Raising Yourself

10 tips for self-care if you were raised
in a toxic environment

Hi. I’m Lisa.
I was raised in and torn between two conflicting, bipolar worlds. There was the world
I longed for and lived in on weekends — my mother’s world, which was fanatical and
religious — and the world I was forced to live in during the week — my father’s world,
which was based in sex, drugs, and the squalor of life in the East Village of New York
City.
In so many ways, because of my past I now have my today. I learned through my journey that it’s up to each of us to create the life we want. Some of us may have more
to overcome in order to do that, but it still is up to us. We have the chance and the
choice. We have the ability. Even when we think we don’t.
I learned to build a very different life for myself than what I knew as a child and to
integrate my childhood experiences into my life — doing my best to find and keep the
valuable while letting go of the rest. I faced at least some of my demons and found
ways to laugh or love them at least somewhat away. I can now look back on my past
with a sense of humor and unexpected appreciation, and rejoice in my present.
I’ve been sharing my story with the world for years. Here are some of my favorite lessons that I’ve learned again and again and again.
Oh, and yoga. There’s always yoga. A lot of these lessons were learned on my mat.
Love, Lisa

Lesson One| Let

down your guard

Some of us learn, when we are very young, that the world is not safe. Beginning with
that worldview, we find ourselves expecting the worst in situations or feeling certain
that somehow we’ve done something wrong and made those around us angry.
We learn to keep up our guard. And the cycle continues.
But we have a choice. Instead of hiding, we can notice our guardedness, breathe
through it, and ease it away. Call out our (often irrational) fears.
Acknowledge ourselves for being willing to put down the fears and let in love.
Admit that it makes sense to have these fears. Our guardedness may have saved us
when we were young. But as adults we can choose if we still want to play that way.
How do we learn not to be guarded?
Keep trying, and trying again. Let down our guard in safe situations and learn that
nothing goes wrong. And if things go wrong, learn that we can survive it anyway.
Admit our guardedness to people who will be understanding and supportive.
Don’t blame ourselves for being this way. Love ourselves for being this way, learn to
appreciate that we are this way, and allow ourselves to find other ways.
Surround ourselves with safe people and safe situations.
And then just be.

Lesson Two

All we have to do is
breathe. Don’t fix it.
Just breathe.
We don’t have to work through, or figure
out, anything. We don’t have to move to
get into the perfect attitude or to change
our mindset. We don’t have to keep fixing, and fixing, and fixing…anything.
All we have to do is breathe. And breathe
again.

Lesson Three |

Be in the present

For those of us raised in toxic environments, and for those of us who “raised ourselves” because we had parents who couldn’t — or wouldn’t — be there for us, our
childhoods were pretty much an exercise in learning not to be present.
And in an effort to make sure everything is okay, our experiences also taught us to
over-everything. Our overachieving, over-sweetness, over-tolerance, and
over-responsibility probably helped save our lives and psyches. But we don’t need
them anymore.
As adults, all those overs are one more way to pull us away from what is here and
now.
The present is where life is experienced.
There’s no time like the present to get present again. And again. And again. There’s no
time like this instant to breathe consciously and focus on our now. To see what’s
actually in front of us, to calm racing minds, to notice and appreciate.
Raised in a toxic environment, we may have been taught and trained to stay as far out
of the present as possible. We may have escaped our reality in order to feel safer or
more in control.
But we don’t have to escape anymore. We are safe.
And we can be present. Because there’s no time
like the present to be present.

Lesson Four

| Distract ourselves

We are more than our feelings.
When faced with hurt or anger or pain, we can take a moment to distract ourselves.
Notice the trees against the sky or the sound of birds. Hug a kid. Hug anyone.
Distract ourselves.
Let go of covering up or denying feelings. Stop beating ourselves up because of our
sadness or anger. Allow those feelings to be – and to be part of us. Many of us have
				
the hardest time with anger. As children in toxic households
					
we learned to not be angry. Anger is okay.
					
					

But we don’t have to stay in our anger or hurt or pain any
longer than we want to.

						
The best way to lighten our load is to
						
lighten our load. Look for situations or
						
experiences or sensations that will ease
							
the heart or relax the body.
							

Distract ourselves.

Lesson Five

Feelings aren’t facts
Perhaps this sounds familiar to you:
I did something the other day. Something simple. Something small. Something quite
insignificant.
But somehow my internal critic was certain that what I had done was horrific — and
that it mattered greatly. The shame rose up in me like a tsunami, threatening to wash
me out to sea.
Whereas my rational mind knew that what had happened was no big deal, my
irrational self was taking over. And this irrational self had determined that what I had
done was so bad — that I was so bad — that I deserved to die.
Luckily I now know that these thought patterns are lies. Luckily I now have the wherewithal to perhaps not make them go away in the moment, but to remember that they
will pass. If I can just keep breathing and reminding myself that although they feel true
they aren’t true, they will pass.
Years ago I learned a wonderful saying, “Feelings aren’t facts.” I can be awash with
feelings, and they can be based on mistruths. I can be overcome with shame and guilt
and horror, and that can be based on lies.
I did my best to love myself through this shame-fest. I did my best to acknowledge my
feelings, while I also acknowledged that they were crazy. And crazy making,
Because you know what, I certainly don’t deserve to die.

Lesson Six

| There is no right and wrong

We can get SO caught in this. Trying to do what’s “right.” Terrified of doing what’s
“wrong.”
These are old thought patterns — this belief that there is a right and wrong.
We get really afraid of getting it wrong.
But there isn’t a right and wrong. We need to know that and to recognize when we get
caught in the endless loop of fear. False Evidence Appearing Real.
Keep reminding ourselves that there is no right and wrong, and that, therefore, we
can’t get it all wrong. Keep reminding ourselves of all that is right, of all that is good, of
all that is beautiful.
And even if we do get it all wrong, there is always another chance. There is always
another moment. There is always another opportunity to come to this day with love.

Lesson Seven

| Every moment counts

Every thing counts.
Every breath we take is an opportunity to breathe deeply and breathe in joy and love.
Or to miss it.
Every transition — mundane activity to mundane activity — has the possibility to teach
us more, ground us more, help us remember what we want to remember more.
Remember that we can let every moment be a moment that matters. We can choose
to enjoy the moment we’re in, learn from the experience in front of us, and suck the
life juices out of our lives — and our days.
We don’t have to let it be pressure; we don’t have to let it pile on stress. But we can
show up as much as possible in every moment possible.
The stranger on the street? Smile and say hello and have a human connection. The
wait for the delayed train? Read something we want to read or text someone we want
to connect with or just be in the moment with nothing to do but breathe and look
around. Every project we approach we can pour our hearts into it. Or decide to practice doing this thing less than perfectly and let whatever we do be enough.

Repeat after me: “I am feeling
vulnerable. That is okay. I am
thankful for….”
Use this in times of fear. Know that
we can be overcome with fear and
know that many of those fears are
completely irrational. Know that
it makes complete sense that we
have some — if not all — of our
fears.
But we don’t have to live our lives
ruled — or restrained — by fear.
Practice self-soothing. Place your
hand on your heart and say (sometimes out loud), “I am afraid. I feel
vulnerable. That’s okay. I’m thankful
for…”
When we can let our vulnerability
and fear be okay, it lessens, and it
lessens its ability to rule or ruin us.
When we pause and breathe and
self-soothe and bring to mind even
one of the many blessings in our
life, fear decreases.

Lesson Eight

It’s okay
to be
vulnerable

It’s okay to be vulnerable. It’s okay
to not feel strong or equipped.
We’re usually a lot less vulnerable
than we feel or think we are and a
lot stronger than we feel or think
we are. But it’s okay to have fears
and challenges and difficult times.
And it’s okay to not have your life
be defined by them.

Lesson Nine

Take up space
Take up space. Breathe deep. Laugh
loudly (and often). Call attention to yourself and affirm your spot in the universe.
Confirm your being — and the essential
nature of your being.

Lesson Ten

| Figure out how to process

Sound familiar?
Something was irking at me, hard and deep. I was hurt and angry, and I couldn’t seem
to find my way through or past it, no matter how much I wanted to be through and
past it.
I wasn’t sure what I should do, or could do, even though I teach people what to do
when they’re stuck. Somehow, all the usual suggestions and guidance I offer fell flat.
So here’s what I did. I know I process verbally, out loud, talking it through — at times
ad nauseam much to the chagrin of my friends and family. I need to process; I need
them to listen. And listen some more.
I grabbed a friend and asked her to listen. And listen some more. I poured out my
pain, my anger, my confusion. I questioned if I was taking full responsibility for my part
or full responsibility for the other person’s part as well. I can often take too much responsibility, as this friend (and others) have reminded me. “Am I trying to be perfect?” I
asked. “Am I trying to fix? Am I trying too hard?”
And by going through my process, I was able to process. I know myself and the steps I
need to take. Here’s what I do.
•
•
•

Let it out. Get it out. Find a friend or someone with whom I can process and
purge.
Let the universe remind me — however it reminds me — that I am loved and
all is well.
Believe it.

So what’s the next lesson?
I hope you found some of these lessons helpful! If this speaks to you — or you grew
up in a crazy household the way I did — I’d love to hear about it! Catch up with me on
social, I’m @LisaKohnWrites (Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram). And keep an
eye on your inbox for my weekly blog posts.
If you want more content about finding hope in the forgiveness, my book, to the
moon and back: a childhood under the influence is available at your favorite bookstore, including indiebound.org..
If you’d like to get a sneak peek of the book, visit my website or click below to get the
first chapter. It’s the introduction to my story of growing up the child of hippie parents
and the product of a “broken marriage” in the “sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll” culture
of the 1960s and early 1970s. My parents took me to the free Jefferson Airplane concert in Central Park and Woodstock (the movie, not the festival) by the time I was nine.
By the time I was ten, I was a devotee of Rev. Moon — the self-proclaimed Messiah
and leader of one of the most infamous cults — spending my weekends standing on a
wooden box in New York City’s then seedy Times Square, shouting through a bullhorn,
trying to save the sea of sinners around me.
Right? I told you I had a crazy childhood!
Love,
Lisa

read the
first chapter

