In the Box Training
Wouldn’t you agree that sometimes it is just so hard to be an optimist? Once, my son was complaining about something. I then interjected that he should practice being more positive. He replied, “You’re always so optimistic.” Obviously, he could not or did not desire, at that time, to see the glass as half full.

A common theme throughout many of my interactions with patients as well as my messages is the term “comfort zone.” In fact, I talk about this concept a lot even at home with my four children to the extent that once my other son heard the term on television and informed me that someone was using my phrase! Stepping outside of one’s comfort zone, or stepping out of the “box,” is bound to cause that automatic nervous system to fire on all cylinders to drag you back to a place that is safe and more comfortable. Ordinarily, I might say that in order to grow, one must continually expand the limits of the box. At the same time, one ought to predict and expect that the autonomic (automatic) system will generate warning signals through thoughts and physical symptoms in order to stunt growth. However, this week I have chosen to discuss “in the box” training. I believe that approaching situations in a certain manner, while within “the box,” can help cultivate optimism despite certain surrounding realities that suggest pessimism would me more suitable.

Many studies have revealed that those persons who are more optimistic get sick less and are less prone to major illness. Therefore, I think it is incumbent on me to look for strategies that might help my patients and I remain optimistic. Often the natural automatic nervous system reflex is to sabotage optimistic feelings because this generalized response fires during moments of perceived vulnerability. This part of our nervous system/brain interprets most optimism as blind so we do not miss a potential Mack truck rambling down the road ready to hit us. This sabotage comes in all forms but mostly starts with some grouping of issues such as financial, health, or relationship. For instance, let’s say that you were feeling great one day, playing with your kids, enjoying the weather and then suddenly a thought pops into your head that your cash flow is down and your mortgage is coming due. Then this sets off a series of physical symptoms that make you feel shaky or make your heart race and then the thought of a possible heart ailment pops into your head and the cycle continues, depleting your optimism and reigning you in.

In general, sad thoughts that deplete optimism come from thoughts of the past (such as should a, could a, would a types of lament). Anxious or fearful thoughts, generally, come from projection from present events into the future. It is taking these current events and predicting, or more appropriately fantasizing, what these will mean to our life in the future. This is when I apply my “in the box” approach. This is best practiced when in a place alone. For example, while driving, I visualize myself in a closed box and say that there is no room in the box for past or future thoughts. I try to focus on things around me outside, or concentrate on the music playing. Since I can predict and expect the types of thoughts that try to come into my box, I practice not believing in them, trusting them, or reacting to them. If they involve people, I envision them knocking on the window asking to come in; but, I do not let them. Another great place to practice being in this “moment box” is while showering. For many of us, the shower is at either the beginning or end of our days. Typically, our minds are working overtime during the shower. One patient told me, he sometimes doesn’t even remember washing his hair. Expect that thoughts will slip through your mind’s door, but just escort them out. As you are doing this, breath slowly, in though your nose for a count of at least six (or as long as you can to expand your chest), hold for a count of 1 – 3, then exhale slowly through your mouth or nose for a count of 6 – 12; key in on the wind sound of your breath. While in the shower, listen to the water hitting the walls, feel it on your body, feel it in your hair. You will be surprised that often the solutions of many challenges pop into your mind when it is least distracted.

During, so-called, multi-tasking, one is doing many things all at once. I propose moving from one to another, meanwhile breathing, concentrating, and remaining in your box, performing each task diligently. For many years, I have scribbled my signature, as do so many others. Lately, I take time to sign my entire name. If you are anything like me, you will be surprised how difficult it is, at first, to perform this small task. For the moment, though, when I am signing, I inhale deeply, exhale slowly, and remain timeless in my “box.” This act grounds me when my day is seemingly getting out of hand.

Believe, trust, and live such that you choose which “guests” that you invite into your box. While in your “moment box,” try not to have cascades of thoughts and pass no judgment on what you feel, see, smell, hear, or taste. What I suspect you will find is a treasure chest of ideas that will, like osmosis, come into your mind and garner hopefulness and optimism.

Have a great week!

