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The Chicken Little Life

Patty was a worrier, ever since she could remember. As
a child, she was acutely aware of anything in her world
that could go wrong. Things that went wrong usually
meant pain of some kind. Only by being alert and
watchful for those wrong things could Patty attempt
to keep herself safe—or, at least, safer. As a child, Patty
rarely felt safe.

Patty grew up into a serious, cautious adult. Risks were
to be avoided. Control over her circumstances was
essential. Patty was meticulous and highly organized,
not out of a desire for positive results but out of a fear
of negative consequences. Safety could only occur when
people and circumstances could be planned for and
controlled. As an adult, Patty rarely felt safe.

Patty grew to resent and envy others who could live
life so relaxed and unconcerned, including members



of her own family. Someone had to be the
| responsible one and Patty resigned herself

to that position. When decisions were to be
made, Patty was always the one to point out
the problems. Murphy’s Law—anything
that can go wrong will go wrong—was not
a joke for Patty. Murphy’s Law was how
Patty lived her life and she resigned
herself to repeatedly saying, “I told
you so.” Whenever something
did go wrong, Patty began to
feel vindicated and, in a strange
way, relieved.

A Bundle of Nerves

The older Patty got, however, the harder control
became and the more she had to worry about. She
worried about her family, her kids in particular. She
worried about her job and her husband’s job; she
worried about how they were going to pay the bills
today and still have anything left for tomorrow.
She worried about where they lived and what was
happening in the schools and on the streets. She
worried about her health and the health of her family.
The more she digested the news, the sicker she became
over the problems and dangers and wrong things in the



world. The less control she felt, the more desperate and
negative she became with everyone. People who knew
Patty called her a bundle of nerves.

Her family could be less charitable. Patty’s attempt
to keep her kids from danger was interpreted by
them—often loudly and angrily—as interference.
Patty’s recitations of the cons in any decision resulted
in her husband isolating
her from more and more of
those decisions.

JESUS SAID, “COME TO ME,
All Patty wanted was to ALL YOU WHO ARE WEARY

keep everyone safe, but they AND BURDENED. AND |
treated her like she was the '

danger. All she wanted was

WILL GIVE YOU REST.”
~MATTHEW 11:28

to keep everyone safe, but

instead she was still being
punished. There was no
gratitude, no appreciation for all she did for them. As
time went on, Patty felt herself increasingly isolated
from family and friends who refused to admit she was

right to worry and had a right to worry.

The Burden of Worry

Patty was used to shouldering the burden of worry. The
weight had been familiar and almost comfortable—but



not anymore. Now, even getting out of bed was almost
insurmountable. Her only motivation to engage in the
day was the fear of losing her job and losing track of her
teens. She worried that she wasn’t doing well at either
of those jobs. Several times, she'd been sure she was
having some sort of seizure, insisting she be taken to
the emergency room where she'd been diagnosed with
panic attacks. Now the person she'd always relied upon
to manage in the midst of her anxieties—herself—
was compromised.

On edge about her health and feeling detached and
misunderstood by others, Patty felt imprisoned by
worries spiraling out of control. Nothing seemed to be
working. Everything that could go wrong was, and Patty
had no idea what to do.




Does Patty’s story sound similar to yours?> If so,
welcome to the Chicken Little Life.

I grew up hearing the story of Chicken Little,
never dreaming I would find it so applicable in my
professional work with adults. For children, the story
of Chicken Little is about what happens to a group of
cute-sounding animals. For adults, the story of Chicken
Little is a cautionary tale about three dangers: thought-
life, hidden assumptions, and mistaken beliefs.

“Chicken Little” is the title of the story, but that title
doesn’t really convey its full scope. If it were up to me,
I'd subtitle the story of Chicken Little: From an Acorn to
the End of the World.

For those of you who can’t remember or never heard
this charming children’s tale, here it is in a nutshell
(pun intended): Chicken Little one day goes into
the forest where an acorn falls on her head. She cries
out, “The sky is falling! The sky is falling!” and runs
off to tell the king. Along the way, she meets up with
Henny Penny, Goosey Loosey, and Ducky Lucky, who
join her in a panicked rush to inform the king of
impending disaster.

This group of fowl runs into Foxy Loxy, who offers
his help to tell the king. What Foxy Loxy, being a fox,



actually does is lure the frantic chicken, hen, goose, and
duck into his den where he gobbles them up.

Danger #1: Thought-Life

The danger to Chicken Little, it turns out, wasn’t what
she had thought it was. She had thought she was in
danger from an impending celestial apocalypse of the
sky falling. That wasn’t the danger. The danger wasn’t
even the acorn, though I'm sure it hurt when it hit.
The danger to Chicken Little was her own anxiety-
driven conclusion about the acorn. Chicken Little was
so concerned about the false danger from acorns, she
forgot about the real danger from foxes.

Internal v. External Danger

At the beginning of the story, the danger to Chicken
Little was an internal one—her mind. At the end
of the story, the danger to Chicken Little was an
external one—the fox. This is the essence of anxiety-
driven fear—the internal overshadows the external;
thoughts of what if overshadow the reality of what is. By
concentrating on the imaginary danger, Chicken Little
failed to recognize the real one.

People do the same thing in real life on a regular basis.
Have you ever found yourself noticing something small



that starts to get bigger and bigger the more anxious you
become? Say there’s a mole on the back of your leg. It’s
always been there, but you haven't really paid attention
to it. All of a sudden, you notice

the mole and become anxious. ANXIETY IS
Why have you just noticed it? PRODUCED BY
Has it changed color> Something  \yHAT YOU TELL
could be wrong! Moles that YOURSELF.
change color mean cancer. In your
mind, anxiety has taken you from
amole you've never thought about
to a mole with cancer.

Chicken Little could have said,
“Ouch! I got hit with an acorn,”

and determined to avoid walking
under trees. Instead, she insisted,
“The sky is falling!” Acorns fall all the time, but the sky

does not. One is common; the other is cataclysmic.

What is Anxiety?

Anxiety is defined as “painful or apprehensive
uneasiness of the mind usually over an impending
or anticipated ill; fearful concern or interest; ... an
abnormal or overwhelming sense of apprehension and
fear often marked by physiological signs (as sweating,
tension, and increased pulse), by doubt concerning



the reality and nature of the threat, and by self-doubt
about one’s capacity to cope with it.”

When anxiety takes over, you are propelled out of the
realm of the probable and into the improbable. Anxiety
accelerates the common into the cataclysmic at rapid
speed. Anxiety, then, is produced not by what you
actually experience but by what you tell yourself; your
thoughts determine your reality. When those thoughts
are anxious, anxiety is what you'll experience, no matter
what is really happening. What you tell yourself—your
thought-life—matters.




Everyone has a thought-life, the inner dialogue that
goes on in your head. Some people barely recognize
those thoughts are there, running in the background
of their lives. Others experience their thought-life as
a semi-audible conversation, inhabited with the voices
and messages of people from their past and present.

Anxious people spend a great deal of time in a what-if
world. Once anxiety is triggered, a person can go from
zero (calm) to sixty (panicked) in seconds, generally
through a series of rapid-fire inner questions with
correspondingly dire answers.

What could happen? > The worst
What does it mean? - Disaster

What will happen to me? - Something horrible

In the rush to anxious judgment, there’s rarely time to
investigate those questions. Are they even valid? Where
do those questions come from? When your thought-
life naturally defaults to disaster, you will naturally
experience disaster.

One of the ways to combat such a thought-life is to
intentionally push out the negative with the positive.
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