
Resilience

Principle 2: Let your feelings be your teacher —
not your master



Resilience

2

Identify your dominant emotions
The major emotions we feel:

Fear or anxiety. Can be focused on a special fear or a general sense of apprehension and fearfulness.

Anger. Ranges from minor annoyance to becoming enraged.

Sadness. Ranges from a minor feeling (e.g. seeing a sad movie) to major grief and loss.

Guilt/shame. Ranges from slight embarrassment to severe humiliation.

Happiness. Ranges from a mild sense of well-being to ecstasy and euphoria.

Learn from feelings
Begin by recognizing feelings. 

Think of a situation that occurred in the past week where you felt a strong emotion, a situation where your emotions seemed to 
control you and you reacted in a way you don’t like. 

Situation:

• Who was involved?

• What were you thinking?

• What you were feeling?

• What did you do?

• What were the consequences?  What happened?

Example:

“Last week I blew up at my husband and accused him of having an affair.”

Continued...

These quests focus on learning from your feelings and taking appropriate, constructive action.

Completing them will help you:

• learn	from	feelings	(i.e.,	recognize	the	potential	good	in	all	feelings	and	redefine	them	in	positive	terms)

• become	more	aware	of	the	feelings	that	influence	your	decisions	for	action

• separate	constructive,	appropriate	action	from	emotion-centered	action

• gain the ability to control your response in a situation
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...continued
Next, think about what you were feeling in that situation.

• What were you feeling?

• What were you thinking?

• What did you fear might happen?

Example:

1. I was angry, frustrated, very emotional.  I was near tears.

2. I was thinking “why doesn’t he pay attention to me…ever since my pregnancy we’re drifting apart.”

What can you learn from your feelings/emotions?

Recognize the uses of guilt, anger, anxiety, etc..  Don’t ignore or deny what you were feeling, but don’t allow yourself to 
unthinkingly ‘go with the flow’ and be dominated by shifting emotions.  See whether there is a message in your feeling…a 
message for you about some action you need to take.  

For example, if you are nervous before getting on a stage, you need to practice your delivery of a speech.  If you are angry 
that a supervisor constantly checks your work, you need to discuss this with them.  If you don’t feel like getting out of 
the house because of a low mood, you need to get on your walking shoes and walk one block.  Practice living moment 
to moment with all your attention—accept your feelings, learn from them, and take action in a constructive, beneficial, 
manner.  Your emotion may be telling you what you need.

• Why was I feeling this way?

• What does my emotion say about me? About my situation? About what I need to do?

Example

•	 I feel so afraid because I love him and value our relationship.

•	 I am angry because he doesn’t recognize what I’m feeling inside.  I want this to be different.

•	 I realize that I need to do things that will help preserve our relationship, not ruin it.

•	 I realize that I need to find ways to better express myself and ensure that I am seen and heard and that he understands how I 
feel.

It is easy to get caught in the emotion-reaction trap: 

• “I	don’t	want	to	do	that	(so	I	don’t)”

• “I’m	too	anxious	to	speak	up	for	myself	(so	I	don’t)”,	etc..

Learning	from	feelings	reflects	the	fact	that	every	feeling,	however	unpleasant,	has	its	uses.	

For	example,	grief	causes	us	to	re-examine	our	purposes…

...anxiety	leads	to	care	and	preparation…

...fear calls our body’s resources into action. 

Even	with	the	most	unpleasant	emotions	there	is	potential	for	good—they	can	be	used	and	you	can	learn	
something from them.  
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Take new action
Focus your attention on behaving constructively/usefully/beneficially.   What options can you choose?

• What kinds of solutions are there to this problem?

• What is the best way I can work a solution?

• What are my alternative ways of responding in this situation?

• What prevents me from acting another way now?

• What is the one thing that needs to be done in this moment?

• If I wasn’t feeling the uncomfortable emotion, what action would I be taking instead?

• In what way does my emotion influence my action?

Write down the action steps you need to take if a similar situation occurs again, or you feel this same way again.  Think about how 
you will act despite how you may be feeling at the time.

From the previous example…

•	 Instead of blowing up, I can walk away and cool off.

•	 I can tell him I’m scared

•	 I can ask him to hold and comfort me

•	 We can go for a walk together or find time for ourselves to talk about this.  Our relationship is worth it.  I know because I feel so 
strongly.

•	 The next time I start to feel this way, I’ll take a moment to cool off, think about what I need to do, and do it.  I won’t blow up.
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Break the emotion-reaction trap
Despair

Despair---or the sadness that comes with feeling hopeless and without direction or choices---is sometimes very powerful. Resilient 
people don’t let themselves surrender to despair and they don’t let it control them. 

Despair signals to us that we need to acquire some new strategies or we will become so immersed in it, we will be unable to 
function. Despair can be viewed as an alarm bell, so when it begins, it’s time to take action. Here are some of the things that 
people in terrible or difficult circumstances do. 

• Maintain strict routines of cleanliness and appearance. Don’t give in to slovenliness.  Keep routines of eating and sleeping.

• Do regular morale-raising activities with others, e.g., group singing, skits, games, play.

• Set daily achievable goals.

• Keep your mind alive and working through discussions of art, music, philosophy, religion, politics.

• Begin each day with something uplifting such as music (listening to or playing) or writing in a journal.

• Recognize and celebrate other people’s accomplishments and successes.

• Remind yourself of your higher purpose in all that you do.

Make a list of things you will do this week that counter despair

My list of despair-fighting activities for this week:

What can you learn from despair?  Ask someone you know who has been through tough times to tell you how they coped and 
what they learned.

Continued...
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...continued

Fear/Anxiety

To break free of the grip of fear and anxiety, try the following:

• Set a small goal each day, reach it, then move to the next.

• Stop,  sit, and focus on your breathing for five minutes

• Share your immediate emotional state with another person

• Focus on changing a negative thought to a positive one (“I can’t face this” to “I will take this one step at a time.”) This requires
some practice and repetition. You may need to say it out loud to yourself.

Anger

To break free of anger’s control, try the following:

• If angry, stop and be quiet for one minute

• Immediately leave the situation that has provoked anger

• Stop and ask a question of the other person which elicits information (not “How could you do that!” but “What was your
understanding of what I said?”)

• Talk about what you fear instead of what you resent or hate, etc.

• If you are furious and impelled to do something drastic, wait 24 hours before taking action.
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...continued

Sadness

To break from the grip of sadness, try the following:

• Look to see if you are in denial about sadness, if you are fighting it back. Cry if you need to.

• Make a list of things for which you are grateful in life.

• Talk about your feeling sad with someone you trust.

• Look at your negative thoughts about sadness (“Sadness means I’m weak”, “I’ll never get over this”, “I must be crazy to feel this
way.”) Counter with positive and realistic thoughts: “Sadness is just sadness”, “Sadness is real and acceptable.” “Sadness is the
way towards healing.”

• Notice if you use sadness to justify inaction. You can still be sad and work or even play or do things you enjoy. If so, take
immediate action, the more physical the better. Go for a jog, a walk in the park, do a workout, mow the lawn, etc. If you have
trouble getting started, ask for someone to support you. You don’t have to soldier on alone.

Guilt/Shame

To break free from the grip of guilt and shame, try the following:

• Affirm your good qualities to yourself. If you have trouble with this seek support from someone who cares for you.

• Don’t quit because you feel unworthy. Stay in the game.

• Check out the other person’s views of your actions. You may be judging yourself too harshly.

• If you are a perfectionist, remember that LIFE IS EMBARRASSING! To be alive is to make embarrassing mistakes.

• In the end your positive judgment of yourself is what counts. Affirm to yourself: I deserve to be here on the planet and to
enjoy life.

NOW…..Choose one of the above to practice this week.


