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Hello, Woman on Fire. It’s Debbie Phillips, and I’m back with your monthly Women on 
Fire podcast, where I interview experts who can inform, inspire, and uplift your life. This 
month is particularly powerful because we have the wisdom, expertise, and practical 
suggestions that will improve your well-being from psychotherapist Mike Cetta of Brooklyn, 
New York.  

Mike has been a regular guest expert on our weekly COVID-era check-ins on Thursdays. 
His clear, concise insight and thought-provoking questions have been a balm to our souls in 
these sessions. He has addressed many thorny issues that stand in our way and keep us stuck, 
and he’s provided us ways to move forward. Whether they are personal or professional issues, 
at home or at work, Mike shows us the way. The podcast for October is a compilation of his 
best and most inspiring answers to your important questions. 

If you are in therapy or have experienced psychotherapy, you know how life-changing it 
can be to become self-aware of your patterns, processes, traumas, and issues. We all have 
them. If you haven’t had the experience working with a good therapist and are curious about 
it, you’re in the right place today.  

In shining a light on the importance of our good mental health, I’m reminded of 
comments recently by Cynthia Germanotta, who is Lady Gaga’s mother. She leads her 
daughter’s foundation, Born This Way. Cynthia predicted that the next pandemic we face will 
be our mental health. In keeping with that, we at Women on Fire are proud and inspired to 
keep your good mental health top of mind and bring you the best of psychotherapist Mike 
Cetta. 

 

Debbie:  Hi, Mike, welcome to Women on Fire. Thank you for your always-inspiring, 
always-insightful words of wisdom. Please tell us a little about yourself and how you became 
a therapist. 

Mike:  I’m born and raised in Brooklyn. I grew up in a working-class, Italian family. To give 
you the short run, I learned how to be on the streets. The culture as a kid to me was baseball. 
Then I went to college. It changed my life, and I became an English teacher. I went to school 
with kids from the suburbs who read Dickens at eight, and I didn’t even know who he was 
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until I got to college. Then I switched gears and went to Hunter to become a social worker 
and was in school with students from the suburbs who knew all about Freud and everyone 
else, and I didn’t know anything. I learned all of that stuff and then went back to being a guy 
on the streets because the street language and the street knowledge helped me be the kind of 
therapist I wanted to be, which is to be an active kind of therapist. 

There are many different ways of doing therapy. The initial standard model that Freud 
developed was the patient lying on a couch with the therapist sitting behind out of view. The 
therapist said very little and just took notes. That model has in many ways continued for a 
hundred years, but it’s not the way I work. I’m very active. If anything, I talk too much. It has 
to do with the idea that it’s the interaction that is healing. I see myself as a guide going with 
people into places in themselves that are difficult and painful, and to be there with them, to 
point out what I’m seeing in there, and to allow them to do the work to get through it. 

Debbie:  Mike, what are you seeing right now in your practice, in your work? What is the 
most prevalent issue? What are people mostly coming to you for right now? 

Mike:  Things like anxiety and depression. These are symptoms of issues that go deeper. 
Most people don’t really come into therapy until they’re just overwhelmed. The reality is that 
these things are in all of us. I try to not see people in terms of pathology, which is how a lot of 
therapy has approached patients. Even the notion of a patient implies pathology. Rather, I 
see it more as a learning process of self-discovery that is available for everyone. We all have 
different issues. We all have different symptoms because life is not fair. No two people have 
the same environment. The reality is, underneath it all, we are all human, and we must figure 
out what our thing is and how to grow from it.  

I see a variety of issues. I worked for 35 years with adolescents, so I got to see 
everything. It’s a matter of trying to help people look at what they’re struggling with and see 
it not as them, but as a symptom of something they need to pay more attention to. 

Debbie:  Beautifully said.  
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Participating in Partner’s Therapy; Zoom Sessions 

Debbie:  Our first question, “Mike, thank you for your perspective and your help. My 
husband is struggling with mental health issues and seeing a therapist as well as doing TMS 
treatments [transcranial magnetic stimulation]. The therapist is asking to speak with me to 
get input from my perspective. My husband has asked that I not go into his childhood issues. 
He believes he has none, but rather I speak about the impact 2020 and COVID-19 has had on 
his mental health. I am struggling with being true to my husband’s wishes and telling the 
truth as I see it. How might I discuss what I see as trauma from his childhood and honor my 
marriage?”  

Mike:  A really good question because I think it’s very tricky when you bring a partner into 
therapy, especially if you are already working with a therapist. So to bring that partner into 
that therapist as opposed to going to a couple’s therapy. I think the danger in that is that he 
will feel like you are trying to be his analyst, and it will probably only make him more 
defensive. All you have to do is stick to the present. The reason why he’s there, I’m assuming, 
is because he’s having issues in the present. So if you stick to talking about the present, about 
how it manifests itself in your relationship with him, the therapist should be able to hear that 
and then help him make those kinds of connections. Stay in the present and how it’s affecting 
you and your relationship. That’s how I would handle that. 

Debbie:  Beautiful. That’s great.  

Another question: “Is there any privacy issue in seeing a therapist over Zoom? I prefer 
to see a therapist in person but can’t find anybody available. Do you have an opinion about 
this?” 

Mike:  I started Zoom sessions for the same reason every other therapist did, which was 
COVID. Especially in New York at the time when it first hit, it was not safe to bring anybody 
in person, so I had to make that decision. I was a little skeptical because I do believe that the 
relationship with the client and the therapist is what’s healing. I didn’t know how that would 
work. I thought, “Let’s give it a try.” Now I don’t have any issue with it. I think it’s better if 
you can go in person, but it’s not necessary. It doesn’t interfere with the work. 
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Issues in Family Gatherings  

Debbie:  Next question: “Help! The holidays are coming up, and I’m so tired of navigating 
between two sets of parents and my siblings and my husband’s siblings and family. Don’t get 
me wrong; I love them... well, most of them, LOL. We have teenage children, and I just want 
to stay home. COVID was a weird blessing because we got to beg off of all holidays last year. 
But can we do the same this year? I don’t want to hurt anybody’s feelings, but it feels like just 
too much right now.” Do you get this kind of stuff around the holidays? [laughter] 

Mike:  We all know this. Anybody who has family, particularly if you are married and you 
have in-laws and all of that, knows that the more people there are, the messier it is because 
we’re all messy. When we get together, we bring our mess with us, particularly in families. It’s 
a hard question to answer because the first thing I would want to know is, what’s so difficult 
about it? If it’s about — as it is for most people I think, for most of us — worrying about this 
one may get upset and that one may not like it, and this one may be mad at me. That’s going 
on inside of you. So if you can work on that, it won’t look so challenging to have people 
together. You’ll be able to let people figure out how to deal with each other. You won’t feel so 
responsible. 

But if you approach it as “the strain is on me to keep everybody happy,” that is not 
going to be solved by not having people around. That’s going to be solved by trying to 
understand what those feelings are that are making the situation feel so heavy. 

Debbie:  Got it.  

Talking to Anti-Vaxxers  

Debbie:  Next question, and I’m sure that you’ve gotten this, Mike: “Please address the 
whole vaccine situation. Half of my family is vaccinated; the other half is not. It has really 
divided us. I’m the first to admit that I’m judgmental with the people in our family who have 
not gotten vaccinated. We have several children under 12 in our family who are at risk, and I 
can’t believe my own relatives would put them in harm’s way by not getting vaccinated. Any 



5   
 

wecare@womenonfire.com   phone: 855-WOF-LOVE   fax: 508-202-0005  www.WomenOnFire.com 
 

© G R O U P M V, L L C , 2 0 20 
 

Claiming Your Well-Being: 
A Psychotherapist Responds to Your Questions 

Featuring Mike Cetta 
Psychotherapist, Digital Painter, and Fine-Art Photographer 

  

 

 

wisdom on how to keep our family together?” 

Mike:  That’s very relevant, and it’s a continuation, unfortunately, of the last five years 
where, as a culture, we’ve broken into you’re either this or that. Every issue becomes a 
political issue. This is insane because this is a public health issue. The only sensible way to 
deal with it is to say that it doesn’t feel safe to have people around if they’re not vaccinated. “I 
can’t invite you to my house if you’re not going to be vaccinated.”  

That sounds harsh in a way, but I don’t know any way around it. People who are anti-
vaxxers do not seem to understand that, by they’re not being vaccinated, it puts somebody 
else at risk. They’re seeing it as their personal choice. And to some degree, there’s something 
to that. For instance, if a doctor said to you, “If you keep drinking Diet Coke, you’re going to 
burn a hole in your stomach.” You could say, “Well, too bad. I don’t believe that. It’s my body, 
and if I want to do that, I can do that.” You have every right to do that.  

But this is not about whether or not you are protecting yourself. The issue is that this is 
a highly, highly contagious virus. So if you have it, even if it’s not affecting you, you could be 
spreading it. It’s like people lighting up a cigarette in a car full of people and saying, “Well, 
it’s my right. You don’t have to smoke if you don’t want.” Well, if you’re smoking and I’m 
sitting next to you, I’m smoking too. So if you are not vaccinated and you are potentially 
carrying the virus and I’m sitting next to you, even if I’m vaccinated, I’m now at risk. 

Debbie:  Are you seeing what this woman is expressing? Are you seeing this a lot in your 
practice? 

Mike:  Yes, and as I say, it’s part of this larger issue of people who don’t talk to each other 
because family members are in Trump states or they’re right wing or evangelicals, and 
everybody’s locked in their camp. It’s very hard to deal with that way of experiencing life. But 
this is different because it’s a public health crisis and people who come without being 
vaccinated are putting everyone at risk. I think I’d put that ahead of anything. 

Debbie:  Right, and especially to this woman’s point. I was just reading that 25% of all 
people affected by COVID now are under 12 years old. That is really, really frightening.  

This next question is interesting and falls into this, which is why I listed it after the last 
question. “My husband is not an anti-vaxxer, but I’m vaccinated and he refuses to get 
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vaccinated because he believes it will interfere with his virility. I try to understand his 
feelings and be sympathetic. We are open and honest with friends, colleagues, and family. We 
have been uninvited or simply not invited to multiple small events and gatherings and get-
togethers because we’re honest that he’s not vaccinated. How can I share with my husband 
that I want to respect his wishes and support him even though there’s no evidence in my 
mind to support his position? Of course, he finds material showing it does. But his stance is 
now interfering and hurting our married life together.” 

Mike:  Yes, this is part of the same problem. Think of this as where self-knowledge comes 
into play. We’re basically three parts. We’re a physical part, and we have an emotional center, 
which most people mistake as themselves. They think, “If I feel something, that’s my feeling, 
so that is who I am.” Then there’s an intellectual center. In a healthy person, you want to 
balance those three. It’s OK to feel cautious about taking some vaccine. That could be your 
emotional reaction. In a healthy person, the intellectual side will say, “I need to find out if 
this is just my reaction or if there’s some truth to this.” So 180 million people have gotten the 
vaccine. Let’s say not only are you right, but there are probably 500 people that have had this 
(negative) reaction. That comes down to 0.3% of the people who have been vaccinated. 

Nothing is 100%. We’re not getting vaccinated because we think, “Oh, let’s go out and 
get a vaccine because that’s going to be fun.” We’re getting it because we’re in an emergency. 
So if we can get those kinds of odds, that’s pretty good. In fact, that’s better than good. I’m 
going later to get a flu shot, which is rarely more than 60% effective. But you get it anyway 
because, for the most part, those are pretty good odds. And 99% is beyond good odds. So the 
intellect should be saying that to the emotion. If there’s a person thinking, “I know that’s just 
my feeling. That’s not the truth,” then they will not be able to have that. But this is somebody 
and other people who do this assuming that what they feel is reality, and it isn’t. Unless you 
have the curiosity to find out, you will not be able to move out of that position because you 
are blinded by the fact that you think because you feel a certain way it must be true. 

The intellect should be able to see this and say, “I have to look into this. I have to decide 
now that it’s time to maybe start working with a therapist, maybe start working with a 
nutritionist.” That’s what you want going on inside of you. You want that kind of dialogue 
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between those three parts of yourself. You just have to pay attention to your body. It always 
tells you what’s going on. It tells you because it feels bloated. It feels fatigued. It feels achy. It 
feels anxious. These are all bodily functions. But they are symptomatic of something. It’s 
saying to the emotional center, “I don’t know what you’re doing in there, but it’s knocking me 
out. You need a break.” Without the intellectual part stepping in and trying to figure this out, 
we’re just left thinking that what we think and what we feel is reality, and it isn’t. 

Behavior vs. Feelings 

Mike:  In fact, our senses are completely subjective. We don’t see anything that’s out there. 
Imagine 500 years ago when any person would say that the sun is what moves. I look out my 
bedroom window in the morning, I see the sun coming up. In the afternoon, I see it has gone 
down on the other side. Clearly the sun is moving, right? Wrong, the sun is not moving. It’s 
the earth that’s moving around the sun. Now, we could only see one-hundredth of what’s 
visible in the universe. Birds can see a hundred times greater capacity than humans, and 
especially in regard to color. So we have to have a natural skepticism about anything that we 
think we are sure about, especially if it’s a feeling. 

We talk a lot about taking responsibility for a behavior, and any sensible person 
understands that. If I do something that hurts somebody else, or if I steal from a store and 
get caught, I have to take responsibility for that behavior. Almost no one thinks that they 
have to take responsibility for their feelings. But feelings are distorted all of time. So you have 
to say, “This is what I feel, but this may be off. I don’t want to dump this feeling on somebody 
because it’s coming from inside of me, not from the outside.” 

Debbie:  I love this notion of becoming supremely aware of these three operating bodies. I 
think this is incredibly powerful because there is something that’s come to me over the years 
of being a coach, and I’d love to have you comment on it. That is, when people get upset or 
angry or annoyed about someone else, is that generally a clue that it’s something that is going 
on inside of you? 

Mike:  Absolutely. Freud said that essentially 98% of what we do comes from a place that we 
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are unaware of. He called it the unconscious. He codified this as a science, but this is not a 
new idea. This goes back to the Greeks. If you read Greek tragedy, it’s all about events that 
force people to become aware of who they are.  

So the question to Freud was, if that’s the case, what the hell are we supposed to do 
about it if we have no idea why we do what we do? He said that we have to make the 
unconscious conscious. What really shows our unconscious issues are our feelings and 
reactions. Always. So if we pay attention to those, they will tell us what the underlying issues 
are that are triggering it. 

That’s how we know they’re there. It’s like how do I know there’s electricity in the wall? 
I don’t see it, but if I plug something in and turn it on, it works. That’s how I know it’s there, 
even though I can’t see it. How do you know there’s an unconscious? Pay attention to your 
reactions. That’s telling you what your issues are. I guarantee you, if you sincerely try to 
observe how you react, you will start to see patterns. “Every time someone says this kind of 
thing, I feel offended. I feel insulted. I feel misunderstood. I feel not acknowledged.” 
Whatever it is. We all have this, by the way. You need to realize this is coming from you, not 
from them. If you get defensive, it means they pushed some button inside of you. 

Debbie:  That’s a good one. If you get defensive, it means somebody pushed a button. 

Mike:  Yes. People say, “That person gets under my skin.” Follow that person because that 
person is jiggling some unconscious issue that you’re not acknowledging in yourself. 

Debbie:  I’d love to ask you, what are you seeing? What should we look out for? We’ve all 
been through this year plus of COVID. From a mental health and emotional standpoint, what 
are you seeing in your patients and clients? And what should we look out for to strengthen 
our own good mental health? 

Mike:  That’s a great question. First of all, one thing that should be clear is that this is a 
crisis that affects everyone, but not in the same way. In other words, if you are one of the 
millions of people on the planet that lost someone, that’s a very different impact than 
someone who hasn’t. If you are one of the millions of people who have lost your employment 
or lost your source of income, that’s another layer of involvement that other people may not 
have. I consider myself in the lucky group that my task was to stay home and enjoy Netflix 
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and reading and everything else. I mean, it didn’t even really affect my practice because it 
was seamless to move from having people in my office to seeing them on Zoom. 

That’s the top end. You have to, first of all, recognize what layer you’re on. The next 
thing is that it has taken us out of the routine in the way we all live. That’s problematic 
because we’re humans. One of the reasons I live in New York is because it’s a people-oriented 
place. I love going out onto the streets and seeing people everywhere. In my other self, I do 
street photography and digital painting. So to me, walking through a crowded street is a 
dream, and that was taken away. The idea is that you could either feel tragic or it can feel like 
an opportunity to rethink what your values are, what your life is about, what’s important and 
what’s not. When people go through tragedies, generally, if they work through it, they can 
emerge a healthier person. The idea is to try to see this as an opportunity to discover more 
about who you are and the kind of person you want to be. 

The Past Is Never Past 

Mike:  You sent me some questions, and I want to look at what I thought was the most 
important one: “When we’re triggered by the past, and we’re aware that we are, is there a 
strategy or a way to reclaim ourselves?” A lot of therapies now avoid the past. They think it’s 
too long ago. What’s the point of going back? The problem is that, as the great Southern 
novelist William Faulkner once said, “The past is never gone. In fact, it’s not even past. It 
lives on.” Freud said that trauma lives on without any sense of time, which is why people 
often, when they are touched by traumas from the past, feel like they’re falling apart. They’re 
experiencing it as they felt it in the past, so it has even a present sense. 

How do we understand this? Freud essentially said that you know how you walk 
around. You think that you chose your mate, that you won’t go to a certain profession, and 
that you have values. You think you do things for conscious reasons. The reality is that it’s not 
true. In fact, 98% of what we do is generated by unconscious urges, memories, and drives. A 
way to think about that is in Melville’s Moby Dick. The main character is on the deck, looking 
out into the ocean. He thinks that if you didn’t know what water was, you would think you 
could jump on it and start walking. It looks like a surface. You could see it goes down a bit, 
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but if you had no experience, you wouldn’t know that it is miles deep and filled with all kinds 
of creatures, some friendly and some not. 

In a sense, this is what Freud was saying. Unless we go into the water and explore it, we 
have no idea why the ocean works the way it does. It’s the same with the self. We are capable 
of an enormous range of good and evil. Humans can do something extraordinarily 
compassionate and extraordinarily vicious. That capacity is in all of us. It is easy, when we’re 
not aware, to project these things onto others. “These are bad people. People are shameful. 
People are evil.” In reality, as we become more aware, we realize that the capacity for this is 
in all of us. So if we want to have a life that isn’t mechanical — doing things for unknown 
reasons — we have to learn who we are. 

Good therapy takes us on that journey to learn who we are and the triggers that make 
us click. The past is always knocking on the door. How do we know? The clues are in the 
present. Why do we react to the things that we react to? Why do we get into relationships that 
are abusive? If other people can see a relationship is abusive, how is it possible we can’t? We 
have to pay attention to the clues, which are the emotional reactions to things. 

Debbie:  So anytime we have any sort of reaction, it is likely to be a trigger. 

Mike:  Yes, it could even be a positive reaction. I had great teachers because I worked with 
adolescents for 30 years. I worked in groups with kids nobody even wanted in the school, let 
alone together in a group. They forced me to look at myself. I would look around during the 
first meeting and think, “Which kid in here is going to trigger me the most? That’s the kid I’m 
going to learn the most from.” 

As I started doing that, I would see that teachers would react to kids in ways that were 
about them. The kids were behaving in ways the teachers were seeing, but the teachers’ 
reactions were about them, not about the kids. I realized that’s true for all of us. How we 
react to something has to do with what goes on inside of us, not what’s going on outside. The 
same event could generate completely different responses from different people. We need to 
understand why we react. Why do I like this kind of person and despise this kind? More than 
likely, something been triggered. Maybe it’s because of some unresolved issue. 

I know, from my own work, that I had to work out all kinds of issues in order to go on a 
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journey with somebody and take them into places that might be shameful or incredibly 
painful. I could not do that if I didn’t do the similar kind of work on myself. That ultimately 
becomes the training. The intellectual work, all the study and analytic training is valuable, 
but it’s not as valuable as the self-journey because you’re going with somebody, not with 
books, but as your person. If you can take this journey, you begin to discover who you are. 

When Relationships Begin to Feel One-Sided 

Debbie:  Our next question is, “I’m struggling to maintain a relationship with my sister. 
She’s three years older and we’re on different sides of the political fence. If we talk now, it’s 
because I call her. I ask all the questions and do all the talking. There wasn’t an argument or 
anything. I just don’t know how much energy I should keep putting into having a relationship 
with her. I feel like I should call her and keep in touch. She’s my sister, and it should be 
easier. She’s just not into it. Am I going to have regrets if I let it go?” 

Mike:  The assumption is that family members will stay connected throughout life, but it’s 
not necessarily the case. Any relationship requires both people working on it. It sounds like 
you two had a period where you drifted apart, and you’re trying to connect without bringing 
up the fact that this has happened. That’s going to leave you feeling like she’s not getting 
what you’re doing. The only way you could find out is if you raise the issue instead of asking 
questions and waiting for her to ask questions back. You could say, “I feel like we’ve grown 
apart, and I’m not sure why. Does it feel like that to you?” Try to open up what it is you think 
has happened. 

She may or may not be able to engage in that, but it will at least give you some clues as 
to whether this is in your mind or if it’s actually happened. You bring up to her, “Something 
has changed, and I’m not sure why.” It probably won’t change if you don’t address it. You 
might want to think what it would mean to address it. Will she get angry? What if she denies 
it? You can stick to what you see yourself and say, “I hear you saying that nothing has 
happened, but it doesn’t feel right. I feel like I only hear from you if I call you. When we talk, 
it’s me asking you questions. Do you see that?” If she won’t engage, she’s telling you she can’t 
address what you’re asking of her. But that at least gives you more clarity. 
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Giving Yourself the Validation You Need 

Debbie:  Another question: “I had to take on a parental role at a very young age. Now, as an 
adult, I feel like I’m not seen, heard, or validated by family or friends.” 

Mike:  You obviously have a strength, and that’s why you’ve filled that role. You became 
what in Al-Anon they call the “parentified child.” The problem was you were still a child. That 
means part of you was put on hold. The fact that you had that strength helped you survive 
that. But that 12-year-old or 10-year-old kid is still in there, and especially a kid you’re saying 
grew up not being heard or acknowledged. One way to think about this is that the triggers see 
our clues. You want to have this observing self inside of you that says, “OK, there it is. I know 
it. I know that trigger.” You don’t want to be judgmental about it; rather, you want to be 
curious about it. 

Anybody would react to being verbally abused. That’s not on you, that somebody who is 
being verbally abusive. Again, how you handle it and deal with it, especially internally, is 
about you. You didn’t get it the, and you’re not going to be able to get it in the present. The 
only person who can give you that acknowledgment now is you. See, the reason we need it as 
a kid is so that we can internalize that and then grow up and give it to ourselves. Otherwise, 
we start looking for other people to give it to us. When we don’t, we feel depressed or anxious 
that we’re not being seen. So the question is, “Why do I need to be seen at this point 
especially? I’m a competent person. I held my family together. I’ve worked through 
depressions and anxiety. That’s a person with a lot of validation. Why am I not giving that to 
myself?” And you can say, “How do I know if I’m giving it to myself or not?” The fact that 
you’re looking for it in someone else means that you’re not giving it to yourself. 

If I were working with you, I would talk about how we help you do that first. That will 
change how you relate and look for in other people. By the way, I’m not talking about self-
indulgence. I’m not saying, “Take care of yourself, then you don’t need anybody.” It’s actually 
the opposite. When we take care of ourselves, we realize how important everybody else is and 
how important it is to have honest connections. We are social animals. If we are isolated, we 
are in pain because we are cut off from the source of nourishment in the universe. What I’m 
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talking about is a basic level of validation that we all have to figure out how to give to 
ourselves. Once we have it, we stop looking for it. Then when we’re with people, it’s not like 
we need something from them. What we need from them now is companionship instead of 
validation. What we need from them is connection instead of validation. We have to validate 
ourselves. Other people can only confirm; they can’t affirm. 

If I affirm myself, that means I know my value. I also want other people to recognize it. 
And when they do, that feels confirming. But if they don’t, all right, they don’t. So what? I 
don’t need it from them. It might be disappointing if it’s somebody I care about, but I’m 
going to go on being myself because I know my value. If I don’t know my value and someone 
doesn’t give it to me, then it feels like the world is collapsing. We don’t want to give other 
people that power. 

Healing the Grief When a Relationship Ends 

Debbie:  Mike, we have this question: “I’m struggling to process my unresolved feelings and 
grief after my long and cruel divorce. I had to stay focused on the business side, which was 
very complex, and I think I just didn’t have time to think about the emotional side. What I 
think I’m feeling now is grief. How do I process that?” 

Mike:  Thanks for sharing that. It’s personal, but it’s also universal. I mean, every ending is 
powerful. Every ending requires some degree of grief. Again, counterintuitively, good 
relationships, which end just as much as bad relationships, are easier to work through than 
difficult relationships. Difficult relations by definition mean that many unresolved issues will 
be brought up. It’s hard to figure out what the hell is going on. It’s not possible that there’s 
not a lot of grief to it. Often, all of the drama that you probably are talking about is a way of 
covering that. The blame, the anger, the abuse are all disguising hurt and grief. 

You were faced with two very difficult things. On one hand, you had to keep focused on 
the life issue. What I’m calling the life issue is what you defined as the financial arrangement 
of this settlement. You had to do that because if you didn’t, it could have had negative 
consequences for you for the rest of your life. Think, “I need at some point to do two things. I 
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need to be able to grieve this because unless somebody put a gun to my head and made me 
marry this person, some part of me chose this. And if this person turned out to be not a 
person to be with, then I need to think, ‘What is it that I saw? What was I looking for?’” That 
is separate. That’s where you look at your personality. “Was I acting out something? Was I 
looking for something? Was I recreating something?” 

Freud called it the “repetition compulsion.” What he meant was that unresolved issues 
from childhood, very often things we completely have forgotten about, get reacted to in our 
adult relationships. Does it say something about my childhood? That requires a journey, but 
the journey can only begin if you allow yourself to have some grief about it. You need to tap 
into the part of you that can allow you to breathe and to understand “What does this mean? 
What does it say about my choice? What does it say about what I was looking for? Does it 
have a connection that goes beyond who he was?” If you could figure that out, that’s gold. 

How Being Kind Affects Your Mental Health 

Debbie:  And for our last question: “How do acts of kindness affect our mental health?” 

Mike:  I love this. I’m glad this came at the end because, if I had to give one message about 
anything, it would be exactly this. You see, when we are disconnected from ourselves, we 
have all the wrong values. What does that mean? We think success means you get degrees, 
you get jobs, you can buy houses, you get all of these things, you accomplish. None of that 
works because otherwise, people that have all of that would be the happiest, most content 
people in the world. And they’re as miserable as anybody else. So obviously that’s not the way 
to go.  

You know that you’re in touch with something authentic when you engage in an act of 
kindness or compassion. That’s why it felt good because you felt connected. You felt like, “I 
connected to some human being who was in need. And that connection not only helped them, 
but it made me feel better about myself. I came out of myself.” 

We go into ourselves so eventually, we stop worrying about ourselves, and now we can 
come out of ourselves. Narcissists are people who are obsessed with their own needs. That’s 
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why they don’t recognize anybody else. All their energy is into getting their needs met. That’s 
why they’re unhappy because they’re disconnected. When we have our needs met, then we 
can say, “Oh, yes, I’m a part of a planet. I’m a part of a universe. Everybody else is carrying 
that same — what do you want to call it? — spirituality, or consciousness. or whatever. We’re 
all part of this. Whenever I can connect to that, I feel like I’m part of something bigger.” 
Kindness and compassion and acceptance always give us that. 

I had an experience last year when, during a storm, a 100-year-old tree in front of my 
house here in Park Slope snapped in half and destroyed my whole stoop. We couldn’t even 
get out of the house. One by one, people came out of their houses with saws, and everybody 
helped. We got it. Firemen came, and they were great. And the next day, I ran into the 
woman across the street, who said to me, “I felt high last night after that. I felt so good.” On 
one hand, I could have said, “Well, that’s great. That tree destroyed my house, and you feel 
good.” But I knew what she meant. She put aside what she was doing, came out and did 
something for somebody else, and it felt good. She felt connected. 

That’s the goal. Goodness is the goal we want to get to. We want to be the kind of 
person that people feel is always helpful, always trying to understand. So, yes, do acts of 
kindness. That’s the way to counter the selfishness that we all have. 

Debbie:  Thank you so much, Mike. Mike, one last thing, if anybody wants to be in touch 
with you, I know you do group and private practice. 

Mike:  I’m not looking to expand. I’m sort of overextended to begin with because I also have 
grandchildren I’m involved with. But what maybe could happen is that we could do this every 
once in a while. It’s not as individually personalized, but it could be a way of addressing some 
of the things that people are working on. 

Debbie:  Mike, thank you. That is a great offer. We will be in touch with you because I think 
that would be phenomenal. 

Mike:  Yes, I actually think that group settings are the best therapeutic settings because it 
forces us to see that we’re all in this. We all have different variations of what is disturbing us, 
but we’re all in this. We’re all human. We all have to face the same basic pains in life. So 
group settings, when they’re done right, reinforce that idea. I always think they have more 
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value that way. 

Debbie:  Fantastic. Well, thank you. Thank you, everybody, for being here. Thank you, Mike. 
You are a real treasure. 

Mike:  Well, hopefully, I’ll see you guys again. 

Debbie:  Yes, you will. Thank you. 

 


