We are not all in the Same Storm – Lockdown Lessons

If someone said even 3 months ago that everyone would stay home for 5 weeks and the country would all but shut down, most of us would have said yeah right! Or buddy you need to get out more! But here we are on the other side of an almost 5 week lockdown and the one thing that I can say is it only highlights even more that we are all different, and all respond differently to major stressors like this, and that is okay.  And not only that, even within one individual there may be different responses or ways of coping with things depending on where they are at in that point of their life.  This might have hit you at a time when things were going great or it might have hit you at a real low point.  Sometimes those at the low point struggle, and sometimes something like this gives the clarity to see what is important and make things right again.  Sometimes when things are going well, we are better resourced to take these curveballs; and sometimes that high only makes the perceived fall hurt even more.  We are all in the same boat, but we are not all in the same storm.  
And given that, we need to be kind to ourselves and everyone else.  This is easier said than done as our mind is primed to look for problems, flaws, and ways that we can do better.  This is adaptive and useful…except when it isn’t. When you exclusively focus on what is wrong with yourself, others, and the world what does that lead you to do?  Let’s be honest with ourselves here.  When we listen to this daily podcast of our mind, we are more likely to watch Netflix or surf Instagram for hours while stuffing chips, chocolate, and anything else satisfying but not overly nutritious into our face, than think about how we can make our life better. And this is totally normal!
And don’t get me wrong, I am not an advocate for endless improvement and striving for better.  During lockdown everybody was keen to try all those things we never have time to do in the franticness of our normal day to day lives, and some of this has been great.  But notice how we quickly turn an opportunity for quiet and to actually catch our breath, into a competition to see who can learn a new language, start a blog, be the best at recreating the latest moves on TikTok, become MasterChef, or win the nation’s bake-off! If you have achieved nothing during lockdown that is okay!  The constant comparison which social media makes so easy, once again can make our life look inferior and drag us more into that downward spiral of couch surfing, and wine-o-clock becoming earlier each day.  
It’s time to turn a few of those things on their head.  Doing nothing, and I mean absolutely nothing for 10 minutes is probably going to be harder than mastering those latest TikTok moves. So why do we not value this?  It’s the same kind of rhetoric that says asking for help is weak, or that showing emotion is not okay.  How easy do you find it to ask for help? It takes a lot of strength to put your hand up and say I’m not doing so well here and I think I need some help.  What we find easier (though not easy) is to continue struggling, treading water, and putting on the ‘I’m ok’ face.  And okay while it’s not always easy to suck back those tears, hold in that anger and frustration, or feel the fear and do it anyway; it is even harder to admit that you are feeling sad, scared, or actually pretty angry at that person for treating you that way.  If those around you were able to open up and say how they felt or that they were struggling, it might be easier for you to reach out too.  How can we start to turn the tide? By small steps we each can take.  
We all have our own patterns of responding and stories we get stuck in.  Stories of not good enough, failure, not being loveable…. Even as I write this, my mind has all sorts of charming things to say about how inadequate my writing and ideas are, and compares it unkindly to all the great blogs I have read recently.  And my mind might even be accurate.  That’s not the important thing here.  What do you have to lose if you don’t get it completely right and more importantly, what do you stand to lose if you don’t do something or don’t put yourself out there?  During this time of lockdown, some people will be haunted by thoughts of how they will survive financially in the future, some will be focused on worries of themselves and their loved ones getting sick, and some may appear to be blasé and not care about anything at all.  We ALL care and our mind is throwing all sorts of what ifs at us daily; it just depends how glued we are to that daily podcast.
Every thought and feeling we have is okay as long as we don’t get stuck on it.  Often we can be fused with an idea that we have to be a certain person, get certain things done; or become hooked by a thought of the past, a worry about the future, or with a feeling such as anxiety or sadness.  All of these thoughts and feelings are okay and in fact normal.  Having these thoughts and feelings is not the problem.  When we become glued to these ideas and start to let them take control over what we do, that is when they become a problem.  So how do we get unglued or unhooked from all of this?
There are two steps to this.  First, we need to snap ourselves back into here and now, and who is really in control here.  Notice where you are, the sound of the birds in those trees, the way the wind rustles the leaves, the warmth of the sun on your face, the particularly unique blue of the sky, , and who is really in control here.  Notice where you are, the sound of the birds in those trees, the way the wind moves the leaves, the warmth of the sun on your face, the particularly unique blue of the sky, the feel of the solid ground beneath you. And notice that you can walk over there if you choose, you can stretch, do burpees, whatever you want to do right now; despite what might be going through your mind or the feeling coursing through your body.
Now we are back in the driver’s seat, the second step is to think about where do I want to take this bus? I’m on the Contiki trip of a lifetime, so where do I want it to head and what kind of person do I want to be in this tour?
And I want to acknowledge again that everybody’s journey has been different and will be different in the weeks, months, and years to come.  This is not about who had it worse, who is coping the best, who is the toughest, or who has come out on top.  This has been a kind of collective trauma that we have all been through.  And whenever we go through trauma, even the exact same event, there will be different parts that come to the fore.  For some people this has meant a time of huge loss: financial loss, of certainty, of future hopes, of space, and for many loss of loved ones.  
And for some people this has not felt like a trauma at all but a treat.  And that too has come with difficulties, including guilt that we don’t have the difficulties others do.  But that doesn’t mean this hasn’t come with a whole rollercoaster of emotions and adjustments that have had to be made, even if they may seem like ‘first world problems’ in comparison.  Remember this is not a competition.  Let’s not let our minds turn this again into a way to distance ourselves from others but a way to instead bring us together.  Our shared experience has been times of uncertainty and a range of emotions.  
So how do we come out the other side? Reflecting on who we really want to be; how we want to treat ourselves, others, and the world; and acknowledging the routines, activities, people, and practices we want to keep in our lives and those we might like to let go of.  And as Jacinda Ardern has said many times during this time – Be kind.  

