Strengths, Weaknesses, and Envy

 

One need not look very far or listen very closely to recognize that a lot of our news is directed at another’s misfortune. What intrigues me is a very particular type of misfortune – that which inflicts a person in the public eye, perhaps one of high financial status, popularity, or celebrity. These types of stories seem to bring in top ratings. The reason – they appeal to a very human condition: emotionally profiting from the misfortune of someone whom we envy. In a previous message, I explained this phenomenon using the German word, schadenfreude. For one to admit that they feel this way would deviate from all ethical morays to which we are accustomed. Certainly to admit this would lead to public humiliation and private self-loathing. Instead, this dirty little secret that all of us have felt to some degree or another, at some time in our lives, accounts for much of the success of various media outlets.

 

So let’s start by coming clean. Come on, now, tell me you don’t somehow feel a sense of delight seeing Roger Clemens squirm a little on 60 Minutes; the twenty-million dollar a quarter man in the hot seat – great for ratings. (I know you’re going to blame this on my Red Sox loyalty, but trust me it has nothing to do with my point!). Such self-honesty is brutally difficult. Mostly, such feelings are buried in justifications. For example, he deserves what he gets because he is a cheat. Such justifications allow our desires to be more comforting, but act as a disguise to the real emotion, which often is envy.

 

Why should I as a physician talk about envy? This seems more appropriate for a Sunday morning sermon. In my eyes, though, the effects of envy interfere with optimal health. One cannot manage stress, maintain a healthy optimism, and hence support a robust immune system without dealing with this festering emotion and the endless stagnating loop it creates. 

 

I am not going to devise a plan in which to teach you how to get rid of envy. Just as I speak about not getting rid of stress, but embracing it by using it as a signal for self-growth, I too believe envy can be used as a tool. When you find yourself experiencing feelings of envy or you recognize a certain satisfaction over the misfortune of another let that be a signal that your focus is drifting. Your focus is drifting away from your strengths. What comes into focus is someone else’s strengths. This has a way of lessening your strengths and amplifies your weaknesses. If when this sensation comes about it were to signal us that we must direct our focus back to what we have, our strengths, the vicious loop would begin crumbling. Focusing on our strengths and not our weaknesses will help cultivate our growth as individuals and foster optimism.

 

Many of you have told me that my weekly messages seem to speak directly to you. You, happens to be an incredibly diverse demographic. This reaffirms to me that fundamentally we are all the same. However, this is not to say that we are all exactly the same. By that I mean that we all have certain strengths and certain weaknesses. Do not take for granted your strengths and allow them to be shadowed by your weaknesses.

 

Begin this week by creating a list of your strengths. These strengths could be related to your character, your job, your relationships, your emotional intelligence, your common sense, your sheer intelligence; you be the judge. If you see someone possessing similar strengths, but who appears more successful, see if you are able to learn from them. If you see in another strengths that are your weaknesses, say to yourself, “it’s as it should be,” and hope that they focus to develop their strengths as you work on yours.

 

Henceforth, you have my permission to be enviousness. Allow it, though, to signal that your gaze has drifted. As you bring back your focus and examine your strengths, let them take you for the ride of your life. Go with them. They will guide you through the mind field of life in a fashion that will protect you, secure you, and help you to create a new reality. Along the way, you may not recognize yourself, but your vitality and optimism will be real, powerful, and hard to miss. 

 

Have a great week!
