in a drug treatment program, and the other half were men coming out of prison, reacclimating to the world.

At this halfway house, 12-step meetings were held pretty frequently, and they would invite guests to host them. One of those guests was a guy—I don’t remember his name—but he was like a god among LCDCs. Everybody respected him. Multiple people said, “I got clean because he helped me.”

One day I was talking to this guy about his story. He was hooked on heroin until his 40s. He didn’t get clean until he went to prison. “When I got out, I was just finally done,” he told me. “I had to figure out a way to stay sober, and service was one of the things that helped me. I decided to get a career in service, and now I’m an LCDC.”

I remember thinking, If anyone had stopped him from being a drug addict, they would have also stopped him from helping other drug addicts for the rest of his life.

That was the first time I realized that maybe the job of counselors and therapists isn’t to take someone else’s problem away. We don’t know why they struggle with what they do. Maybe our job, instead, is to help people become strong enough to deal with life as it’s presented to them.

That perspective changes everything. If you can understand that you were given trials to face in order to do something beneficial with them, or because of them, later in life, then that gives your trials worth, meaning, and purpose.

On the church bus, my mom couldn’t take my pain away. Instead, she helped me start to understand my pain had usefulness. I could learn from it, grow from it, and help others because of it.

THE GIFTS THAT COME WITH DIFFICULTIES

A Closer Look with Adam

Living with problems doesn’t only give us a delayed benefit; there’s an in-the-moment benefit as well, a reason to ask yourself, What do I get out of feeling this way?

I happen to live with a bunch of anxious people, including my youngest daughter, Julia, who is 12 years old. She’ll say things like, “I have a stomachache, but I think I’m just worried about something.” She is simultaneously our most thoughtful child, always aware of other people and what they must be feeling. She’s also the most conscientious about saying thank you because she knows whatever another person has done for her was a sacrifice.

Julia’s preoccupation with her own anxiety—what it feels like and how it’s affecting her—extends outward, and because of it, she also understands what’s going on with other people. On the other hand, my son who does not have anxiety is completely oblivious to what’s happening to anyone else.

Because of the gifts, if you will, of Julia’s anxiety, she’s a better friend, a better sibling, a better child. When I’m out of town, she’s often the only one of my children to reach out and say things like, “How was the flight? Did you sleep well? Has the time difference affected you?”

My wife is also an anxious person, but we’ve realized that her anxiety matched with my laid-back approach to life makes us a more complementary pair.

For example, when we are planning







YOU DON’T NEED TO BE FIXED

Diving Deep with Elliott













PARADIGMS TO REMEMBER


	People can change.

	Change is within the realm of your control.

	Lasting change can happen in an instant.

	Evidence of change isn’t always immediately apparent.

	If you want to become your greatest self, it’s going to be hard and uncomfortable.

	When you know your purpose, you can find meaning in life’s difficulties.

	There are no such things as problems. You only have circumstances.

	Dark moments create opportunities to learn valuable skills and achieve joy.
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