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   -  Craig D. Lounsbrough, LPC

Chapter Seven
Self-Esteem
The Four Big Lies

“Indeed, the very hairs of your head are all numbered. Don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows.”
Luke 12:7 (NIV)
“A man cannot be comfortable without his own approval.”


– Mark Twain
To get anywhere worth going we must navigate the barriers, for they will be there.  Whether the challenge is large or small there will always be barriers.  That is not a commentary on our worth or lack thereof.  Rather, that is just a fact of life.  Some of these barriers are small, seeming to demand little effort of us.  Others are monstrous, leaving us paralyzed as we slowly back away from them in dismay and fear.  Such is life and such is our response to them.  If in fact there are no barriers, then the truth of the matter is that we are not going anywhere, for the barriers themselves evidence our momentum or lack thereof.  Life is full of barriers, for without them life would be void of challenges and subsequently we would be void of growth.
Of all the manner of barriers, likely the single largest barrier to our ability to embrace great things is our own self-esteem.  Such a barrier is formidable.  The seemingly indiscriminate power of our self-image infiltrates every aspect of our psyche and every sphere of our lives.  There is nowhere where it does not exist, and there is no instance where we are not touched by it.  We are vigorously elevated by its power, or if turned against us we find ourselves in a blistering free-fall in the face of it.  Anything that we attempt will be leveraged good or ill by the nature of our self-esteem.  
The sad fact is that most times our self-esteem is damaged, egregiously wounded, or crushed altogether.  It walks with a limp, it instantly shy’s away from anything that would wound it any further, and it spends most of its time withdrawing from everything instead of engaging anything.  In whatever state our self-esteem happens to be in, more often than not it’s something more akin to this.  And this is one of the greatest barriers of all.
Salvaging Our Low Self-Esteem by Blaming
Our reaction to a barrier such as this is to blame our failures on circumstances beyond our control, or point out the unfairness of others, or chalk it all up to the whimsy of fate.  We point the finger at the fact that the timing was all wrong, the resources that should have been ours have been withheld from us, or we weren’t meant for all of this in the first place.  We proclaim luck gone sour, friends gone running, and opportunity gone flat.  Yet, looming behind the convincing facades and the well-crafted excuses that keep the facades erect there lies a weak and anemic self-esteem.  It’s not that ‘others’ kill us.  It’s that we kill ourselves.  
What Is Self-Esteem?
Self-esteem is the accumulation of assorted beliefs that we have collected about ourselves.  It’s the messages of others crafted and shaped into hardened beliefs about who we are and who we are not.  It’s the collection of assorted perspectives that define what we see in the mirror at those times that we’ve brave enough to look into it.  In time, these become the immovable reality of our existence.  
We arrange these many beliefs into some sort of piecemeal composite, much like a tile mosaic.  Each piece is some shard lifted from some experience or encounter or event or circumstance or relationship that has come our way at some time in our lives.  They are the product of painful family dynamics, soured social occurrences, relational upheavals, career disappointments, financial failures, and other things that package within themselves some distilled message about us.  Some of these pieces are little more than miniscule fragments.  Others are monstrous blocks.  Rarely are any of them good. 
A Deceived Self-Esteem
The key is that these many pieces are selected based on the belief that they are true about us; that whatever they represent about who we are is real and factual.  We lend them an indisputable credibility when they are rarely credible.  They become the fact of who we are that was drawn from the fiction projected on us by others, or the traits emblazoned on our character by the backlash of circumstance.  

What we have yet to understand is that these pieces are more often a projection of the person or the situation that handed these pieces to us.  They are what others found undesirable and wished to discard.  So, rather than discard them, they made them about us.  In a rather shrewd and somewhat ingenious manner, they were not ridding themselves of anything.  Rather, they were just putting something where they felt it belonged.  So, they made something belong to us that in fact belonged to them. 

To make it stick, they diligently work to make us believe that these things belong to us.  These people work to thoroughly convince us that they’re not giving these issues to us nor are they passing them off on us.  Rather, being led to believe that they were ours all along, we end up taking them from them as if we’re responsibly retrieving something that we lost along the way.  An exchange of this manner creates a deceptively convincing shift, leading both parties to believe that the fault lies where in fact it does not.  In essence, we’re duped.  We’re fooled.  We diligently collect these lies, tediously assemble them, and from them we build this rather convincing mosaic of who we are not.

In time, whether that be rapidly or somewhat slowly, we become completely convinced of its authenticity.  Despite innumerable circumstances that would pointedly and rather aggressively prompt us to do so, we are never even remotely moved to question its accuracy.  It just becomes what over time it has just become.  We rarely ask if this is who we are, for the question seems more a denial of who we are verses a genuine question of who we are.  
Instead, we embrace this rankly naïve acceptance and therefore focus almost entirely on how to make the pieces work the best that we can.  We live out ‘what we are not’ because we’ve lost ‘who it is that we are.’  We channel the messages until we live in a channel that we can’t get out of.  And we become so lost in this disjointed and dispirited mosaic that we no longer even realize that we are lost, which is just about as lost as anyone can ever hope to get.  

Therefore, this mosaic, which is intended to be an accurate self-portrait of the person is nothing of the kind, although we are firmly convinced that it is so.  Because it’s often the projection of others or the labeling of circumstances, this mosaic tends to diminish us; often horribly and sometimes horrendously.  It creates an ever-evolving picture that is more a mosaic of tarnished and discarded pieces rather than being a genuine reflection of who we truly are.  And because we know no other course of action, we act out the mosaic in every dimension of life, allowing it to become a self-fulfilling and negatively reinforcing prophecy of everything that we are not.  
Over time, I have discovered five lies that can wreck an individual’s self-esteem and skew this mosaic.  Five lies that hold a power to shape our lives to the destruction of our lives.  These five lies impact our lives in profound ways and leave us impoverished in the living of our lives:
Lie#1 – Projection and Labeling As Facts

There are things that we don’t like about ourselves.  There are things about ourselves that frighten us to a point of incapacitating paralysis, that utterly crush fragile self-images, that descend upon us with inescapable pain, that wreck relationships, and that leave us awash in a tidal pool of everything bad and nothing good.  But when our attempts to deny their existence fails and the reach of these things are beyond the length of our stride, we seek relief by making these issues about someone else.  
Therefore, we anxiously seek out someone who is relationally positioned to us in just such a manner that these issues could convincingly be seen as theirs.  Or, we seek out someone quite distant from us whose behaviors, or lifestyle, or life circumstances are such that it would not be inconceivable that these issues could be theirs as well.  Or we take editorial license and we craft some rather shrewd narrative that recasts someone in a manner that these issues seamless fit in their lives verses originating in ours.  In whatever way we happen to do it we project our issues on someone else, thereby handily unburdening us of everything that haunts us.

Or, the reverse is true.  As outlined previously, someone does this to us.  When that happens, the issue is that we rather naively (and sometimes rather exuberantly) accept the behaviors, or the traits, or the qualities that are errantly attributed to us by others.  We too often assume them to be ours and then we convince ourselves of them by living them out as if they were.  Projection and labeling are not facts about who we are.  They are not our story.  They are the realities of another story made ‘fiction’ in our life so that the author can attempt to flee the ‘facts’ that they cannot flee.  
We are not the landfill of frightened people nor are other people our landfill.  We are not the whipping boy of all the people who are on the run from themselves and no one is that for us.  We are not the story of someone else’s failed story and we can’t pass our story along to someone else either.  We are a unique and bold story written and being written on pages held by no one else except ourselves.  We must respect that for ourselves as well as everyone around us.  

Lie #2 - A Blatant Omission
Somehow, someway, for some inexplicable reason we bypass the good that we do.  We assume the good to be the norm, the right thing to do, the thing for which no applause is warranted.  It doesn’t show up on our radar screens because it’s not about some sort of extra or extended effort.  It’s not about the extra mile.  It has nothing to do with the sacrifice or the cost incurred in sacrificing.  It’s just what we’re all supposed to do.  It’s the norm.  So why pay attention to what you’re supposed to be doing in the first place? 

Add to that the fact that good needs no further attention because good is good.  What’s there to work on?  How do you build on good when it’s already good?  Focusing on the good sometimes seems a bit ego-centric, so we pass it off in favor of everything that’s not so good.  Therefore, we pay the good little to no attention.  It just is.  Consequently, any shard of good tends not to show up in the mosaic we are creating.  In the end, this mosaic is often ref of the very things that make us good, keep us good, and eventually make us great.
The priceless key is that the good that we do represents the good that we are.  It’s a manifestation of core traits that are both marvelous and at times glorious.  Our goodness is our greatness revealed.  But we let our goodness fall to the bane of obscurity because the acts that were a manifestation of that priceless good are deemed as an irrelevant norm that holds nothing of value other than it should be.  And in such an errant action we forsake this magnificent good within us.

Lie #3 - We Rigorously Collect Flaws 

Flaws become our focus.  We literally fixate on them because they tell us that we are everything that they are, and that they are everything that we are.  They lay a stern and often unchallenged claim to the whole of our identity, stating that there is nothing else beside them.  Our flaws seem to seek a prominence in our lives, deceptively declaring that our identity is what we have to fix, not what we have to celebrate.  As such, they scream for our attention and we give them plenty of it because in time we believe that there’s no other part of ourselves to give attention to.
The presence of our flaws assumes the absence of anything good, or at least the absence of anything sufficiently good.  Over time, our flaws lead us to embrace the belief that anything good within us is itself a flaw in our thinking.  Anything good was an accident not likely to happen again, a misstep that we can’t take credit for because there was nothing intentional in the action, or the success of another that we indirectly took as our own.  We can’t be trusted to understand anything about ourselves because any such thinking is likely to be flawed as well.  And in the end, the only thought that we have any confidence in is that we’re flawed.      

Obviously, we want to fix these flaws but we often feel that we can’t because we’re flawed.  We feel too flawed to fix our flaws.  We’re then trapped and stymied, caught dead-center in the very thing we feel we can’t solve.  With the good in us largely unrecognized and being held captive to everything we abhor about us, our flaws are free to roam throughout every corner of our lives.  And in the relentless roaming, they completely define us.  As much as we hate it, they end up dominating our mosaic, painting these pictures in pasty grays and washes of jet black.
Lie #4 - Flaws Reinforced
If that’s not bad enough, we hear about our flaws from others, whether it’s from a parent or a spouse or a sibling or a boss or a teacher or some stranger.  Our ethnicity is attacked.  Our occupation is degraded.  Our successes are drawn through the rank mud of criticism.  We become the stereotype of the issues projected upon us.  We become the narrative of those running from themselves.  We become the poster child of their fears as they’ve been dumped on us.  Within whatever circles they travel and in whatever frightened hovels they live, the stories of us are passed on as a means of convincing others that the fiction about us is the fact that defines us.  In creating these ‘alliances of lies’ where others sit and nod in ignorant agreement, these stories are accepted as our story.

And whether it be in close proximity or at some distance, it is likely that as some point and in some place we will intersect one or more of these unfortunate and rather gullible people.  And like some airborne virus, they will carry this fictional story to us.  And when they do, they will deliver it through the rendition born of their lenses and groomed by their ignorance, leaving it sufficiently intact but adding enough dynamics to lend it an even greater edge.
Who it comes from matters some, but not much.  The fact is that our flaws are reinforced by others who are likely running from their own flaws.  The story is told, retold and recast in the telling.  It is reinforced and finds a false legitimacy in the telling.  And after we are sufficiently pummeled by these encounters we find ourselves increasingly unsettled, leaving room for doubt to seep into the crevices of our insecurities.  In its devious and stealthy way, a lie reinforced can begin to look like a truth told.  And when they are told, we desperately hope that they aren’t true.  However, we must always remember that no amount of reinforcement will ever make a lie the truth.  Ever.
Lie #5 – I Was Born Flawed
Really?  The ultimate surrender is in believing that we were born flawed.  Somehow our nature is assumed to be inherited much like our hair color or shoe size.  It just is.  Genetics got us.  We just happened to be at the shallow end of the gene pool when things were being handed out.  We ended up in ‘that’ kind of family.  Whatever the behaviors are that resulted in ‘that’ kind of family, every single one of those unsavory traits runs dead-center through every generation right down to us and we have no place to hide.  We’re stuck with whatever we perceive our inherent flaws to be whether inherited or adopted.  The only option that we have is to manage our flaws as best we can, hoping against hope that we can at least do something marginally good with our lives.
Fate has laid these things upon us, or so we think.  Sometimes we view our presumed flaws as a dreaded reality that we cannot escape; the result of a litany of happenstance events that preceded our existence and will be carried out throughout the entirety of our existence right through the end of our existence.  We see ourselves as the product of fate, chance, circumstance, providence or whatever other rather ethereal thing we’ve come to call it.  
All of this grants us permission to not try so that should we fail in the trying we won’t reinforce the failures we believed ourselves to be.  We don’t want to give it a shot because we don’t want to be left looking in some lonely mirror telling ourselves “I told you so.”  With our self-esteem as low as it is, we’ve already spent plenty of time doing that.  At other times we’re just plain apathetic because we haven’t found any other viable alternative.  
Regardless, we are not born failures.  We become them.  And when we become failures, we are failures in our heads and not in our make-up.  Failure is not who we are.  It’s what we do.  Failure is the fiction that will never be anything other than fiction.  We’re human of course, we will make mistakes.  Lots of mistakes.  However, most of these flaws were not originally part of the mosaic.  We put them in, or we gave other’s permission to insert them.  But born this way you were not.  
Think About It
You are what you choose to be.  Life is not a dictated script.  It’s far from being something to which you have to surrender.  Yes, there are things that we did not ask for that we have to deal with.  Regardless, whatever our flaws there is always room to do something about them.  Always.  Some option always exists.  There are always possibilities.  Life affords us choices and chances.  The human spirit is tenacious, powerful and wonderfully creative.  Don’t underestimate your capabilities and your resources.  Realize that the resources that you possess outclass and outweigh any flaw, perceived or real.  You can wound magnificence, but magnificence only becomes more magnificent in the wounding.  Choose to view yourself differently and more accurately.  Choose to choose you for despite your low self-esteem, you won’t be disappointed.     
The Hard Questions:
1. Pick your largest flaw and ask what you want to do about it.
2. Whatever it is that you want to do about it, pick one positive attribute that you have that will help in that task.  
3. Once you’ve determined a positive attribute, apply it to your flaw every day.

