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Language is the hallmark of humanity—it allows us to form deep relationships and complex societies. But we 
also use it when we’re all alone; it shapes even our silent relationships with ourselves. In his book, The Voices 
Within, Charles Fernyhough gives a historical overview of “inner speech”—the more scientific term for “talking 
to yourself in your head.”


Fernyhough, a professor at Durham University in the U.K., says that inner speech develops alongside social 
speech. This idea was pioneered by Lev Vygotsky, a Russian psychologist who studied children in the 1920s 
and noted that when they learned to talk to other humans, they also learned how to talk to themselves, first 
out loud, and eventually, in their heads.


Inner speech, Fernyhough writes, isn’t bound by many of the conventions of verbal speech. For one, we can 
produce it much faster when we don’t have to go at the pace required to use tongues and lips and voice 
boxes. One researcher the book cites clocks inner speech at an average pace of 4,000 words per 
minute—10 times faster than verbal speech. And it’s often more condensed—we don’t have to use full 
sentences to talk to ourselves, because we know what we mean. 

But it does maintain many of the characteristics of dialogue. We may imagine an exchange with someone else, 
or we may just talk to ourselves. But that doesn’t mean it’s not a conversation. Our minds contain many 
different perspectives, and they can argue or confer or talk over each other.


“We are all fragmented,” Fernyhough writes. “There is no unitary self. We are all in pieces, struggling to create 
the illusion of a coherent ‘me’ from moment to moment.”


I spoke with Fernyhough about how the fragments of ourselves communicate through inner speech, the 
difficulty in studying the phenomenon, and what it might teach us. A lightly edited and condensed transcript of 
our conversation is below.


Julie Beck: In your view, is there a difference between “inner speech” and just thinking? Is inner speech a 
subcategory of thought or are they one and the same?


Charles Fernyhough: I think “thinking” is a tricky word. Thinking means a lot of different things and we’re not 
often very good at being clear what we mean by it. So I try to avoid it—quite a difficult term to avoid. But it’s 
kind of everything the mind does. A certain category of thinking that we call verbal thinking, and that's 
essentially inner speech, the stuff that we do in words. But I certainly think you can be intelligent and do lots of 
really clever stuff without language. Babies prove it every day; animals prove it every day.


1.  

http://pms.sagepub.com/content/71/3/1043.abstract


Page 4

2. Dr. Jim Loehr - world-renowned 
performance psychologist

3. Vayikra 16
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AND THE OTHER LOT FOR AZAZEL. “This was a 
high mountain — a flinty precipitous peak, as it is said, a 
land which is cut off.”50Further, Verse 22. This is the 
language of Rashi. And in the Torath Kohanim [the 
Rabbis have said]:51Torath Kohanim, Acharei 2:8. “For 
Azazel. This means the ‘hardest’ place in the mountains. I 
might think that it refers to an inhabited place; Scripture 
therefore says into the wilderness.52Further, Verse 21. 
Whence do we know that it be a precipitous peak? 
Scripture therefore says, unto a land which is cut off.”
50Further, Verse 22. Accordingly the meaning of the word 
la’azazel is to “a hard” place, [the root of the word azazel 
being az — strong], with the letter za’yin doubled just like 
‘izuz’ (strong) and mighty.53Psalms 24:8.
Now Rabbi Abraham ibn Ezra wrote: “Said Rav 
Shmuel:54This is Rabbi Shmuel ben Chophni, the father-
in-law of Rav Hai Gaon. See Vol. II, p. 84, Note 139. 
‘Although it is [only] with reference to the goat of the sin-
offering that it is written [explicitly] that it was for the 
Eternal,55As it is stated in the verse before us: one lot for 
the Eternal, and the other for Azazel, and in the following 
verse it is stated that the goat upon which the lot fell for 
the Eternal be offered for a sin-offering. the goat which 
was sent away [to Azazel] was also for the Eternal.’ But 
there is no need for this [comment]. For the goat which 
was sent away was not an “offering’56I.e., “it was unlike 
all other offerings” (Ohel Yoseph). since it was not 
slaughtered. Now if you can understand the secret of the 
word after ‘Azazel,’57In Verse 10 it states ‘la’azazel 
hamidbarah’ (for Azazel into the wilderness). The secret is 
thus that this is the desert’s portion. you will know its 
secret [that of Azazel] and the secret of its name,58“For 
the name [Azazel] is derived from the word az (strong), 
which is indicative of the nature of the offering befitting 
him, and of the strength and might which are in his 
power” (Peirush Mototh on Ibn Ezra). since it has 
companions in Scripture.59I.e., in the purification of the 
leper (above, 14:7) and of a house afflicted by leprosy 
(ibid., Verse 53). See Ramban ibid., Verse 53. And I will 
reveal to you part of the secret by hint: when you will be 
at thirty-three60This enigmatic text in Ibn Ezra is 
generally explained by his commentators [and is so 
clearly indicated further, by Ramban] as follows: If from 
the word Azazel [here in Verse 8] you will count ahead 
thirty-three verses, you will reach Chapter 17, Verse 7, 
which reads And they shall no more sacrifice their 
sacrifices unto the satyrs, after whom they go astray. Here 
then is the secret of why the goat that was sent away to 
Azazel was not slaughtered, so that it should not appear 
as a form of sacrifice to the satyrs (Ohel Yoseph). See my 
Hebrew commentary, p. 88. you will know it.” [Thus far 

4. Ramban
1194-1270
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are the words of Ibn Ezra]. Now of Rabbi Abraham ibn 
Ezra it may be said that he that is of a faithful spirit 
concealeth a matter,61Proverbs 11:13. and I will not be the 
talebearer who revealeth his secret,62The above verse 
reads: He that goeth about as a talebearer revealeth 
secrets; but he that is of a faithful spirit concealeth a 
matter. Ramban thus after paying tribute to Ibn Ezra for 
remaining faithful to the spirit of the second half of the 
verse, now says that nor will he himself be in violation of 
the first half of the verse, since the Sages have already 
revealed that secret in many places. since our Rabbis of 
blessed memory have already revealed it in many places. 
Thus they have said in Bereshith Rabbah:63Bereshith 
Rabbah 65:10. “And the ‘sa’ir’64Literally: “the goat.” But 
this Hebrew term sa’ir was also used by Scripture with 
reference to Esau [as the text continues], in the sense of 
“hairy.” shall carry upon him,65Verse 22. this is a reference 
to Esau, as it is said, Behold, Esau my brother is a man who 
is ‘sa’ir’ (hairy).66Genesis 27:11. All ‘avonotham’ (their 
iniquities),65Verse 22. [read]: ‘avonoth tam’ (the sins of him 
who has been called tam, ‘a man of integrity’), as it is said, 
and Jacob was a man ‘tam’ (‘of integrity’).”67Ibid., 25:27. 
It is explained more clearly in the Chapters of the great 
Rabbi Eliezer:68Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 46. “The 
reason why69This is in connection with what is told in the 
Pirkei d’Rabbi Eliezer, that “on the day the Torah was 
given to Israel, Satan said before the Holy One, blessed be 
He: ‘Master of the universe, you have given me control 
over all the wicked, but over the righteous You have not 
given me control!’ To this the Holy One, blessed be He, 
replied: ‘You will have control over them on the Day of 
Atonement if they have sinned, and if not, you will have no 
control over them.’” Therefore etc. they would give 
Sammael [i.e., Satan] a conciliatory gift on the Day of 
Atonement, was so that he should not annul [the effect of] 
their offerings, as it is said, one lot for the Eternal, and the 
other lot for Azazel, the lot of the Holy One, blessed by He, 
to be a burnt-offering,70In view of the fact that the goat for 
the Eternal was offered as a sin-offering [as stated in Verse 

5. Yoma 67b 
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When God created the world, nobody objected to the introduction of the trees, 
the cows, the clouds, the oceans, etc., until God created man. Then the Angels 
staunchly objected and said, Mah enosh ki sizkerenu, What is man that You are 
mindful of him, and the son of man that You visit him? (Tehillim 8:5). Man is frail, 
fallible, and imperfect; why is he worthy of your creation and attention when he is 
unworthy?  

 

Yet God created man nonetheless. When man made a mistake and obtained a 
pardon, the two Angels that had objected, Uzza and Azael, approached Hashem 
and said: We were right, as the man You made has failed You. Hashem said to 
them, “Had you been with them you would have sinned equally.” And He cast 
them down from their high estate in heaven unto the earth.


6. Zohar 3:208a 
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7. Beis Yaakov
R’ Yaakov Leiner of Izhbitz

1814-1878

8. Siddur 
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9. Micha 6:8 

10. Aruch L’Ner (Makkos 24a)
R’ Yaakov Ettlinger

1798-1871

Micha lists three elements in accordance with three 
types of mitzvos; mitzvos between man and 
God, mitzvos between man and his fellow man, and 
reflexive mitzvos between man and 
himself.  Regarding reflexive mitzvos, he mentions the 
requirement of justice, weighing one’s actions to 
ensure that one is wholesome.  Regarding 
interpersonal mitzvos, he includes the requirement of 
ahavat chesed; regarding ritual requirements, he says 
that one should walk humbly with God.
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11. Maharal 
R’ Yehuda Loew of Prague

1520-1609
Derech Chaim Avos 1:2 
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12. Bava Kamma 30a 

13. Maharsha
R’ Shmuel Eiders

1555-1631 
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14. R’ Samson Raphael Hirsch
1808-1882

15. R’ Eliyahu Baruch Finkel 
1947-2008  
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Selective Observance

The posuk in Parshas Shoftim uses three different phrases to describe a disagreement about halachah - "bein 
dama l'dam, bein din l'din, bein negah l'negah" (17:8). The Vilna Gaon is quoted in the  Sefer Aderes 
Eliyahu as having commented that this language indicates that all the dinim of the Torah are classified into 
three distinct categories: issur v'heter, dinei mamonus, and tuma v'tahara. The parsha states that if in any one 
of these three areas there is a machlokes among the chachomim in town which is ripping apart the community, 
the issue must be presented to the Sanhedrin in Yerushalayim which should give the psak that will be binding 
on all of Klal Yisroel. The implication is that were it not for the fact that the machlokes among the rabbonim is 
causing friction and ripping apart the community, each group would follow their own poseik.

The Tosefta (Sanhedrin 7:5) tells us that all the laws of the Torah are interconnected and fall into one big 
pattern to comprise one big mosaic. The  Gemarah  will, therefore, often learn out the details of 
one mitzvah from another mitzvah. Nonetheless, the Gemarah does put limitations upon this concept of all of 
Torah fitting into a single pattern. The  Gemarah  says that  issur v'heter  cannot be learned out neither 
from  tumah v'taharah (Yevamos 103b) nor from dinei mamonus (Berachos 19b). These sources seem to be 
implying that each one of the three areas of halacha makes up its own pattern; all of dinei mamonus fit into 
one pattern, all of the laws of issur v'heter fall into a separate pattern, etc. (see Sefer Eretz Hatzvi siman 2).

When we are in doubt as to what the facts of a case are, the  halacha  has a different way of resolving 
the safeik depending on which category of dinim  the case at hand belongs to. Regarding  issur v'heter, we 
assume that any safeik  regarding a din min ha'Torah must be resolved  l'chumrah. However, when we have 

16. Gra on Mishlei 
R’ Eliyahu b. Shlomo Zalman

1720-1797

17. R’ Herschel Schachter 
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a safeik in the area of dinei mamonus the psak will be in favor of the muchzok (possession is nine-tenths 
of the law) which is  l'kula. Finally, when the safeik  is in the area of  tunah v'tahara, whether the psak will 
be  l'hachmir or  l'hokeil will depend on the location where the safeik arose - in a  reshus ha'yochid or in 
a reshus ha'rabim.

In addition to these three areas of halacha, the Gemarah  tells us that there are another three areas that 
are treated differently. With respect to  dinei n'foshos  the Torah tells us "V'he'tzulu 
ha'aida" (Bamidbar 35:25), i.e. we should always bend over backwards to try to acquit the person being 
judged, and this applies even with respect to the way we darshan the halachos by reading in between the 
lines (Sanhedrin  69a). In the area of  avoda zara  the Torah tells us "shakeitz t'shaktzenu", etc., which 
implies that we should always bend over backwards to go l'chumrah when darshening the pessukim, and 
in the area of  kodshim, the Gemarah  (Zevochim  49-50) discusses at length the fact that the middos 
she'haTorah nidreshes bohem apply differently to kodshim  from how they apply to the rest of the Torah 
regarding lomeid min ha'lomeid (learning out C from B where B itself was derived from A).

Reb Yehuda Ha'Nasi edited the  mishnayos  and divided everything into six sections. 
The sedorim of Nezikin, Kodshim and Taharos constitute three separate areas of halacha.

Some are only careful in observing those mitzvos which are bein adam laMakom and not that meticulous 
in  nezikin  (bein adam lachaveiro). Others are only extremely careful in observing those mitzvos which 
are bein adam lachaveiro while not being that meticulous in observing those mitzvos  in the area of  issur 
v'heter (bein adam laMakom). An Orthodox Jew is one who is equally meticulous in all areas.

It is quoted in the name of the Vilna Gaon that many divide all mitzvos  into two categories: bein adam 
laMakom  and  bein adam lachaveiro. In reality, there is a third category:  bein adam l'atzmo. We have 
the mitzva of V'holachto b'derachav - to preserve the tzelem ELokim that was implanted within us at birth 
by developing our middos. The Gemarah  (Bava Kamma 30a) tells us that one who wishes to become 
a  chassid  should be meticulous in three areas of  halacha  -  avos, nezikin, and  berachos. These three 
represent the three areas of mitzvos - bein adam laMakom, bein adam lachaveiro, and bein adam l'atzmo.

Unfortunately many people are only selectively observant. Listed among the various mumin  (wounds or 
blemishes) that invalidate a kohein from being markiv korbanos  in the Beis Hamikdash  is saru'ah, one 
whose limbs are not symmetrical (e.g. one arm is noticeably longer than the other, one eye is noticeably 
larger than the other.) I remember Rav Nissan Alpert's  hesped  at the funeral of Hagaon Rav Moshe 
Feinstein wherein he mentioned that he met many gedolim in his lifetime whom he felt that suffered, in a 
certain sense, from the mum of saru'ah. Some were very meticulous in one area of halacha, but not to the 
same extent in other areas. And some were especially strong in learning in one area of Torah (psak 
halacha, Kodshim, Nashim & Nezikin, etc.) but not equally as strong in all other areas of Torah. The one 
and only  gadol b'Torah  he knew who seemed to be equally strong in all areas of Torah and equally 
meticulous in all areas of miztvos at the same time was his rebbe - Hagaon Rav Moshe Feinstein.
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The word chamad (coveted) has two meanings in 
Hebrew.44I.E. is commenting on verse 18, which reads: 
ve-lo tachmod (neither shalt thou covet). One is to rob, 
to extort, to take someone’s property by force and 
compulsion. This is the meaning of the word in neither 
shall any man covet (yachmod) thy land45If neither 
shall any man covet (yachmod) thy land means no one 
shall desire your land, then the Land of Israel would be 
an undesirable land. Hence the meaning of neither shall 
any man covet (yachmod) thy land must be no one will 
take your land. (Ex. 34:24). For if this is not its 
meaning, then the land is bad. But Scripture only comes 
to praise the land. The second meeting is to desire in the 
heart without acting.46On the desire. Now, Neither shalt 
thou covet thy neighbor’s house (Ex. 20:14) is the ninth 
statement, and thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife 
(Ibid.) is the tenth statement.47This interpretation does 
not count I am as the first statement of the Decalogue. 
Therefore, it counts Neither shalt thou covet thy neighbor’s house and thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife as two separate 
statements. According to this interpretation, thy neighbor’s house and thy neighbor’s wife are connected to each other.48That is, they 
have a similar meaning even though they form two separate statements. Hence Scripture can invert these statements. I.E. comments 
thus because in Exodus the prohibition against coveting thy neighbor’s house precedes thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, while 
the reverse is true in Deuteronomy (Weiser). On the other hand, thy neighbor’s house might be a general rule.49In other words, Neither 
shalt thou covet thy neighbor’s house is the tenth statement. Scripture first states the general rule and then goes into detail; that is, 
Neither…thy neighbor’s house includes your neighbor’s wife, servant, ox, ass, and all that he owns. According to this interpretation, I 
am is the first statement and Neither shalt thou covet thy neighbor’s house is the tenth. The fact that Moses in this book [Deuteronomy] 
in which he explains the Torah, employs ve-lo50I.E, lo. titavveh (neither shalt thou covet) (v. 18) in place of lo tachmod (thou shalt not 
covet) (Ex. 20:14) is proof of this.51That Neither shalt thou covet thy neighbor’s house is a general statement, for Moses explains it by 
using a different term in Deuteronomy. Many say that one cannot sin with one’s thoughts and there is no reward and punishment for 
what one thinks. However, one can refute them by quoting many verses. I will not prolong my argument. I will merely point to the 
following: A heart that deviseth wicked thoughts (Prov. 6:18); thou didst well that it was in thy heart (II Chron. 6:8); And to them that 
are upright in their hearts (Ps. 125:4). Moses at the end52Of his review of the commandments. said, in thy mouth, and in thy heart, that 
thou mayest do it (Deut. 30:14). The main purpose of the mitzvot is to perfect the heart. Most of them serve as a memorial.53They 
remind the heart what it is to believe. See The Secret of Torah, A Translation of Ibn Ezra’s Yesod Mora, translated by H. Norman 
Strickman, Jason Aaronson, 1995, p. 78: “Some commandments serve as reminders of the fundamental precepts. For example, the 
Sabbath commemorates creation. Likewise, not permitting one’s slave to work on the Sabbath recalls the Exodus from Egypt. Similarly, 
the Pascal lamb, the matzot, the bitter herbs, the sukkah, the mezuzah, and the tefillin worn on the hand and head. Likewise, the tzitzit.” 
The distinction made between a sin committed deliberately and one committed inadvertently should convince them.

18. Devarim 5 

19. Ibn Ezra 
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20. Michtav Mei’Eliyahu
R’ Eliyahu Dersler

1892-1953
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21.  Chiddushei Ha’Lev
 R’ Henoch Leibowitz

1918-2008
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23. Secrets of the Soul
R’ Shlomo Hoffman

1922-2013

22.  Ohr Yisroel 30
R’ Yisroel Salanter

1809-1883



Page 19



Page 20

Ta’avos (desires) are necessary for the service of Hashem 
and for the preservation of our bodies.  We must subdue 
our ta’avos, but still allow them to exist.


The yetzer ha’rah is necessary in the service of Hashem 
but it must be subjugated under our hand, to be used of 
ravodas Hashem and not for other things.

24. GRA 
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25. Pesachim 50b

26. Introduction to Cheshbon Ha’Nefesh 
R’ Isaac Sher

1875-1952
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27.  Secrets of the Soul
R’ Shlomo Hoffman

1922-2013
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28. Mindset
Carol Dweck Ph.D.
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“[Children with a growth mindset] knew that human qualities, such as intellectual skills, could be 
cultivated through effort."

“Not only were [the children with a growth mindset]not discouraged by failure, they didn’t even think 
they were failing. They thought they were learning."

“What are the consequences of thinking that your intelligence or personality is something you can 
develop, as opposed to something that is a fixed, deep-seated trait?”

“Robert Sternberg, the present-day guru of intelligence, writes that the major factor in whether people 
achieve expertise ‘is not some fixed prior ability, but purposeful engagement’.”

“For twenty years, my research has shown that the view you adopt for yourself profoundly affects the 
way you lead your life."

“Believing that your qualities are carved in stone—the fixed mindset—creates an urgency to prove 
yourself over and over."

“This growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate 
through your efforts. Although people may differ in every which way—in their initial talents and 
aptitudes, interests, or temperaments—everyone can change and grow through application and 
experience."

“Why waste time proving over and over how great you are, when you could be getting better? Why hide 
deficiencies instead of overcoming them?”

29. 
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“The passion for stretching yourself and sticking to it, even (or especially) when it’s not going well, is the 
hallmark of the growth mindset."
“The fixed mindset makes you concerned with how you’ll be judged; the growth mindset makes you 
concerned with improving."

“When you enter a mindset, you enter a new world. In one world—the world of fixed traits—success is 
about proving you’re smart or talented. Validating yourself. In the other—the world of changing qualities
—it’s about stretching yourself to learn something new. Developing yourself."

“Benjamin Barber, an eminent sociologist, once said, ‘I don’t divide the world into the weak and the 
strong, or the successes and the failures…. I divide the world into the learners and non-learners’.”

“People in a growth mindset don’t just seek challenge, they thrive on it."

“We gave fifth graders intriguing puzzles, which they all loved. But when we made them harder, children 
with the fixed mindset showed a big plunge in enjoyment."

“For [people with a growth mindset] it’s not about immediate perfection. It’s about learning something 
over time: confronting a challenge and making progress."

“‘Becoming is better than being’. The fixed mindset does not allow people the luxury of becoming. They 
have to already be."

“People with the growth mindset know that it takes time for potential to flower."

“College students, after doing poorly on a test, were given a chance to look at tests of other students. 
Those in the growth mindset looked at the tests of people who had done far better than they had. As 
usual, they wanted to correct their deficiency. But students in the fixed mindset chose to look at the tests 
of people who had done really poorly. That was their way of feeling better about themselves."

“John Wooden, the legendary basketball coach, says you aren’t a failure until you start to blame. What 
he means is that you can still be in the process of learning from your mistakes until you deny them."

“French executive Pierre Chevalier says, ‘We are not a nation of effort. After all, if you have savoir-faire 
[a mixture of know-how and cool], you do things effortlessly’.”

“People with the growth mindset, however, believe something very different. For them, even geniuses 
have to work hard for their achievements."

“They may appreciate endowment, but they admire effort, for no matter what your ability is, effort is what 
ignites that ability and turns it into accomplishment."

“The growth mindset does allow people to love what they’re doing—and to continue to love it in the face 
of difficulties."

“Those with the growth mindset found success in doing their best, in learning and improving. And this is 
exactly what we find in the champions."

“Those with the growth mindset found setbacks motivating. They’re informative. They’re a wake-up call."
“People with the growth mindset in sports (as in pre-med chemistry) took charge of the processes that 
bring success—and that maintain it."
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Are you a worrier? Do you imagine nightmare scenarios and then get worked up and anxious about them? 
Does your mind get caught in a horrible spiral of catastrophizing over even the smallest of things? Worrying, 
particularly imagining the worst case scenario, seems to be a natural part of being human and comes easily to a 
lot of us. It’s awful, perhaps even dangerous, when we do it.

But, there might just be an ancient wisdom that can help. It involves reframing this attitude for the better, and it 
comes from Stoicism. It’s called “premeditation,” and it could be the most useful trick we can learn.

Practical Stoicism

Broadly speaking, Stoicism is the philosophy of choosing your judgments. Stoics believe that there is nothing 
about the universe that can be called good or bad, valuable or valueless, in itself. It’s we who add these values 
to things. As Shakespeare’s Hamlet says, “There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so.” Our 
minds color the things we encounter as being “good” or “bad,” and given that we control our minds, we therefore 
have control over all of our negative feelings.

Put another way, Stoicism maintains that there’s a gap between our experience of an event and our judgment of 
it. For instance, if someone calls you a smelly goat, you have an opportunity, however small and hard it might 
be, to pause and ask yourself, “How will I judge this?” What’s more, you can even ask, “How will I respond?” We 
have power over which thoughts we entertain and the final say on our actions. Today, Stoicism has influenced 
and finds modern expression in the hugely effective “cognitive behavioral therapy.”

One of the principal fathers of ancient Stoicism was the Roman statesmen, Seneca, who argued that the 
unexpected and unforeseen blows of life are the hardest to take control over. The shock of a misfortune can 
strip away the power we have to choose our reaction. For instance, being burglarized feels so horrible because 
we had felt so safe at home. A stomach ache, out of the blue, is harder than a stitch thirty minutes into a run. A 
sudden bang makes us jump, but a firework makes us smile. Fell swoops hurt more than known hardships.

What could possibly go wrong?

So, how can we resolve this? Seneca suggests a Stoic technique called “premeditatio malorum” or 
“premeditation.” At the start of every day, we ought to take time to indulge our anxious and catastrophizing 
mind. We should “rehearse in the mind: exile, torture, war, shipwreck.” We should meditate on the worst things 
that could happen: your partner will leave you, your boss will fire you, your house will burn down. Maybe, even, 
you’ll die.

Subscribe for counterintuitive, surprising, and impactful stories delivered to your inbox every Thursday

This might sound depressing, but the important thing is that we do not stop there.

Stoicism has influenced and finds modern expression in the hugely effective “cognitive behavioral therapy.”

30.



Page 27

The Stoic also rehearses how they will react to these things as they come up. For instance, another Stoic (and 
Roman Emperor) Marcus Aurelius asks us to imagine all the mean, rude, selfish, and boorish people we’ll come 
across today. Then, in our heads, we script how we’ll respond when we meet them. We can shrug off their 
meanness, smile at their rudeness, and refuse to be “implicated in what is degrading.” Thus prepared, we take 
control again of our reactions and behavior.

The Stoics cast themselves into the darkest and most desperate of conditions but then realize that they can and 
will endure. With premeditation, the Stoic is prepared and has the mental vigor necessary to take the blow on 
the chin and say, “Yep, l can deal with this.”

Catastrophizing as a method of mental inoculation

Seneca wrote: “In times of peace, the soldier carries out maneuvers.” This is also true of premeditation, which 
acts as the war room or training ground. The agonizing cut of the unexpected is blunted by preparedness. We 
can prepare the mind for whatever trials may come, in just the same way we can prepare the body for some 
endurance activity. The world can throw nothing as bad as that which our minds have already imagined.

Stoicism teaches us to embrace our worrying mind but to embrace it as a kind of inoculation. With a frown over 
breakfast, try to spend five minutes of your day deliberately catastrophizing. Get your anti-anxiety battle plan 
ready and then face the world.
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Vayigash (Genesis 44:18-47:27 )

by Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

If we change the way we think, we will change the way we feel.

Maimonides called his ideal type of human being – the sage – a rofe nefashot, a “healer of
souls.”  Today we call such a person a psychotherapist, a word coined relatively recently
from the Greek word psyche, meaning “soul,” and therapeia, “healing.” It is astonishing how

1
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many of the pioneering soul-healers in modern times have been Jewish.

Almost all the early psychoanalysts were, among them Sigmund Freud, Alfred Adler, Otto
Rank and Melanie Klein. So overwhelming was this that psychoanalysis was known in Nazi
Germany as the “Jewish science.” More recent Jewish contributions include Solomon Asch
on conformity, Lawrence Kohlberg on developmental psychology and Bruno Bettelheim on
child psychology. From Leon Festinger came the concept of cognitive dissonance, from
Howard Gardner the idea of multiple intelligences and from Peter Salovey and Daniel
Goleman, emotional intelligence. Abraham Maslow gave us new insight into motivation, as
did Walter Mischel into self-control via the famous “marshmallow test.” Daniel Kahneman and
Amos Tversky gave us prospect theory and behavioural economics. Most recently, Jonathan
Haidt and Joshua Green have pioneered empirical study of the moral emotions. The list goes
on and on.

To my mind, though, one of the most important Jewish contributions came from three
outstanding figures: Viktor Frankl, Aaron T. Beck and Martin Seligman. Frankl created the
method known as Logotherapy, based on the search for meaning. Beck was the joint creator
of the most successful form of treatment, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. Seligman gave us
Positive Psychology, that is, psychology not just as a cure for depression but as a means of
achieving happiness or flourishing through acquired optimism.

These are very different approaches but they have one thing in common. They are based on
the belief – set out much earlier in Habad Hassidim in R. Schneur Zalman of Liadi’s Tanya –
that if we change the way we think, we will change the way we feel. This was, at the outset, a
revolutionary proposition in sharp contrast to other theories of the human psyche. There
were those who believed that our characters are determined by genetic factors. Others
thought our emotional life was governed by early childhood experiences and unconscious
drives. Others again, most famously Ivan Pavlov, believed that human behaviour is
determined by conditioning. On all of these theories our inner freedom is severely
circumscribed. Who we are, and how we feel, are largely dictated by factors other than the
conscious mind.

It was Viktor Frankl who showed there is another way – and he did so under some of the
worst conditions ever endured by human beings: in Auschwitz. As a prisoner there Frankl
discovered that the Nazis took away almost everything that made people human: their
possessions, their clothes, their hair, their very names. Before being sent to Auschwitz,
Frankl had been a therapist specializing in curing people who had suicidal tendencies. In the
camp, he devoted himself as far as he could to giving his fellow prisoners the will to live,
knowing that if they lost it, they would soon die.

There he made the fundamental discovery for which he later became famous:

31. R’ Lord Jonathan Sacks zt”l
1948-2020
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We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked through the
huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. They may have been few
in number, but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man but
one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one's attitude in any given set of
circumstances, to choose one's own way.

What made the difference, what gave people the will to live, was the belief that there was a
task for them to perform, a mission for them to accomplish, that they had not yet completed
and that was waiting for them to do in the future. Frankl discovered that “it did not really
matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us.”  There were
people in the camp who had so lost hope that they had nothing more to expect from life.
Frankl was able to get them to see that “life was still expecting something from them.” One,
for example, had a child still alive, in a foreign country, who was waiting for him. Another
came to see that he had books to produce that no one else could write. Through this sense
of a future calling to them, Frankl was able to help them to discover their purpose in life, even
in the valley of the shadow of death.

The mental shift this involved came to be known, especially in Cognitive Behavioural
Therapy, as reframing. Just as a painting can look different when placed in a different frame,
so can a life. The facts don’t change, but the way we perceive them does. Frankl writes that
he was able to survive Auschwitz by daily seeing himself as if he were in a university, giving
a lecture on the psychology of the concentration camp. Everything that was happening to
him was transformed, by this one act of the mind, into a series of illustrations of the points he
was making in the lecture. “By this method, I succeeded somehow in rising above the
situation, above the sufferings of the moment, and I observed them as if they were already of
the past.”  Reframing tells us that though we cannot always change the circumstances in
which we find ourselves, we can change the way we see them, and this itself changes the
way we feel.

Yet this modern discovery is really a re-discovery, because the first great re-framer in history
was Joseph, as described in this week’s and next’s parshiyot. Recall the facts. He had been
sold into slavery by his brothers. He had lost his freedom for thirteen years, and been
separated from his family for twenty-two years. It would be understandable if he felt toward
his brothers resentment and a desire for revenge. Yet he rose above such feelings, and did
so precisely by shifting his experiences into a different frame. Here is what he says to his
brothers when he first discoloses his identity to them:

“I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. And now do not be distressed,
or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to
preserve life … God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to
keep alive for you many survivors. So it was not you who sent me here, but God.”
(Gen. 45: 4-8)

2

3

4



Page 30

4/7

And this is what he says years later, after their father Jacob has died and the brothers fear
that he may now take revenge:

“Do not be afraid! Am I in the place of God? Though you intended to do harm to me,
God intended it for good, in order to preserve a numerous people, as he is doing today.
So have no fear; I myself will provide for you and your little ones.” (Gen. 50: 19-21)

Joseph had reframed his entire past. He no longer saw himself as a man wronged by his
brothers. He had come to see himself as a man charged with a life-saving mission by God.
Everything that had happened to him was necessary so that he could achieve his purpose in
life: to save an entire region from starvation during a famine, and to provide a safe haven for
his family.

This single act of reframing allowed Joseph to live without a burning sense of anger and
injustice. It enabled him to forgive his brothers and be reconciled with them. It transformed
the negative energies of feelings about the past into focused attention to the future. Joseph,
without knowing it, had become the precursor of one of the great movements in
psychotherapy in the modern world. He showed the power of reframing. We cannot change
the past. But by changing the way we think about the past, we can change the future.

Whatever situation we are in, by reframing it we can change our entire response, giving us
the strength to survive, the courage to persist, and the resilience to emerge, on the far side
of darkness, into the light of a new and better day.

NOTES

1. Rambam, Shemoneh Perakim, ch. 3.
 2. Viktor Frankl, man's search for meaning, 75.

 3. Ibid., 85.
 4. Ibid. 82.

Like What You Read?  Give Jews around the world the chance to experience engaging
Jewish wisdom with more articles and videos on Aish. It would make your mother so proud
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“I have placed (shivisi) 
God before myself 
continually” 
(Tehillim 16:8). “I have 
placed (shivisi)” is 
related to the 
word hishtavus, 
equanimity. Whatever 
happens to a person 
should be the same to 
him, whether others 
praise or disparage him; 
and this rule applies to all things. When it comes to eating, it should make no difference 
whether one eats tasty foods or otherwise. Everything should be the same to him, since the 
Evil Inclination has been completely renounced. In all circumstances one should say, “Does 
this not come from Him, may He be blessed? And if this is meet and proper in His eyes, 
should it not be acceptable to me?” One's efforts should be entirely for the sake of Heaven; 
but whatever happens should make no difference from one's own standpoint. This is a high 
spiritual level (Tzava'as HaRivash 2).

36. Tzavas Ha’Rivash
Ba’al Shem Tov

1698-1760

37. Chovos Ha’Levavos
R’ Bachya Ibn Pakuda

1050-1120 
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38. Sfas Emes- Lech Lecha
R’ Yehuda Aryeh Leib Alter

1847-190539. Sfas Emes - Vayeitzei
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40. It’s All the Same to Me
R’ Moshe Gersht  
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You may be surprised to learn that one of your best wellness tools is actually a journal. Journaling offers an array 
of benefits — from easing stress to sparking self-discovery.


“Journaling is mindfulness in motion,” says Lisann Valentin, a Shamanic life coach. It shines a spotlight on the 
invaluable things in your life that you might not always recognize.


Here are six other wide-ranging benefits of putting pen to paper — or fingers to keypad — along with how to 
start and actually sustain this helpful habit.


1. Journaling helps to reduce stress 

“Journaling can be a great pressure releasing valve when we feel overwhelmed or simply have a lot going on 
internally,” says Amy Hoyt, PhD, founder of Mending Trauma.


Some research bears this out. For example, in one studyTrusted Source, patients, families, and healthcare 
practitioners from a children’s hospital reported a reduction in stress levels after completing this journaling 
exercise:


• write three things you’re grateful for

• write the story of your life in six words

• write three wishes you have


In a follow-up studyTrusted Source 12 to 18 months later, 85 percent of the participants reported that the writing 
exercise was helpful. Fifty-nine percent continued using writing to cope with stress.


2. Journaling may boost health and well-being 

A 2018 research review suggests that writing about your deepest thoughts and feelings may contribute to:

• fewer stress-related doctor visits

• lower blood pressure

• improved mood

• greater well-being


In addition, a study of 70 adultsTrusted Source with medical conditions and anxiety found that writing about 
positive experiences, like gratitude, for 12 weeks was linked to: 


• reduced distress

• increased well-being


In the same study, after a month, participants reported fewer symptoms of depression and anxiety. After the first 
and second months, participants reported greater resilience.


3. Journaling encourages space from negative thoughts 

When negative or worried thoughts arise, it’s easy to get caught up in their catastrophic stories. Jotting down 
your thoughts, however, “creates space and distance to consider them in a more objective way,” says Sabrina 
Romanoff, PsyD, a clinical psychologist in New York City.


This distance is formally called cognitive defusion, a helpful concept from acceptance and commitment therapy. 
“The idea is that you are not your thoughts, emotions, or physical symptoms; instead, you are the context in 
which they occur,” says Romanoff.


In other words, if your thoughts aren’t serving you, you don’t have to believe them. Instead, you can use 
journaling to see your thoughts as separate from you.


6 Journaling Benefits and How to Start Right Now 41. 

https://www.thetempleorar.com/
https://www.mendingtrauma.com/team
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6907914/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33970079/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/advances-in-psychiatric-treatment/article/emotional-and-physical-health-benefits-of-expressive-writing/ED2976A61F5DE56B46F07A1CE9EA9F9F
https://www.healthline.com/health/high-blood-pressure-hypertension/lower-it-fast
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6305886/
https://www.healthline.com/health/benefits-of-gratitude-practice
https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/depression-and-anxiety
https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/stop-automatic-negative-thoughts
https://drsabrinaromanoff.com/about/
https://drsabrinaromanoff.com/about/
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To further underscore this separation as you’re journaling, try adding this phrase: “I’m having the thought 
that…”


4. Journaling provides a way to process emotions 

Plenty of people move about their days either not noticing their emotions or actively pushing them down. The 
problem? Your emotions have a way of still popping up to the surface and affecting your actions — with or 
without our awareness.


Journaling gives you the opportunity to process your emotions in a safe, contained space. Naming the specific 
emotions you’re experiencing and accepting them reduces their strengthTrusted Source. That way, difficult 
emotions become less overwhelming and easier to manage.


5. Journaling can help to figure out your next step 

Writing down your thoughts and feelings about a situation is the first step in understanding how best to 
proceed. Once you’ve calmed down a bit, you might find that your emotions are trying to tell you something:

Maybe your anger is a sign that you need to set a stronger boundary with someone. Or your sadness is 
nudging you to reach out and strengthen your connections.


Seeing your concerns, questions, and emotions in black and white gives you a clearer picture of your needs. 
Even a simple list of pros and cons can provide deeper insight into your desires — certainly more so than a 
jumble of thoughts knocking around in your head.


6. Journaling deepens self-discovery 

Think of yourself as a puzzle: You get to discover a different piece or pattern every single day. Journaling 
provides a much-needed pause to help us reconnect to ourselves and rediscover who we are. When we write, 
we learn our preferences, pain points, fears, favorites, and dreams.


We are constantly evolving. Journaling helps us to listen, bear witness to these changes, and simply get to 
know ourselves a whole lot better.


9 super simple tips to start 

Whether you’re completely new to journaling or returning after a long hiatus, try these tips for building a 
sustainable habit.


Take a micro-step 
At the start, try not to bite off more than you can chew. As Hoyt explains, “micro-steps are less likely to be 
rejected by the brain, whereas large sweeping changes can feel unsafe, and we may give up.”

She suggests setting a timer for just one or two minutes a day for your journaling session.


Pick the simplest tools 

Since everyone is different, start with whatever method is easiest to incorporate into your routine, says 
Romanoff, like:


• writing in a blank doc on your laptop

• using a note-taking app on your phone

• putting pen to paper


Try free writing 

Start by taking several deep breaths, noticing your immediate surroundings, and writing whatever comes to 
mind, says Lori L. Cangilla, PhD, a Pittsburg-based psychologist, avid journal writer, and member of the 
International Association for Journal Writing.


https://www.healthline.com/health/mental-health/hiding-feelings
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5767148/
https://psychcentral.com/lib/10-way-to-build-and-preserve-better-boundaries
https://www.loricangilla.com/
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If you’ve drawn a blank, Cangilla notes, “describe that experience until something else comes forward in your 
journaling.”


Let it all out 

Write whatever thoughts and feelings arise, without censoring yourself. “It’s your journal, so you can be as 
petty, blunt, and honest as you wish,” says Cangilla. To resist the temptation to edit, try writing as fast as 
possible, she adds.


Anchor your journaling 

If you like structure, journal at the same time every day. For example, says Valentin, write your thoughts when 
you first wake up or process the day before bedtime.

You can also anchor your journaling to a well-established habit to make it more likely you’ll stick with it. For 
example, journal:


• before or after a nightly prayer

• when you’re in the car rider line

• during a commercial break on TV


Connect the dots 

To sharpen your self-awareness, you can jot down your feelings around a specific situation, day to day. For 
example, you might simply write:


• This is what happened today.

• I’m experiencing these feelings about it.

• I’m thinking these thoughts.


Avoid re-reading painful entries 

Cangilla advises against revisiting the raw details of difficult situations. If you feel you aren’t done with a 
situation, she says, you can refocus on:


• what you’re grateful for in the situation

• how you’ll apply what you’ve learned from it


Explore a prompt 

Prompts are a powerful way to get to know yourself better. They’re also great when you aren’t sure what to 
journal about.


Try these ideas from Lori Ryland, PhD, LP, a psychologist and chief clinical officer at Pinnacle Treatment 
Centers:


• Write your favorite memories from childhood or your children’s lives.

• Go out into nature, and write about the experience.

• Describe something you fear doing and why.

• Describe something you love doing and why.

• Describe yourself, including your personality and roles at work and home. Then describe yourself from 

the perspective of a close friend or family member.

• If you wake up tomorrow having everything you want, what does this look like? Where are you? Who are 

you with? What are you doing with your time?


Switch shoes 

If you’re journaling about a disagreement, try writing with empathy. Consider the other person’s perspective 
and motives behind some of their actions, says Romanoff. Putting yourself in their shoes may help you gain 
clarity on the situation, reduce resentment, and possibly even find a solution.


https://pinnacletreatment.com/about-us/our-team/
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 וקנה לך חבר. לשלשה דברי' אדם צריך אל החבר הטוב. האחד לדברי תורה
 כמו שאמר הרבה למדתי מרבותי ומחברי יותר מרבותי. והשני למצות שאף

 כשאין חבירו חסיד ממנו ופעמים שגם הוא עושה אשר לא כדת. כשהוא נהנה
 בדבר עושה העבירה. אבל אין חפצו ורצונו שחברו יעשנה כי אין לו הנאה בזה

 וכמו שאמרו (קדושין סג:) ואין אדם חוטא ולא לו. נמצאו שניהם חוזרין
 בתשובה כל אחד על פי חברו. והשלישי לענין העצה שיקחנו להיות לו מעיר
 לעזור בכל ענינו ולקחת ממנו עצה טובה ולהיות בן סודו אחר היותו עמו

 בברית ולא יגלנו לאחרים לבל יפרו מחשבתו ואף לא לנראים אליו כאהבים כי
 צורת האהבה נכרת על פניהם. ועל זה אמר שלמה ע"ה (משלי ט"ו כ"ב) הפר

 מחשבות באין סוד וברוב יועצים תקום. ומה שאמר וקנה לך חבר בלשון
 (נקיה) [קניה] שאם לא ימצאנו בחנם יקחנו בכספו ויבזבז נכסיו כדי להשיג
 אל חבר טוב או שיקנהו בפיוס דברים ובלשון רכה ולא יקפיד בדבריו ויסבול

 אמרי פיהו אף כשיאמר דבר כנגדו אל ישיבהו מענה. שבלא כן לא ישאר
 באהבה שהדעות חלוקים הם ופעמים יבקש דבר אוהבו כנפשו יאמר ראה זה
 לא אכשר ואם לא יעשה כן (ויעבירהו על כל פנים) תפרד החבילה. וזהו שאמר

 שלמה ע"ה (משלי י"ז ט') מכסה פשע מבקש אהבה ושנה בדבר מפריד אלוף.
 ר"ל המכסה כשיפשע חברו מבקש אהבה כי על ידי זה תתקיים אהבתם

 שיסבול פשעיו. ושנה בדבר אם חברו אומר כנגדו וחוזר אותו ואומר ראו מה
 אמר פלוני מה דבר עלי מפריד אלוף (על כל פנים) מפריד אלופו ממנו ר"ל

:אוהבו

"acquire for yourself a friend": A person needs three things from a good 
friend. One is for words of Torah, as it stated (Taanit 7a), "I have learned 
much from my teachers and more from my friends than from my teachers." 
And the second is for commandments. As even if his friend is not more 
pious than he and there are times that he does what is not in order. [Yet it is 
only] when he derives pleasure from something that he does the sin, but it 
is not his desire and his will that his friend do it - as he derives no 
enjoyment from this. And it is like they said (Kiddushin 63b), "And a man 
will not sin if it is not for himself." It comes out that both of them will 
repent, each one according to the word of his friend. And the third is 
regarding advice that he can take, that he be 'one who arouses (a counselor) 
for help' in all of his affairs and to take good counsel from him and to be 
his confidant. Since he is his ally, he will not reveal [his secrets] to others 
so as not to confound his plan - and not even to those that appear to him to 
be friends; for is the appearance of love evident on their faces? And about 
this Shlomo, peace be upon him, stated (Proverbs 15:22), "Plans are foiled 
for want of counsel, but they succeed through many advisers." And that 
which he said, "acquire for yourself a friend" with an expression of 
[acquisition] (euphemism) is [to say] that if he does not find him for free, 
he should acquire him with his money and expend his assets in order to get 
to a good friend; or that he should acquire him with words of appeasement 
and with a soft way of talking. And [so] he should not be exacting about his 
words and he should tolerate the words of his mouth; even when he says 
something against him, he should not return a response. As without this, he 
will not keep [the friendship], since the opinions [of people] are different. 
And sometimes he will seek something, [but] his friend who is like himself 
will say, "See, I do not [consider] this to be fit." And if he doesn't [listen to 
his friend] (he will certainly pass him up), the [friendship] will unravel. 
And this is what Shlomo, peace be upon him, stated (Proverbs 17:9), "He 
who seeks love covers errors, but he who harps on a matter alienates a 
leader." He meant to say, one who covers when his friend errs, seeks love - 
as through this, their love is preserved, as he tolerates his errors. But if he 
harps about the matter with his friend, he speaks against him and repeats it 
and says, "See what this one said; what he said about me, he 'alienates the 
leader' - he(certainly) alienates his leader from him, meaning to say, his 
friend.

42. Negaim 2:5

43. Kiddushin 70a 

44. Avos 1:6 

45. Rabbeinu Yonah 
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We’ve all got a voice in our head. (Maybe you can hear yours, right now, reading these words.) And though 
you’re intimately familiar with that inner voice, since it talks to you all day long, you might be surprised to learn 
just how incessant it is. According to one study, it can spew up to four thousand words a minute. If you’re 
awake for sixteen hours, that’s more than 3.8 million words every day. That’s because that voice does so much 
for you: It helps you keep information in your head (remembering, say, a phone number or items on a grocery 
list), simulates and plans for upcoming events, like a date or an interview, coaches you through problems, and 
even narrates your life to make sense of your experiences. It’s a good thing. Mostly.


“We’re talking about this fundamentally important feature of the human mind, which is the inner voice,” 
says Ethan Kross, a psychologist and neuroscientist who studies introspection at the Emotion & Self-Control 
Laboratory he founded at the University of Michigan. “It does lots of good stuff for us but sometimes becomes 
our worst enemy.” It tips into worst-enemy territory, Kross says, when it becomes chatter. “Chatter is the dark 
side of the inner voice,” he continues. “Sometimes stuff happens, we turn our attention inward to try to make 
sense of the problem, but we don’t come up with solutions. Instead, we start spinning. We worry, we ruminate, 
we catastrophize, we get stuck in the negative thought loop.”


Chatter is what happens when athletes choke, when their inner voice becomes so loud and critical that it 
disrupts their ability to perform otherwise routine and automatic feats. It’s also what jolts you awake in the 
middle of the night, keeping you fixated on that awkward exchange from earlier in the day or wondering if 
maybe that afternoon headache was the sign of an advanced neurological disease. You’ve likely experienced it 
during the pandemic, worrying about how and when you might catch the virus. Chatter makes it hard for us to 
focus on our work and be present in our relationships, and has even been shown to negatively impact our 
physical health to such a degree that it can alter our DNA. Scary stuff.


But Kross thinks that your inner voice doesn’t have to be a burden. Which is why, last year, he wrote a book 
called Chatter: The Voice in Our Head, Why It Matters, and How to Harness It. Using tools he’s picked up from 
his own experience and from the work he’s done in his lab, he wants to not only provide useful ideas for how to 
cope with chatter at this particularly uncertain moment; he’s also hoping to normalize chatter, to help us realize 
that negative talk comes standard with the rest of our human software. As Kross puts it, “When people say, ‘Oh 
my god, I’m experiencing chatter, is something wrong with me,’ I say, ‘No, welcome to the human condition.”


GQ: You have a long list of techniques in the book that can be helpful in drawing us out when we’re 
stuck in negative thought loops. Which ones do you find most useful? 

Ethan Kross: Chatter is like a microscope. It zooms us in on our problems. All we can think about is the stuff 
that’s driving us nuts. What can be useful are strategies that help us zoom out, help broaden our perspective, 
and help us think about it more objectively.


One tool is something called distanced self-talk, which involves trying to give myself advice like I would to a 
good friend, and actually using my name to help do it. “Here’s what you’re going to do.” It’s much easier for us 
to give advice to other people than to follow our own advice. Distanced self-talk shifts our perspective. It puts 
us into this coaching mode. We stop thinking about these issues we’re facing as threats that we can’t handle, 
and instead think of them as challenges that we can.


Another distancing strategy is called temporal distancing, or mental time travel. I’ll think about how I’m going to 
feel about this thing that’s bothering me some time down the road. If I wake up in the middle of the night, and 
think, Oh my God, what about this thing? I’ll think, How am I going to feel about this in the morning when I’m 
fully recharged? How am I going to feel about this a week from now, or a month from now, or a year from 
now? It makes clear that what you’re going through is temporary. It’ll eventually pass.


What have you changed your mind on, or evolved your thinking on, in the year since the book came out?
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There are a lot of myths out there about how to manage ourselves that are not grounded in reality, and that are 
important to correct. The idea that venting is a way to manage our feelings—well, that’s a myth. There’s lots of 
data that suggests that that is not true. Also, the idea that we should always be in the present. The human mind 
did not evolve to always be in the present. We have this ability to travel in time in our minds, and that’s often 
vilified in popular culture: Oh no, your mind’s wandering, bring it back to the present, you’re not in the moment. 
If we were always in the moment we wouldn’t be doing things like building space ships to go to Mars, or 
developing vaccines that are protecting us from this pandemic.


To be clear, I think there is enormous value in being in the moment at times. Meditation can be very helpful to 
some people. But what we often do, unfortunately, is overcorrect. Rather than, “This can be useful in 
conjunction with other things some of the time,” it’s like, “This is what you should do always.” It’s problematic 
because it’s impossible for a person to always be in the moment. So it’s giving people goals that are 
unattainable, and not necessarily healthy.


One of the ways I’ve found meditation to be useful is that it helps you contain uncomfortable feelings, so 
you don’t get swallowed by them when your chatter starts to pick up. 

Some forms of meditation teach how to accept your negative thoughts and feelings, and recognize that they’re 
passing mental events. That’s a great tool. But houses don’t get built with individual tools. No carpenter comes 
to a job with just a hammer. You’ve got a whole toolbox. So why limit ourselves to one individual tool? That’s 
the big idea I’m trying to convey.


It seems like part of the line to toe here is knowing when to engage with your chatter, and knowing when 
to just let it go. I’m just wondering if every time I start contemplating what tool I should use, if that might 
end up being counterproductive. As opposed to being like, “Okay, you’re just doing some rumination, let 
it be, and eventually it’ll pass.” 

I would just say that’s a different tool, that acceptance. Although, interestingly, what you just described was a 
version of distance self talk. You used the second-person pronoun you—“You’re doing it again, it’s going to 
pass”—and temporal distancing. The actual process of what it means to accept a thought means talking to 
yourself with your other-person language, and recognizing the impermanence of what you’re going through.


Many of us are using these tools in our lives already. For example, a lot of people have the intuition that they 
should talk to other people when they’re experiencing chatter, so they’re doing that already. But they’re venting 
about their emotions. They’re talking to people who are just keeping the chatter brewing, rather than helping 
them suppress it. So that’s one place where science can help you do something that you’re already doing, but 
much more effectively.


The other thing that knowing about science can do for us is it can allow us to be much more proactive and 
deliberate with respect to how we manage our chatter. For instance, I didn’t realize this until after I was working 
on the book and covered some of this research, but I’m not someone who used to keep a very organized office, 
or home. There’s a trail of towels, pajamas, throughout the house, in my closet. Stacks of books and papers in 
my office. When I experience chatter, though, I always put stuff away, I organize.


Turns out there’s science that explains why I and many other people clean and organize when we’re 
experiencing chatter. When you’re experiencing chatter, when you’re ruminating or worrying, you feel like you 
don’t have control over your circumstances. The thoughts are taking over, and you no longer have agency, and 
that doesn’t feel good. Human beings love control. So organizing and cleaning compensates for that 
experience.


If somebody does come to you, how do you help them suppress the chatter instead of facilitating their 
venting? 

When people come to us with their problems, they’re typically coming to us because they have two needs. 
They have social and emotional needs. They’re looking for people to empathize with them, to help them 
normalize their experience and realize there’s nothing wrong with them. But then they’re always looking for 
people to help them actually resolve this turmoil they’re struggling with.
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The way you help people satisfy those needs is, first, taking the time to listen actively and empathetically. You 
learn about what they’ve gone through, you show that you care. Then at a certain point in that conversation, 
after you’ve done those things, you start nudging them to try to get them to broaden their perspective on the 
issue. So you might ask questions like, “You’ve gone through this in the past, how have you dealt with this?” 
Or, “Think about how you’re going to feel about this a week from now, or a year from now.” Doing the kinds of 
things we talked about earlier, but just cuing the person to do it, trying to get them to zoom out.


The art form to doing this well is that, depending on the person and the problem they’re struggling with, it’s 
not always clear when to shift from just listening to helping advise them. When my wife comes to me about 
something she’s ruminating about, at some point I’ll say, “Totally get it, I understand why you’re feeling this 
way. Can I offer my view on this, or say something like that?” Some of the time, she’ll be like, “No. Just keep 
listening. I’m not done telling you how I feel.” Then I keep listening for a while and I try again. At other points 
she’ll be like, “Yes, please, what do you think I should do? Tell me.” So you want to just feel that out. That is 
the art form involved in doing this well.


Knowing this lets you think strategically about who you should call for help, who you should talk to. Not 
everyone who we know and love is a good chatter advisor. On the flipside, if someone comes to you for 
support, be mindful of these two goals that you’re trying to achieve.
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