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LIVING WITH UNCERTAINTY, INSANITY & THE FEAR THAT COMES WITH IT

| want to share something I wrote a while back, called, “How to Make Peace with Distress, Uncertainty
and Fear,” but when reviewing it, | realized that the references to traumatic events (tragedies really) are dated.
We now live in world --- and specifically a nation --- in which intentional violence targeting innocent groups of
people is such a frequent occurrence that it can be difficult to keep up. In this world, we are habituating to reports
of such violent assaults so that even our immediate responses are muted. (Understand that this is true of
anything that occurs consistently/frequently — like the hum of the refrigerator or a train that passes by frequently.
Interesting factoid: What is the one sound that we hear quite frequently but never habituate to? Our name.)

As we do experience this habituation, it is very important that we consciously choose not to minimize any of
these events. Strangely for my profession, | guess | am suggesting that we be sure we are upset when these
violent attacks occur. We remind each other to not grow accustomed to these events, but instead do everything
we can to remain motivated to speak out support legislative changes that can make a huge difference.

At this writing, the current administration has, for reasons that are not clear, initiated a war with Iran. Prior to that,
on numerous occasions we have witnessed our civil rights being violated by our government, including two
citizens being killed by government sanctioned officials in Minneapolis.

My point is that rather than update the references in the following article, | am leaving the piece untouched for
two reasons: 1. | don’t feel the need to update this one article daily, and 2. | want the article to continue to
represent my respect for all the people whose lives have been forever changed by the events referenced when
| first wrote it. We must not forget a single one of these horrific events.

That is my best attempt to transform what follows to “evergreen,” meaning that it will remain relevant even
when the references are dated. — Thom Rutledge / March 16, 2026

HOW TO MAKE PEACE W/ DISTRESS, UNCERTAINTY & FEAR
Learn how to find courage & strength when bad things happen in the world.

Think of the color blue. Now change that blue to turquoise and then to a lighter blue. Red.

Think of your left thumb. Focus on your left thumb. Imagine that your left thumb has gone rouge, that somehow
you sense that your left thumb has a mind of its own and wants to go its own way. Feel the building rebellion in
your left thumb, whatever that feels like, imagine that it is spreading into the rest of your left hand.

Now, STORP thinking of all of that. Don’t think of the color blue or turquoise or lighter blue. Do not think red.

Forget all about your left thumb. Forget | even mentioned it. Nothing is spreading into your left hand from your
left thumb. Oh yes, also, DO NOT think of a tall man with red hair wearing one clown shoe and one cowboy boot.

Here is the extent of my neurological knowledge: the brain does not encode a negative. Don’t think of your home
town. Don’t remind yourself that none of us can predict the future. Don’t notice what that self-critical voice in your
head says to you. And whatever you are afraid of — definitely do not think of that. Do not think about what fear
feels like.

| have just successfully made you think of these things. You may have outsmarted me somewhere along the
way by deciding to think of somethings other than what | was directing you to not think. But even so, | still made
you think of your unruly left thumb and turquoise. And you know that it was not a short man wearing the cowboy
boot.
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On the day that | am writing this, three bombs have exploded in Austin, Texas, killing two people. | am told that
it is possible that a third victim could die before | finish writing. | will, in fact, ask Siri to update me before | go
downstairs to walk my dog.

Last month 17 people died in a mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida.
| read an article by Elizabeth Chuck entitled, “Teachers struggle with the new ‘default mindset’ after Florida
shooting.” The new default mindset is, of course, that when teachers and students hear a loud noise, something
in their nervous system responds as if they are being attacked. Somebody drops some books or slams a locker
shut and instantly, everyone is on high alert. Welcome to post traumatic stress syndrome.

Not everyone will respond the same, of course, but it is perfectly understandable that many people in school
buildings, movie theaters, at a crowded events will be more vigilant. The new default is a reflex. There is no
cognitive process that goes into it. And because in the few seconds following the noise, we discover a harmless
explanation for it. So the post traumatic reflex just takes a second and then it is gone.

But its not entirely gone, is it? Everyone sitting in that school who heard that noise is aware of why a flash of fear
just ran through them. It is because we are hyper aware that we live in a world, and specifically in a country,
where people being shot while they are minding their own business is not unusual.

It is okay, even important, to consider that the odds are always greatly in our favor. We are each still far more
likely to be hurt or killed in a car crash or in an accident at home than we are to be the victims of a mass shooting.
That is good to know but knowing that is not likely to rid us of our newly installed post-traumatic startle reflex.

Today if | hear anything that sounds like an explosion, | am going to think instantly of Austin, Texas or Parkland,
Florida or Sandy Hook Elementary School or Virginia Tech. Mainly | am going to think “oh shit!”

What we tend to do that will not help.

What will not work is telling ourselves and each other to not think about it. Blue, turquoise, lighter blue, red, and
your rogue left thumb should be enough to make that clear. Something else that most definitely will not work is
criticizing ourselves for reactions within us that we are not choosing. | spoke with a young woman recently who
was being very hard on herself because she was feeling fear when she was at school because kept thinking
about what would happen if someone walked into her school and started shooting.

“That is a pretty natural fear following what has just happened in Florida and the 24/7 coverage that is getting,”
| said.

She seemed almost irritated at my response. “No, that doesn’t make sense. | wasn’t there. | was safe -- hundreds
of miles away when those people were being killed.”

“Of course your response is very different than those who were there,” | said, “but that doesn’t minimize the fact
that the news of the shooting has left you shaken. What happened in that high school in Parkland, Florida has
left lots of people shaken.”

“I think | feel guilty,” she said. | asked, “Guilty about what.”

She was silent, thinking, and then said, “Guilty for feeling this much fear when | was nowhere near the shooting
and when the people who were there are the ones who have every right to be this scared.”

“Believe it or not,” | said, “what you are describing is normal. The way you are feeling, including thinking about
what it would be like for a shooter to be in your school, is what | think of as a sane response to an insane
situation.”

“‘Really?”
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“Yes. Absolutely really. Think about it. What is truly crazy is not only that these shootings happen, but that they
have continued to happen and there is no reason to believe that it will not happen again. How could you keep
from being afraid?” | asked her. “If you think you should have the ability to talk yourself out of fear, | promise that
you are going to come up way short of that goal. We don’t have the ability to stop ourselves from these thoughts
and all the feelings that go with them.”

Don’t think of the color blue or your left thumb. It is just the same as saying, “stop thinking about a shooter at
your school.” It won’t work. And when we think it should, we are left with the original fear plus we are now beating
ourselves up about being afraid. We humans are masterful at taking something that is difficult already and making
it much worse. We have this strange tendency to kick ourselves when we are down. Not fair. But maybe more
pertinently, piling on ourselves by telling ourselves that what we are thinking and feeling is wrong.

What | am thinking and feeling is not wrong. It just is.
What can we do with this national post-traumatic fear reflex?

Let me teach you a couple of things that can really make a difference. The basic philosophy of what | do to help
people is really just about the Serenity Prayer. Don’t worry, no religious belief necessary at all to make good use
of this very handy tool.

God, grant me the serenity to accept the things | cannot change, the courage to change the things | can and the
wisdom to know the difference.

It is too late to not be effected by the shootings, bombings and just generally knowing that no one can predict
when and where random violence will strike next. That last sentence might sound like the opposite of helping
but that is not so. If we are serious about becoming more grounded and secure in our day-to-day lives, it is
essential that we accept the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. Keep in mind that the whole truth
includes that statistically we are more likely to be hurt or killed falling down in our own bathrooms than we are to
be victims of domestic terrorism. Arguments about which of us are more likely to fall down in our own bathrooms
aside, the whole truth also includes that mass shootings, bombings, even assaults by automobile do happen and
with the accessibility we have to one another via social media, we are all intimately aware of details when these
events occur. In other words, we are not going to be able to forget that not long ago our left thumbs were up to
no good and we were trying like hell to keep the color turquoise out of our minds.

The goal here is not to be rid of fear, but instead to not be controlled by fear. The prospect of facing fear becomes
much less daunting once we can accept that fear is normal and that the part we actually need “the courage to
change,” is how we respond to fear.

[If you are interested in knowing more about how | work with people dealing with both fear and that accompanying
shame, read my book, Embracing Fear: How to Turn What Scares Us into Our Greatest Gift, HarperOne, 2002,
2005]

You might be surprised how much more attention you can focus on responding when you can really good at
remembering that it is a waste of time to try to get rid of the fear.

The Technique

If some of this makes sense to you, try what | am going to describe next and just pay attention to what you think
and feel in response. No two of us are the same so we don’t want to make any assumptions about how you
should respond. One thing | always say to clients about therapy assignment is, “everything is information.” If we
understand that the objective to any of this is to gather more information, then we are literally always succeeding
as long as we are paying attention.
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SEPARATING FROM YOUR FEAR. Write a list of a few of your biggest fears. They might be fears associated
with the violence we are witnessing far too often in our country these days, but they can also be fears that are
more personal. Now here is the twist: write each fear message, addressing yourself in the second person, writing
your name before each message. You are writing these messages as if they are being said to you, about you.

EXAMPLES:

“l am afraid that | would freeze and become helpless if there was a shooting at my school,” becomes, “Thom, if
a shooter shows up in your school, you will just freeze and be helpless.” The message actually becomes a
prediction, maybe even an insult.

“l am afraid that | am not going to be able to accomplish the goals | set for myself,” [you may want to insert a
specific goal here if that makes it feel more personal] becomes, “Thom, you might as well give up now, you are
never going to be writer, you are not good enough.” Notice that sometimes these fear messages really come out
as shame messages. Shame and fear are very closely related, two sides of one coin.

RESPONDNG TO YOUR FEAR. Next, imagine that this messenger of fear sitting right in front of you. This is the
voice that imposes self-doubt, predicts failure and for whom nothing is ever good enough. If you made a B, it
should have been an A. If you made an A, it should have been an A+ and if you made an A+, you should have
made it sooner. Look at the fear/shame messages you have written and imagine this Inner-Saboteur saying
these things to you. Feel what you feel when you hear the messages being spoken to you. You can even get
someone to role play the Saboteur and have them read your messages. Feel what it feels like to be standing
face to face as these messages are spoken.

Even if you do not feel strong in response to these negative messages, decide what you would like to say to the
Saboteur. Come up with 2 or 3 powerful sentences — or even just one — that represent the stance you want to
take in the face of this negativity. Write your response down and speak it out loud. Speak it aloud as many times
as it takes for you to begin to feel power in your words. Then pause to pay close attention to what you feel when
you are separate from the messages of fear and when you are standing in defiance to the messages. Close your
eyes. Memorize this feeling. Repeat the sentences as much as you need to. Repetition is key in doing this work.
Build the power with those words, build the power within yourself. Do it again. And again. This is the voice of
your strength and your courage. You are that strength and courage. You are not self-doubt, fear and shame.
Those are not part of your authentic self. You were not born with these negative beliefs.

You are not your fear. You are the person who responds to your fear.

Fear: You never know when something horrible is going to happen.

You: Yeah, that’s obvious. What is your point?

Fear: My point is that something horrible could happen right now or an hour from now.

You: So, you are thinking that since something bad might happen, | should spend time now being afraid?
Fear: Yes. The world is a scary place. Bad things happen. Really bad things.

You: | got that. You are being very clear. | just don’t see the advantage of my being afraid right now when nothing
bad is happening.

Fear: | am trying to protect you.

You: You are trying to protect me by scaring the crap out of me?
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Fear: | want you to be prepared.

You: Being scared is not preparation. Thanks for dropping by.

PREPARING FOR WHAT MIGHT COME. Of course, fear does play a part. Fear helps motivate us to be as
prepared as we can be. But the only way to be prepared is to...... prepare. If your school has drills to practice
what to do in the event something bad happens, take those drills seriously. Talk with teachers and classmates
about how you feel when you consider the possibility of facing down your own fears. Talk about how you feel
preparing for what you hope will never happen. Imagine you all being there to support each other. It is not helpful
to visualize something horrible and then just keep focusing on it. But it is helpful to imagine something horrible
happening and you following through with the preparation you have been practicing. When you do that, you are
rehearsing being courageous. Make no mistake about it, courage can be practiced. Privately, you can imagine
yourself remaining calm and focused in the midst of chaos. Together with your classmates and teachers, you
can talk about how you want to respond in crisis, if you ever have to.

With mental rehearsal and behavioral safety drills, you will gain confidence in yourself and in your brothers and
sisters with whom you share the unsettling dread that something beyond your control can actually happen.

The fear never goes anywhere. The fear does not change. YOU DO. YOU CHANGE. You come to terms with
the reality that there are real dangers in this world and that doesn’t have to stop you from living your life fully.

One More Conversation --

Fear: Bad things can happen.

You: | know, you have mentioned that before.
Fear: Yeah, but bad things can happen today.

You: | know. Thanks for the heads-up. | am remaining prepared. | rehearse my actions and my thoughts. |
rehearse my courage.

Fear: Yeah, but...

You: Shhhhhh. | got this.
Fear: Okay. I'll be back later.
You: | know you will.

[And... scene]

IN A NUTSHELL

Fear will stop you
if you let it.

Don'’t let it.

Thom Rutledge has been in practice as a psychotherapist for more than 40 years. (He figures that if he practices long
enough, he will eventually learn how to do it.) He is the author of several books, including Embracing Fear, The Self-
Forgiveness Handbook, The Greater Possibilities and What Love Is. Thom is the co-host, with Dr. Allen Berger, of The
Emotional Sobriety Podcast. To subscribe to his weekly-ish email, Emotional Sobriety in a Nutshell, visit thomrutledge.com.
To schedule a remote session with Thom, email thomrutledgeauthor@gmail.com.




