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Session 7  
 

Things Only Mean What We Make Them Mean 

Definitions, Distinctions, and Exercises 
 
 
Discomfort as an Alarm: Interpreting feelings of discomfort as a warning bell to STOP, get 
present and check-in. 
 

 
 
Arguing with Reality: Byron Katie, in her process called, The Work, defines “reality” as simply 
"what occurs". She suggests that whenever we are upset about what occurs, we are arguing 
with reality – as if we have a better idea about how reality should happen. 
 
What Occurs: Un-interpreted reality (Described as only what a video camera could record.) vs. 
My Story: My self-talk, including my evaluations, opinions and questions about what occurs. 

 
After reading the distinctions of this session, we want to make sure you understand that we are 
not saying your story is a bad thing. Sometimes your story celebrates reality rather than argues 
with it. When someone does something you enjoy, like opening a door for you when your arms 
are full, your story might sound like this:  
 
“They’re so nice! Their parents must have taught them manners. I love living in a world with 
people who are so kind.”  
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Just keep in mind that the reality is "someone opened the door". Your story (they’re so nice) 
still may not represent reality. The story that this person is kind and must have been taught 
manners may not be absolutely accurate. The story may be that they expected someone 
other than you to walk through, or perhaps they Open the door to get you out of their way 
faster.  

Either way, if you like your story and it’s not causing you pain, then great! There is nothing 
for you to do but enjoy it.  

But what about the stories that cause you pain? We believe that every story you have that 
argues with reality, and subsequently causes your discomfort, is created by a habitual 
limiting focus.  

And remember, your habitual limiting focuses create stories that limit your choices. 

If you learn to separate just what occurs from your story, you’ll gain the ability to choose 
how you want to respond to what occurs. You’ll be able to take both reality and your story 
into account and give yourself more choices. This is the choice: Do you want to respond 
from habit and your limiting focus or from your values? 

The saying we use to help us remember this distinction is: 
 

“Things only mean what I make them mean.” 

What does this saying mean to you?  
(Hint: only what you make it mean.) 

 
Session Exercise 
(This exercise is adapted and modified from an exercise used by Landmark Education.) 

Write down a complaint you have about someone you know or about people in general.  

My complaint is that:  
 
___________________________________________________________. 
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The “Real” Explanation 

Now take a moment and write down your explanation about why your complaint exists—why 
you think things happen this way.  

Write down the explanation for your complaint here: 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

The Paranoid or Absurd Explanation  

Now take a moment and write down your own paranoid or absurd explanation: 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

The Tragic Explanation  

Write down your own tragic explanation: 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
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The Enlightened Explanation  

Write down your enlightened explanation: 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

What Occurred: Write down only what a video camera could see or hear. 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 

The Value-Based Explanation  

We believe that everything anyone says or does is an attempt to experience something 
they value, something that may currently be missing for them.  

So now think up an explanation for your complaint that could be as true as you thought your 
original explanation was. But this time connected to what the other person might value that 
would lead them to do or say the thing you complain about. (Use your Values Sheet.) 

Now take a moment and write down your values-based explanation. 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 

Can you see why we love saying, “Things only mean what I make them mean”?  
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Remember the distinction Feelings vs Evaluations; let's do some feeling in relation to this 
exercise. 

How does it feel in your body when you think about your original “Real” Explanation for 
your complaint? (Write down how it feels) 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 

 

How does it feel in your body when you think about your "Values-Based” Explanation for 
your complaint – the one where you connect to the values they might be wanting to 
experience? (Write down how it feels) 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Session 7 - Life Exercise 
 
Commitments for this week that will help me achieve my outcome: 

1. _____________________________________________________________  
By When: ___________  
 

2. _____________________________________________________________  
By When: ___________  
 

 

Awareness Practice: 
Each day from now until the next session, any time you notice yourself uncomfortable, ask 
yourself; am I arguing with reality? And then ask, what's really happening here? Remember to 
describe only what a video camera could record. Then guess what the other person might be 
wanting to experience – which values might be missing that had them do or say what they did. 
Then notice if how you feel about the situation changes in any way. 
 

Write down the strategy that will help you remember to practice this awareness. 
  
 

Discovery: ___________________________________________________________ 
  
  
  
How can I apply this in my life?   
  
  
  
Celebrations, and "Aha's!" 
Write down at least one celebration, or "Aha!" moment that you’ve experienced so far from 
doing this course.   
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Trusted Source Journaling 
What is one question I want to ask my trusted source? _________________________   
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