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Exercises to Accompany The Joyous Recovery 

Introduction to the Exercises 

There are several points about this exercise program that are important to understand 

before you dive in: 

• The program is set out in a schedule of weeks, but that schedule is just a

suggestion. Work through these exercises at whatever speed makes sense for

you, which may be faster or slower.

• You’ll want to have a journal.

• Many of these exercises are designed to be done with a healing partner (also

called a co-counselor). If you aren’t working with a partner, do those exercises in

written form in your journal, but also try to share with close friends or relatives in

your life about the process you’re going through. If you wish to work with a

healing partner but haven’t found someone yet, go to “Find Healing Partners” on

this website.

• As you go through this process, I encourage you to do some regular reading on

the PLN Forum (also on this website), and to add your own posts or comments.

This is even more important for people who are working this program without a

healing partner, but it’s important for everyone.

• Any time these exercises lead you to different issues or questions than the ones

we’re guiding you toward — including feelings or experiences that may be the

opposite of what the exercises is asking you to explore — go with what comes up

for you and follow where it leads. Unexpected directions that your thoughts or

feelings take sometimes turn out to be the most productive path for your

healing. (The only exception to this is to notice if you keep having the desire to

quickly move on from a positive topic to a painful one; your healing will be

slowed down if you hurry past the exercises that involve focusing on positive

events, feelings, or memories.)

• Many issues that we’re spending one or two weeks on actually represent months

or years of work for many people. These are just beginning explorations — but

even opening these questions up briefly will have noticeable positive effects on

your life.
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• Try to write regularly in your journal during this process even if you’re also

working with a healing partner. Journaling and splitting time (co-counseling)

support healing in two different ways, so it’s good to have them both going if

possible. (But if you only have time and energy for one or the other, I recommend

making co-counseling your highest priority — it’s the game changer for

emotional healing.

• This exercise program is a work in progress. We will be adding new pieces over

time, and making changes based on feedback we hear.

WEEK 1 

• Read the “Attention” section (in the front pages of the book)

• Read Chapter 1, pages 1-11

• Read the section on this website called “How to Split Time” under the “About PLN”

tab — the points in that section will be crucial to doing this whole program of

exercises

1) The main work for this week is to find a partner to read the book and go through the

exercises with. If you haven’t succeeded yet in getting someone you know interested in

doing it with you, go to the “Find Healing Partners” tab to learn about getting matched

with someone through this website.

2) In your journal, or while splitting time (co-counseling) with your healing partner:

a) Make a list of ways you have tried to heal in the past, and discuss how those different

efforts have gone.

b) Reflect on these questions:

– What do you tend to most dump on yourself about?

– How might you best argue back against those hurtful internal messages?

– Where have you felt like you made a difference to someone else’s recovery from a hurt

or a crisis? Tell about that.
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WEEK 2 

• Read Chapter 1, pgs. 12-16

• Read Chapter 2, pg. 17 – middle of pg. 20

If you’re working with a partner, try to start getting a total of at least 30 minutes per 

week each in your co-counseling sessions. (That might mean you split time once a week 

and each take 30- minutes turns, or twice a week with 15-minute turns, or other formats; 

just try to get a total of 30 minutes or more each.) 

Reflect on these questions when splitting time with your healing partner, or in your 

journal: 

– Do you ever cry hard? Do you feel good afterward, or not?

– Explore some happy memories of laughing with people.

– What messages do you carry that say you shouldn’t need other people?

– What do you know about what you were like as a baby? What do you know about how

that time went for you?

WEEK 3 

• Read Chapter 2, middle of pg. 20 – pg. 30

Questions to explore this week in sessions and your journal: 

– What kinds of violence (including “spanking”) have you been the target of over the

course of your childhood? What violence has happened in your adult life? What violence

have you witnessed toward other people?

– In what ways have you been given the message that something is wrong with you?

– How were you dismissed or discounted as a child? After you spend some time answering

this question, speak aloud to your young self, as if he or she were in the room, saying how

important you think that child really was, and telling him/her how their feelings and

opinions should have been responded to.

– Was isolation a challenge in your childhood? If so, describe some of the ways that
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happened for you. What were some of your strategies as a child to deal with isolation? 

– What approaches do you remember using as a child to make pain go away? Spend a few

minutes taking pride in how important those techniques were to your survival (even if they

also had some negative effects in the long term).

WEEK 4 

• Read Chapter 2, pgs. 31-43

Explore these questions when you’re splitting time and in your journal: 

– What comes up for you when things go well? Have you ever been upset or downhearted

after receiving good news? Were you baffled or self-critical about your reaction? Do any of

the items on the list on pg. 33 apply to your childhood (or your current circumstances)? If

so, explore that some.

– What are your thoughts when you learn the concept of “frozen needs”? Does this idea

resonate with challenges from your life?

– Building on work you did last week, reflect further about survival strategies you

developed as a child to get through painful periods or to live with ongoing painful

problems. Which of these patterns have continued into your adult life? Do you tend to

criticize yourself for having these patterns? Write for several minutes, or talk during your

turn when you’re splitting time, about why these behaviors (or ways of thinking) were once

so crucial to you. Then spend some time, looking from that perspective, to see if you can

start to feel more self-forgiving about current challenges that you have that are related to

these enduring patterns. What could you start forgiving yourself for?

– Have you ever been labeled as “mentally ill”? Who put that label on you? How did it

affect you? Are there remaining traces/scars from the experience of being labeled in that

way?

– Look back over the list of balancing acts on pg. 43. What thoughts do you have as you

go over these? Spend several minutes sitting with this list and letting these three items sink

into you. What feelings come up? Can you begin to envision the kind of peace that could

come through finding these balance points?
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WEEK 5 

Read Chapter 3, pgs. 47-52 

Read Chapter 4, pgs. 53-58 (middle of page) 

Beginning with the material you read in Chapter 3, spend co-counseling time and 

writing time on the following questions: 

– How do the ideas from Chapter 3 connect to other things you’ve heard about healing?

Which ideas are new? Which ideas do you doubt, or disagree with? Which ideas go against

principles about healing you’ve heard or believed before? Do any of the ideas from this

chapter help you to feel hopeful about healing? If so, why?

The exercises this week that go with the reading from Chapter 4 are going to be things 

to do out in your regular life, though you might also follow these up with some journal 

writing and co-counseling time about them: 

1) Observe yourself during your interactions with other people for a few days. Start

noticing who is talking and who is listening during each interaction. Look at both

superficial conversations (strangers, acquaintances) and more significant ones (longer

talks, whether with friends, co-workers, relatives, children). How much of the time did

you spend talking in each interaction, and how much listening? Which person do you

think did more of the talking? Did you notice any habits you have of doing more than

your share of the talking, or more than your share of the listening? Keep observing

yourself in this way through the week and see what you notice, recording your

observations in your journal or discussing them with your co-counselor.

2) Notice times during the week when you’re finding it hard to listen to someone — we

all have those times. When you sense that happening, examine the feelings or

preoccupations you’re having that are making it hard to listen. Are you experience

cravings and longings that are distracting you? Are you feeling restless? Bored? Do you

feel an overwhelming desire to be the one speaking and being listened to, and that’s

making it hard to fully focus on what the other person is saying? Are you feeling

reluctant to ask questions, because you don’t want to listen anymore?
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Try not to criticize yourself about any of these observations. Just notice them, and then 

see if you can notice what the underlying feelings are for you. 

3) During this week, try also to notice if you’re feeling the need to come up with “helpful

comments” while other people are talking to you. In what types of situations does this

tend to happen? Try for a few days to see if you can stop saying “helpful” things, and

just listen and express your caring and understanding about what the other person says.

Do some writing or co-counseling about what it was like to try to do this.

4) Finally, during your conversations this week, see if you can slow down the exchange

of roles (see pg. 55), meaning that you try to keep the focus on the other person for a

longer period of time before you switch to speaking about yourself. This particularly

requires asking more questions. Later in the week, reflect in writing and co-counseling

about whether you were able to have some success in this respect.

WEEK 6 

Read Chapter 4 middle of pg. 58 – pg. 67 

Key questions to focus on in your journal writing and co-counseling this week: 

– When you’re the person speaking, what kinds of comments from other people make you

feel like they’re hearing you? that they’re not hearing you? make you feel good? make you

feel bad?

Read the lists on pgs. 59-61, where I’m recommending supportive things for you to day 

to other people. Which of these do you like hearing back from people? Which ones not? 

Explain some about why your prefer some of these responses and why some of them 

bother you (if there are any that do). 

Note: Keep in mind that pgs. 59-61 are offering general suggestions. Each person will be 

slightly different with respect to what kinds of responses from other people make them 

feel heard and understood — or not — and what kinds of comments they find helpful. 

We have to fine-tune our responses as we get to know people. 
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A final and important exercise: During this entire week, see how many questions you can 

ask people in each interaction you have — and then work on listening carefully to their 

answers. See if their answers give you ideas for more things you can ask. When it comes 

to asking questions, the best thing is to practice, practice, and practice; you’ll get better 

and better at it. Make this your question asking week. Then spend some time with your 

co-counselor or your journal exploring what that was like. 

WEEK 7 

Read Chapter 5 pgs. 68 – 82 

Begin by doing the following writing in your journal, which you may want to spread over 

two or three days: 

Make a list of as many ways as you can think of in which you’ve been courageous over 

the course of your life. (Review pages 77-78 to help prompt your memory — it includes 

many important brave actions that people don’t tend to recognize as brave.) 

Then make a list of as many example as you can remember of smart decisions that 

you’ve made at any point, and why they were smart. (Remember that a decision can be 

smart and still lead to a bad outcome — the result doesn’t prove that the reasoning was 

bad.) 

Then make a list of the ways you got through the hardest times in your life (building on 

exercises we’ve done in recent weeks of this program). Make sure to give substantial 

attention to this one. 

Then make lists of: 

– the people and animals you have loved

– the places you have loved, especially outdoor spots

– the ways you’ve stood up for what’s right (again, spend plenty of time reflecting on this

question, don’t rush past it or decide “I can’t think of anything” — you can)

– what you have given to others, or to the world (and I don’t mean gifts — I mean
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contributions of love, presence, wisdom, assistance, and so forth — although it’s okay to 

list gifts too, as long as they really meant something to you when you gave them) 

If you’re working with a healing partner, share as much as you wish to from these lists 

while splitting time, and let yourself feel anything that comes up for you as you share. 

Next, spend some time, with your healing partner or your journal, exploring the list of 

different types of intelligence that is on pg. 76. See where you can find your strengths 

and interests on that list. Do you have strong aspects to your intelligence that have been 

undervalued? What would it be like for you to start putting a higher value on them from 

now on? 

Try saying several times aloud, “I’m really smart! Here’s how!” As you do this, you can 

point to one or more of the items on pg. 76 if you want. 

When you were a child, where did you get your key messages about what it means to 

be smart, and what types of intelligence are valuable? Start reflecting on ways that you 

may have internalized limiting or hurtful messages about your intelligence — and other 

people’s — and consider starting a process to free yourself of those messages. 

Reflect on what you might be doing differently if you believed that you were a smart 

and capable person with important gifts. 

WEEK 8 

Read Chapter 6 pgs. 83 – 88 

1) Write the story of your life in 1250-1750 words (this exercise is described on pgs. 84-

85). That’s about five pages of double-spaced text. There is a reason why I give an upper

limit; this is an exercise in zeroing in on what has really meant the most to you, both

good and bad. I’m not asking you to write a chronology of events. Instead, see if you

can describe what the events in your life have meant to you, what their significance has

been. You might address, for example:
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What would I most want a loved one to understand about what things have been like for 

me? 

What do I most need to say, including pieces that I have not yet expressed? 

What have I most cared about? What pieces of my caring (toward people, toward beliefs, 

toward animals or places) have I not yet allowed to fully show? 

What are my deepest satisfactions? And what are my deepest longings? When has my 

heart most soared? When did it most break? 

Write this piece under the assumption that you will show it to no one. If you decide later 

to share part or all of it that’s fine; but don’t hold anything back in this first version out 

of concern for how it might sound, or because it might hurt someone or make them 

angry. You can edit it later if you decide to share it. 

2) Push the envelope with someone this week. When someone asks how you are, tell

them how you really are that day. When you’re skirting around the edge of an issue with

someone, take the dive into what you’re avoiding saying or exploring (see pg. 86).

3) What creative outlet(s) do you have? Do you like to write, draw, sing, write songs,

dance, fix up the inside of a house, act, create a garden, or play an instrument, for

example? Choose a creative form that you like and try one day seeing how much

emotion you can pour into it for a half hour or an hour — really pour it on. (And if you

feel you don’t have any creative thing that you do, now is the time to write a poem —

just for yourself. You don’t have to make the lines rhyme; it’s totally up to you whether

they do or not. If it’s written down in a way that looks something like a poem, then it’s a

poem — and your thoughts and feelings will come out differently than they normally

do. I would love to see everyone in the Peak Living Network start to write poems, with

no pressure to share them with anyone else.)

WEEKS 9 & 10 

Read Chapter 7 pgs. 89 – 100 
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Begin with the following assessment of your current support system: 

– To whom do you feel close in your current and recent life?

– Which people are the best ones to talk to or be around when things are hard for you?

– Which people accept help from you, including reaching out to you when they need

support?

– Whom do you need to avoid when things are hard for you, because their responses

make you feel bad?

– What do you need more of in your social connections? (such as more people for fun,

physical affection, deep sharing, calling on at a bad time, helping with things, accepting

help from you)

Next, explore the negative messages that are keeping you from reaching out to people 

you’d like to be closer to or would like to get to know. Spend some co-counseling or 

journal time on ways to stop being held back by these messages. 

During these two weeks, take three specific steps toward meeting new people (from the 

list on pgs. 93 – 94). After you’ve made all three efforts, describe how it went (and how it 

felt) to your healing partner or write about it. 

Explore these questions: 

1) Where do you back off from getting close to people? What can you notice about

what’s going on inside you when you do that? Are there particular past experiences that

you’re thinking about at those times? If so, spend some time getting some support

about those experiences with your co-counselor.

2) What messages did you grow up with about asking for help? How do you feel when

other people ask you for help? When do you feel happy to help and when do you feel

burdened by it?

During your turn in a co-counseling session, try saying “Help me!” out loud several 

times. Say it with some intensity, and see what brings up for you. You can try saying it to 

your healing partner, and also try saying it as if there were someone else in the room 

you were speaking to. (You don’t need to have anyone in mind while you do this, but if 
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a particular person comes to mind — for example, imagining that you’re back in 

childhood saying this to one of your parents or to some other adult — give that a try.) 

Spend some time thinking about the people who are your main supports in life, asking 

yourself these questions: 

– Who is supporting the people who are supporting me? What is difficult for them

currently in their own lives? How could I take more care of them (while continuing to

accept their support toward me)? Is there any way I could contribute to the nurturing of

my support system?


