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            Thank you

         

         A massive thank you to my editor Claire and my proof-readers Martin and Peter. They contributed so much work and skill, and this would be a far poorer book without their efforts.

         Thank you to Thom, Manda and James who stepped up as my test readers, dealing with my freak-outs when I realised my work was finally going to be read and experienced. Your feedback and patience was exactly what I needed, so thank you.

         Amongst all the teachers who showed me important steps on the path, I would particularly like to thank Jonathan Snell, Mac Macartney, Dr Peter Vardy and the late Rev. Roy Dorey. Without these teachers of exceptional vision, I would not be the man I am today.

         Thank you to all of my clients who continue to come to me in their moments of upheaval, ambition, change or crisis, who trust me to be their guide, and who boldly open their minds to new possibilities and their hearts to healing. I learn from you every day, and your inspiring determination is all the motivation I need.

         A big thank you to so many dear friends and companions who have shared their expertise and insights, debated deep truths with me late into the night and given me the love, inspiration and support I’ve needed. In particular, thank you to Jessica, David, Ben, Barney, Simon and Sara.

         Thank you to my loving parents, Maddie and John, and my big sister and ultimate hero, Corinna.

         And to the little island of Iona, out on the blustery Irish Sea, where I first began to put words to page, thank you… 4
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            DEEP JOY

            12 Words To Unlock Your

Potential And Build An

Amazingly Fulfilling Life
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      1. CHOICE
    

         I have the freedom and the power to choose, and my life is the result of my choices

         
      2. NEED
    

         I understand and accept my own needs, and I take responsibility for meeting them

         
      3. AUTHENTICITY
    

         I take care not to solve adult problems with childhood answers I am grateful for the solutions that have taken me this far in my life, even when I choose not to use them any more

         
      4. INTEGRITY
    

         My choices, words and actions are aligned with integrity and with my personal sense of honour

         
      5. LIBERATION
    

         At this time, we are a broken people

         
      6. WILDERNESS
    

         The land remembers who I am

         
      7. ADVENTURE
    

         Peace is only found in the storm - I must engage with risk, adventure and change in order to find peace

         
      8. COURAGE
    

         I will never be ready

         
      9. COMPASSION
    

         I cannot save anybody else. That’s not my job

         
      10. RESILIENCE
    

         Nobody else can save me.

I will save myself with fierce self-love.

         
      11. CONNECTION
    

         I find deep connection when I combine vulnerability with clear boundaries

         
      12. COMMITMENT
    

         I will never “get there” - my life is a sacred journey
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            A beginning

         

         This is a book about how to thrive in challenging times. How to be strong, happy and deeply connected. It’s about the fullness of human potential and how to explore your own.

         Imagine for a moment that you had the perfect childhood. Your earliest memories are of your loving parents who were always there for you. They were happy and they felt content and fulfilled by their lives. They were always calm and wise and always knew how to guide you as you learned about the world. You were also parented by a wider community and you learned from all of the adults about how to grow and learn, how to be. You had all the play-time and fun with other children that you could possibly want. Your community had a strong cultural heritage, with stories and myths that taught you what was expected of you as an adult, and how to relate to other people with kindness, clarity and balance. You grew up with a spiritual tradition and with an emotional connection to the place where you were born. You reached adulthood with confidence, strength, vitality and a bold courage to explore this wild and free adventure called life.

         How many of us felt like this when we were growing up? How many of us feel like this now?

         What actually happened was that we each grew up in a culture that isn’t suited to human flourishing. We weren’t taught how to be comfortable with ourselves, how to relate healthily to others, how to feel strong and proud of ourselves because of the way we live. We were given the bare essentials of how to function and then thrust into adulthood, surrounded by other struggling people. The level of stress, worry and confusion that we carry is now so common that it’s considered normal. It’s become strange and unusual to even 14notice how crazy our world has become and how uncomfortable and unsatisfied we each feel.

         This book is about learning the fundamental building blocks of a happy, healthy and whole life.

         Because, unless we commit ourselves to a life of personal discovery and development, we will tend to fall a long way short of our true potential. I have spent most of my adult life working in personal development and transformation, and what I’ve been shown over and over again (sometimes to my complete surprise) is that every single person is naturally confident, naturally healthy, naturally curious and open-minded. We are each born to be happy, fulfilled, deeply connected with people and with the world. We naturally give and receive love. We naturally tend towards emotional, physical, mental and spiritual wholeness. It takes significant, sustained effort to un-learn how to be and to do these things. That effort was called our upbringing and our education.

         When I talk about this with my coaching clients, I talk about a tree growing from a seed. Imagine a new seed falling to the ground, hopefully into deep and fertile soil. This seed begins to grow, pushing its roots deep and starting to reach upwards for the nourishing light. Left to its own devices, a seedling will surge upwards, growing leaves and branches until it becomes a mighty, beautiful, healthy tree. But imagine that our seed landed in poor soil, or that a stone rolled onto the seed while it waited in the earth. The seedling reaches upwards and finds something blocking the light, keeping it from its natural growth. It will still reach towards the light, but it will have to find a way around the stone before it can continue to grow. This weight upon the seedling won’t stop it forever, but it’ll stunt its growth and it might leave a mark on the tree’s trunk.

         We naturally reach for the light. It takes an outside force to smother us and leave us with doubts, confusions, low confidence, neuroses or 15insecurities. We continue to reach for the light for the rest of our lives. Sometimes we just need to remember how.

         This book is about coming home to who you were always meant to be. This is a book about the real you, who has been waiting to be freed, to explode into life, to surge into fullness and feel good simply about being alive. It is about discovering yourself to be a brave, powerful, wonderfully complex being who knows what they want and how to get it.

         
      Three paths of the one journey 
    

         Your personal journey, and indeed all moments of life, can be broken down into three aspects: Being; Doing; and Relating. As you walk the one journey of your personal awakening and empowerment, you will need to walk these three paths, and at times one trail will seem more important than the others. So many of my clients tell me how much easier this would be if they could just put two paths on hold while they focus on one of them: their career; their family; their relationship or their personal development. But it doesn’t really work like that. Each depends upon the other, and you will go further, faster, by accepting that you need to walk all three at once.

         The path of Being is the path of your relationship with yourself. It is your inner work, your psycho-spiritual, physical and emotional development. It is coming to know yourself deeply and feeling comfortable with your own strengths, foibles and eccentricities. It is being at home in your own skin.

         The path of Doing is your outer work. It relates to your place in the world, the effects your life has, the kind of work you’re doing and what you choose to do with your time. It is the contribution you make to the world around you. Your career, your home, your hobbies and activities. It is as important to work on developing your outer world as it is to grow your inner self. 16

         The path of Relating is about how you meet other people. How do you relate to friends, family, lovers, partners, colleagues and strangers? Are you balanced and fair or do you tend to emphasise their needs or yours? Do you tend to get what you want out of relationships? Are you bringing your mature, empowered self to relationships or do you tend to bring a more infantile version of yourself? This is also your interpersonal relationship with the living world itself, with the wildness that exists inside you and out on the land, with plants and animals, with the seen and the unseen.

         Walking one of these paths without the others will significantly stifle your growth. As much as we might want to put our career on hold to work on ourselves, our inner work cannot be completed without an outer world to relate to. To grow as a person but not in relationship will leave your relationships fractured and unfulfilling. To make strides in your work life but not in your inner development will risk finding yourself financially fulfilled but emotionally hollow.

         The paths reinforce one another. Nothing in life is harder than deeply relating to another human being with a mature balance of vulnerability and clear boundaries, and by learning these skills we grow ourselves enormously. Your work will be significantly different if you bring an emotionally resolved, empowered, ambitious version of yourself to it. Beautiful and interesting things happen when the three trails of our lives touch one another, and we notice a cross-over in our personal growth.

         So, as you walk your journey, be aware of the three paths that you are treading. What is most important for you, right now? Are the paths closely aligned with one another, going in the same direction, or are they pulling you apart? Which are you most committed to right now? Where do you need to grow, develop and change? This awareness will serve you through this book and through your own personal journey. 17

         How to use this book

         This book, then, is a guide to a certain kind of life. The shape of that life will be determined by you. Above all I want you to feel empowered and capable of shaping your life, so I will simply be offering you ideas and tools. You will be taking the steps to create the life of your longing. I will invite you to consider questions and possibilities, and to consider abandoning your old solutions and answers, so that you can transform your experience and come home to the life you were always meant to live.

         I encourage you to read the book from beginning to end, rather than jump from place to place. Once you’ve read the whole book, feel free to dip back into the parts that feel most helpful for you. The book is divided into three parts…

         Part 1, which you’re currently reading, asks the question WHY? Why should you read this book, why should you reconsider the way that you live, why is any of this important? We’ll explore the nature of the prison that tends to keep us trapped in place, we’ll build up a common language about what the human person really is beyond the shallow model that our upbringing offers, and we’ll explore what a new way of living might feel like. Parts of this journey are going to be hard, so it’s good to be clear on why we’re doing it at all, and what exactly we’re trying to achieve together.

         Part 2 will introduce you to the 12 Principles of Deep Coaching. The question here is HOW to live in a way that’s fulfilling and satisfying? These are the 12 essential affirmations that this book is based around. They are intended to be helpful reminders of the most important truths on your journey of personal awakening.

         Part 3 asks WHAT NOW? A great many of my coaching clients have undertaken powerful journeys of awakening, only to find that the way they feel, the way they relate to people, the way they think and 18the things they choose to do with their time have all changed. Their old life feels a bit weird, a bit uncomfortable and a bit alien. Part 3 is an exploration of the kind of life that might serve you once you’ve unlocked the hidden truths inside yourself.

         
            FIRST INVITATION

            I invite you to consider that you may be at the beginning of a great journey of awakening and transformation. What lies ahead is an adventure, with a massive array of possibilities and opportunities for change, growth and prosperity. 19
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            Why are we trapped?

         

         There is so much beauty, joy and wonder waiting for each of us to experience. Life can be a positive, exciting adventure full of prosperity and success. We can each feel calm in ourselves, confident and in control, ready to greet whatever the day brings.

         But on a bad day, these things can feel a world away. An unsatisfying life can feel like a prison cell. We look at other people living happier, better lives, but it can be easy to feel like we can never have the lives they have, never be so happy, content or successful.

         So many of us spend years living lives that leave us sad, frustrated, and uninspired. Why?

         Deep Coaching, the unique form of personal coaching that I have developed over 20 years of research and 9 years of practice, is about finding freedom and happiness by asking deep, probing questions that take us into difficult places. From there, we find the answers we need to transform our lives. When it comes to understanding the prison that keeps so many of us trapped, stuck and deeply frustrated, the key questions are: what’s forcing us to live these unsatisfying lives; and what skill do we need to pick up to let us thrive and find deep joy?

         In this book we’re going to explore a powerful, holistic approach to life that will give you the tools and knowledge to break out of the prison. But it’s useful to understand exactly what keeps some of us trapped in painful or unfulfilling place in our lives.

         There are always practical reasons to stay where we are…

         
	This job may not nourish my soul, but it’s good enough, and I can’t afford to make changes right now anyway.

            	My friends don’t really get me, but it’s better than not having  22friends.

            	My relationship hasn’t felt exciting or passionate for years, but it’s nice to have someone to come home to and besides, we have a home together and disentangling things could be messy, painful and expensive.

            	I could start a training course or head in a new direction in my life, but I don’t really know what I want to do and I wouldn’t know what to choose.

         

Often our emotions are a big part of this. We can be afraid of all sorts of things. Being unable to provide for ourselves or our families. Being alone. Doing things that seem too big or frightening to handle. Being afraid of ourselves and what we might find if we dig too deep, if we break out of the rigid pattern of our lives.

         I want to begin by talking about non-human animals, because they can give us a clues about what’s going on in human animals.

         Imagine you’re visiting a farm. You see cows and sheep gently grazing in the fields. Are they energetic and rushing around or do they plod from place to place with nowhere to go? Animals in every farm I’ve ever visited have been basically placid and content with their situation. If a gate is left open, the animals might wander out but this is less a desperate bid for escape and more the plodding meander of an animal looking for food. They’re calm, docile creatures. They’re also dependent on us. They wouldn’t survive for very long without the humans who bring them food, or tend to their medical needs, or keep them safe from predators. Some of our farm animals have become so dependent on us that they will quickly die without human support.

         We’ve bred these animals over time to make them dependent and docile. They have no idea that their lives exist to feed the people they depend on. They just chew the grass and accept that this is the way things are. 23

         Wild animals are different from their domesticated cousins. A wild animal is more alert, more curious and more aware of its surroundings. It has to be – food might be scarce and it might need to hunt around for food. Predators could wait in the shadows or around the next corner. Death is a constant companion, never very far away. A wild animal is wary, cautious and forced to explore and experiment. Its senses are sharper and its mind more alert. It lives on the edge between life and death and it makes no assumptions about how tomorrow might be.

         A wild animal will also tend to be more sociable, especially animals like horses, wolves, elephants or dolphins. They will play, compete, mate, travel, hunt and scrap in ways that you won’t see in a field of sleepy cattle. In some species there are leaders that make the decisions. Relationships are strong and animals will recognise each other and pick up their relationships after being separated. Wild animals display emotions more obviously and more freely than their docile counterparts. The social structures in wild herds, packs or pods exist in part to stop this wildness, this freedom, from running out of control.

         Many wild animals can’t bear being confined in a small space. A wild animal in a trap will often hurt itself or even kill itself in its desperation to escape. It needs freedom, and space to run, fly, forage and nest. When locked into a small space with others of its kind it has a much lower tolerance for being pressed-up against other animals. A herd of cattle will stand patiently in a pen with dozens of other cows, albeit with plenty of mooing. Put only a couple of wild horses into the same pen and they’ll become stressed and anxious, lashing out to break free.

         Humans are the only species that have domesticated themselves. We’ve trained ourselves and our children to be calm and ok with feeling trapped. Have you ever had a hard day and you just wanted to 24shout or scream or smash something, but of course you were at work, or with family or in a public place so you just had to hold it in? Have you ever been in a bustling crowd and just wanted to be somewhere else so you can breathe? Even people I meet who are really, desperately fed up with their lives don’t actually spend that much of the day thinking about it. We’re too busy. We have jobs to do, kids to feed, bills to pay, complicated lives to organise. We have telly to watch, friends to hang out with, people to take care of. We simply don’t have time to reflect too much on the things that are hard.

         Just like other domesticated animals, we’ve become dependent on the systems that keep us alive. We go to work so we’ll have the money to provide for ourselves. We buy our food pre-prepared in shops, our wealth is managed by banks, our conversations are often electronic, our medicines are issues by doctors and the way we raise our children is directed by tradition and by the school system.

         Somewhere, hidden in this life of comfort and dependence, is the true nature of the prison that stops us breaking free and building hugely more nourishing lives for ourselves.

         The thing that keeps us stuck and trapped is an attitude. I tend to call it: ‘just the way things are’. It’s the attitude that most people use, most of the time. You might feel that you hate your job. But doesn’t everyone? Always panicked about money or trying to make it from one payslip to another? That’s normal, isn’t it? Sex is boring or rare? That’s just the way things are, right? Feel too shy to speak your truth? Working long, exhausting hours? Enduring fights or persecution at home? That’s just the way things are.

         In the end, our domesticated minds will turn anything into ‘just the way things are’. In the end, it is this human ability to normalize hurtful things that has caused the most suffering in history. It’s happening right now. Every day we endure lives that aren’t right for us, that don’t bring us the full bounty of joy and wonder that is our birth-right. We 25accept this because we’ve normalized it. In the same way, we walk past homeless people every day, or we buy products that we know were made by people who are suffering, or we hear the droning of politicians that clearly worsens the suffering of vulnerable people, and we shrug it off.

         ‘Just the way things are’ begins early in life. Unless we were incredibly lucky, our parents lived the same way. Confronted with questions that challenge their own ‘just the way things are’, our parents tended not to know how to handle it. Maybe they distracted us, maybe they gave us the only answers they knew, or maybe they shamed us into silence. As adults, they had learned to stop asking deep questions.

         School does its part in teaching you ‘just the way things are’. By now you’re expected to have stopped asking a lot of the inconvenient questions, and you’ll be given good marks for playing by the rules, memorising facts and reproducing them in the right ways. None of this is done maliciously: for the teachers this is also ‘just the way things are’. They provide the learning and the structure that shows us how things are, and we enthusiastically join in, enforcing rules and social structures, resorting to bullying and mocking anyone who stands out or who still has a wild, curious edge. You might have been one of the people who failed to learn the rules quickly enough, or you might have been one of those who enforced the social norms. Either way, you learned ‘just the way things are’ sooner or later.

         For most of the rest of our lives, we can have this feeling of being weirdos or outsiders if we continue to ask questions. The French philosopher Albert Camus wrote the book The Outsider all about this feeling of not fitting in with the template that society expects of us.

         People around us seem to be ok with the way things are, and it doesn’t occur to them to wonder if they could be otherwise. Often what’s going on under the surface for these people is that they also feel uncomfortable and trapped, but their anger and urge to change has 26turned inwards, becoming bitterness and resentment towards those who continue to ask, to challenge, to try to find a better life.

         So, from within and without, we are encouraged to believe that this is all there is. Maybe you can imagine another life, but it’s just a dream. It’s just fantasy. Here and now is what’s real. We tend to feel free, but this learning goes deep, far deeper than just deciding what to do with our day. It tells us, in subtle ways that we hardly ever notice, how to think, how to feel, what to believe in, what to trust, things that are good and things that are bad.

         That’s the prison. Anyone in this prison who feels trapped, overwhelmed, disappointed or frustrated has the ability to break free. What holds us back is a deeply ingrained belief that things cannot change. That even trying to change certain things is pointless.

         In this book I’ll be asking you questions and inviting you to consider things from new perspectives. But more than anything else, this book is about restoring the power that is rightfully yours. Nothing can stop you if you are focused and determined. Whatever it is that you want, you can have, if you are willing to step forwards and do the inner and outer work to make it happen.

         What if everything could change? What if your thoughts could change? What if the emotions you feel could be different? What if the way you talk to people and the way they treat you could change? What if you could be doing radically different work that makes you feel good? What if you could connect to people in new ways, transforming your friendships and your relationships? What if sex could be better and more fulfilling than you ever knew? What if you could feel like you’re a positive force in the world, that you’re part of something significant and important?

         What if you could rediscover yourself as a free, wild animal? 27

         If you spend time with successful entrepreneurs, or successful artists, or indeed anybody who stands out as strong, creative and open-minded, you’ll find an entirely different attitude to ‘just the way things are’. You’ll find a person who has rediscovered much of their wild nature, a person who doesn’t allow things to become normal, a person who is always curious, always learning.

         Right now you don’t need to know how to fully embrace your power, or what to do with it, or even what it really means. At the beginning of your journey of personal awakening, I invite you simply to allow the possibility that if you ever feel trapped, stuck, squashed, frustrated, or unsatisfied, it’s because on some level you’ve chosen to let that happen to you. The choices that we make have consequences. As we’ll explore later in this book, power and responsibility go hand-in-hand. You cannot truly have one without the other. If you want to shake up your life and break through into a new way of feeling, being and living, then it begins with looking at the life you have now and saying:

         “My choices brought me here, and as long as I continue to choose the things I’ve always chosen, my life will continue to look the same way.” 28
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            Attitude is everything

         

         The word ‘success’ means different things to different people. For some of us, success might be the outcome of a long-term plan or strategy. Some of us want material wealth and prestige. Some of us would call success a happy family and healthy children. For some people, simply living with peace and happiness would be their idea of being successful.

         Whatever it is that you’re looking for, success is the result of a process. Things that are worthwhile tend to take time and sustained effort to achieve. Good choices build on good choices, moments build on moments, effort builds on effort until eventually you reach your goal. Like climbing a ladder, each rung is a minor achievement in itself, but success lies at the top.

         One thing that tends to hold us back from success, or which convinces us to aim for smaller goals than we’re actually capable of, is a lack of consistency in our lives. Life is a complicated and messy business that sometimes knocks us off-course. We lose momentum or become distracted, and this makes it that much harder to set ourselves back on the path to achieve our goals.

         The way you feel every day will change, as will the things you think about. If you remember where you were ten years ago and what you were doing, were the same things important to you then as they are now? Your thoughts and emotions will adapt and change over time. So many things influence us: the opinions and attitudes of the people we spend time with; our lifestyle and the shape of our day; the stresses and obligations that we live with; the way we eat and exercise; the beliefs and customs of our culture. Things can happen in your day that that leave you feeling excited and happy, or which leave you 30exhausted, miserable or feeling negative.

         Change is the only sure and constant companion we can expect in our lives. ‘This too shall pass’, no matter what ‘this’ is. A good feeling or a bad one. A friendship or relationship. Our health. Our very lives. Everything that has a beginning has an end.

         Throughout our lives we develop experience and skills. For example, if you start a new job you might feel clumsy, confused or overwhelmed by all the new things you’re expected to do. But within a short time you’ll learn and develop competence, efficiency and skill. One of the most common things that holds people in careers that no long satisfy them is how comfortable they’ve become with their expertise in very specific tasks. If I feel really good at what I do, even if it’s not what I really want to be doing with my time, it’s tempting to stay and enjoy my hard-won expertise.

         We can apply the same logic to other things. We get to know a partner really well, so that we anticipate their words and moods. We synchronize our lives with theirs. Long after the relationship has ceased to be fulfilling and nourishing, we don’t want to make any changes because it’s familiar and comfortable. We do the same with friends, with how we treat ourselves, or with our daily routines.

         Expertise in things we know well and do often will tend to look a lot like general expertise. What I mean is that if you know your daily routine very well, doing each task effortlessly, from making breakfast to getting ready to leave the house to doing your job well, all the way through to your bedtime routine, you will look and feel very competent indeed. You’re the master of your world. You do things quickly and efficiently, even if they’re complicated and difficult tasks. You make tens of thousands of individual decisions every day and, in 31general, you handle them very well. They’re so familiar that you can make decisions quickly and without a second thought.

         Our culture encourages us towards efficiency and routine. There is so much to do, and if you want time to relax at the end of the day then you have to be pretty organized in completing the tasks of the day. Your boss will praise you or promote you, if you demonstrate efficiency and smooth competence at work. If you want to meet with your friends at the weekend, then you’re going to need to balance your diary. Our lives tend to be structured, organized, measured and calendarized. We tend to know what we need to do, and how to do it, and how to do it quickly, efficiently and properly.

         This is a significant problem for those of us who want to change something important in our lives.

         Attitude

         Søren Kierkegaard was a philosopher in Denmark in the 19th Century. He liked to say that most people live like a drunken peasant on a cart, mostly asleep, letting the donkey wander where it will. Unless we have done some personal development work and made some serious commitments, we tend to meander from place to place, buffeted by life, unaware of where we’re going and unconscious of our power to direct our lives. Even those of us who try to make resolutions and positive decisions can easily find ourselves knocked off centre again.

         Kierkegaard encouraged his readers to dedicate their lives to something, to become focused on an overall goal or mission. He said that that life can be intentional rather than accidental. Plato, one of the biggest names in the whole of philosophy and wisdom, said that an unreflected life is not worth living. 32

         The attitude that I’m going to offer you in this book is contained in the 12 Principles of Deep Coaching. It includes these concepts:

         
	Personal power – the idea that we can and should approach our lives with the knowledge that we can choose the shape our life takes

            	Personal responsibility – all of our choices have consequences and we cannot truly claim our personal power without also owning the results of the things we choose

            	Growth into true adulthood – the distinction between child and adult life and the determination to manifest an adult self

            	Letting go of unhelpful attachments – not waiting for somebody or something else to save us or empower us, but taking the initiative to empower ourselves

         

But at its heart, the attitude of Deep Coaching holds two core values: determination and curiosity.

         Determination

         In her inspiring poem, ‘The Invitation’, Oriah Mountain Dreamer says:

         
            I want to know if you can live with failure, yours and mine, and still stand at the edge of the lake and shout to the silver of the full moon, ‘Yes.’

            It doesn’t interest me to know where you live or how much money you have. I want to know if you can get up after the night of grief and despair, weary and bruised to the bone and do what needs to be done to feed the children.

         

         When the wellbeing of our children is at stake, we get up and do what’s necessary. It’s a matter of priority. When something utterly precious to you is in danger, you keep moving. There isn’t any 33question about it. You enter a different mindset, where our personal hurts and limitations simply aren’t as important as the task at hand. No matter how bruised you might be, even though you know that you won’t show up at your best, even though you know you’re bound to make mistakes, you adopt that simple resolution to keep moving. There is no other possibility.

         On days when you feel good, energised, inspired or happy, be determined to apply yourself fully to the challenges of your life. Let your energy flow into your actions and let your choices be positive ones that build towards the life you want. Use this time to plan, to vision the life you want to build, to dream and to get excited about possibilities that might exist for you.

         On days when you have less energy, or when you feel overwhelmed, unsteady or filled with doubt, be determined to do what you can. Even if they are very small, take positive steps and make positive choices. The size of the step is not the most important thing. What’s important is that you begin to manifest in your life a potent and unrelenting determination to reach your goals. Momentum is important, so keep it pointed in a direction that’s positive for you.

         It is not a matter of ‘if’. It is simply a matter of ‘when’.

         Or in the words of master Yoda: “Do, or do not. There is no try.”

         Curiosity

         The attitude of Deep Coaching is unusual because it joins the ferocity of a determined spirit with a kind of playfulness and a light touch. Happiness and lightness of spirit are powerful life skills, and to be gently curious about anything and everything lends us that lightness. Genuine curiosity says: I want to know more. I want to investigate and play with this thing, and I’m not really attached to the outcome. I just want to understand. 34

         The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur suggested something called the Second Naivety.

         In our youth, we are genuinely naïve. We don’t know how the world works, so we’re curious about everything.

         Then we gain knowledge and we believe we know how the world works. Often, people will get very attached to their knowledge and become rigid, stuffy and lose their sense of wonder or appreciation for the mysteries and miracles that are happening around them all the time. Life for these people becomes a dry and lifeless place.

         So we have the option of evolving to a more engaged state. We can choose to maintain the knowledge that we’ve gained, but to re-learn the curiosity and wonder that we had as children. In this state we find ourselves much more emotionally present and more appreciative of simple things. We’re also much more likely to learn. We relinquish our attachment to our hard-won expertise and the single perspective that we’ve developed, and we welcome information and learning from every possible source.

         We become a more flexible, adaptable person by embracing a curiosity about life, and we end up stronger and more successful as a result.

         Our determination keeps us grounded in our personal values and priorities and keeps us steadily and relentlessly moving in a positive direction.

         Our curiosity ensures that we don’t take ourselves too seriously, and are always open to learning and growing. 35

      

   


   
      
         
            Know thyself

         

         One thing I’ve learned in my years of studying psychology, motivation and philosophy is that we humans are much more complex and nuanced than we tend to realise. I’ve helped so many people break out of frustrating, unhappy lives into effortless creativity, confidence and fulfilment. When this happens, things become easy and simple. But getting there often requires learning a lot of things about who and what we are, and unlearning a lot of bad lessons.

         Our culture is not designed to help us understand ourselves.

         
            A word about gender

            I’m going to talk about gender quite a lot throughout this book. The very idea of gender is an important conversation at the time I am writing this book. The rights and identities of people who identify on a broad spectrum of definitions of gender, and people who reject notions of gender altogether, are a significant challenge for our culture. In some parts of the world, people who are exploring this question are subject to fear, persecution or violence. Even in the West, there is a lot of intolerance towards anyone who feels that they need to explore their own gender identity.

            If you’re navigating this challenge yourself, I want you to know that when I’m talking about gender, I am not dictating to you how you should be or what you will find when you explore yourself.

            However, whether we see gender as a biological thing or whether it’s simply something deeply ingrained in our society, stories, myths, language, education, and cultural identity, it is a fundamental building block for people’s identity, in one way or another. I will be using a lot of language about masculine, feminine, male and female in this book. 36

         

         The modern human is a highly-strung, often-stressed animal. In a search for identity and belonging, we encourage those around us to behave themselves in all sorts of subtle ways. This leads to predictable people who don’t cause us further stress and worry. As soon as you understand the masks you wear in order to keep yourself and others in safe, predictable boxes, you will become free and powerful, and this is going to be alarming to those who are not free and powerful. What we tend to do instead is make a deal with each other. It’s better, we say to each other, to have a shared status quo, a world of people wearing masks and following pre-defining patterns of words, choices and behaviour. We all know where we stand and we are not disturbed. In my experience, this shared reality came about because of all the things we fear to meet if we stop wearing our masks. So we all walk around, trapped in simplified, limited versions of ourselves that we’ve been taught our whole lives. We did this to ourselves, and we continue to do it to ourselves every day. We create for ourselves a restricted, truncated, stunted, constrained version of who we could be. We do this from a deep need to be loved.

         To wear a mask is normal, and if I am normal then perhaps I will be accepted and loved.

         Unfortunately, it’s an illusion. Throughout our lives we find moments of clarity where we’re shown the bizarre nature of the masks we wear. Sometimes these moments are brief: an overheard conversation, a moment of seeing people living another way. Sometimes they come about through times of trauma or moments of bliss (which I call ‘peak experiences’). But, tragically, it’s most often found at the very end of life. The profound trauma and dread as we approach death is, in fact, the unveiling of a lifelong need: the need to exist, to be our true selves, to truly exist in a moment, a place, amongst a people who love and accept us for who we really are.

         We are all naturally drawn to undertake a journey of personal 37awakening. The very fact that we have to make time for this work, separate from our employment and daily life shows just how profoundly our culture fails to meet our most fundamental needs.

         The beginning is awareness and understanding about the self. Without knowing what you are, you won’t know how to bring yourself into the world in ways that truly nourish you. You’ll keep feeling held back by the limitations that have always blocked your growth. Individually and collectively we will continue to re-enact the cycles of our past.

         We carry intrinsic, inescapable needs that yearn to be met. I’ll be naming some of them later in this book. We can either do this consciously, with awareness and understanding, or we can ignore them. But either way, our needs will find ways to be satisfied. Our fundamental needs exert a lot of pressure on our choices, pushing us to make decisions that are more likely to get those needs met. If we continue to resist, they might compel us to do things that will hurt us or hurt the world around us until we recognise what they want from us and then actively take control. Without this level of control we end up flailing about, often without noticing, desperately trying to feel ok, pulled and pushed by motivations we don’t quite understand.

         There is a kind of joy that can only be known by those who have done this work. A feeling of fierce and powerful aliveness and presence, a certainty of purpose, a deep joy and a series of heartfelt connections with other people, with the place where we belong, with the purpose to which we feel called and to which we have dedicated out lives. A freedom, a focus, a sense of being awake and aware. The relaxation and calm that comes from being only who we truly are. Delight from simple things. 38

         Self-image

         Self-image is a thing that you already have. For many of us, it’s a deeply precious thing that we work hard to maintain and protect.

         Self-image is the person you think you are. It is the image you have of yourself in your mind, in your feelings and in your body. It is the person you believe that you are, that you feel you are, that you know you are.

         You say to yourself: I know who I am because recognise these things about myself. It’s how I know who I am.

         I do these things, I believe these things, I talk like this, I can do these things, these are my limitations.

         Self-image is your idea of who and what you are. It may be completely wrong.

         The building blocks of self-image 

         This idea of self-image is build from a lot of things.

         For example, your memories and experiences form part of your idea of who you are. You draw on all the moments of joy, pain, triumph, failure, disappointment, satisfaction, gladness and desolation that you’ve lived. Your memories are part of how you define who you are. You remember how you handled situations, how you reacted, what happened to you, and this informs who you believe yourself to be.

         Self-image also comes from how you currently relate to people around you. Are you the kind of person who, when arriving in a room full of people, will feel excited to go around shaking hands, exchanging names, making new connections? Or does this situation make you tremble or feel uncomfortable? Do you put huge effort into just a few, precious relationships or do you get happiness and satisfaction from knowing a wide range of people who you prefer to keep at a bit of a 39distance? Perhaps a bit of both? When intimate with someone, do you want to throw yourself in deep, becoming an open book, sharing all that you are, or do you prefer to keep a part of yourself withheld and just for yourself? These kinds of instincts in relationships are part of the way you identify yourself.

         The person you imagine yourself to be is also defined by the work you do, how you do it, and how you are regarded in the eyes of society at large. You define yourself this way. Do you earn well, in a job that brings you respect and approval? Do you work hard, gaining satisfaction from the quality of your work? Is work a secondary thing for you, just a thing that has to be done in order to pay the bills? Do you avoid work entirely? Are you prevented from working by something? Do you do something else with your time, which you struggle to label as ‘work’? Do you see yourself as a success or a failure? What would other people say?

         Another thing that informs your self-image is the things you think of yourself as skilled or unskilled at. From baking to driving, from making coffee to making conversation, from dancing to painting, from IT to gardening, from meticulous planning to the ability to truly and deeply let go and relax. There are so many things that you might believe you’re good at, and so many that you probably believe you do badly. These beliefs all contribute to our image of ourselves.

         You receive aspects of your self-image from your culture. We think of ourselves as coming from a country, with certain laws, traditions, customs and language. We will tend towards a certain view of the world, of history, of believing people from other countries, languages and traditions are better or worse than we are. People from the same culture tend to dress similarly, tend to display wealth and prosperity in certain ways and tend to have similar ideas about education, how politics should work, how human beings should relate to the natural world. We might be very proud of our country or feel ashamed of the way it behaves. We might work hard to fit in with rules 40and expectations or we might try to break them. Whatever your relationship with the culture around you, it will feed into how you think and feel about who you are.

         Self-image is physically embodied as well. The way you hold yourself when you walk and stand, your body language during conversations, the way you breathe, where and how you hold tension in your body. Do you see yourself as graceful and aware of your body, or is your body just a clumsy thing that carries your consciousness around? Do you tend to breathe in short, shallow gasps, or do you breathe fully into the whole of your lungs with slow and purposeful breaths?

         These are just some examples of things that contribute to your sense of who you are.

         The crucial thing to understand about self-image is that it’s not who you are. It’s who you think you are.

         You will have a mental picture of yourself as someone who does some things, doesn’t do other things, speaks in a certain way, thinks in a certain way, breathes in a certain way. This is a deeper level of the ‘just the way things are’ story from chapter two.

         A vital step in coming home to the person you were meant to be is to begin discovering your own authentic self-image. Abandoning labels and images that you’ve been given and searching for your own idea of who you are. This will allow you to begin unlocking your awareness of your genuine self.

         This curiosity and willingness will open up the opportunity for you to change your self-image, and thus redefine the limits of what you can achieve.

         This chapter is about exploring the levels and aspects of who and what we are. I want to offer you a model of the human person that will give you ideas and inspiration to deepen and broaden your search 41for your own identity. It’s not going to deliver your true identity to you, because your answers are unique to you and you will find them through your own inner work. We’ll be doing a lot of that work in Part 2 of this book. But I’ve learned that people are people, and there are a lot of things that we all share, simply by virtue of having bodies, being human and growing up with shared cultural stories. In this chapter I’ll unpack some important distinctions and establish a language that we can use for the rest of the journey that we’re going to take together.

         Compassionate non-judgement

         In this journey of empowerment and awakening, we’re going to meet uncomfortable or challenging things. There are always parts of us that we’d rather not look at, things that we’ve done that we feel ashamed of, things that we find unacceptable but which exist deep within us. Everybody has this. Over the course of this book we’ll examine why, but I just want to offer you some reassurance that if this happens for you, it’s not a bad sign. It’s entirely normal.

         Equally, there are things we are very fond of in ourselves. Maybe you’re particularly gifted at something, or perhaps you’re very proud of a certain thing that you do. It can be very tempting to look at these things for a long time and just bask in the feeling of pride. That’s not a bad thing, but it can stop us from wanting to dig deeper into the whys and the underpinning truths. I’m going to be inviting you to dig deep during our journey together. We’re looking for a radical honesty with ourselves.

         Other things inside us might be boring, frustrating, frightening, painful or feel dangerous or reckless.

         The skill that we all need to develop in order to safely do this inner work, is the skill of compassionate non-judgement. This skill also tends to dramatically improve our relationships with others. I’ll be offering you ideas and resources to develop your own sense of 42compassionate non-judgement.

         We are explorers in an inner landscape, and as explorers we don’t judge what we find. We simply observe and understand. The best attitude to adopt in this work is one of compassion. If I learn that a part of me is petty, or selfish, or wants to hurt other people, then I regard that part of myself with compassion and just seek to understand it. I don’t label it as good or bad, because I know that any labels are going to limit my ability to understand. Things within ourselves are neither positive or negative: it’s their effects and the actions that they lead us to perform that we must learn to control, and our self-control will grow with our knowledge. What lies beneath simply is.

         Similarly, if I notice parts of myself that are beautiful, courageous, graceful or noble, then I regard them with exactly the same kind of non-judgemental compassion. I cultivate a deep curiosity about the whole of myself, from the very ‘best’ parts to the very ‘worst’ parts. This complex and multi-faceted being is who I am, and judging or suppressing parts of who I am does not stop them being true. It just limits my ability to learn.

         Later in this book we’ll look at what we’re going to do with all this stuff that we find. For now, we are simply exploring and trying to understand. I believe, having spent hundreds of hours of my life with people exploring this landscape, that our deepest and most fundamental motivations are basically good, and that the negative and harmful things that we find within ourselves are all attempts to meet forgotten or neglected needs, where the attempts have gone wrong somehow. So I invite you to trust that your inner landscape rests on healthy foundations, and that underneath things that might be uncomfortable or difficult, even frightening, we will find beautiful and good roots. 43

         I want to add that nothing in this book should be taken as judgement upon you. I offer you the same kind of compassionate non-judgement that I encourage you to offer yourself. I will be showing you things that might be challenging or emotionally triggering, but these too are delivered without judgement.

         The tree of self

         We exist on many levels. When I choose to do something, or when I do something without noticing, there will have been a reason for it. We do nothing without a reason, even if that reason is as simple as: I scratched because I had an itch. Some of our reasons don’t even exist any more: something was right for us once, and we keep responding in the same way. But each time we recycle choices which have ceased to be relevant for us, we have the option to choose to do something else instead. Everything is choice: some part of us chose to say that word, or perform that action, or think that thought, or make that choice.

         However, some motivations sit closer the surface than others. Some impulses are shallow and we tend to be pretty aware of them. When we take the time to examine these motivations, we tend to find that they sit upon other, deeper and more fundamental ones. Often, these sit upon deeper still and more profound reasons.

         As an example, I’m going to look at the choice to make an effort to look nice. One day, I choose to wear nice clothes, take care with my personal grooming, get a nice haircut. It’s something we all do sometimes – some of us do it more often than others. But it takes effort: it’s an active choice.

         The obvious surface motivations are that it feels good, and I like the responses I get from others. People might comment on the way I look. I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror and I like what I see. Perhaps somebody is attracted to the way I look and a new connection is formed that brings all kinds of possibilities with it. By taking this 44action, I get a range of positive, warming sensations which all came about because I made a certain choice. I hoped these things would happen, which is why I made the choice I did.

         But is that it? Does that tell us everything about the reason I choose to make an effort with my appearance?

         
            [image: ]

         

         45I like to think of the image of a tree. At first we notice the branches of this tree. In this example our branches are called positive self-regard, words of affirmation from others, and possibilities for intimacy and connection. Those are the reasons for the choices I’ve made.

         The branches of a tree are supported by its limbs, boughs and trunk, and the same goes for our motivations. Under every surface impulse are deeper reasons. The deeper we understand our reasons for doing things, the more awareness we have of ourselves and the more power we have to change. If we’ve been stuck in patterns of behaviour for our whole lives then it will take some courageous, deep searching to uncover why, and then choose to do something different.

         We’ve identified the surface motivations in our example of choosing to make an effort with appearance, so what do they rest upon? What deeper reasons hold the branches of positive self-regard, words of affirmation and intimacy?

         It may be that I am masking my insecurities. I may carry a sense of shame or a dislike of myself, and it’s important for me to make an effort to mask this. Perhaps I believe that my ability to succeed in the ways that are important for me depends on the way I look. Maybe my parents drilled into me the importance of appearance based on their own experiences or insecurities, and I’ve just carried their priorities through my life. Maybe I was shamed or attacked once for not looking right, so I dress carefully to avoid more conflict or shame. What if there’s somebody in particular that I want to impress? Or perhaps I am trying to shore up a certain kind of prestige or model of success: people who succeed dress like this, don’t they? When I’m stressed and struggling, looking nice might be the only way I have to reassure myself that I’m doing well. It could be that I don’t even notice the clothes I wear, and I’m confused or annoyed that people respond to me differently depending on how I look. It could even be that I 46don’t get to choose what I wear: perhaps work or my situation in life dictates the way I dress, and that leaves me feeling in a certain way.

         These are just some possibilities that exist for this one choice.

         Judgement and self-deceit

         Often, self-image will be deeply cherished. It can feel very important to know who we are, to know what we’re good and bad at, to know how we relate to people and how people see us. Even if we believe that we’re incompetent, or bad, or a failure, or some other negative thing, it’s still basically comfortable. We know where we stand.

         We’re heavily invested in these ideas of ourselves and our place in the world. It gives us security and reassurance. Often, we will have invested so much time, energy and intention in fighting to protect this version of ourselves. We don’t want all that energy to have been a waste!

         It’s understandable that we might work hard to protect our sense of self-image. Many people go to great lengths to protect themselves from being challenged in their beliefs about themselves. Perhaps they immediately reject somebody’s ideas if they don’t fit how they see themselves. Perhaps they only spend time with a certain kind of person, or go to places that feel familiar. Perhaps they avoid using their bodies in new ways, and would reject an invitation to a gym, a dance class, a meditation retreat or a martial arts hall. Perhaps they judge people who dress differently. Perhaps they only spend time with people of a similar age group or political persuasion.

         We get settled into patterns of behaviour very easily. It’s the ‘just the way things are’ story again. We will often fight fiercely to protect our ideas about ourselves. Here are some of the things we say to fend off suggestions that we might loosen our grip on a fixed idea of who we are: 47

         ‘I’m just not like that!’

‘I don’t do things like that!’

‘I’m too shy for that.’

‘I’m too good for that.’

‘What a stupid thing for somebody to do.’

‘Oh I could never do that!’

‘I just don’t have the time.’

‘Well that’s fine for some people but it’s not right for me!’

         Judgement is the ultimate defence against a challenge to self-image. We can become so attached to our ideas about who we are that we feel we need to attack those who are different, to prove to ourselves and other that we aren’t like them. This need to judge people, to categorize them in broad and sweeping ways that erase individuality and turn complex and interesting people into just a member of a group, is a demonstration of basic insecurity. The weaker and less explored your self-image, the more likely you are to be judgemental. Something challenges an aspect of our self-image, and we fear its loss, so we remove the challenge by turning the person saying it into something non-human, something easily dismissed. We might groups them as ‘idiots’, ‘fools’, ‘posh people’, ‘rich, privileged people’, ‘hippies’ or ‘drop-outs’. We might judge them as much less intelligent than we are. We might judge them as failures, or people who have made stupid mistakes in their lives. They might be the wrong religion, the wrong class, the wrong colour, the wrong political affiliation or the wrong sexuality. Whatever we decide they are, we stop them being a challenge to the nice, reassuring things we believe about ourselves by removing their humanity and assigning them a label instead.

         We might also go to great lengths to deceive ourselves, to build up a self-image that has very little to do with reality. Are you really as smart, skilled and competent as you think you are? Or perhaps you think the opposite: are you really as stupid, as unskilled and as incompetent as you think you are? 48

         One of the core messages of this book is that self-image can change. You do not have to be who you have always been. But more than that: holding tightly to a fixed idea of who you are will stifle your growth and will encourage you to judge others and miss out on great opportunities.

         I invite you to treat the person you think you are as an idea. Hold it lightly. Investigate it. Allow yourself to be surprised. Be willing to confront the parts of yourself that have stagnated or held you back. For some people in our culture, there’s an illusion that it’s a virtue to be stubborn, unyielding and unwilling to change. In my experience, the opposite it true. A person who is strong and successful, who is real and present and dependable, is somebody who is able to shift and change over time. They have become conscious and aware of who they truly are through a programme of challenging inner and outer growth. But they are always willing to learn more, to discover that they were wrong about themselves, and to make changes in the light of new information.

         This is true strength.

         The three paths on the one journey

         There are three paths that you will need to walk on your journey of awakening and empowerment: Being (your inner development), Doing (the effect you have on the world) and Relating (how you relate to other living beings).

         Uncovering your current self-image (the person you think you are) will involve exploring all three paths. In this chapter I’ll be looking at the inner aspects of your self but we’ll come back to self-image throughout this book, and we’ll look at how Doing and Relating contribute to who we think we are. For now, here are some simple ideas of things from the Doing and Relating paths that go into self-image: 49

         The outer path: 

         
	The work you do

            	Your hobbies and how much energy you devote to them

            	How you relax, how often you rest

            	Your exercise routine

            	The things you own, collect, accrue and how you use them.

            	Your car

            	Your home

            	Your daily routine, like the route you take to work

            	Your holidays

         

The path of relating: 

         
	Your intimate partner

            	The rituals of love that exist in your relationship(s)

            	The depth of your trust and vulnerability with others

            	The way you are intimate

            	The way you are romantic

            	How you interpret and expect love

            	The friends you have, how often you connect with them and what these relationships are like

            	The levels of contact and sharing that exist throughout your life

         

Inner aspects of self

         The rest of this chapter will set out a common language for us to speak about aspects and areas of ourselves. Each of these areas offer you new opportunities for discovery, awakening and personal growth. Some people find one aspect so compelling, or so in need of their attentions, that they’ll dedicate their entire lives to its study. But more often, we each need to delve a little into each aspect of ourselves. I have never met anyone who did not need to explore each aspect below, at least a little. There are certain signs that you are called to 50delve into a particular aspect of your self. As you read, observe your own responses. Practice the compassionate non-judgment that we’ve spoken about. Watch out for feelings of annoyance, boredom, anger, discomfort, inadequacy, yearning, fascination or excitement. Any of these might be a sign that you are called to explore this aspect of yourself more fully.

         Language is very important. Since humans began using it to structure the way we think, our thoughts and intentions have been bound up with the meaning of the words we use. A subtle difference in the way that we speak about ourselves can transform the way that we feel and the way we appear to others. Confusion, conflict and poisoned relationships arise from the wrong words. So at the beginning of this journey together, I will lay out some language that we can be sure we both understand.

         Mind

         Depending on where you grew up, you’ll understand your mind in completely different ways. Eastern religions, particularly Buddhism, have a very different understanding of the mind from the one we have in Western countries. If you’d grown up in certain parts of India, Nepal, Tibet or Thailand, your ‘just the way things are’ would include a radically different experience of mind. Buddhism can reasonably be called a two-and-a-half-thousand-year-old scientific enquiry into the nature of the mind. Unfortunately, in the West we tend to enshrine the mind as a thing of great value without really trying to understand it. We confuse the mind with the brain, and we confuse the mind with consciousness. Thinking about something is often confused with being something.

         An old teacher of mine, a Buddhist who had dedicated his life to travel and to meditation, studying with gurus in India and Tibet, would refer to the mind as a ‘repeating engine’. The mind is something that 51repeats things it’s already learned, and that’s all it is. In the minds of many people there is a constant babble and chatter which is made up of old conversations, old ideas, old memories or parts of songs. This chatter is so normal to us that we barely notice it most of the time. In busy lives spent in busy towns and cities, there is almost always noise going on and we mirror this with our internal noise.

         In my experience, and in the experience of everyone I’ve met who has explored their own relationship to their mind, the mind is a little more than this repeating engine. It is the part of us that thinks things through, that orders and aligns the world to make sense to us, that makes plans and lists, that imagines future scenarios, that uses logic, that solves problems. It is a complex, organic calculator that uses information we’ve learned and retained in order to solve the problems that we meet. The mind is not the brain. Modern science has shown that the brain is probably the organ that gives rise to most aspects of the mind, but the mind is a thing we experience. I feel my mind, I do not feel my brain. That said, there are a lot of features of the brain that carry over into the nature of mind. For example, the brain tends to form pathways, which it strengthens over time if it uses those pathways a lot, like a worn path that becomes a road that becomes a highway as it used more and more. These become the most efficient route between two places: well-worn and neurologically developed. So it is with the mind. When we become used to thinking in certain ways, we tend towards repeating those thoughts again. The mind likes to repeat things, and only with sustained effort to shift our thinking to a new place will we let go of our old patterns of thought.

         As far as personal development and awakening are concerned, the most important things to know about the mind are:

         
	thinking is addictive, and

            	we are not our minds.

         

A meaningless babble goes on in the mind a lot of the time. Generally, 52we don’t notice it. But if you’ve ever tried to clear your mind after a busy or stressful day, you’ll notice how loud the babble has become. We tend to get attached to these thoughts and pay them a lot of attention, and we tend to take them very seriously. We play along with the memories and join in the conversations. We talk to ourselves. We can become just as emotionally triggered by an old conversation or an imagined situation in the future as we can from a real situation. For anybody who struggles with anxiety, you’ll know the dread of something that hasn’t even happened yet, and might never happen. But none of this exists, here and now. We only truly exist in a single moment that we call ‘now’. That is the most real thing we can experience. Why is it, then, that we can find things in the mind impact us so strongly?

         We’ll be focusing a lot in this book on the toxic nature of modern culture. One way that it hurts us is by massively over-inflating the value of the mind. Remember that the mind is just a repeating, planning, thinking engine. Very useful for problem solving, but that’s all that it does. There is an old phrase: “to a man with a hammer, everything looks like a nail”. In a thinking-addicted culture, everything looks like a problem to solve. We have developed jobs, entertainment, an education system and a language that is heavily skewed towards using the mind. Our money and wealth are ideas far more than they are tangible things. This is a major reason why we cause so much harm to the natural world that we depend on for our lives: we are not really here! We are not rooted in the moment, connected with the living world and with one another. We are not feeling, experiencing or being. We are away in our minds, chasing a thought, a memory or an imagined future. We think, we plan, we remember, we fantasize.

         Thinking is addictive, and if you were brought up in addiction and if you’ve never known anything else, it’s hard work to shake the habit. Somebody asks you to plan something at work: you need to think. You want to socialize with your friends so you go to see a movie: 53you’re taken out of your body into a fantasy of the mind. Entire relationships can be spent between two people who barely notice each other, but are caught up in their imagination about what’s actually happening in the relationship. Old friends meet and repeat the same ideas at each other. We tend to wake up thinking, spend most of the day in the mind, and unwind at the end of the day by doing mind-led things.

         This has become so ubiquitous and so normalised that we rarely stop to notice that we are not actually our minds. The mind is a thing that you have. A very useful, very distracting aspect of self which wants to snare your attention. The mind is jealous of your attention and wants to keep as much of it as possible. So the boundaries between consciousness and mind are forgotten or ignored. The ‘I’, the part of us that exists in the moment and oversees our whole selves, is drowned out by the babble of the mind.

         In the 16th Century, René Descartes wrote “I think, therefore I am”. He was talking about what we can prove and what we can be sure of. So much of what we believe or experience cannot be proven to exist, but one thing must be true: in order for somebody to wonder if the world exists, in order for there to be a consciousness capable of asking any of these questions or observing anything at all, there must be an ‘I’. If I am having thoughts, I must exist. Hence: I think, therefore I am.

         But it seems to me that there’s a problem with this phrase. Descartes’ famous phrase only exists if you believe you are your mind. If he’d been able to spend some time with a Tibetan Buddhist of his time, already far more advanced in the science of the mind, he might have written his most famous phrase differently. He might have written ‘I observe, therefore I am.’

         He might even have written, ‘I think, therefore I am not.’ 54

         We tend to confuse the ‘I’, the conscious awareness that allows us to perceive anything at all, with the mind.

         At this point, at the boundary between thinking and being, language begins to fail us because language is a construct of the mind. Thankfully, the tools that allow us to directly witness the difference between mind and consciousness are becoming very popular and easily accessible.

         Your own exploration 

         The scientific study of mind, passed down to us through the Buddhist tradition, has given us a process to be able to observe our own minds without attaching to the thoughts and losing our identity once more amid its babble. This tool is called meditation.

         There are dozens of kinds of meditation and each tries to achieve something different. Some are reflections on a certain topic, like the Sufi Muraqabah. Some are mystical rituals that try to access things normally hidden from us. Buddhism itself is fragmented into many branches and traditions, from the semi-magical traditions of Tibet to the ascetic traditions of Zen. The problem is that all of these approaches to meditation carry a set of beliefs and values with them. They carry with them the expectation that you are going to buy-in to a belief structure.

         There is value to this, but here we are trying to understand the nature of the mind and begin teasing apart the conscious self from the thinking self. So I tend to recommend a modern tradition called Mindfulness, which one meditation master I learned from called “Buddhist practice without the Buddhism” or “Buddhism Lite”. Mindful meditation is becoming very popular. You will probably find a local Mindfulness group or class, you can find Mindful meditations available online and there are free apps that you can download. Some businesses bring in Mindfulness experts or teachers to support their staff. 55

         We’ll look at Mindfulness in more detail later in this book, but it’s so easily accessed that you can start exploring it as soon as you want. It uses simple techniques like body scanning and listening to the breath to lure your conscious attention away from its fascination with the mind. Given enough time and a sustained, determined practice you’ll begin to notice how separate the mind is from the part of you that’s doing the observing. This is, for many people, a transformational awakening in itself, and it opens up many possibilities.

         In order to discover the nature of ‘I’, the core self that sits at the heart of the kaleidoscope that is you, you will need to relinquish attachment to the idea that you are your mind. This can only be done through experience, and Mindfulness meditation is the best experience I know to allow you to learn about the nature of mind. It may not happen quickly – the greatest benefits of Mindfulness happen over time. If you haven’t already, I invite you to explore the nature of mind by committing to a regular Mindfulness practice.

         Emotion

         Emotion is utterly separate from mind. Where mind is a repeating engine and a mechanism that is removed from the here-and-now, emotions exist in the present moment. While philosophers, psychologists and neuroscientists have been writing about how we feel for a long time, they’ve generally done it from the perspective of a thought-addicted culture. For this reason, several things have confused our exploration of the nature of emotion. The first is a very old prejudice around gender. In our culture, women are believed to be emotional where men are rational. Second, and linked to the first, is the idea that thinking is superior to feeling. These two prejudices work together to create a lot of judgements around gender and emotion: women are irrational; men should be emotionless; emotional people are stupid and useless; emotionless people are intelligent and reliable. If you listen carefully, you’ll hear these prejudices behind all sorts of 56things that people say.

         Beliefs like this grow out of confusion and fear. Most women who enquire into the sacred basis of their menstrual cycles will come to understand that yes, at certain times of the month they will tend towards stronger emotions of one kind or another. This is a fairly predictable pattern and grants women an insight and perspective that men can struggle to reach. But this kind of insight has generally been lost and is only now being rediscovered through things like the Red Tent movement and the political awakening of Menstruality. Tragically, many girls and women in our culture continue to be taught to consider their monthly cycles as annoying, debilitating, messy and useless. Medication now exists to eliminate the cycle altogether, allowing a woman to be a bit more like a man. A bit more rational. A bit less silly and unpredictable.

         Men are equally afflicted by outdated patriarchal ideas of the rational, emotionless ideal. We’ll be looking at this in more detail in Part 2 of this book. Men are expected to be ‘blokes’, to be tough, to be practical, to be stable and rational and certainly not to be emotional. Boys are told that boys don’t cry. Men who are emotional tend to be shamed and mocked for it, and in their unfamiliarity with emotion they’ll tend to use the only approach to emotion that they’ve seen, which tends to be from a female role model. Thus we saw the emergence of the ‘new man’ in the last decades of the 20th Century: a man who is very emotional, very empathetic, but one with little resilience or fire.

         Our mind-addicted culture, caught up in thoughts and plans that don’t exist here and now, does terrible damage to the natural world. Mountains levelled for the minerals they contain. Rivers polluted. Ecosystems ravaged. Entire species exterminated. Islands of plastic floating in the oceans. Rising global temperatures that threaten runaway destruction. Realistic projections are forecasting a very 57difficult future for our children. This is the final result of a culture that thinks rather than exists. Emotions are a way back to sanity. So I invite you to leave behind your preconceptions about emotions. They have been badly misrepresented.

         Emotions are messengers from deep and wise aspects of ourselves. They are at once fairly simplistic, and possessed of a great deal of information. Each emotion exists to serve you in a specific way, to bring your attention to something that’s happening, to restore some imbalance in your life.

         They are simplistic because they simply do what they do. They are not malleable in the way thoughts are, we cannot mould them into convenient shapes because we don’t like the shape they already have. Anger feels like anger, fear will always feel the way fear feels and happiness will continue to feel happy no matter what you do. Situations happen, and when we don’t meet those situations from our deepest awareness and with profound wisdom, our emotions respond to help us. Nobody has the awareness to always respond perfectly to every situation, so the flow of emotions within us act like guardians and helpers to bring us back to the moment and attend to it properly.

         Emotions are not always convenient or well behaved. If we are living in ways that don’t fulfil all our needs, our emotions will remind us about this regularly. If we make choices that are harmful, or which don’t honour the true being that we are, our emotions might be chaotic and confusing, as each feeling tries to respond to some aspect of our bad decisions. If you find your feelings confusing, uncomfortable or baffling, I strongly encourage you to begin learning to listen out for what they’re telling you. For many of my coaching clients, learning the messages carried by their emotions was the most radically freeing and exciting thing they’d ever done. It all finally made sense, and guided by the wisdom of their emotions they naturally began living more empowered, happier, calmer lives. 58

         Emotions bring us the skill of empathy. Where mind fails to understand another person, empathy connects us. Where words are clumsy and wrong, empathy communicates without language. Through empathy we come to know another person in a deep and compassionate way without knowing specific facts about them. When I see a person who is suffering, and I allow myself to connect empathetically, I am with them in their suffering. From this place I will relate to them with far more skill and kindness than I would by merely observing their struggle. With a connection of empathy, we allow emotions to flow, to be witnessed, to be grounded, and to be released.

         Emotions are supposed to flow into our lives, share their message, be recognised and understood, and then flow on, leaving us calm.

         Emotions are profoundly wise because they are constantly offering us information that will drop us more deeply into the present moment. Karla McLaren, author and teacher, is a world-renowned expert on the subject of emotions. Her book, The Language of Emotions, is a practical guide to the origin, nature and function of each major emotion, and of developing skills in emotional awareness and empathy. I have used her ideas with men to help them break out of the emotional straight-jacket that our culture puts on men, and with women to legitimize the role of emotion in living, learning and healing, restoring it from the cultural judgements of silliness, confusion or irrelevance.

         Further exploration 

         The work of un-learning old stories about the nature of emotion, and of learning to respect and listen to the messages carried by each emotion, is a massive challenge for most of us, but one that we must each engage with to overcome our personal patterns and to begin making better, more consistent choices in our lives.

         I know of no better place to start than Karla McLaren’s book The Language of Emotions. I also recommend that you begin to observe your 59language and beliefs around your feelings and the feelings of others. Are you carrying outdated ideas about the value of emotions? Do you judge or mock people for the emotions you feel? Do you judge or persecute yourself when you feel things that are inconvenient?

         Body

         For a mind-addicted culture, the body is the thing that you see when you look down. There are two functions for the body: to do all the unimportant biological stuff that’s necessary so that we can keep thinking; and to carry around the consciousness so we can do all the things that we’ve thought about. As we’ve become aware of the obesity epidemic, and of rising levels of certain lifestyle-related diseases, we’ve realized that we need to put more effort into keeping the body healthy so that it can keep fulfilling its two basic functions. We’re also fully aware of good and bad sensations that the body gives the mind to work with. We want more of the good experiences (things like tasty food, nice sensations, sex, the positive feelings when somebody says our body looks nice) and we want less of the bad experiences (physical pain, stiff joints, embarrassment, disease, limited freedom and death). That is about as far as most people’s relationship with the body goes.

         However, we’re becoming aware that the body does its own thinking and has its own consciousness. My body is as much ‘me’ as my thoughts or feelings are. The body notices and experiences things, which it passes to the mind to reflect on. Some of these things are obvious (it’s cold outside today), but some are subtle and packed full of genius (my gut tells me something’s wrong here). We tend to associate the mind with the head and the emotions with the heart. But the gut has a lot to tell us, and so does the rest of the remarkable physical organism we live inside.

         Our body is a big part of our memory. Whereas the mind can just 60replay events from the past, the body lives them. The body remembers how to do things that the mind doesn’t. The body stores feelings for us. Many emotions have a physical sensation and, often, a location in the body. The body is there with us, experiencing our feelings. The body stores stresses and traumas for us, doing its best to limit their impact on our lives. We might go through a very difficult time, or experience a sudden shock or trauma. Losing somebody we love, or being involved in a car accident or some other sudden physical trauma, or suddenly losing an aspect to our lives that we loved and needed. We need to go on, we need to keep functioning, so the body does its best to help. It holds our hurt and upset, it tries to heal physical wounds, it tries to keep us safe, stable and functioning until the danger or shock passes.

         What we find when we begin to explore the nature of the body is an incredibly rich ecosystem and consciousness. For many people, this journey only happens when the body has taken all that it can and begins to break down. It’s held memories of trauma for decades, but it just can’t go on. Now you feel pain where there hasn’t ever been an injury or you find yourself unable to do things you used to do. Maybe a doctor diagnoses you with a serious condition. Maybe you just suddenly find that you have no energy at all. Your body, this remarkable friend who has been with you throughout your whole journey, is asking for your attention and your help. In a culture that’s addicted to the mind, where the wisdom, awareness, consciousness and compassion of the body is all but ignored, where the body is only there to serve the needs of the mind, we can be annoyed and baffled when it doesn’t do what we tell it to do. But this is an invitation to learn. 61
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