







Praise for
Free Yourself From Fears

“It has been said that the two great emotions are love and fear, and that they form the foundation for all others. Fear tends to be the source of most of the difficult feelings we experience.

Learning to deal with fear is thus one of the most important life skills a person can learn.

In Free Yourself From Fears Joseph O’Connor provides a wealth of knowledge and tools to help people better understand their fears and transform them into positive actions. As with his previous books, Joseph demonstrates his great gift for presenting rich and complex knowledge in a form that is both practical and easy to understand.

I highly recommend this book for anyone who wants to move more easily and confidently through life.”

ROBERT DILTS, AUTHOR OF FROM COACH TO AWAKENER & CHANGING BELIEF SYSTEMS WITH NLP

“This book is an excellent example of Joseph O’Connor’s elegant, enriched writing style and conveys pertinent, powerful learning for dealing with the fears of the volatile world in which we live today.”

SUE KNIGHT, AUTHOR OF NLP AT WORK

“With uncommon knowledge and authority, Free Yourself From Fears gives us a fresh view on our everyday anxieties. In plain language O’Connor combines the analytical with the intuitive and does it with heart. Therapists, managers and communicators in all fields will use his practical exercises for dealing with fear for years to come.”

MICHAEL COLGRASS, PULITZER PRIZE-WINNING COMPOSER AND NLP TRAINER
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Introduction

ON THE AFTERNOON OF SEPTEMBER 11TH, 2001, I was in England, sitting in a comfortable chair reading the paper. Suddenly my daughter ran into the room, saying she had heard on the radio that the World Trade Center in New York had collapsed. This sounded so strange, I thought she must have made a mistake, and I turned on the television to see what was happening.

The television was full of images that are now part of the nightmares of our collective unconscious. The television endlessly replayed the horrifying airplane crashes, ensuring that they were etched indelibly on everyone’s minds. I felt like I was inside a bad dream, or had entered a parallel universe where the rules of life did not apply any more. It was unbelievable; I must have stared at the television for half an hour, unable to leave, and I was afraid. Then I went away and cried.

The next day I woke up hoping that it really had been a bad dream. It felt like one, one of those times when you wake up feeling relief that of course it was just a dream, how could it have seemed so convincing. And yet the tragedy really happened. For the next couple of days, life was not quite as solid as usual. I felt unreal, as if my head were slightly detached from my body. I needed a little extra concentration to understand what people were saying to me, and a lot of what people said to me didn’t seem to make sense. I was dissociated, suffering from mild shock.

After a week, I looked back on the experience and wondered. How many times did the television news show those ghastly pictures of the World Trade Center towers collapsing? How many times did the media replay that appalling, yet mesmerizing, video of the second plane scything into the tower and burying itself deep in the structure like some huge knife? I don’t know. I decided not to watch the collapse of the towers again on the news, and one viewing of the video was enough for me. I will not forget it. This is how fears are made. With the best of intentions, and probably feeling that they had no choice, the news media ground these images into our collective psyche like grit deep into an open wound, with a thoroughness that made them impossible to forget.

A traumatic image repeated so many times can burn its way into the mind and have an effect long after the rubble has been cleared away. The constant replaying ensured that we all took the image of the toppled towers into the future with us and this image said: you are not as secure as you thought you were. Suddenly, the world was less safe.

Those events were real and terrible, and we don’t want to forget them. The consequences will follow us far into the future. Yet how we remember them is important. The people who flew the airplanes and those who prepared them to do so killed thousands of people and destroyed buildings. It would be worse if they destroyed our peace of mind too.

Every innocent passenger in those airplanes and every innocent person killed in the attacks is a personal tragedy, a thread in the whole ghastly tapestry of terror, each one immediate and appalling. The nature of what happened made many people fearful of flying (demand for air travel dropped dramatically after September 11th; some airline companies collapsed, nearly all had difficulties). It made us fearful of tall buildings (the price of high-rise apartments dropped radically). It made some people afraid of Muslims. And many must have looked at their children sleeping and wondered what sort of world they would inherit.

This tells us a lot about fear. Something awful happens and we are afraid of what might happen in the future and afraid of putting ourselves in any similar situation.

Freeing yourself from fears

This book is about fear and how to be free from it. Fear comes in two very different flavors, unreal and authentic.

Unreal fear comes from our creative brain making up frightening scenarios that have not happened and probably will not happen. My first goal for this book is to give you clear and practical patterns to get rid of unreal fears and worry.

There is also an insidious type of unreal fear that I am calling “social fear.” This is a kind of free-floating anxiety. We are more anxious now; there is more to be anxious about. The world has become a more dangerous place, and the danger is closer to home.

While our popular culture of achievement and goal orientation has many benefits, it has drawbacks as well. We often feel that if we do not succeed, if we do not attain our dreams, if we do not have unlimited power and kick-ass self-esteem, there is something wrong—with us. We have failed. A general feeling of anxiety floats like a ghost in the wind and few escape its cold touch.

My second goal in this book is to get a better perspective on this miasma of cultural anxiety that disturbs our peace of mind, our sleep, and our digestion, and to propose some healthy antidotes.

Authentic fear is a protective emotion. It is always in response to true danger in the present moment. My third goal for this book is for you to use authentic fear as a signal to keep you safe.

This is a practical book. As well as offering some specific antidotes to limiting fears, it will also improve the quality of your life, and this is my fourth goal. When you are free of unnecessary fear you will have an emotional freedom and sense of wellbeing that will resonate throughout your life. You will be able to get your life in focus and brush aside obstacles.

This is a much more personal personal development book than any of my previous work. In a book on emotions and personal development, the writer needs to be in the book too. So you will find many of my personal experiences described here, especially about moving from England to Brazil.

NLP

I am using many insights from Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) in this book. NLP was created by John Grinder and Richard Bandler in America in the mid-1970s and it explores subjective experience— what we think and feel from the inside. How do we do what we do? How is it that some people are exceptionally skillful and talented while others, who seem to have the same knowledge and make the same actions, get only average results? NLP was originally used to model exceptional people to find out what they were doing differently, so that these skills could be taught to others. From modeling excellence, it is a small step to model how we do anything. How do we create fear? How do we learn to be afraid? How is it that some people are afraid and others are not? Because they have learned to be. This does not make fear any the less real or frightening for the person who is feeling it. However, once we know how fear is created, then we have the key to free ourselves from it. NLP will allow you to unlearn your fears and free yourself from them.

You do not need any training in NLP to enjoy and use the book. You will find the NLP concepts you need explained throughout the book when you need them. More general NLP reference material is at the end.

How the book is structured

Part I deals with fear—the two types of fear, where they come from, how they are generated, how we learn them and talk about them.

Part II gives immediate practical tools to free you from unreal fear. A fear can be about the future, like the anticipation of a public speaking engagement that makes you feel increasingly uneasy as the fateful day approaches. Or it can be about the past, like a traumatic memory or flashback that makes you feel fearful in the present, restricts your life, and makes it difficult to be spontaneous. There are specific techniques to deal with many such common fears.

There are two chapters on social fears, how they come about, and what to do about them. These give you ways to deal with the worry, stress, and free-floating anxiety that come from everyday living. There is a chapter on change—how to deal with the fears that can stop you making the changes you want in your life. Many times we want or need to take a step, but are afraid to leave the comfort of the habits we know. This chapter tells you how to start the change and manage the transition—that scary in-between time when you have neither what you had before, nor what you want. You are in the middle of the journey and cannot go back.

Part III deals with authentic fear: fear as a signal to keep you out of danger and take action, and how to distinguish authentic fear from unreal fear. This section will fine-tune your intuition, so that you will know for sure when you are in danger and avoid it. It will help to make fear a reliable friend who gives you fair warning, and not a garrulous bore who is forever crying wolf. This part also shows you how to recognize when other people represent a real danger. There is a chapter on how to use trust and intuition to stay safe, and one on how to evaluate risk.

Part IV is a summing-up and an explanation of how you can use the value behind your fear to combat it. There is a chapter on controlling the unpleasant feeling so that you can be more clear-headed and resourceful, whatever happens. There are also more tools for overcoming unreal fears, both individual and social.

This book is not just about getting rid of fear. It is about enjoying the happiness and emotional freedom of a life without unreal fears.

I hope you enjoy the book, I hope it is useful. Some fears deserve to be laughed at, some deserve to be ignored, others deserve to be respected, and you need to know which is which.

The Asian tsunami happened as I was finishing this book. On December 26th, 2004, a few miles beneath the floor of the Indian Ocean, an earthquake measuring 9.3 on the Richter scale, the most powerful for 40 years, spread over 700 miles on the floor of the Indian Ocean. It created a tsunami 10 meters tall moving at 560 miles per hour that flooded huge tracts of Indonesia, Thailand, India, and Sri Lanka, killing over 120,000 people and destroying the livelihoods of many thousands more. Once again, scientists will ask whether society should do more to prepare for such rare but catastrophic events.

It was another terrible tragedy for the people caught there, each with an individual story to tell of courage, loss, or destruction. This natural disaster and the manmade tragedy of the twin towers show us that although terrible things can happen, our spirit burns as strongly as ever, and each of us is a candle that can light other candles. Together we can create a heat and a light that can hold the darkness from the door. We owe it to ourselves to do the best we can, to make our light as bright and as clear as possible. If this book can contribute to that in any way, then I will be happy.
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