Willingness with an Avatar


The alternative to trying to control, change, fix, magnify, or minimize a thought or feeling is willingness.  Willingness can be described in a number of ways:  as allowing our thoughts and feelings to be as they are, regardless of whether they are pleasant or painful; as opening up and making room for our thoughts and feelings; as dropping the struggle with them; as letting them come and go as they naturally do; or as simply showing up for the present moment.

This can be a little abstract, so that is why I use this exercise to make it more concrete.  One useful way to get a sense of what willingness is like is to represent your thoughts or feeling in an object and act willingly with that object.  It sounds a little silly, but it can be very helpful.

I like you to come up with an object to represent a difficult feeling or thought you have.  It can be a ball, rock, stuffed animal, index card, or small figure- anything (cute stuff works well because it is harder to fight or suppress).

Over the next week, treat this object-and the thoughts and feelings- like its something welcome that doesn’t need to go away.  Here are some ways you can do that:  You can carry it around with you and keep it nearby when you’re working or studying, eating meals, going to work, or to class, or really doing anything whatsoever.  It can be in your bag, on a table next to you, or in your hand.
Occasionally, interact with it in a way that’s welcoming and caring.  For example, hold it gently like something precious, or keep it next to you while working, like its your sidekick.  If it’s a stuffed animal, pet it.  

Throughout the week, mindfully notice any urges to reassure, fix, or change your object.  From time to time, hold it in your hand and notice that it’s distinct from you and not the whole of you, just like your difficult feelings or thoughts.  Notice that your awareness of it comes and goes, just like your difficult feelings or thoughts.  Notice that you can let it just be there, or you can focus on it very intently, just like your feelings or thoughts.

Treat it like an invited guest, you might even say something like “come on in anxiety and have a seat.”  Remember that you don’t have to like it to welcome it.  Wherever you keep it, give it space to be.  

Keep in mind that being present is neither goal oriented nor intended to achieve an outcome.  It’s simply being with whatever shows up in the moment.  There’s nothing fancy here.  All we’re doing is trying to practice interacting with thoughts and feelings in a different way.  Notice that we aren’t trying to change your thoughts and feelings, rather we’re trying to change our relationship with your thoughts and feelings.  We’re building a skill that allows you to experience a feeling in the moment and also do what’s important to you at the same time.


