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10  10  Finding an Antidote to the Poison of Shame Ways to Start 
(and Maintain) a 
Good New Year

The best way to have a good year is by 
living life fully on a daily basis, and by 
letting the good days accumulate, one by 
one. And it doesn’t have to be New Year’s 
Day to make the resolution to have a good 
year. Start anytime. Today, for instance. 

1. Take time and slow down. Be 
mindful of the present moment.
2. Care for your body. Eat well, 
exercise, treat yourself to loving, 
nurturing self-care.
3. Spend quality time with family 
and friends. Communicate, keep in 
touch. Say “I love you.” Tell people 
you appreciate them.
4. Take time to renew yourself. 
Take a walk, read a poem or a good 
book, listen to music. Bring beauty 
into your life. Retreat from your 
daily routine. 
5. Clean up what needs to be 
cleaned up. Make amends, þx 
what's broken, clear away clutter, 
forgive what needs to be forgiven 
and let go.
6. Commit to a project you re-
ally want to do. Learn something 
new, or go for what you want. Set 
achievable goals and work towards 
them every day.
7. Give yourself to a cause. Volun-
teer at a nonproþt organization, a 
community group, or your church, 
or lend a hand to an individual or 
family who could use your help. 
8. Practice your spirituality. In 
whatever form you express it, prac-
tice daily. 
9. Laugh every day.

10. Take time to dream. What will 
make this a great year?  [

Every time Grace, a gifted drama 
teacher, taught a class, she returned 

home with an awful sinking feeling. 
She didn’t understand why. “I had such 
fun and did a great job,” she thought to 
herself. Yet, rather than expand from the 
delight and exuberance of her time in the 
classroom, she contracted. 
     Grace’s contraction comes from the 
experience of shame, a poison that 
keeps us from experiencing our own 
joy and disconnects us from the alive-
ness within and around us. Whereas 
guilt is associated with a particular 
memory or event and having done 
something wrong, the feeling of 
shame is about being wrong at our 
core. It is a debilitating feeling we 
have about ourselves that comes from 
a core belief that we are basically and 
unalterably ÿawed. 

Sources of Shame
The poison that is the root of shame 
is absorbed in early childhood. As a 
result of not being seen and loved for 
who we are, we develop the belief 
that we are unlovable and that some-
thing is inherently wrong with us. 
Perhaps we were told outright that 
we were bad, stupid or undeserv-
ing, or perhaps we were physically 
abused, from which we concluded 
we had no value. The thing we may 
have done “wrong” might have been 
simply expressing our joyful authen-
ticity. Like Grace, we learned that it is 
not safe to be who we truly are.

Purpose of Shame
Oddly enough, shame gives us the il-
lusion of safety. It provides us with a 
feeling of control over other people’s 
feelings and actions. If we are not get-
ting what we want in life—in our per-
sonal relationships, in our work, even 
in our experience of self—a sense of 

power comes from “knowing” that it 
is because we are inadequate. If our 
perceived "defectiveness" is causing 
the results we see, we believe there is 
always something we can do about it. 
We can do things “right.”
	 Clinging to the belief that our 
inadequacy is the cause of other peo-
ple’s behavior towards us prevents us 
from accepting our inherent helpless-
ness over others’ feelings and actions. 
When we begin to understand that all 
people at all times are simply exercis-
ing their free will and it has nothing 
to do with us, healing can begin.

The Antidote
The poison of shame can be eradi-
cated by taking certain steps towards 
healing:
Å	 The þrst step is to identify your 
shame, to become aware of how it 
feels in your body. 
Å	 Once you recognize the feeling, 
notice shame every time it arises and 
experience it fully; name it and feel it.
•	 Be willing to express your au-
thentic feelings—including your joy 
and sense of true power. Reverse the 
shutting down effect shame causes 
by giving yourself permission to fully 
“show up.”
•	 Accept that other people’s feelings 
have nothing to do with you. With 
compassion, choose to no longer take 
their behavior personally.
•	 Practice forgiveness—for those 
whose behavior led to you feeling 
shamed, and for yourself. 

	 Please don’t hesitate to call if 
you’d like help releasing the false be-
lief that you are defective so that you 
can afþrm the unique and marvelous 
individual that you are.   [
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True False

How Well Do You Communicate?
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1. I use "I/my" statements and take responsibility for what I say.

2. I keep my message and my language simple. I speak speciþ-
cally and personally, and don't try to impress people with verbal 
gymnastics.

3. I hesitate before I speak or respond, giving myself a pause to 
be sure I want to speak and am clear on what I want to say. 

4. My body language corresponds with my verbal language and 
my tone. I check my tone (including in written communication) 
to be sure it corresponds with my message.

5. I listen to the other person and don't respond until they have 
completed their thought. I don't try to formulate my answer 
while they're still speaking.

6. I don't have to þll every pause. I understand silence can some-
times play an important part in communication.

7. I don't hold back when I need to say something. If I know 
what I need to say might cause tension, I ask for time to talk in-
stead of choosing a moment when the other person is distracted 
or there isn't enough time to explore the subject.

8. I don't gloss things over or say something isn't important 
when it is, or that it doesn't matter when it does. I mean what I 
say and say what I mean.

9. I understand communication is two-way. I don't just have my 
say and not listen to the other person's response.

10. When I don't understand what someone has said, I ask for 
clariþcation.

11. I don't assume anyone else knows what I'm thinking or feel-
ing unless I tell them.

12. When I say something out of line or something for which I 
am sorry, I try to correct my misstatement and make amends or 
apologies where necessary.

Nearly every contact we make involves communications skills. Speaking 
and listening, our attitude, speech patterns, the words we use, the tone 
of our voice, our body language, and sometimes even the silences all 
play a part in how successful our communications are. To �nd out how 
well you communicate, answer each statement true or false. 

Scoring: Give yourself one point for every True response.

10-12  	 Congratulations. You’ve got good communications skills and use them well. 

7-9    	 Though you may understand good communication skills, some practice might 
             be a good idea.

0-6      	 Some training and education in communications skills might be of bene�t.
             Call if you’d like support in this. 

Happy New year!  In this issue of 
Insight, we can’t help but offer ideas 
for beginning the year wisely and 
well.  After all, we’re therapists, 
and American women to boot.  Step 
into any bookstore and you will be 
immediately reminded of our national 
obsession with self-improvement.   
	 We commit to living healthier, kinder, 
gentler, and of course, “greener” lives. 
We resolve to become more assertive, 
less co-dependent, thinner, þtter, and 
more generous.  We vow to complain 
less, volunteer more, to journal, practice 
meditation and yoga, to slow down, 
be more productive, make more money 
and be less materialistic.  I’m twisted 
in knots just writing this.  What about 
you?   No wonder we don’t get very far 
before throwing up our collective hands.
	 Game for trying something new?  
Put your ideas for changing aside (don’t 
worry, they won’t go away). As the new 
year unfolds, explore the idea of accepting 
rather than improving yourself.  Self-
acceptance means letting go of shame 
and guilt about mistakes and failures.  It 
involves thinking of yourself as good and 
worthwhile AND imperfect.  It’s knowing 
that you are a beautiful and unique 
human being who (like all of us) is strong 
AND vulnerable at the same time.  
	 Practicing self-acceptance is not easy, 
takes time and energy.  If you must, think 
of it as a self-improvement project, a New 
Year's resolution…"Whatever works."  

Wishing you a peaceful and joyful new year,
Cherie Weiss, Ph.D
The Brandywine Center
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