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To Louise, Stevie, Mum, Dad, Ronan, Laura, Julie, Andrea, Billy and Caelan.


 


And to all those who have offered wisdom and humanity out to the world to make it a better place for us all. We need you now more than ever.










This book was penned from a place of genuine feeling. Each chapter has been carefully crafted to reinforce the central themes and message through storytelling, metaphors and insights drawn from my experiences in mindfulness and life. The stories are told as I remember them, not as exact accounts, but as reflections meant to convey their essence and emotional truth. My hope is that you find within them a sense of connection, relatability and inspiration to apply these reflections to your own experiences and personal view of the world.










Notes on the audio


This book is accompanied by a soundtrack – a collection of compositions and guided reflections/meditations that relate to the theme and sentiment of each chapter.


When I was a child, after my grandfather Bumper passed away, his Bechstein piano made its way from Glasgow to our home in Mullingar. It no longer fit in my grandmother’s flat, so it found a new life in our front room. The day it arrived, I was mesmerised. I sat behind it for hours, teaching myself to play – not because I wanted lessons (my mum, a classically trained violinist and pianist, gave plenty of those at home), but because I wanted to embody it.


For me, the piano has always been more than an instrument. It’s a voice. It’s an extension of human conversation, speaking all the things we struggle to say out loud. It became a higher form of communication, a language of emotion and presence.


I wanted that to be part of this journey for you, too. So, I composed fourteen pieces of music to accompany each chapter. They represent the spirit and essence behind the ideas that guide us towards that quiet place within us that has never been wounded.


The guided meditations and reflections were built around the music to deepen the experience, to carry you when you need carrying, to soothe you when you need soothing and to guide you when you feel a little lost.


You can listen in whatever way feels right alongside each chapter, all at once, or by choosing the pieces that call to you in any given moment. I hope that they bring you exactly what you need, exactly when you need it.










Prologue


I could hear my dad opening a can of beer downstairs as he went through his usual Tuesday-evening ritual of cooking dinner for my mother, who was in the sitting room watching Grand Designs with a reasonably grand gin and tonic. Drive-time radio was blaring at a decibel level akin to the main stage at Glastonbury as Dad cooked his steaks in a bath of butter (despite our pointless protests, given the quadruple bypass he’d had a few years previously). My dad, God bless him, is an ex-military man, and his auditory perception wasn’t what it used to be. But I will come back to that one.


There was nothing my dad loved more than these simple moments of culinary circumspection, and once they made him happy, they made me happy. Upstairs, I lay on my childhood bedroom bed (which I had long grown out of), staring out the window at the fading light of an autumn evening, the opening act of the darkness of an Irish winter.


I had my first panic attack in that room, when I was 14 years of age. It was as if somebody walked into my bedroom and put a pillow over my face; I tore the sheets, trying to find a breath; every cell in my body believed I was dying. The image of myself in the mirror with blood-red eyes and a heart trying to punch its way out of my chest is as vivid today as it was in 1994.


It was never the same after that. I remember thinking I might be possessed – a viable option in the 1990s in Ireland. I then looked for answers in the most terrifying book ever penned: not the Bible, but The Encyclopaedia of Health. It had every disease known to men and women within its pages, and long before we used Google to diagnose our every ailment, we consulted this thing. On a Monday, I would have appendicitis; on Tuesday, I would have cancer; and by Wednesday, I would be pregnant. I talked myself into every disease in this book until, one day, I saw the word ‘asthma’. That’s it – that’s what’s wrong with me. Relief flushed through my body that I had discovered the reason I was suffocating on my bed most nights.


I told my parents that I thought I might have asthma. They sent me to the doctor, who informed me that it wasn’t asthma; that it was, indeed, puberty. Now, I know things get weird, and things grow, and you can’t watch Baywatch with your parents any more, but you can breathe. In my heart, I knew it was not asthma. A muted hope lingered that the doctor would offer me an answer.


It takes deep, unsettling courage to present yourself to a medical professional without an obvious ailment to point to, no broken bone, no fever, no rash. You brace yourself for the possibility of not being believed or, worse, being dismissed entirely. And that dismissal set me on an utterly destructive path. There is a profound loneliness in fighting an inner war when those meant to be your allies turn their backs on you.


Adulthood, thankfully, brought a different story. The polar opposite of my past struggles, my experience in seeking help as an adult was met not with dismissal but with understanding, compassion, and the steady hand of guidance. In my doctors, I found not just care, but a steadying solace, a place where empathy replaced uncertainty, and healing became more than a possibility and a vacuous inspirational meme.


A little while before this, my family and I had moved to the Middle East to be close to my dad, who was serving as a peacekeeper with the United Nations in Lebanon. There had been relative peace in the Middle East for almost a decade – until the day the Breslins arrived. What is now referred to as Operation Accountability or the ‘Seven-Day War’ started between the Israel Defence Forces and Hezbollah in southern Lebanon, where many civilians lost their lives, and where we were staying was slap-bang in the middle of it, in a town called Nahariya in northern Israel.


We had not been there that long when, in the middle of the night, I was woken by women with broken English on megaphones encouraging us to get into our bomb shelters. The apartment walls vibrated menacingly from the shells dropping just a few miles up the road. IDF fighter jets tore past overhead. I will never forget the noise of those engines. They sounded like death.


Growing up in Ireland, I had witnessed violence throughout the 1980s on our television screens, only 50 to 60 miles away from where I was from, but it still felt far away. This war could not have felt closer. My dad, an incredibly experienced military man, was on his third tour of duty to this part of the world. He did his very best to assure me that we were safe: ‘Go back to sleep, son.’


His inane attempt at comfort didn’t go down well. ‘ “Go back to sleep,” Da?’ There are fucking bombs dropping up the road, warships in the harbour, and fighter jets breaking sound barriers over our heads. I will stay very much fucking awake if it’s all right with you.


A switch flicked on in me that night and has never turned off. I am not really into labels. You can call it post-traumatic stress disorder or whatever you want, but I, for one, think it was a perfectly healthy reaction to the shitshow that is a front-row seat of war. In later years, when I started to do some digging into my psychology, I came to believe in the Middle East was just the catalyst. A dormant anxiety had lived within me for as long as I can remember.


I went to a primary school in my hometown that the Christian Brothers ran. What went on there has never left me. In my first class in primary school, I watched my teacher beat a traveller kid so viciously that I physically shook for days after it. The teacher was almost foaming at the mouth as he battered the leather strap across this child’s hand, which was swelling with every strike. After the beating, this kid sat beside me and put his cold metal pencil case on his hands to try and soothe the pain. This abuse was just the beginning of what was to come. Over the next six years, the beatings were regular, and I was at the receiving end of quite a few of them. I remember being hit in the back of the neck with the tip of a fishing rod because my foot was on a chair. I was on crutches then, so I had to keep my foot elevated. There was also a lot of bullying. I don’t blame anyone for that. We were surrounded by violence, and, often, we just turned it on each other. Unfortunately, there was also sexual abuse. One of my teachers served a lengthy jail term for multiple sexual offences against some of my peers.


I hated that place. But to survive it, I adapted, becoming chronically hypervigilant. I always expected violence, so my entire central nervous system was stuck in fight or flight for six to seven hours a day. I cut myself off emotionally, as I would rather feel nothing than feel everything.


This adaptive child haunted me throughout my adulthood. I found it hard to connect or be intimate. But I was one of the lucky ones because I got to go home, where I experienced love and safety, apart from the occasional sibling riot. And I carried this with me to the Middle East, as well as the nuclear hormone bomb that is puberty. It was a perfect storm.


Then came 9 April 1994. I was walking into school in a daze after a shit night’s sleep, thanks to a belter of a panic attack. I went into the Topic, a local newsagent, and saw a picture of my hero on the front of the paper. The headline said, ‘Kurt Cobain dead’. It was as if someone punched me in the chest. I felt physically sick, in a state of utter shock, mirroring that feeling back in my bedroom in Nahariya. I stumbled numbly into school, unable to speak. When I finally got the nerve to open my mouth, I asked the teacher what had happened. He was well aware that the class worshipped Kurt Cobain. He punched his desk and screamed, ‘Coward!’ That was my mental health education.


My teenage years were a paradox of fuckedupness and, despite it all, success. I represented my county in football and my province and country in rugby, but behind it all, it was chaos. A hedonistic cocktail of self-harm, insomnia, panic attacks and a rogue mind torturing me any time it got me on its own.


I got a rugby scholarship to attend University College Dublin, where I studied economics, sociology and psychology. My first day was spent in the toilets of the arts block, drowning in sweat, vomit and tears. A panic attack had greeted me like a kick in the face after entering my first lecture. I got used to these toilet rendezvous. I used to take great solace in reading the witty and often charming notes sketched into the doors and walls by those in a reflective moment while relieving themselves. (Sadly, that is not the case any more, as people are too busy scrolling their hand-held prison while taking a dump than to gift future toilet pilgrims with their sage seeds of carefully chiselled enlightenment – a true casualty of modernity.)


I acted my way through university. I was selected to represent the Ireland under-21 rugby squad in Sydney at the 2001 World Cup. Most nights, I would sleep with a pillow over my face so my roommate wouldn’t hear me gasping for air. But I played every minute of every game, and when I returned, I was offered a full-time professional contract with one of the top teams in Europe: Leinster Rugby.


At this stage, I was in the arms of darkness. I was experiencing bouts of depression that left me blitzed. I still have not come up with, or read, a definition that can accurately describe depression. It wasn’t a sadness but a nothingness, a quest for feeling with no map or even point of direction. I would take a handful of Xanax before games, terrified that I would be drug-tested (hardly a performance-enhancing drug, but still). Every Monday, I would go in for my medical and promise myself I would tell the doctor what was happening, but I didn’t even have the language to describe it. I would miss training sessions and tell my coach I had to get my wisdom teeth removed. I must have been the only human on earth whose wisdom teeth grew back, as it was my go-to excuse on many occasions.


And then my body gave up on me. Two and a half years later, I announced my retirement. I asked my coach at the time, Matt Williams, onto my podcast a few years back, and asked him what he had thought was wrong with me. He said, ‘We felt you were an alcoholic, and you didn’t care.’ I respect his honesty, but it hurt. Most nights, I still have a recurring dream of getting to a rugby pitch to play a game and forgetting one item, like my boots or gumshield. My subconscious is not ready to let go. Unfinished business can cling on to the psyche like chewing gum in a good head of hair.


That was the start of my music career. Sport was what I did; music is what I am. Every cell in my body reverberates with music. At the time, I never had the guts to commit to it as a profession. Even though my mother was a musician and my brother a producer, I was told enough times in school that it was what ‘wasters’ do. One teacher in secondary school took particular delight in telling me that. (By the by, I went to the same school as Niall Horan from One Direction. I do wonder if that teacher ever told him the same thing.) But music suited me better; you were expected to be miserable and shoe gazey, so it fit my brand.


It did not take long before the band was signed to Universal Records, and the Oasis management even flirted with us. We had quite the journey. Supporting AC/DC, Bon Jovi and Oasis along the way; platinum albums, tours and debauchery that only the road can bring. But once again, my self-sabotaging addiction to carnage put an end to that. If I am honest, it broke my heart. For when you are the one who wields the blade that cuts your own heart, the pain takes on a haunting, almost Shakespearean weight; a tragedy where the villain and the victim are one and the same.


London came calling amid grief. I was signed as a songwriter to Universal Music Publishing and 19 Entertainment, home of the Spice Girls and David Beckham. Moving to London, I was half expecting people to sing to me as I came in through the arrivals area of Heathrow, or to see Hugh Grant walking around Notting Hill, but the reality was somewhat different. Skint and living in the arse-end of east Putney, being that weird, country Irish lad who says hello to everyone on the street (heads up, don’t say hello to everyone on the street in London, or you’ll end up in a psychiatric facility) and experiencing the wrath of a rush-hour underground journey in a train you do not fit in while being tutted at by people stuck under your armpit, is not exactly a Richard Curtis movie.


 


One thing that is never that far around the corner when you are internalising and repressing pain is addiction. I was hyper-aware of addiction. No matter how fucked up things got, I was determined it would never capture me. But that is not how addiction works. It waits till you have no defences left, and then it just swans in like a bad guy coming into a saloon in a Western. My weapon of choice was sleeping pills. I was consuming them like mints. I was battling severe insomnia in London, which was literally driving me insane: I could sense the sanity leaving me with each sleepless night. The sleeping pills were the lesser of two evils, but it did not take long before I was robbing scripts from doctors’ surgeries and pleading with pharmacies to sort me out. My addiction started to manifest physically. I began to lose my hair, and I would sweat so profusely that I would have to bring a change of clothes when meeting up with mates.


There was a real sense that I was losing the plot. Sure enough, a dark night of the soul, or whatever you want to call it, came, and it was fucking devastating. I will never forget the terror. There is a particular horror that comes with the belief that you have lost your mind. Your world becomes so small, so out of focus.


I got help that night. It was the most critical decision I had ever made.


Not long after this, I got offered a new job as a coach on the highly successful TV series The Voice of Ireland. I wasn’t sure if this was the right move, but I was skint. I could not even afford to fly home, and I missed my family a lot. (As depressed as I was, I wasn’t prepared to do the Holyhead ferry route to Dublin. You are either eight hours early or eight hours late for the ferry, and the Irish Sea is generally like an episode of Deadliest Catch.)


The production company said they would fly me home weekly, so I went for it. But all that went through my head from the minute I signed that contract was, You are going to have a panic attack on live television. It was a relentless anthem. Right enough, ten minutes before live TV for the biggest show in the country, our stage manager was banging on my dressing room door, screaming at me to get miked and get side of stage. Behind the door, I was gasping for air, retching on vomit, tears pissing down my face as I viciously shook on the floor, my carefully pressed shirt ripping at the collar in my attempt to catch a breath.


After what felt like an hour, but was probably only a minute or two later, I stood up and looked in the mirror. It’s over now, I thought. I can’t hide this. For those unaware, men wear make-up on television (for the shine, apparently). I looked like I had been dumped at my grad ball.


I do not know where my strength came from that night, but it has clarified one thing. This behaviour is not a weakness; we are not broken or powerless. People who deal with this are some of the most influential and strong people on this earth. Because I do not know many people who would have been able to get themselves out of the hole I was in that night, walk out onto prime-time TV, and pretend everything was all right. (Though to be fair, I had a lot of training at it.)


I don’t remember that show. I look back at it, and I do not recognise myself. Once the end credits rolled, I got into a taxi, returned to my hotel room and collapsed. I sobbed for hours; I only stopped because I got so dehydrated there were no tears left in me.


When you hit rock bottom, you have two choices: stay there, or find a way out.


 


In my experience, I see more in the dark. A clarity of self-awareness often comes when you are at your most vulnerable. It’s like an opportunity presents itself. My good friend and mentor, Michael Harding, once told me that depression is like a point of growth, because we are letting go of that part of ourselves that doesn’t serve us any more. But I think about it slightly differently. I don’t want to let go of that side of myself. It is part of me and the culmination of my life experiences. I tried to get to know that familiar stranger. I did not want to run away from him any more. You often hear folks say you should not make significant decisions at times of heightened emotion. That is a load of bollocks. These moments can be revolutionary catalysts for change. Lying on the hotel room floor, I experienced a coherency that had not visited me in many years. I made two decisions that would ultimately change the trajectory of my life and lead me on a path stranger than fiction.


The first decision was to speak publicly about my experience over the last two decades. I thought of the 14-year-old me sitting in my classroom after Kurt Cobain died, utterly lost and shamed. What words did I need to hear that day? What would have made me feel less alone? I didn’t want young people going through this sort of shit, thinking they are broken. I wanted to give them the language to express themselves – the language that felt so foreign to me and my friends growing up. I also knew I needed to take the power away from the public. I could not mute or numb myself any more. My behaviour was heavily influenced by other people’s perceptions of who I was. When you do prime-time entertainment TV, there is a sense that people have ownership over who you are. That becomes even more overwhelming when you don’t have a fucking clue who you are. There was a risk to this, but no one was talking about it. As prevalent as it is now in cultural discourse, it was non-existent 12 years ago.


I accepted that I would lose my job and have to leave the country. (Catastrophising has always been one of my most impressive cognitive skills.)


The other decision I made that night was to name my mind. I called him Jeffrey. ‘Listen, Jeffrey, this is not working for either of us,’ I said to the end of the bed, questioning my sanity, not for the first time in my life. Humanising the cognitive chaos that had battered me my whole life made it somewhat tangible and more real. I took out three pieces of hotel paper and wrote on one piece of paper everything Jeffrey liked, on another everything he didn’t like, and then finally everything we had to do to figure out why we were kicking the living shit out of each other every day. It was that simple.


The lists are unimportant, apart from what I was going to do. I got a new doctor, Neil Healy. He was the trendy new GP in town that all the mothers fancied. My mum would ask, ‘Did you go to see him? What’s he like?’ God help the guy, but I talked to him for over an hour. I purged myself. But for the first time, I felt fully contained and held by a health professional. He was honest about what lay ahead of me: ‘You’ve got to show up in therapy.’


I did not know what he meant, but I do now. He meant the scenic route, a longer journey, crap roads and hills – but the view was worth it. What I learned on the way transformed my life in a way that feels almost unrecognisable from what I experienced in the past. And I’m telling you all this because I need you to know that what you are about to read is not a lecture. I do not speak from an elevated position; I talk to you as your peer and fellow human trying to navigate the shitshow of life.


But let’s return to my childhood bedroom, where I started this story. As I lay on the bed, I put on my headphones and took my first step towards mindfulness meditation – after finally heeding the well-intentioned and incessant encouragement of my more awakened friends and colleagues.


There is an array of definitions for mindfulness. The most commonly used is ‘paying attention to the present moment without judgement’. (I sometimes like to define it as stepping into an ice-cold shower – the minute the water cuts the arse off you, tell me if you’re worrying about yesterday or what you have to do tomorrow! But my colleagues haven’t entirely warmed to that one.) In a world high on information, we often seek out complex and convoluted explanations and dismiss the mundane and obvious ones. I advocate embracing the simplicity of this definition, but frequently, the simplest of explanations come with the most significant challenges. The modern world has conditioned us to be anything but mindful. In fact, for many of us, sitting down and focusing our awareness on our body or breath has become a genuinely testing endeavour.


And I was nervous. I found it challenging to focus on my breath, as that was the core manifestation of my panic attacks. Sitting still for longer than a minute without my skin crawling was impossible. My central nervous system would cramp. I was also immensely embarrassed at the idea of meditation. I don’t know why I was so allergic to the concept of it. I used to get pissed off with well-intentioned people telling me to meditate, as if it was the panacea to every possible ailment that existed. I also equated spirituality with religion. And organised religion had quite literally beaten any spirituality I had out of me.


Nobody could know I was exploring this. I pressed ‘play’ on the audio link. It started with a voice halfway between angelic and creepy, a stock ambient track with trickling water that annoyingly always triggers my need to pee (I have the bladder of a 95-year-old). But then something strange started to happen. I sensed an ease filter through my chest. My typically shallow breath deepened and slowed. The chaos and carnage that ruled my mind were replaced with a clearing. There was an acceptance of the experience and a letting go of the need to control.


I don’t say this lightly, but I was beginning to relax.


Dimly, I could hear the muffled sound of someone coming up the stairs. Mum was probably coming up to turn on the heating. The steps were coming towards my room. My serene state now disturbed, my central nervous system reverted to type. My dad knocked on my bedroom door to inform me that dinner was ready, dragging me from the first sense of peace I had experienced without drugs or alcohol in 20 years. Like a petulant child, I screamed, ‘I AM MEDITATING!’


My dad thought I said something else. As I mentioned, Dad’s hearing is not what it used to be.


Ten minutes later, sitting at the kitchen table, I thought about smoothing the situation. ‘Da, can you pass the sauce?’


He couldn’t look me in the eye.


It was less embarrassing for me to let Dad believe that I was, you know . . . than to tell him I was meditating. I thought there was less explanation involved.


So, if you are reading this, Dad, I would like to confirm, for the record:


I WAS MEDITATING.










Act I










The Polaris Principles


The North Star, Polaris, is not merely a distant light scattered on the fabric of the night sky. It is a symbol, a benchmark, a guiding hand stretched across time. For centuries, Polaris has served as a beacon for those navigating through life’s upheavals, when the world feels as if it’s unravelling, when the familiar is stripped away, leaving only the unknown. While other stars drift with the Earth’s restless turning, Polaris remains steadfast, a fixed point in the chaos, whispering assurances of direction to those who require it. And isn’t that what we all seek? A constant when all else falters, a still centre when the ground beneath us shifts? In a world so often elusive with uncertainty, we long for a marker, something to anchor, orient and remind us of where we are and, perhaps, who we are (at the risk of sounding like a moment of reflection in a Hallmark movie).


But Polaris is not just a celestial compass: it is also a reminder that direction exists even when it cannot be seen, even when the world is cloaked in darkness. Polaris reminds us that true direction isn’t something we chase across the stars but discover patiently within ourselves. It tells us that we possess an internal North Star in our darkest moments – an unyielding point of light to navigate by. To find it, we need only trust the stillness and the simple truth that, no matter how fierce the storm, something steady and unshaken remains within us: what Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth-century German philosopher, referred to as ‘a place in the soul where you’ve never been wounded’.


This book is about using all my creative and personal experience and knowledge to help guide you to that place, through personal stories, academic learnings, carefully constructed sonic soundtracks and spoken-word mindful reflections and meditations that will accompany each chapter. Over the past four years, I have composed and crafted music and soundscapes to accompany this journey – pieces that, for me, echo the spirit, sentiment and direction of the path we are about to walk. Music has always been my truest gateway into mindfulness meditation; in the most challenging chapters of my life, it offered something sacrosanct: a symphony amid the chaos. As Victor Hugo said: ‘Music expresses that which cannot be put into words and that which cannot remain silent.’


What you will hear, and I hope, too, what you will feel, is my recovery, a journey back to something I thought I had lost. For a time, I drifted from performance, writing and the simple act of sitting at a piano and believing in what my hands could create. Every touch of the keys brought more doubt than music. But in recent years, there has been a reconnection, a gradual rebuilding of confidence, a return to knowing. The music you’ll hear carries me back to when it was all new: sitting at my grandfather’s Bechstein piano, utterly enchanted by the way hammers striking strings could make the air shimmer with sound. Today, screens and noise often steal children’s wonder, but I found mine, long ago, in the sound of that piano. What you’ll also hear is music that, at times, felt as if it wrote itself – music that will walk with you, step by step, offering a sanctuary of sound as you make your way towards the untainted, unaffected, steady and consistent part of yourself. The part of yourself that holds steady when the world shakes.


For me, the combination of language, the human voice and music is the most powerful of all healers, and I aim to communicate in three ways: through relatability, I want you to see yourself in my words and stories; through vulnerability, because that moves you from the head into the heart, and that is where change happens; and, finally, through functionality – I want you to have something you can apply to your everyday lives, interactions and relationships.


Very importantly, I don’t speak from a place of hierarchy like I have all this figured out and spend my days dancing in nirvana, but I want to talk to you as a fellow human and with all the good, the bad and the ugly that comes with that. But I want you to know you are in safe hands here. I will guide you with care and courage. All I ask for is an open heart and mind, and a little bravery – because it will take that.


 


To help you find the place that has never been wounded, I will guide you through four acts. This first act of the book concerns the ‘Polaris principles’ – a set of principles, a north star, to help guide you when you get lost. These five guiding attitudes will help you navigate the journey inwards, sometimes called attitudes of practice, stemming from the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn.


This exploration isn’t about discovering something new but remembering something that’s always been there.


As Act I unfolds, we step together into a journey that invites us to listen more deeply and reflect more honestly using the principles and guidance of mindfulness, to rediscover a part of ourselves that has remained untainted by the turbulence of life. Mindfulness, however, is not a smooth road leading to a fated destination; it’s an uneven, bumpy track that requires patience, attention and emotional flexibility. This practice of turning the awareness inwards is a deliberate act of slowing down in a world that pushes us towards speed, distraction, productivity and constant output. It’s not about adding something more; it’s about peeling back what no longer serves you. The path inwards winds and weaves; it was never meant to be a straight road. You will lose your way – we all do – and in those moments of wandering, something essential is found. Getting lost is not a detour; it is the way.


The Polaris principles are here to steady you when the ground beneath you feels uncertain, the direction hazy. Some old patterns, life traps and worn-out habits cling to us more than we realise and, here, we are given the space to lay them down and move beyond them. But letting go doesn’t mean losing. It means making room. These principles will help you sense the overwhelming moments, bring you back when you drift, and anchor you. They are not rigid rules to follow but steady companions to lean on.


As we begin, I ask only this: approach the journey with openness. Trust that even in moments of doubt or discomfort, a part of you knows the way. These principles are your guide to rediscovering that steady, untouchable core – the place that has never been wounded.


So, what are the Polaris principles? Before we explore them through richer detail and more personal reflection, let me summarise them here.


1. Non-judgement


The first Polaris principle of non-judgement is a cornerstone, and a radical act in a culture so attuned to the very act of judgement. Imagine, if you will, stepping into a boundless landscape of the present moment, unshackled by the weight of critique. It sounds deceptively simple. But the human mind complicates even the purest intentions with its intricate layers and looping narratives. In our external lives, judgement is the currency of interaction. Socially, personally and professionally, we craft ourselves as actors on a stage, rehearsing lines for an audience that may not even be listening. The sociologist Erving Goffman spoke of the presentation of the everyday self.1 We each carry two versions of ourselves through the world. The front-stage self is the polished actor, carefully lit and scripted, stepping into society’s gaze. This is the self we craft to belong, conform and meet the swirling expectations placed upon us. It is not false, but it is, perhaps, incomplete. Behind the curtain, however, waits another self: truer, and often trembling with the weight of its authenticity. This backstage self knows the lines we wish we could say, the truths we long to live. Yet fear – that perennial critic – keeps the curtains drawn. We worry that the applause will stop if the world glimpses this unrehearsed version of us. And so, in essence, we are all actors in a play we did not entirely audition for, hoping that, one day, we might step fully into the light as ourselves.


Still, even Goffman couldn’t foresee the dizzying spotlight of social media, where perception is no longer a side effect but a central axis around which we spin. This fear of judgement infiltrates our inner world, too, like a stubborn shadow. It whispers, ‘You’re not enough. You’ll never get it right. Why bother?’


These are not truths, but echoes of a system that keeps us tethered to self-doubt.


But here’s the foundational core of mindfulness: we are not here to battle judgement or cling to it. We are here to let it pass.


As you move towards the unaffected, steady and consistent part of yourself, you will realise that judgement has no seat at this table. It will beg for a fight you don’t need to give. So, when judgement arises, and it will, meet it with a gentle awareness. No resistance, no blame. And then, let it go.


In this letting go, you will discover the lightness you’ve been carrying all along, hidden beneath the heavy costumes we wear for a world obsessed with criticism and performance.


And, over time, the self we show and the self we are become the same.


2. Untethering


We arrive now at our second Polaris principle: untethering, or the craft of letting go. After we’ve begun to grasp and practise non-judgement, this principle invites us to loosen the grip we often place on outcomes and to release the shackles of expectation. When we sit with ourselves and enter our internal world, it’s natural to arrive with a purpose – a desire to feel relaxed, content or energised, a yearning to emerge transformed in some way. We clutch at the hope for a positive experience, clinging to moments of ease or bracing ourselves against the possibility of discomfort. We push away the prick of restlessness, distract ourselves and retreat into imagined worlds. This is instinctual, this dance of attachment and aversion. It is deeply human. But life itself is impermanence, a great shifting tide that gives and takes in equal measure. The tighter we hold on to something – pleasure, peace, certainty – the more elusive it can become.


This principle calls us to untether ourselves from desires and the need to control and curate our internal experience. To unshackle from outcomes and be as we are in the exposed immediacy of the moment. On this path, you will encounter beauty that captivates and fears that consume. Let them come. Let them go. Do not make this sacred space another battleground, another place to measure your worth. You have no ‘key performance indicator’ here, no boxes to tick, and no metrics to meet.


Untethering in mindfulness meditation is not something to conquer or perfect. It’s the awareness of the existence of our need to control our internal experience rather than to witness it. It’s a reprieve from the relentless striving of the external world – a space that belongs to you, and you alone. Let go of the need for this to be anything other than what it is. Release yourself from the pendulum of time and the burden of consequences and conclusions. Sink into the present moment, untethered, and discover the freedom in simply being, whatever that may be.


3. The Novice Soul


The third Polaris principle concerns ‘the novice soul’. Of all the Polaris principles, this one altered my meditation practice, and indeed my everyday life, most strikingly. It gave me back something I thought was long buried beneath the debris of adulthood: wonder.


There’s a concept in Taoism: the uncarved block. This is the unaltered, untouched state before life whittles us into shapes. Before we learn to see the world through filters of expectation and exhaustion. This is how we enter the world: as novice souls, curious, absorbing the ordinary as if it were revelation. A child doesn’t merely walk; they explore. They don’t just see; they witness, with the focus akin to a neurosurgeon while partaking in the most mundane of tasks. Every moment arrives pristine, unburdened by what came before or what might come after. Somewhere along the way, we unlearn this. We mistake jadedness for wisdom and hurry for purpose. But that original way of being, that uncarved presence, never truly leaves us. It lingers in the edges of our attention, waiting to be rediscovered.
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