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Exercise one:  
Interpreting Anxiety

Write down what you are anxious about; find at least eight things. Each entry should 
only be a single word (or just a few words) at this point. Don’t worry if some of 
the anxieties look either incredibly trivial or tragi-comically large. If you’re having 
trouble, search for things that may be anxiety-inducing under the following six 
categories:

Feel the curious release that can come from just making a list of these items.  

Huge relief can now come from what we call ‘unpacking’ an anxiety.  
There are two kinds of unpacking we might do around any given anxiety.

1. Practical unpacking
Walk yourself through the practical challenge. Ask the following questions:

–  What steps do you need to take?
–  What do others need to do?
–  What needs to happen when?

It is very useful to have a calm and sympathetic part of yourself (or a friend) listening 
in on the detailed description of what needs to be done to address an issue. It is no 
longer merely an anxiety; it is a set of steps. They might not all be easy, but at least 
you are clearer about what they are.

2. Emotional unpacking
Talk yourself through an emotional challenge or set of doubts. Describe the feeling 
in more detail. What do you feel it points to? Imagine trying to piece it together for a 
very considerate friend.

The aim here isn’t to solve all anxieties; it’s to start to get to know them and to 
experience the relief that comes from this.

–  Work 
–  Relationships
–  Children/Parents

–  Health
–  Money
–  Things I have to do
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Exercise two:  
Interpreting Upset

As quickly as you can, and without bothering how petty, unreasonable or pretentious 
it might sound, write a list of current upsets. The more the better.  How have others 
hurt you? What are you sad, nostalgic or wounded about?  

Allow yourself in the present safety of this exercise to be, for instance, furious about 
the way your partner brushes their teeth (too lackadaisical or too smug); the agents of 
global politics; your boss saying ‘yeah, right’ in a slightly sarcastic manner; the hotel 
receptionist who implied you might not be very well off, or your mother commenting 
on your taste in shoes. These are just starting points and all are valid.

Now ask yourself: If this had happened to a friend, how would you advise them?  
What might you say? 

Again, we’re not attempting to resolve these issues as yet. The primary, crucial issue 
is to be clear about what is actually distressing us. We’re allowing our troubles to 
acknowledge themselves.
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Exercise three:  
Interpreting Excitement

Rapidly list several things that have caught your attention and excited your interest 
since the last Meditation. A word or a brief phrase is sufficient for now.

Your list might include:

–  Moments of envy
–  Daydreams: ideas about how life might ideally be
–  How nice someone or something was

Pass these through a sieve of further questions:

–  Describe your excitement as if to a sympathetic, interested friend.
–  If you could realistically change your life in certain ways, what would it be to change  
 in the  light of this?
–  This exciting thing holds a clue to what is missing in your life; what might that be?
–  If this thing could talk, what might it tell you?
–  If this thing could try to change your life, what changes might it advise?
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Exercise four:  
Emotional Identity 
Questionnaire

Give a score to each of the statements 
below, on a scale from 1 to 5:

1 =  That’s not true.
2 =  That’s not very true, but there’s a 
 glimmer of recognition.
3 =  I don’t know – maybe, maybe not.
4 =  A bit true, but I have a few 
 reservations.
5 =  Yes, that’s true.

Self-Love
1.  If people knew who I really was deep 
 down, they would be shocked. 
2.  It can be embarrassing to ask where 
 the bathroom is.
3.  In relationships, it can feel pretty 
 disturbing when someone you like 
 starts to like you back.
4.  I sometimes feel a bit disgusting.
5. When people approve of you, a lot of 
 it comes down to what you’ve 
 managed to achieve.

Candour
1.  People tend to think too much.
2.  I’m not a jealous person
3.  I’m basically very sane.
4.  I don’t mind feedback in theory, but 
 most of what I’ve received has been 
 really off the mark.
5.  There’s far too much ‘psychobabble’ 
 around these days.

Communication
1.  People you’re close to should be 
 naturally good at understanding how 
 you feel in a lot  of areas.
2.  When I feel misunderstood, I need to 
 be alone.
3.  I’m not a good teacher.
4.  I sulk every now and then.
5.  People rarely ‘get it’ when you’re 
 trying to explain.

Trust
1.  It’s not going to be OK in the end.
2.  I worry about my health.
3.  Civilisation is pretty fragile.
4.  When someone is late, I sometimes 
 wonder if they might have died.
5.  If you don’t watch them closely, 
 people will try to swindle you.

Count up your scores in each category. 
The lower the score, the more you have 
of each quality. The higher the score, 
the less you have of Self-Love, Candour, 
Communicative skill and Trust.
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Exercise five:  
Emotional Inheritance Questionnaire

Our Emotional Identities have a history; they are an Emotional Inheritance from our 
families. Knowing more about our Emotional Inheritance enables us to watch out for 
peculiar behaviour, feel sympathy for ourselves, explain ourselves to others and,  
in small ways, change. 

Consider the inherited, familial aspects of the central pillars of your Emotional 
Identity:

Self-Love
–  Did you feel loved?
–  How much of who you really are were you allowed to be?
–  Were you allowed to fail?
–  Were you made to feel guilty and ashamed? How?
–  How was the ‘bad’ side of you received?

Candour
–  Did you have to be very normal?
–  Did people around you admit to being afraid and sad?
–  Did it matter what people thought?

Communication
–  Did people communicate patiently and clearly with you?
–  Were you allowed to tell others how you really felt? 

Trust
–  Were the people around you confident about the world?
–  Did they panic acutely?
–  Did they lose their temper regularly?
–  How worried were they about your health?

Probe gently. Be sympathetic. If you get stuck, be patient. Each answer might be a 
novel, or at least a short story.
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Exercise six:  
An Experiment in Honesty

Consider our list of defensive, self-deceiving moves:

•  Distraction or addiction
•  Manic cheeriness
•  Irritability
•  Denigration
•  Censoriousness
•  Defensiveness
•  Cynicism or despair

We all practise them all the time.

Can you remember specific incidents in your life when you employed them as 
strategies? What were you trying to hide from yourself ?  

It can help if this exercise happens in a group, because the enemy of such an effort is 
often the sense that we’re all alone. The solution is always the normalisation of the 
disavowed parts of ourselves.
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Exercise seven: 
An Audit of Our Inner Voice

We can catch the sound of what our inner voice is like when we prompt ourselves to  
finish certain sentences:

–  When I do something stupid, I usually tell myself…
–  When I succeed, I usually tell myself...
–  When I’m feeling lazy, my inner voice says...
–  When I think of what I want sexually, my inner voice says...
–  When I get angry with someone, my inner voice says...

Does the inner judge strike you as kindly or punitive?

Whose outer voice became your inner voice in the context of each question?


