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Reflection Journal 

on anxiety 

for the days when the mind will not rest 

a companion of stories & small reflections 

for the days that feel heavy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

This journal belongs to 

________________________________ 

Begun on 

________________________________ 

How to use this journal 

This journal contains thirty short stories on anxiety, drawn from many traditions: Buddhist 
parables, Stoic letters, Cherokee teachings, Sufi tales, Hebrew wisdom, and modern 
psychology. Each one is paired with a small educational reflection and a question to write about. 

There is no right way to use it. You might read one page each morning with coffee, or one each 
evening before sleep. You might write a single sentence, or fill the space and continue on 
another page. You might skip days. That is fine. The book waits. 

If you finish, begin again. The same stories often mean something different the second time, 
because you are different the second time. 

A few honest words 

This journal is not therapy. It is not a substitute for medication, for a doctor, for a therapist, or for 
the love of people who know your name. It is a small companion for the moments in between, 
when you have a few quiet minutes and want to feel less alone. 

If you are in a hard place, please consider reaching out to a mental health professional. Asking 
for help is one of the bravest things a person can do. 

Before you begin 

This journal is for those days when the mind races ahead of the body, when worry has become 
a kind of weather that follows you from room to room. Each day offers a short story drawn from 
many traditions — Buddhist parables, Stoic letters, Sufi tales, folk wisdom — paired with a small 
reflection and a question to write about. Anxiety lies. It tells you the danger is here when often 
the danger is only imagined. These stories will not silence the mind, but they may, slowly, teach 
you a different relationship with it. 

 



 

 

 

If today is very hard 

If you are having thoughts of harming yourself, or feel that you are in crisis, please reach out 
now. You do not have to be sure. You do not have to explain it well. You only have to make the 
call or send the text. 

United States & Canada. 988 — call or text the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline, available 24/7. 

United Kingdom & Ireland. Samaritans: call 116 123, free, any time of day or night. 

Australia. Lifeline: 13 11 14, available 24/7. 

International. Visit findahelpline.com to find a trained listener in your country. 

Anywhere. Go to the nearest emergency room, or ask a trusted person to take you. Your life is 
worth the trip. 

Other supports worth knowing about 

SAMHSA Helpline (US). 1-800-662-HELP (4357). Free, confidential, 24/7 information and 
treatment referral for mental health and substance use. 

Crisis Text Line. Text HOME to 741741 in the US, Canada, or UK; or 50808 in Ireland. 

Trevor Project (LGBTQ+ youth). 1-866-488-7386 or text START to 678-678. 

Veterans Crisis Line. Dial 988 then press 1, or text 838255. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

DAY 01 · PRESENCE 

The Strawberry on the Cliff 

An old Buddhist tale tells of a monk pursued through the forest by a hungry tiger. Reaching the 

edge of a cliff, he climbs down a vine to escape. Below him paces another tiger. Above him, the 

first one waits. As he hangs there, two mice — one white, one black — begin to gnaw at the 

vine. Then the monk notices a wild strawberry growing from the cliff face. He picks it. He eats it. 

He says, simply: how sweet it tastes. The story is not about denial. It is about what we so often 

forget when fear has us — that this moment, even now, contains something real. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxiety pulls us into a future that has not happened. Returning to the present — the strawberry, 
the breath, the cup in your hand — is not avoidance. It is the only place where life is actually 
being lived. 

 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What is one small, real thing in front of you right now? Describe it as if it were the only thing in 
the world. 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________

 



 

DAY 02 · IMAGINATION 

More Often in Imagination 

Two thousand years ago, the Stoic philosopher Seneca wrote a letter to his friend Lucilius, who 

was paralysed by worry over things that had not yet happened. Seneca's reply has survived 

because it is true: we suffer more often in imagination than in reality. Most of what we fear, he 

observed, never arrives. And of the troubles that do arrive, most prove smaller than we feared, 

or differently shaped, or even — sometimes — gifts in disguise. Yet the mind insists on 

rehearsing every disaster as if rehearsal were preparation. It is not. It is only suffering, paid in 

advance. 

A REFLECTION 

Studies of chronic worriers consistently find that the vast majority of feared events never occur. 
The body, however, cannot tell the difference between an imagined threat and a real one. Each 
rehearsal exhausts you for a battle that will never be fought. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What have you been rehearsing in your mind this week? How likely is it, honestly, to actually 
happen? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 03 · PHANTOM FEARS 

The Sky Will Not Fall 

There is an ancient Chinese story, recorded in the Liezi, about a man from the state of Qi who 

could not eat or sleep for fear that the sky might collapse and crush him. A wise neighbour 

visited and asked: "What is the sky? It is only accumulated air. You move and breathe in air all 

day long. Why would it fall?" The man asked, "But what about the sun and stars?" "They are 

only shining bits of accumulated air." "And the earth, what if it gives way?" "The earth is only 

accumulated solidity. Why should it collapse?" The man finally slept. The phrase "the man of Qi 

fearing heaven's fall" has meant, ever since, an anxiety about what cannot reasonably happen. 

A REFLECTION 

Some anxieties dissolve the moment we examine them in daylight. Others don't. But almost all 
of them shrink at least a little when we name them and ask, gently: is this likely? Is this even 
possible? 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Write down one of your recurring worries. Then, beside it, write what would actually have to be 
true for it to happen. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 04 · WHAT YOU CAN CONTROL 

Within Your Power 

The Greek slave-philosopher Epictetus taught a single distinction that, two millennia later, 

remains the foundation of cognitive therapy: some things are within our power, and some are 

not. Within our power: our judgements, our intentions, our choices, our effort. Not within our 

power: other people's opinions, the weather, the past, illness, the outcome of any given day. 

Anxiety, he said, is what happens when we forget the line — when we try to control what cannot 

be controlled, and neglect what can. The cure is not to stop caring. It is to redirect care toward 

where it actually has reach. 

A REFLECTION 

Much of anxiety is misplaced effort: trying to manage the unmanageable. Asking — of any worry 
— "what part of this is actually within my control?" can return surprising amounts of energy to 
the things that are. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Take one current worry. Draw a line down a page. On one side, write what you can act on. On 
the other, what you cannot. Notice which side is heavier. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 05 · PATIENCE 

The Settling Pond 

A Taoist teacher was asked by an anxious student how to clear a muddy pond. The student 

suggested stirring it harder, perhaps with a stick, perhaps wading in to scrub the bottom. The 

master smiled. "That is what you have been doing all year. The water is muddy because you 

keep stirring it." "Then what should I do?" "Sit. Wait. The mud will settle. Clarity will return on its 

own — but only if you let the water rest." Many minds are like this. The harder they work to 

solve the worry, the more turbulent they become. Sometimes the answer is not to think harder. It 

is to stop stirring. 

A REFLECTION 

There is a kind of anxious thinking that masquerades as problem-solving but never reaches a 
problem. The mind needs stillness, sometimes, before it can see what was always there. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What problem have you been stirring without solving? What would happen if you set it down for 
one full hour today? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 06 · IMPERMANENCE 

Solomon's Ring 

There is a story told in Jewish, Sufi, and Persian traditions about King Solomon, who 

summoned a wise advisor and asked him to make a ring with an inscription that would comfort 

him in sorrow and humble him in joy. The advisor returned weeks later with a simple ring. On it 

was engraved one phrase, in three short words: This too shall pass. The king wept and laughed, 

both. He understood. The same sentence that softens despair softens delight. Both move. Both 

leave. To carry the ring is to carry the truth that whatever has hold of you now — including this 

anxiety, this dread, this restlessness — is on its way through. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxiety presents itself as permanent: as if this feeling will define the rest of your life. It will not. 
Every anxious episode you have ever had has, at some point, ended. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What feeling have you assumed would never leave, that has, in fact, left before? What does that 
history tell you? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 07 · PUTTING DOWN 

Two Monks at the River 

An old Zen story: two monks, sworn to celibacy, are walking when they come upon a young 

woman unable to cross a swollen river. The elder monk, without comment, lifts her, carries her 

across, sets her down on the other bank. The two monks walk on in silence. After some hours, 

the younger monk bursts out: "How could you have carried her? We are not even to look at 

women, let alone touch them!" The older monk replied calmly, "I set her down on the riverbank. 

Are you still carrying her?" Most of what burdens us, we are still carrying long after the moment 

has passed. The hand can release. The mind takes longer to learn how. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxiety has a habit of replaying. The original moment ends; the rehearsal continues. Each 
replay re-floods the body with stress chemistry that the original event no longer requires. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What have you been carrying long after the moment ended? What would it look like to set it 
down on the riverbank? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 08 · PRESENCE OVER FEAR 

The Tea Master and the Samurai 

A famous Japanese story: a tea master, who was not a warrior, was challenged to a duel by a 

samurai over a slight. The tea master, certain he would die, asked a fencing instructor what to 

do. The instructor said, "You cannot win. But you can die well. Tomorrow, prepare for the duel as 

you would prepare a tea ceremony. Do every motion with full attention." The next day, the tea 

master arrived calm and absorbed in each gesture: drawing his sword as if pouring tea, holding 

his stance as if presenting a bowl. The samurai watched him for a long moment, then bowed 

and walked away. He had seen a man who was not afraid because he was not absent. 

A REFLECTION 

Fear thrives on absence — on being in a future moment instead of this one. Full attention to 
what you are actually doing, right now, leaves anxiety with less room. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Describe one ordinary task you will do today as if it were a ceremony. What does that change? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 09 · FLEXIBILITY 

Water Finds the Way 

The Tao Te Ching, written over two thousand years ago, returns again and again to one image: 

water. Water, Lao Tzu observed, is the softest substance in the world. It cannot be cut, cannot 

be grasped, cannot be permanently held. And yet nothing is its equal in wearing down stone. 

Water does not push against the obstacle. It moves around it, under it, eventually through it. 

Anxiety often feels like pushing — against what is, against what might be, against the shape of 

one's own life. There is another way. Soften. Find the path that opens. The mountain does not 

move; the river still reaches the sea. 

A REFLECTION 

Resistance amplifies anxiety. Acceptance — not of injustice, but of what is presently true — 
frees energy that resistance was consuming. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What are you pushing against that you could, today, soften toward? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 10 · RETURNING 

The Ten Thousand Things 

Lao Tzu wrote that in the world there are ten thousand things, each demanding attention — and 

that the wise person, watching them rise and fall, does not chase them. They return, instead, to 

the one. To the breath. To the body. To the still place beneath the surface noise. Anxiety 

multiplies the ten thousand things: every undone task, every imagined slight, every possible 

disaster. The cure is not to count them. It is to come back, again and again, to one thing. The 

cup. The room. The next breath. Each return is a small act of trust that the rest will keep, while 

you do. 

A REFLECTION 

The anxious mind is a counting mind. It catalogues everything that could go wrong. Returning to 
one anchor — chosen in advance — is among the most reliable ways to interrupt the count. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What will be your one thing today, when the ten thousand pull at you? Choose it, name it, hold it. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 11 · WHERE TO LOOK 

Nasruddin's Lost Key 

There is a beloved figure in Sufi stories called Mullah Nasruddin — wise and foolish at once. 

One night a friend finds Nasruddin on his hands and knees beneath a streetlamp, searching 

frantically. "What have you lost?" "My key." The friend joins him. They search for an hour. Finally 

the friend asks, "Are you sure you dropped it here?" "No," Nasruddin says, "I dropped it inside 

the house." "Then why are we looking out here?" "Because the light is better here." Many of our 

anxieties are like this. We search where the light is — in the obvious worry, the easy distraction 

— when the answer lives somewhere darker, harder, closer to the heart of the matter. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxious thinking often substitutes a manageable surface worry for an underlying fear that feels 
too big. Naming what you are actually afraid of is often half of the cure. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What have you been worrying about on the surface? What might the real fear be, underneath? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 12 · PERSISTENCE 

The Two Frogs in the Cream 

An old folk tale: two frogs fell into a deep pail of cream. They could not climb out. The first frog 

gave up almost at once and sank. The second frog kept paddling. He paddled all night. He 

paddled when his legs ached and when his body screamed for rest. He paddled past the point 

at which it seemed pointless. By morning, his paddling had churned the cream into a pat of 

butter solid enough to stand on. He hopped out. The story is not a lecture about willpower. It is a 

quiet observation: sometimes you cannot see how the kicking is helping. You only know that, if 

you stop, you sink. So you keep kicking. 

A REFLECTION 

On anxious days, action need not be elegant or visibly effective. Sometimes simply continuing 
— paddling — is itself the work. The shape of the help may only become visible later. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Where have you been kicking without seeing results? What invisible thing might your paddling 
be slowly building? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



 

DAY 13 · EXTERNALISING WORRY 

The Worry Tree 

An old gardener kept a particular tree at the gate of his garden. Each evening, before entering 

his home, he would touch its bark and leave his worries there for the night. He told a curious 

neighbour: "In there is my family. They deserve me, not the worries. The worries will still be on 

the tree in the morning, if I want them. But sometimes, when I come back out, they are smaller. 

Sometimes a wind has taken them. Sometimes I do not pick them up at all." Some traditions call 

this externalising; some call it surrender; some call it simply going off duty. Whatever the name, 

the principle holds: worry shrinks when you set it down and walk away from it for a time. 

A REFLECTION 

The mind treats worry as productive — as if more thinking will produce a solution. For most 
worries, this is not true. Setting them aside, deliberately, often allows the mind to find its own 
way through. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What is your worry tree? A walk, a journal, a particular chair, a person you call? Where can you 
leave today's worry, even briefly? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 14 · BELONGING 

The Wave That Forgot the Ocean 

There is a Vedantic teaching that takes the form of a story. A small wave is moving through the 

sea, terrified. It sees the waves ahead crashing and disappearing on the shore. "I am going to 

die," it cries. An older wave, swimming alongside, says gently: "You are not a wave. You are the 

ocean. The shape called wave will end. The water will not." Anxiety often mistakes the 

temporary form — this mood, this fear, this difficult season — for the whole self. It is not. 

Beneath every wave is the ocean that gave it rise and will receive it back. You are larger than 

your present condition. 

A REFLECTION 

A useful question on anxious days: "What part of me is observing this anxiety?" That observer is 
not the anxiety. It is something larger — the sea beneath the wave. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Describe yourself as the ocean rather than the wave. What in you is bigger than what you are 
presently feeling? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 15 · ALREADY OPEN 

The Caged Bird's Door 

A Sufi master once told of a bird kept in a cage for many years. The cage was small, the door 

was always shut. One day, by accident, the door swung open. The bird looked at it warily, then 

turned away. Each evening, the door swung gently in the breeze. The bird never approached. 

Eventually a child opened the cage, set the bird on the windowsill, and pointed at the sky. The 

bird flew. "How long had the door been open?" the child asked. The master said, "Years. The 

cage was closed only in the bird's mind." Some of our anxieties are doors long since opened, 

that we have simply forgotten to walk through. 

A REFLECTION 

Old fears continue to govern us long after the situation that produced them has changed. The 
work, sometimes, is not to escape — but to notice what is already possible. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Where in your life has the door been quietly open for some time, while you remained in the cage 
of an old fear? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 16 · PRESENT MOMENT 

Marcus on the Present 

The Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote in his private journal a sentence that has comforted 

anxious readers for nearly two thousand years: "Confine yourself to the present." Not the regrets 

of yesterday. Not the disasters of tomorrow. Only this — the body breathing, the work in front of 

you, the ground beneath your feet. He returned to the instruction often, because he, too, 

struggled to obey it. The most powerful man in the world spent his quiet hours reminding himself 

that anxiety lives in time travel, and peace lives in arrival. 

A REFLECTION 

The present moment is the only place where suffering is finite. Past and future contain infinite 
material for the mind to torture itself with. The present contains only what is actually happening, 
which is almost always survivable. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Confine yourself to one minute, right now. What is true in this minute? Just this minute. Write it 
down. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 17 · RIDING THE STORM 

The Fisherman and the Storm 

An old fisherman taught his apprentice that storms were not something to fight or flee but to 

ride. "In a storm," he said, "you do not row harder. You set the sails to the wind, you keep the 

bow into the waves, and you wait. Trying to outpower the sea will tire you out long before the 

storm tires of you. Trying to escape will turn you sideways and capsize you. The only way is 

through, with the sea, not against it." Anxiety is often a storm that we attempt to outrun. The way 

through is steadier: remain upright, keep facing into it, and let it pass over you. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxiety attacks usually have a peak and a tail. They cannot last indefinitely; the body itself will 
eventually settle. Knowing this — that it will pass if you simply stay — is a quiet kind of courage. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What storm are you currently in? Instead of asking how to escape, ask how to ride. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 18 · DOING WHAT ONE CAN 

The Hummingbird and the Fire 

There is a tale told in several African traditions, made famous by the Kenyan environmentalist 

Wangari Maathai. A great fire is burning through the forest. The animals all flee. But a small 

hummingbird flies to a stream, takes a single drop of water in her beak, and flies back to drop it 

on the fire. Again and again. The other animals laugh: "What can you possibly do? You are too 

small." The hummingbird answers, without stopping: "I am doing the best I can." Anxiety often 

whispers that any effort is too small to matter. The hummingbird is the corrective. Doing what 

you can is enough — not because it solves everything, but because it is the part that is yours. 

A REFLECTION 

When the size of a problem produces paralysis, returning to your own small portion of it returns 
agency. The hummingbird does not solve the fire. She does what is hers to do. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What is your hummingbird's drop today? Not the whole fire — just your drop. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 19 · DANGER PERCEIVED 

The Anxious Crow 

A crow once found a piece of bread and flew with it to a high branch. As she ate, she heard a 

fox below praising her beauty, and then her voice — surely such a magnificent bird must sing 

magnificently. Flattered, she opened her beak. The bread fell. The fox carried it off. Aesop told 

this story to warn against vanity. But there is another reading. The crow lost her bread because 

she could not simply eat it. She had to perform, to manage the fox's opinion, to anticipate every 

gaze. Anxiety is the crow's habit: turning every present good into a performance for some 

imagined audience that may not even exist. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxious attention often outsources our experience to imagined observers. Reclaiming the bread 
means trusting that we can simply have the moment, without proving anything to anyone. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Whose imagined gaze are you performing for, lately? What would change if that audience went 
away? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 20 · BREATH 

The Master Calligrapher's Breath 

A young apprentice in Japan asked the old calligraphy master why his characters were so much 

more beautiful, even though their training was the same. The master answered: "You make the 

stroke with your hand. I make it with my breath." He explained: before each character, he would 

inhale, fully, then exhale, slowly, and only at the bottom of the exhale would the brush touch 

paper. The line was the breath made visible. Anxiety often breathes shallowly, in the upper 

chest, in quick gulps. A long, deliberate exhale tells the body, more reliably than any thought, 

that there is no immediate danger. 

A REFLECTION 

The exhale activates the parasympathetic nervous system — the body's brake. A breath out 
twice as long as the breath in, repeated for a minute, is one of the fastest ways to lower acute 
anxiety. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Try it now: breathe in for a count of four, out for a count of eight. Three rounds. Notice what 
changes. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 21 · RELEASE 

The Fox and the Grapes Reframed 

Aesop tells of a fox who, unable to reach a high cluster of grapes, walks away muttering that 

they were probably sour. The story is usually told as a lesson about self-deception. But anxiety 

offers a different reading. The fox has saved his afternoon. He has not stayed at the foot of the 

vine for hours, exhausting himself in pointless leaps. He has acknowledged the limit and moved 

on. There is a wisdom in releasing what is genuinely beyond reach — not pretending it is sour, 

but accepting that it is not yours. Anxiety often refuses to release. It clings to the impossible like 

a debt the world owes us. 

A REFLECTION 

Some of what we ruminate about is not a problem to be solved but a limit to be accepted. 
Acceptance is not surrender. It is the freeing of energy for what can still grow. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What grape have you been jumping for? Is there a way to honour the limit, walk away, and 
recover the afternoon? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 



 

DAY 22 · CONTENTMENT 

Diogenes in the Sun 

Alexander the Great, having conquered most of the known world, came to visit the philosopher 

Diogenes, who lived in a barrel. Alexander, expecting awe, said grandly: "Ask anything you 

wish. I will give it to you." Diogenes was sunbathing. He looked up at the most powerful man in 

the world and said, "Yes. Move aside. You are blocking my sun." Alexander, walking away, told 

his men, "If I were not Alexander, I would wish to be Diogenes." Some of our anxieties come 

from chasing what we already, in some other form, possess. Diogenes had the sun. He needed 

nothing else for that hour. 

A REFLECTION 

When anxiety is loudest, it is often because we are reaching past what we have for what we 
believe we should have. Looking down at what is already in front of us can shift the entire frame. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What sun is currently shining on you that you have been too anxious to notice? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 23 · SLOW UNDOING 

The Persian Carpet's Knot 

An old Persian weaver told her granddaughter: "When you find a knot in the wool you cannot 

undo, do not pull harder. Pulling tightens it. Set the strand down. Drink your tea. Look out the 

window. When you come back, the knot is often willing to be undone." Her granddaughter, who 

had been weaving for hours and was on the verge of tears, sat back. She drank her tea. She 

looked out at the garden. When she returned, her tired fingers found the loop and the knot fell 

open. Some anxieties cannot be solved by pulling. They yield only to the willingness to stop 

pulling. 

A REFLECTION 

The harder you grip an anxious thought, the more it tightens. Distance — a walk, a meal, a 
different room — is often what allows the mind to release what it could not, when straining at it. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What knot have you been pulling on? Could you set it down for an hour, and see how it looks 
then? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 24 · ENOUGH 

The Squirrel Who Buried Twice 

A folk story tells of a squirrel who, as winter approached, became so anxious about not having 

enough nuts that she buried each one twice — first in one place, then digging it up and burying 

it elsewhere. By the first frost, she had forgotten where most of her nuts were. The other 

squirrels, who had buried each nut once and left it, ate well all winter. Anxiety often disguises 

itself as preparation. But beyond a point, it begins to undo the very work it claims to be doing — 

re-checking the lock, re-reading the email, re-running the conversation in our minds. 

A REFLECTION 

There is a difference between conscientious preparation and anxious repetition. Preparation has 
a stopping point. Anxious repetition has none. Trusting the first round is itself a skill. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What have you checked, re-checked, and checked again? Could you trust the first round, and 
let it stand? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

DAY 25 · PROTECTION 

The Tortoise's Shell 

There is wisdom across many cultures in the figure of the tortoise — slow, ancient, carrying its 

house on its back. The tortoise does not flee fear. It withdraws into its shell, waits, breathes, 

emerges when the danger has passed. We are not built like tortoises, but we can borrow the 

principle. When anxiety is high, the answer is not to power through every commitment. 

Sometimes the answer is to draw inward briefly: a quieter morning, a postponed meeting, a 

turned-off phone, a closed door. The shell is not weakness. It is what allows the slow 

continuation that, over time, outpaces the hare. 

A REFLECTION 

There is no virtue in pretending to be invulnerable. Strategic withdrawal — a quiet hour, a 
missed event, an unanswered message — is often what makes ongoing presence possible. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

 

DAY 26 · VIGIL 

The Watchman's Lantern 

Imagine an old town with no electricity. Each night a watchman walks the streets with a lantern, 

calling the hours. He cannot prevent every misfortune. He cannot light every dark corner. But his 

presence — the small light, the steady step, the voice naming the hour — comforts those who 

hear it and shows them they are not alone. Anxiety often demands that we solve everything 

before we are allowed to rest. The watchman offers another model: one cannot solve the night, 

but one can keep the lantern lit, walk the streets, and call the hours. That is enough for one 

shift. 

A REFLECTION 

Sometimes the most useful response to anxiety is not action toward a solution but presence to 
the ongoing situation. Steadiness, in itself, is a kind of light. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What does "keeping the lantern lit" look like for you, in this season? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

DAY 27 · INTERRUPTION 

The Bell That Stops the Mind 

In many Buddhist traditions, especially in Vietnam, a small bell is rung throughout the day in 

temples and homes. When it rings, everyone stops. They take three breaths. They smile. Then 

they continue what they were doing. The point is not that the bell is magic. The point is that the 

anxious mind, given no interruption, will run for hours. A small, regular pause — even a sound, 

a doorway, a breath — breaks the chain. After the pause, it is possible to choose a different 

thought, where before there was only momentum. 

A REFLECTION 

Anxiety builds on itself. Each thought leads to the next. A deliberate interruption — an 
intentional pause — is among the simplest, most underused tools. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Choose one bell today. A doorway, a phone notification, a sip of water. Each time, breathe and 
notice. See what happens by evening. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

DAY 28 · FLEXIBILITY 

The Bamboo in the Storm 

There is a saying across East Asia: in a great storm, the oak breaks; the bamboo bends. The 

oak is mighty. It is straight, deep-rooted, proud — and brittle when the wind exceeds it. The 

bamboo is hollow, light, flexible. It bends almost to the ground. The wind passes. The bamboo 

rises again. Anxious people are often oaks: rigid, perfectionist, unwilling to flex. The cost is that 

one strong wind can break what one good bend would have saved. Bamboo is not weak. It is 

alive enough to move with what cannot be controlled. 

A REFLECTION 

Flexibility is not a lack of values. It is the willingness to adjust the form while keeping the root. 
Anxiety often improves when our standards become rooted but flexible, rather than rigid and 
brittle. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Where have you been an oak this week? Where might bamboo serve you better? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

DAY 29 · TRANSFORMATION 

The Pearl in the Oyster 

A pearl, that beloved jewel, begins as an irritation. A grain of sand enters the soft body of an 

oyster. The oyster cannot remove it. So instead, slowly, layer by layer, it coats the irritation with 

the same iridescent material that lines its shell. Years later, what was once a wound has 

become the most precious thing the oyster will ever produce. Many of the qualities anxious 

people most quietly admire in themselves — empathy, vigilance, depth, attentiveness, care — 

were grown around old grains of sand. The wound is not always to be removed. Sometimes it is 

to be made beautiful. 

A REFLECTION 

Some anxiety, especially anxiety with a long history, has gifts buried inside it. Sensitivity is often 
the price and the prize together. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

What gift in you has been growing, slowly, around an old grain of sand? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

DAY 30 · SANCTUARY 

The Quiet Room of the Self 

A modern teaching, drawn from many older ones: somewhere inside each of us is a quiet room. 

It does not need to be built. It is already there. Anxiety lives in the corridor outside, knocking, 

calling, sometimes pounding. We can answer the door, attend to what needs attending. But we 

can also, at any time, withdraw to the quiet room. There is a chair. A window. A view of 

something kind. The corridor will still be there when we return. But we are not required to live in 

it. The room is ours, and it is always open. 

A REFLECTION 

A practice — meditation, prayer, a particular walk, a particular chair — can become the quiet 
room. Repeated entries into it teach the body that there is, in fact, somewhere safe to go. 

FOR YOUR JOURNAL 

Where is your quiet room? If you do not have one yet, where might you build one this week? 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



 

 

 

 

 

You finished. 

If you have arrived here, you have done something quietly remarkable. 

Thirty days of attention is no small thing. 

Whatever shape your reading took — every day, some days, only the first page and the last — 

you returned to yourself with a pen in hand. That is the practice. That is the whole point. 

Begin again, if you would like. Or carry one story with you into the next chapter. Or rest. 

Whatever you choose, you are not alone in it. 

 


