
How to Prevent Your Past from Controlling Your Future 

We know that to become self-actualized or reach our full potential we must make 

full use of free choice.  We take full responsibility for our lives and choose our 

own path, set our goals and strive to reach them, accepting help from others 

along the way.  However, sometimes we allow our past to determine our future 

rather than choosing it for ourselves.  This article will explore five ways we give 

away our personal power by allowing our past to define us.   

First, there is our ancestry, our DNA.  Knowing about our ancestors can be 

beneficial.  Studies have shown that children who learn about their ancestors’ 

struggles and triumphs, learn that they, too, can overcome obstacles.  Family 

stories of overcoming obstacles help the younger generation become more 

resilient.  Knowing your family’s medical history provides useful information on 

inherited diseases.  It can save your life.  The problem arises when we let our 

family history define who we are and what our “fate” will be.  Statements like, 

“No one from my family has ever attended college.”  “My mother and most of my 

aunts died of breast cancer.”  “Alcoholism runs in our family.” Can be a form of 

allowing your past to define you.  History does not have to be repeated.  While 

family medical history is a factor in chronic illness, diet and lifestyle play a much 

larger role.  When I was a high school teacher, I had the honor of knowing several 

students who broke family tradition by being the first in their family to graduate 

high school.  Be a first.  Circumstances, such as your family history, may be out of 

your control, but choices are yours.  Decide today how you will change the 

negative patterns of your family history and perpetuate what is in alignment with 

your goals. 

Sometimes we let our mistakes define us.  When something we have devoted 

time and energy to fails – a project, business or relationship – we feel like we 

have failed.  But the reality is that the project, business or relationship failed.  We 

didn’t fail.  We may have made mistakes, but a mistake is not a failure if you 

learned something from it.  I like the saying, “Some days you win, some days you 

learn.”  Being a learner means you are growing and getting better.  There is 

nothing to be ashamed of or regret when you are learning.  Be an active learner in 

life.  If you are hurting because of past mistakes, take time to journal about what 

you have learned from those mistakes.  Appreciate how that knowledge has 



helped you.  Be grateful for what you have learned.  When we look back on our 

lives, we often discover that the times of greatest challenge and mistakes, are the 

times of our greatest growth. 

Are you letting your habits define you?  Maybe you have slipped into the habit of 

waiting until the last minute to complete tasks and decided that you are just a 

procrastinator.  Or maybe you struggle with overeating, yelling at your children, 

always being late.  And now you have slapped a negative label on yourself and 

accept it as who you are.  Separate your identity, who you are, your Self from 

your habits.  Habits can be changed.  What habits would you like to change?  

Focus on what you want instead.  Visualize yourself as someone who completes 

tasks on time, eats healthy foods in healthy amounts, is patient with her children, 

and is punctual.  Identify one habit you want to change.  What action steps can 

you take to change it?  Who can you ask to help you?  Set a goal and write it 

down.  Give yourself a timeline and be kind.  Love yourself into replacing the habit 

that holds you back with another one that helps you become the person you want 

to be.  

When someone asks you why you have certain tendencies or personality traits, do 

you ever find yourself responding that it’s just the way you were born?  It’s just 

who you are?  We each have a unique personality, but is it unchangeable?  Have 

you ever known someone who wanted to change from what they were into 

something better?  Maybe they met with resistance from the people in their life 

who didn’t want them to change.  I cringe whenever I hear someone say, “Oh, 

they will never change!” when referring to another person.  What a horrible thing 

to do, slap a label on someone else like it is a life sentence.  Maybe you’ve felt like 

someone did that to you.    

I believe in the Ebenezer Scrooge Principle.  Remember the character created by 

Charles Dickens in his book, A Christmas Carol?  Scrooge made a dramatic change 

to his personality.  And you can do that too.  You can decide to become more 

generous, patient, loving or kind.  It may not be an overnight change like 

Ebenezer’s.  However, personalities can be changed, just like habits.  It is a choice 

you can make every day.  How do you need to change your personality to become 

the person you want to be?  What attributes could you develop to help you reach 

your goals? 



According to the U S Department of Health and Human Services more than two 

thirds of children reported at least one traumatic event by age 16.  Here is their 

list of potentially traumatic events: psychological, physical, or sexual abuse, 

community or school violence, national disasters or terrorism, commercial sexual 

exploitation, sudden or violent loss of a loved one, refugee or war experiences, a 

military family-related stressor such as deployment, parental loss or injury, 

physical or sexual assault, neglect or serious accidents or life-threatening illness.  

After 2020, I think we can agree that a pandemic could be added to this list.  

Some among our population have suffered not one, but several of these events.  

You may be one of them.   

I was physically, sexually, and emotionally abused from the time I was 7 until I 

was 15 years old.  And when you are treated like an object, you forget that you 

are a human being.  I felt like a thing, a nonentity.  I didn’t even feel human.  And I 

definitely did not feel worthy.  I grew into adulthood full of self-doubt and self-

loathing.  Growing up I had learned two truths and two lies.  The truths helped me 

survive.  The lies kept me silent.  I had parents who loved me, and I never doubted 

that.  They were not to blame; they were merely unaware of the abuse that was 

going on in their home.  That was the first truth and they taught me the second, 

that God loved me, and I never doubted that either.  Unfortunately, I had been 

convinced at an early age of two lies, that I would lose my parents’ love if I told 

them about the abuse and that my abuser could kill me with his bare hands.  I was 

too afraid to talk.  And so the abuse continued for 8 years.  Fortunately, and with 

help from many good people, I chose to believe the truths and reject the lies.  I 

am a survivor, not a victim. 

Why does the U S Department of Health and Human Services describe these 

events as “potentially” traumatic?  Because we are individuals, and we react 

differently.  Maybe you didn’t experience any of the events I just listed.  Maybe 

you just learned that an adult’s harsh comments to you as a young child could 

change the way you think about yourself and the world you live in.  A child 

believes everything they hear from the authority figures in their life.  If they are 

told they are not good enough, not smart enough or not loveable, it becomes part 

of their belief system.  It’s like a flawed mental program operating in the 

computer that is their subconscious mind.  They may not remember the original 

event, but they remember the feeling it generated.  Maybe this happened to you.  



You didn’t choose the events that lead to a negative mental program, but you 

CAN choose whether you will allow it to keep running or rewrite it as a mature 

adult.   

As traumatized children we dream that one day we will be rescued. What we 

don't realize is that it will be ourselves as adults. 

Whether it’s your family history, mistakes, habits, personality or childhood 

trauma, your past does not define you.  These are just the circumstances of your 

life.  You have the power to choose the life you want to make for yourself moving 

forward.  Write down the choices you want to make today for your brighter 

future. 

 


