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For my darling Gabriella.


 


Just in case.


   

Foreword


Shoulders of Giants


Talking Sticks have been used as instruments of dialogue and democracy by many tribes for centuries, including the Aboriginals of Australia, the Maoris of New Zealand and indigenous peoples of the Northwest coast of North America. These sticks are passed around at tribal council meetings and important ceremonies, allowing only the person holding the stick to speak. This enables each person to be heard as they express their point of view.


My mentor for sixteen years, Dr K. Bradford Brown, was part Washoe, a Native American tribe of Nevada and California. After the Californian gold rush brought an influx of European-American settlers, Washoe lands were broken up into allotments, and calls for a Washoe reservation, along with compensation for lost resources, were ignored. Instead of retaining precious land in the Pine Nut Mountains, they were left with barren plots that had little access to water. They were finally awarded shockingly modest compensation in 1970. 


Brad adapted the use of the Talking Stick for a particular ceremony he held at the end of his advanced courses, using it as an instrument of gratitude, a tradition we maintain to this day. The Talking Stick is placed in the centre of a circle and people take turns to pick it up, bang it three times on the floor in front of someone they feel grateful to and express their thanks. 


In essence, this is about recognising those who source us in our lives – the people who touch and awaken us, from whom we learn and grow. Brad was a clinical psychologist, psychotherapist, theologian and Episcopalian priest, but he drew on ancient spiritual traditions from far and wide as well as modern psychological wisdom and practices. Notably, he was a direct student of Viktor Frankl, who survived Auschwitz and went on to write Man’s Search for Meaning, as well as of the great twentieth-century British philosopher, Alan Watts, who brought Eastern philosophy to the West, and the North American humanistic psychologist, Carl Rogers. Brad was careful to acknowledge them all.


As Brad’s student, these are just a few of the giants on whose shoulders I stand. He probably wouldn’t like me calling him a ‘giant’. He used to say, ‘There are no extraordinary people, just ordinary people who do extraordinary things with what they have been given.’ Brad was so committed to experiential learning, he never wrote a book describing his work. However, he regretted this in his later years and even outlined the book he wanted to write, but it came too late. And when he was near his end, I promised him I would write it one day. It would not be his book, or even follow his outline. It would be mine. It could only be mine, but it would be about his teachings and how I have endeavoured to live by them. As I write, it is now ten years since Brad died in 2007. And I am finally fulfilling that promise.


Throughout these pages, I have acknowledged what he created and taught me. Over the years, my whole being, my very cells have been imbued with his wisdom. Accordingly, on occasion, his words may come out as mine. This is not because I lay false claim to them, but because I have absorbed them like a sponge absorbs water. As such, I own what he has passed down to me and can think of no better way to honour his legacy than this. At the same time, this is my story, and in it I am sharing the insights I have come to through my own inner work, some of these picking up where Brad left off. I own these too. I have come too far in my own development not to. In all this, I honour my teacher and my own becoming. I have sought to be as transparent and authentic as I know how to be. Only a few names and dates have been changed out of respect to certain people, a couple of whom I slightly fictionalised to guard their privacy. Some others have given me permission to share intimate parts of their lives, for which I am grateful. And while this is in part my story, my story is not its point. The point is to share the alchemy of fused wisdoms, among them those that came to Brad before I knew him and those that came to me through other channels – including, and especially, lifeshocks.


It is also important to note that some of the insights in this book are ‘out there’ in other forms, which I acknowledge where I can. Brad developed his work in the 1970s and brought it forward in these particular forms in 1981. As well as the influences they came from, some of these ideas have since morphed into human consciousness on a much greater scale. This may well be an example of the ‘hundredth monkey’ phenomenon, whereby a sudden shift in consciousness happens when a critical mass point is reached. It is so named because, in 1952, a group of scientists conducted an experiment with a colony of Japanese monkeys on the island of Koshima. They dropped sweet potatoes in the sand for the monkeys to eat. The monkeys liked the taste, but not the sand and dirt. One monkey solved this problem by washing the potatoes in a stream and then taught other monkeys to do the same. After several years, a certain number of monkeys (symbolically estimated at ninety-nine) had learned this technique when, suddenly – at the point of the hundredth monkey – all the monkeys spontaneously washed their potatoes without needing to be taught. Even more remarkable, this breakthrough in monkey consciousness spread to other islands, where monkeys began washing their potatoes too, as if a new field of awareness had been created. This is a fine example of what Rupert Sheldrake later termed (somewhat controversially) ‘morphic resonance’, a process whereby memory is inherent in nature and ‘telepathy-type interconnections between organisms’ exist.


I believe something similar has been happening over the past four decades with some of the ideas in these pages – perhaps most notably the understanding that our beliefs drive our behaviour, generate our emotions and can profoundly limit our true potential. Such insights are not unique and, in a world of profound psychological and spiritual suffering, this is cause indeed to rejoice. 


Equally, I love Elizabeth Gilbert’s notion that ideas are sentient entities, floating around the psychic sphere and beckoning us to bring them into the world. If one person misses it, the idea moves on to the next person until someone lets it in. Personally, I picture them tapping on several shoulders at once and then manifesting in different forms. This may not be a verifiable concept, but somewhere between this and the ‘hundredth monkey’, universal wisdoms seem to find their way into the world.


At the same time, I have not seen the same cut on how life works as I intend to share in this book by introducing whoever reads it to lifeshocks – their nature, meaning and purpose which, once recognised, may lead us to love the apparently unlovable and forgive the apparently unforgivable. Nor have I come across more powerful methods for personal and collective transformation. May this book serve as a Talking Stick for life itself. And may it add something of real value to the evolution of humanity and the world we call home.




Dr K. Bradford Brown
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Dr Kenneth Bradford Brown, informally known as Brad, was my beloved teacher from 1992 until his death in 2007. Brad was born of humble origins in Nevada, USA. After graduating from high school, he started a dry-cleaning business near Oakland, California, married and became a jazz band leader. Called to the ministry following a spiritual awakening, he attended the University of California before continuing on to seminary. He was ordained as an Episcopalian priest, immersing himself in the Civil Rights movement and anti-war activism while serving in two parishes. While he eventually stopped working as a parish priest, he remained an ordained priest until his death. 


Brad studied directly under Carl Rogers, Viktor Frankl and Alan Watts, three major contributors to the philosophy and practice of psychology in the last century. He was also highly influenced by Dr Aaron Beck’s Cognitive Therapy, the social psychologist Erich Fromm, as well as the ideas of George Ivanovich Gurdjieff and P. D. Ouspensky’s Fourth Way philosophy. Frankl, who survived Auschwitz said, ‘The last of the human freedoms is to choose your own attitude in any given situation, to choose your own way.’ This simple, profound truth underpins the methodology that became Brad Brown’s life’s work. His mission was to advance and modernise transformative learning, making it accessible to anyone who wanted to change their lives and enabling them to walk a conscious, courageous and sacred life path through an asleep, fearful and secular world.


In the mid-1970s Brad founded the Institute for Family and Human Relations in Los Gatos, California, with his wife Dr Anne Brown. By 1979 he had evolved a new methodology that he called ‘the work’ (a name later chosen, coincidentally, by Byron Katie), but never wrote a book about it. He believed transformation could not be understood, only experienced, so he co-founded, with Dr Roy Whitten, an educational programme in 1981 (originally called The Life Training and now called More To Life), which has touched the lives of thousands of people across four continents.


In the 1990s, Brad teamed up with Janet Jones and Sophie Sabbage to take his work into the corporate world through their company, Interaction. As a result, his work has reached top retailers, banks, airlines, penal institutions, domestic violence shelters and pioneering educational and charitable institutions – from the Mandela Rhodes Foundation in South Africa to the Prince’s Trust in the UK, and in school and university programmes on both sides of the Atlantic. Brad and Sophie conducted his last Board meeting at his home in California three months before he died.


A servant leader in every way, Brad grew a cadre of other leaders to take the work forward. He resisted being in the limelight or hailed as a guru. He was an avid sailor who travelled widely and a prolific journal writer. Brad died on 10 August 2007, survived by his wife Anne, five of his six children and a growing number of grandchildren and great-grandchildren.




Legal Page


Some of the material in this book is copyrighted. It is included for personal use, which is greatly encouraged. However, it cannot be sold, taught, published or reproduced without permission. Specifically: 


The Structure of Selfhood, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The ‘I Am’ Structure, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Five Practices, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Deception Generator, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


False Cause (Lifeshock-Mindtalk-Reaction), © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Principle of Veracity, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Clearing Process, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Cost Process, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Life As It Is Model, © Copyright K. Bradford Brown PhD 1983. All rights reserved.


The Grief Process, © Copyright Sophie Sabbage 2015. All rights reserved.







Preface


Have you ever wondered if life is trying to tell you something?


 


This is a book about all the unwanted and unexpected moments of our lives, many of which we don’t like and some of which we do. They surprise us. They blindside us. They shock us. They command our attention. These are not once-in-a-while events, but usually a dozen-a-day encounters with what we cannot control, predict or plan. Some bounce off us, some scratch the surface of our lives, others strike deep into our being. These moments are collision points between life as we see it and life as it actually is. They seem so random, so unfairly distributed, so out of the blue. 


And yet.


What if these moments are a personalised navigation system helping us chart our way to more authentic, creative and loving lives?


What if there is a pattern to them that may accelerate our development if we could only see it?


And what if life really is trying to tell us something about our own essence and purpose?


If there is as much to these moments as this book proposes, then they deserve a distinguishing term to help us recognise them more easily: lifeshocks. As I will explain, it is, in fact, a term that has been in use since 1981, but has not yet found its way into our culture or common vernacular. It is my sincere hope that one day it will appear in official dictionaries with this definition:


Lifeshock. Noun. An unwanted or unexpected moment in time, offering an opportunity for personal awakening.


In these pages I will explain how lifeshocks awaken us. I will illuminate their nature and purpose through the teachings that have been passed down to me, as well as through my own experience of consciously engaging with lifeshocks for more than half my life. Until now, I have taught this material face to face, helping people to dive deep before coming up lighter and freer than they were before. My teacher, Brad Brown, used to say, ‘Understanding (versus experiencing) this is the booby prize.’ For this reason, I have offered my deeply personal and erstwhile private story as a vehicle for bringing the theory and teachings to life. I have also included some anonymous stories that clients – as well as a few identified people I know – have kindly allowed me to share. These are a sprinkling of the thousands of stories I could tell.


In particular, I am going to tell you about three kinds of lifeshock we all receive: limiting lifeshocks, which challenge our arrogance and appetite for control; exposing lifeshocks, which challenge our deceptions and pretences; and evoking lifeshocks, which challenge our closed-heartedness. I will also show how these lifeshocks guide us back to the best in ourselves and the possibilities we may have abandoned at the roadside.


Before I met Brad in person, I participated in a course led by one of his top team, a woman called Sue Oldham. The strength of her backbone was matched by the tenderness of her heart. She had remarkable authority and compassion, neither hard nor soft, but powerful, loving, bold. I didn’t really get the teachings at that point. I just wanted to have what she had; to walk through the world as a woman as at home in myself as she was. At one point in her career, she had worked as a school guidance counsellor. One day, a girl came into Sue’s office in floods of tears because her parents were splitting up. She believed it would be a disaster for her mother, that she would have to choose between her parents at Christmas and would get caught in the middle of their conflict. Later the same day, another girl skipped into Sue’s office smiling because her parents were splitting up. She believed it was an opportunity for her mother to be happy and find a partner who loved her and was excited at the prospect of getting two Christmases every year. These girls were twin sisters.


As I will show, the human mind is highly interpretative. It is capable of generating profound pain, loneliness and self-deception that becomes the bedrock of our lives. It is also capable of remarkable wisdom, resourcefulness and courage, helping us scale heights of wonder and plumb depths of insight beyond any goals we have set out to achieve. The imagination can destroy, and it can create. It can react against lifeshocks and it can respond to them. It can close to what might be on offer and it can open to extraordinary possibilities even in the darkest of circumstances. We can harness the destructive aspect and liberate the creative aspect. We can treat what life brings us as incidental and haphazard or as deliberate and intimate, mysteriously customised for our evolution as human beings. This book will show you how.


You will find practical ‘take-outs’ at intervals between the chapters in Part Two. These are the skills and practices I normally guide people through on courses, but I hope readers who resonate with the philosophy I am sharing will feel stirred to navigate life in a similar way. And for anyone who wishes to learn these methods with skilled guides to support them, they will find that information too. 


These are largely therapeutic tools that have been repurposed for self-management. One way of looking at them is as ‘lifeshock therapy’. Instead of relying on a therapist to help us through challenges, we can rely on ourselves. We can apply these skills to whatever life throws at us. We don’t need to have major problems to benefit. We just need to be open to learning and discovering more of what’s possible. We can even see life itself as a treatment room and the events of our lives as the encounters that will help us become our best selves. Instead of perceiving life as something to contend with much of the time, we can begin to see it as the teacher of all teachers, with tutorials that uniquely target our individual awakening and expansion. 


To this end, my intention is to reveal the remarkably reliable way that lifeshocks can help us find what we most long for, if we only knew how to decipher them: inner strength, connection, belonging, freedom from self-imposed limitations, acceptance of real limitations, integrity, a sense of place and purpose, the power to respond creatively to challenging events, faithfulness, fulfilment, possibility, joy, wonder, expansion, being able to rest in peace before we die. 


I will show how limiting lifeshocks can restore our natural inner authority and help us glory in our flawed, fallible, beautiful humanness; how exposing lifeshocks can call us back to our authentic selves and a willingness to walk through the world with nothing to prove, but everything we have to offer; and how evoking lifeshocks can bring down the walls around our hearts, ending our loneliness and teaching us not just how to love, but how to be loved. This much treasure is at hand.


Life is not what it seems. We are not what we fear we are or believe we have to be. Extraordinariness is not the reserve of the few and the sacred is not confined to other realms. To discern the nature and purpose of lifeshocks is, as my friend Dr Roy Whitten once said, ‘one thing that can change everything’. It can place us on our true path and offer passage out of the morass. It can bring us home to ourselves at any moment in any situation on any day. 




With very special thanks to:


Dr Rosie Jackson, author of The Glass Mother and The Light Box, for your adept hands in these pages, your piercingly accurate feedback (especially your utter truthfulness about aligning my being with my words), your long friendship in my life and all you have taught me about how to write, not to mention how to love the Source of It All.


David Templer, More To Life senior trainer and dear friend, for the generosity with which you helped me discern the nuances of Brad’s work over several ‘Zoom’ calls, the research you did for me without my needing to ask, your contribution to the appendix and all you do to sustain Brad’s legacy. You are an oracle of wisdom. 


Dr Roy Whitten, who co-founded the More To Life programme with Brad, co-created the core entry-level course, played an important role in shaping some of the material, and whose contribution for many years made a lasting difference. Brad was my teacher, but Roy touched my heart and inspired my living too. He also officiated my multi-faith marriage to John. Together he and Brad birthed what has changed the lives of thousands.


My brother, Rupert Edwards, for literally saving my life in the autumn of 2017. You may not like me saying that publicly, but some gratitude is to be shouted out loud.


Anne Brown, Brad Brown’s widow, for trusting me to write this book and to honour the legacy of a man we loved in different ways and miss so acutely. 


Professor William Torbert, creator of Action Inquiry and author of The Power of Balance, for all you have taught me about living in inquiry, moment to moment.


John Hoover PhD, author of The Uniting Power of Conflict, for your valuable contribution to Brad’s body of work, some of which is reflected in these pages.


The people who have supported me emotionally and spiritually in these recent challenging years: especially Catherine Rolt, Stuart Camp, Dr Kim Jobst, Peggy Jarrett.


Mark Booth, my awesome editor, for your patience and brilliance, for caring about my wellbeing more than my deadlines, and for seeing my value as an author.


And finally, but most importantly, my husband John Sabbage. Because of you, this book exists. Because of you, I know peace.




Part One


Stillness Moves


What if I should discover that the poorest of the beggars and the most impudent of offenders are all within me; and that I stand in need of the alms of my own kindness, that I, myself, am the enemy who must be loved – what then?


C. G. Jung




1


What If?


I am lying stock-still, my head completely immobilised. It has been bolted into a Gamma Knife radiation machine with a stereotactic metal frame that was drilled on to my skull with four screws – two at the front, just above my temples, and two at the back, in the equivalent position. This ensures the medical team can target each brain tumour with meticulous accuracy while protecting the surrounding tissue. 


Multiple tumours pepper both hemispheres, each one measuring between one and five millimetres. The tumours are threatening to take me out piece by neurological piece. 


My neuro-oncologist has elected to treat them all in one session and estimates it will take eight hours. Apparently, this is not the norm, but he has decided I am not the norm either. So here I am. Locked in. 


The irony is not lost on me. I have been searching for stillness for over thirty years, but have rarely found it. 


I cultivated many failed versions of stillness over the years: going on retreats ‘to be peaceful’; trying to meditate my way into it (and invariably falling out of it); wandering alone across mountains hoping stillness would bleed through the clouds; practising it like a method; pursuing it like a destination; chasing it like the end of a rainbow. If I am just aware enough, diligent enough, conscious enough, loving enough, generous enough and ‘spiritual’ enough (whatever that means), then surely stillness will be mine. 


But none of this worked, which may be why I have ended up lying inside a giant Polo mint (which is what radiotherapy machines usually look like), fully conscious and unable to move for the best part of a day. I laugh in fractions because the frame won’t allow more. I’ve been living with incurable lung cancer for two years. By the time I received the diagnosis it had spread widely. I was offered whole brain radiation, which indiscriminately targets the brain for the multiple metastases they found at that point, but turned the treatment down. Fortunately, we found other ways to get rid of almost all the tumours and the disease stabilised for a prolonged period. Now they are back, and I am lying in this machine trying to come to terms with this latest development.


At first my mind is as active as my daughter’s legs, which were running before she was born. The pregnancy was considered ‘high risk’ because I conceived her at the age of forty-two and experienced a few complications. Consequently, I had regular ultrasound scans to monitor her wellbeing and her legs were always moving at a gallop. I never saw her sleeping or lying still in the womb. Then, as a baby, she didn’t rest her head on my shoulder in that placid way I used to envy other mothers for, and car trips have always been problematic. As a toddler, she couldn’t bear being strapped into her child seat for longer than a few minutes, screaming her objections on almost every journey until, aged two, she simply announced (after I’d been driving for ten minutes), ‘Mummy, my legs are bored.’ 


She is six as I write this and it is rare to get through a bedtime story in one sitting. ‘Why can’t you sit still?’ I asked her one night as she did half a dozen head-flips on the bed while I turned the pages of a book. ‘Because I am bouncy, Mummy,’ she replied, upside down, ‘I’m very bouncy.’ I set the story aside and watched her for a few minutes, shifting position occasionally to ensure she didn’t land on me, and wondering if she would ever love books as I do. She can hardly stand the inertia, whereas I, at the same age, couldn’t stand being torn away from whatever I was reading. I never had that kind of physical energy. I wasn’t brave like her. I didn’t want to climb the highest tree or dive into the deepest part of the river. I never managed a headstand, cartwheel or even a backward roll. My body was tentative and ungainly, unsure of itself in the world. My gym teacher at primary school said I had ‘no natural spring’ and that was that. I stopped springing. 


My energy has been predominantly mental. As I lie here, I observe my mind oscillating between opposing positions like a clock pendulum: this is a nightmare; this is remarkable; this is the end; this is a new beginning; I don’t deserve this; I do deserve this; it’s my fault; it’s no one’s fault; I’m going to die; I’m going to live; I’m out of control; I’m in control; I haven’t done enough to heal; I’ve done all I could to heal; I can’t go on with this; I can go on with this; I don’t know how to go on; I must go on. And my mind rolls on and on like a freight train gaining speed, passing each thought like station platforms on both sides of the track, but arriving nowhere. Each shift in perception creates a temporary shift of emotion, my heart closing and opening again like shutters on a camera, momentarily locked in the darkness and then letting in the light. It doesn’t make a difference if my mind is being deceptive and destructive or eager and encouraging. Neither brings me to stillness. And I start to realise that however much the mind says, ‘I want stillness’, the reality of stillness is the last thing it wants because it cannot bear not to exist. Is this why stillness is almost impossible to find?


As my mind runs on, I recall my neuro-oncologist explaining why I need to lie here for eight hours. Initially they found eight tumours at a routine scan, but as soon as the metal frame had been fitted, he scanned my brain with a very fine-cut MRI machine to pick up any others that may have been missed.


‘Mrs Sabbage, we found twenty-seven tumours,’ he reported in the upbeat tone of a detective who has solved a crime.


Twenty-seven. Twenty-seven. Twenty-seven. The words flash by repeatedly. My mind is trying to evade this hard-to-swallow truth and I keep seeing my daughter, Gabriella, somewhere in a heartbroken future where I am just a memory of the mother she once had.


What if this doesn’t work? 


What if the tumours resist the radiation and claim dominion? What if they spread like wildfire through a forest until all the trees are down? 


What if I don’t make it? 


What if I don’t get to see my girl grow up?


What if I can’t guide her through a confused culture that mistakes social media ‘likes’ for acceptance, position for power and airbrushing for beauty? 


What if she learns to measure her worth by her waistline, her success by exam results, her specialness by how favourably she compares to others and her strength by the weight of her pain?


What if she gets lost in the spiritual supermarket where God is peddled in a thousand synthetic packages and stacked up on shelves like a display of competing brands? 


What if my time is up?


The conceptual mind is a trickster. It transports us down long, winding corridors with no cheese at the end of them – just damning judgements about our flaws and unsubstantiated suppositions about our futures. I have a mind, but am not my mind. I can bring it to heel or it will bring me to my knees, as it has on many occasions. And what better place to remember this than here, having twenty-seven brain tumours fried?




2


A Reluctant Prayer


The way the conceptual mind tricks us is unavoidable. It is part of the human condition and paradoxically necessary for our evolution. 


I grew up in the Christian tradition, saying prayers in school assembly and going to church on Sundays, much of which left me cold. But even in the emotional turmoil of my teenage years, I longed to quieten all the noise in my head: a voice that made me too ugly, too clever, too weird, too intense, too loud, too privileged, too fat, too emotional, too difficult and too damn much. My friends turned to boys for affirmation. I turned to books. Books were my place of prayer.


I devoured them from the age of three and loved getting English homework. I unwrapped words like sweets with foil wrappers and built tree houses out of sentences I wanted to move into. I tucked my secrets into the paragraphs of favourite pages and kissed them goodnight. Some of my sweetest and most vivid childhood memories are of books. 


I spent much of my eighth year riding the rollercoaster of cruelties and kindnesses encountered by Black Beauty, a horse in Victorian England. I read that book so many times I can still quote whole chunks of it by heart. I was also given a small brown cassette player on my seventh birthday and loved listening to the audio version on long car journeys. My mum tells me I used to fall asleep in the passenger seat next to her, with the cassette player on the floor by my feet where she couldn’t reach it, leaving her listening to the sad bits alone. Later, I learned the novel wasn’t written to be read by children, but because its author, Anna Sewell, wanted to change the cruel ways horses were treated in those days – and it did, dramatically. That was when I found out that books could change the world.


At the age of ten I read Harper Lee’s To Kill A Mockingbird in one sitting on a family holiday in New England. We were visiting friends who lived in a white, wooden, ocean-front house at the top of a cliff on the coast of Maine, with a view across the Atlantic Ocean. It was summer. Their garden was in full bloom and the table was laid for a fresh lobster lunch, but I wasn’t there. I was in Maycomb, Alabama, with Jem and Scout, as they found gifts in the tree outside Boo Radley’s place. I begged to be excused from socialising and was permitted to sit under a tree with my book while our hosts cooked lunch. 


Lobsters scream when thrown in boiling water and I cried listening to them. My dad tried to reassure me it was just a release of heated vapours whistling out of the shell joints, but I didn’t believe him. Though I wasn’t brave enough to save the lobsters, I refused to eat them, which gave me another excuse to keep reading about the complexities of race, class and injustice in the American Deep South of the 1930s. I finished my book under a tree in the summer sunshine, occasionally distracted by the great black-backed gulls laughing overhead, and listening to more lobsters scream.


From then on, I kept company with novelists and poets. I would bring them home after school or university and sit with them in the small hours, inviting them to change me. I wanted to be someone else, to be rewritten; to wake up one day cast as Cleopatra or Anna Karenina – beautiful, revolutionary and epically loved. 


By the time I finished university, where I studied English Literature, my large library overflowed with antidotes to my inadequacies. It was hallowed ground. As I packed up my student flat to go home, I bought a roll of black rubbish sacks, filling them with about five hundred books before storing them in the garage at my parents’ house in London. These included the beautifully bound collections my godmother had given me as a child, as if she knew in advance how deeply I would fall in love with literature. When I came to pick them up a few weeks later, they had gone. Believing the sacks were full of rubbish, Mrs Yeldham, my mum’s cleaner, had thrown them all away. The following morning, I barely registered the degree results that arrived in the post. I was too gutted to take that information in. 


There are moments in time when our internal perceptions are confronted by external events, when what is assumed, wished for or imagined collides with what actually is. I would later learn a term for these moments from the man who became my spiritual mentor: lifeshocks. This lifeshock – hearing the words, ‘I threw them away’ from the distraught, abjectly apologetic woman who had worked for my mum for years – forced me to face the unhealthy aspect of my attachment to books. It led me to admit that no number of books could provide permanent refuge from my deepening insecurities and the interminable noise in my head. They were not a temple. They were books. Brilliant, beautiful, mind-bending narratives that often fed my soul when it was hungry, but could not save me from my loneliness, my longing or my shame. I cried all day. I couldn’t stop. I kept saying sorry to Mrs Yeldham, who was almost as upset as I was, but the dam had broken – the one I had built with the complete works of Austen and Dickens, Shakespeare and the Brontë sisters, Maya Angelou and Mary Oliver. 


Eventually my mum, who was also there that day, got a bottle of wine from the fridge and poured three glasses. And we sat with Mrs Yeldham, getting drunk. 


Sometimes we need to lose what we are hiding behind to see that we are hiding. It took the sudden loss of my library to expose the emotional distress beneath my intellectual poise. Without my books, I felt naked. I had written a first-class dissertation about mad women in literature and women who wrote their way out of madness, while my own madness spiralled out of control.


I think that was the day my conscious quest for Something Greater began. I searched far and wide, often on life’s fringes because that’s where the New Age Movement could be found in those days. After university, when I worked as a copywriter for the BBC, I spent most of my spare time and much of my income immersed in psychological and spiritual development, signing up for as many courses and experiences as I could find: psychotherapy, astrology, meditation, rebirthing, sweat lodges, acupuncture, angel cards, spirit guides, worry beads, fire walking, psychic readings, flower remedies, past life regression and strange encounters with channelled beings from other worlds. Some of it made a difference, opening my eyes to versions of the divine from beyond the confines of my conservative upbringing and, at times, opening me up to myself. Some of it made no difference at all.


I knew I didn’t want to spend all day meditating or praying. I didn’t even want to eat lentils and drink herbal tea. I wanted to walk the streets of London, where I had lived most of my life, and find the divine in the paving cracks. I wanted to grasp life’s nettles to see what I, and they, were made of.


One day, in my early twenties, I was at a very low ebb. I was on holiday on the Greek island of Lesvos with two girlfriends from one of the courses I had taken at university. Lesvos was where, as a seventeen-year-old on holiday with my parents, I had first fallen in love and begun to believe I was more lovable than I had thought, though little evidence to that effect had surfaced since. I knew I was clever and interesting, up to a point, but was usually cast aside for someone thinner and prettier and less intense. Which was fair. I was intense. Apparently deep-and-meaningful was not an attractive quality to the few twenty-something men who thought I was hot and wanted to jump my bones. Invariably, they tired and moved on. 


There was a central street in the seaside village where we were staying, lined with bars and tavernas on both sides. Every evening the Greeks strutted up and down in their best attire, apparently as a way of meeting each other in a strictly controlled social culture. I sat in a taverna with my girlfriends, Suzy and Anna, eating calamari and watching people while we made up stories about their lives. We gave them names, jobs and passions, as if we were writing a soap opera, spinning the next episode about regular characters night after night. We ate at the same taverna each evening because I fancied the waiter, but when Suzy and Anna got bored of the menu they urged me to ask him out. Two glasses of wine later I had a date.


It was fun and purely physical, adding some spice to the sunshine and some credits to my self-esteem. I saw him when I wanted and skipped it when I didn’t. It was a bona-fide holiday fling. My real interest lay in deepening my friendships with Suzy and Anna – especially Suzy, who had a soft-skinned, full-lipped, unassuming beauty I appreciated more than envied, a wicked sense of humour and a quiet, self-possessed confidence that I wanted for myself. When she had invited me to join them on holiday, I had felt like the school nerd who was being befriended by the coolest girl in class.


The night before we flew back to England I got blind drunk on tequila shots that you down in one before licking some salt off your hand and biting into a slice of lemon – a new experience. I didn’t mean it to get so out of control. I just didn’t know my limits when it came to tequila and, with two girlfriends in attendance, I didn’t think it would matter. But then my Greek fling walked into the bar. He was very attractive, dark and swarthy, straight off the pages of a Mills and Boon novel. I remember him offering me a lift back to the cheap apartment rooms where we were staying and climbing on to his yellow motorbike with high handle bars. After consulting Suzy and Anna, who wanted to stay up a bit longer, I told him I was too drunk for any shenanigans, but yes please. I needed to crash out. 


I don’t remember what happened after that, but I woke up face down, half naked, uncovered, blood on the sheets, bruises on my thighs and shoulders, and very sore inside. He was long gone. ‘Date rape’ wasn’t even a term back then and it took me many years to really call it what it was. The fact of the assault was overshadowed by my shame for losing control and consciousness, the belief that I had invited it. I probably deserved it. I had been stupid and reckless. I had abused my own body long before someone else did, so what should I expect? I didn’t feel angry. Instead, I shrivelled into a familiar feeling of mortifying embarrassment, brought on by a brutal disregard of my body’s value. I locked the experience away with all the other self-harming secrets I had hoarded before that day. Until writing these words, I have never told a soul.


What I did do, on the last morning of our holiday, was go to the beach, place my feet in the salt water lapping over the rocks I perched on, and pray. My prayer was more reluctant than reverent, but it was honest. It sprang from that hollowed-out place inside where there is nothing to hold on to and no one to turn to. It was one of the loneliest moments of my life. The prayer went something like this:


I don’t know what to call you and that’s the problem. I don’t want to talk to the clouds or the carved image of a man dying on a cross above a stone cold altar. I want a flesh-and-blood spiritual teacher – someone worldly, fallible and wise. I want a human being I can look up to and speak to directly, who will give me clear-cut answers to deeply felt questions in the here-and-now.


Please, grant me access to a human teacher; a guide, not a guru; a Western master, not an Eastern mystic. I want someone who has mined the mysteries in a context similar to mine; who has learned to be in the world, but not of it; whose language I speak, whose heart I trust and whose feet still stumble upon this earth.


I didn’t say ‘Amen’, but I ended the prayer on my knees in the salty Mediterranean ocean, which washed the dried blood from between my legs and the self-pity from between my toes. 


Within days of returning home to London, another girlfriend gave me a small hardback book with a white cover called Touchstones for Awakening. Inside were glossy pages with short sayings like, ‘Other people’s criticisms are never so cruel as those we level against ourselves’ and ‘Aloneness is not so much about being separate from others as being separate from ourselves.’ Each one chimed with my inner experience until I found a small, black-and-white photo of the author on the inside flap: Dr K. Bradford Brown. He looked about sixty with white hair, twinkling eyes and deep grooves of living on his brow. I recognised him at once. My teacher.


It would be a couple more years before I met him in person. During that time, I took some of his courses, learnt his methodology for ‘personal growth’ and immersed myself in the educational programme he had founded in 1981 – which was called The Life Training at that time. I also discovered more about him. A clinical psychologist, theologian and psychotherapist, Dr Brown had started out as an Episcopalian priest in California, but stopped serving in a parish after some years. Not long after he was ordained he had taken to interrupting his droning congregation in the middle of a hymn and bellowing, ‘You are singing for the love of God, for GOD’S SAKE!’ His bishop did not approve. Devoted as he was to his chosen faith (he remained in the priesthood until he died), a white collar could not bridle him. He was a spiritual troublemaker.


As I mentioned in the preface, Dr Brown had been a direct student of three great twentieth-century influences: the Auschwitz survivor, Viktor Frankl, author of Man’s Search for Meaning; the American humanist psychologist, Carl Rogers; and the British philosopher, Alan Watts, who brought Eastern philosophy to the West. Brown often marked the margins of his books about spirituality and psychology with three letters, YBH: ‘Yes, But How?’ How do we repent? How do we forgive? How do we love neighbours who drop bombs on our cities or honour the fathers and mothers who have beaten and raped their children? How does the truth set us free? How do we live in the light? How do we access the unconscious mind? How do we heal divisions and mend our broken spirits when the whole world seems to be at war? Answering these ‘hows’ became his life’s mission.


Two years after my post-rape prayer on a Greek beach in Lesvos, I finally met the man who would become my spiritual mentor for the next sixteen years. I loved his work so much I wanted to do it full time, but the educational programme he founded was not-for-profit and couldn’t provide an adequate income. After some persuasion, a wonderful entrepreneur called Janet Jones convinced him to set up a company that would take his methods into large blue-chip organisations and I joined them within a year. It was called Interaction, grew into a successful business and I continued to lead it until my cancer diagnosis in 2014. In this capacity Brad was my business partner, and he often acknowledged me for evolving his work in ways he hadn’t considered when serving in these contexts. But above all, I was his apprentice and he was my teacher. There was never a hint of attraction or romance between us, but a few months before he died – leaving a tribe of other apprentices he had also raised into leaders – he clasped my hands in his and said, ‘Dearest Sophie, you could have done many things with your life. Thank you for choosing this path and being my wife in the work I created.’ He had not achieved enlightenment; far from it. He was flawed and fallible and, lest someone mistake him for a ‘guru’, wore his faults openly. But he was the perfect answer to my reluctant prayer. 
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Just In Case


As the radiation strikes, the hours replenish themselves. I am no longer judging this experience one way or the other. It is what it is and I am in it. Letting go. I have entrusted my beautiful brain to a team of strangers who are monitoring it every second to ensure I am still Sophie at the end of the procedure. And as I recognise this reality, gratitude dawns and spreads across my chest. This is what cancer does. It repeatedly brings my need for control to its knees.


All my life I have encountered Something Greater in the ebb more than the flow. From early on, I needed to march into the world not away from it, to find the sacred in the slime and grace in loss and peace on the other side of pain. I have never encountered the divine by going to a church or temple. I find it in those ‘lifeshock’ moments when what is really so confronts what I believe is so – until all the bullshit is shaken loose. 


This is what Dr Brown, whom I knew as ‘Brad’ and will refer to as Brad from now on, taught me: to look for specifics in a shit-storm; to pick one crest of one wave out of the rolling surf, the one that picks me by catching my attention more than the others; to hone in on a precise moment within the whole cascading experience. Not cancer, but ‘twenty-seven brain tumours’; not the loss of my books but the words, ‘I threw them away’; not date rape, but the bruises on my thighs after a night I couldn’t remember; not Gamma Knife radiotherapy, but the sight of a metal helmet screwed to my head like a vice when I looked in the mirror. 


This is a lifeshock: a moment in time when something happens that you didn’t want or expect. 


The specificity of these moments is very important. The mind loves to analyse events retrospectively, interpreting what happened by looking back on them and drawing conclusions. This is why some people spend years in counselling, trying to figure out the causes of their pain (which is a great way of not feeling the pain). Analysis does not reliably access the unconscious mind, which mostly stays hidden because that’s where it likes to stay. 


When Brad was a practising therapist, he realised that taking people back to a specific lifeshock moment, and asking them to re-experience it, instantly unlocked their emotions and unconscious ‘mindtalk’ (what we tell ourselves about any given thing). It is like opening a file on a hard drive. This is because the thoughts and feelings we had at the time, which went unnoticed, are sealed in the memory of a single instant. You may have observed those occasions when you tell someone a story about something that happened in your life and, as you speak about the particulars, your feelings surface again, sometimes with great force. What I am describing is a way to invite emotions and mindtalk to surface very deliberately so that we see them in the clear light of day. This is a way to access the unconscious at will.


We get dozens of lifeshocks a day, some more significant than others. We allow many to bounce off us, unnoticed. We perceive them through our senses: we hear, see, smell, taste and touch them. They are external to us, appearing as empirical data and colliding with our internal expectations of how things should be. They are out of our control. Through lifeshocks, factual reality knocks on the door of personal reality, inviting us to realign with it, like sailors responding to sudden changes in the wind direction by adjusting their sails. Discovering how to do so on a daily basis, while awakening and evolving in the process, is one of the primary purposes of this book.


Sometimes lifeshocks need to get very loud before we hear them. Sometimes we need to look death in the eye to realise what we want to make of living. Sometimes we don’t keep our promises until it is nearly too late. We think we have time. We get distracted. We doubt we can live up to our self-imposed standards. Until now, I haven’t known how to write about what Brad taught me and do it justice. He didn’t even do that himself. I’ve tried a few times and came closest in my first book, The Cancer Whisperer. But that didn’t express its true essence, just as it didn’t express the most sacred aspects of my relationship with cancer. 


Lying in this machine is a thundering wake-up call to remind me I am ready. I don’t need to write the book he might have written or attempt to emulate him in the process. There is a story to tell that integrates various wisdoms I have collected along the way, including my own. I have found my own voice.


My mind quietens and something stirs in the stillness. I breathe. I listen. I wait. 


Out runs Gabriella, at high speed. She fills my consciousness in the same way she fills our home with somersaults. She is north to my south and high to my low. Where I was awkward, she is at ease. Where I excel, she struggles and where I struggle, she excels. She is so like her daddy. 


The universe is a tease and, suddenly, I get the joke. In the autumn of my long search for stillness the universe gave me a child who can’t stop moving, even in her sleep. I start laughing again, still in fractions because my head can’t move. When I am as physically still as I have ever been, I realise that stillness moves. It opens its doors at the place where searching ceases. When I enter it, it enters me – not as something passive and silent, but as something animate and lived. Like rejoicing in my daughter’s relentless cartwheels instead of resisting them. Like finding a rapturous yes to my head being locked into a machine for eight hours while parts of my brain are being burnt away.


Gabriella is everywhere now, filling my consciousness as the treatment moves into its final hour. When she is twenty-eight and the last burnishes of youth yield to a definite, if still wide-eyed adulthood, I want to ask her how it was to grow up with the cancer that moved in with us, like a fourth member of the family, when she was just four years old: accompanying us everywhere; competing for her mum and dad’s attention; taking up room in our suitcases; pressing its face against car windows; crawling into our bed in the small hours and waking us up like a terrible dream.


Will she be able to forgive the tensions that boiled over in her direction and my long absences from home when I was receiving medical treatment instead of reading her stories or teaching her how to write? Would she release the fear that drove her into my arms, more than once, crying, ‘Mummy, Mummy, I’m scared you’re going to be deaded’, and the anger she once told ‘God’ she would feel towards Him forever if He took me to heaven instead of letting me stay here with her? Will I have done okay? Was I right to tell her the truth instead of hiding my illness and pretending things were normal for our family, whatever ‘normal’ is supposed to be? Was it enough truth or too much truth? Hard-to-bear or set-you-free truth? Will she duck life’s curve balls because of these beginnings, or catch them and run with them, as she does with Frisbees in our garden, tracking their unpredictable path through the air before leaping to grab them in full flight?


This is what I want for her. To leap at life, whatever it throws at her. To find beauty in how she rises to each challenge and success in what she becomes as a result. To join the birds as they sing after a storm.


And now I know what this book wants to be. It wants to offer my daughter – and anyone who seeks to catch curve balls in full flight – another road to riches, another light to shine and another way to pray. The chapter headings enter my consciousness like instructions: Beauty. Privilege. Success. Power. Love. Loss. Forgiveness. Grace. I recognise them as developmental chapters of my life.


I like that cancer doesn’t get its own chapter. This feels like progress. It will feature, certainly, not just because it is still such a central feature of my life, but because living with it is the most powerful spiritual practice I have known. Cancer will find its place in a bigger story of my search for bliss in the bustle of living and a stillness that moves through it all.


Three months from now I will be told that the Gamma Knife radiation, combined with natural treatments I chose to enhance its efficacy, has worked. I will sit in my neuro-oncologist’s office at London Bridge Hospital as he tells me the brain lesions have all but gone and I should ‘go home and be normal for a while.’ I will cry at the prospect because I haven’t relaxed into normality since this whole thing started and I don’t realise how deeply I miss it until he holds it out to me, almost casually. Then I will celebrate with my husband by drinking two glasses of Prosecco on a small patch of sun-drenched grass outside the Tate Modern on the South Bank, a twenty-minute walk from the hospital, and lean into tomorrow again. 


Gabriella is very good at sharing, except when it comes to her mum. Even Daddy is pushed aside furiously if she catches him hugging me without being in on the action. I hope she will forgive me for sharing this book with strangers and making this love letter to her so public. It is not instead of what I want to teach her in person. It is as well as. I aim to stick around long enough to ask her, as an adult, to assess how I did with what is in these pages – where I hit the mark and where I missed it along the way. I will do both. I already have. My actions will inevitably fall short of my highest intentions. I hope Gabriella will learn that this is okay too. As Brad often said,


‘Seven times down, eight times up: the warrior’s way.’


I am equally aware that the future, which once seemed to roll out like a certainty, is far too tenuous for promises. The risks to my health are grave indeed and I am way past assuring my child it will all turn out fine. I am as fearful as I am faithful, half-dark and half-light, fully and finally human. Accordingly, as the Arab proverb reminds me, I will ‘tie up my camel’ by putting this all down on paper. Just in case.




Part Two


Life Speaks


There is no event through which Life itself is not trying to awaken you to your most authentic, loving and human self.


K. Bradford Brown
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Beauty


Whatever it is that pulls the pin, that hurls you past the boundaries of your own life into a brief and total beauty, even for a moment, it is enough.


Jeannette Winterson


Pizza Face


It has taken me time to recover from zapping my brain tumours, but the treatment has proven effective so far. Now I am in India, on retreat. This is not an escape from reality. It’s an escape from my cluttered mind and busy life. 


This year has been epic. As well as the medical challenges, I have been responding to a gathering storm of ‘cancer whisperers’ – patients from around the world who have read The Cancer Whisperer and want to integrate its principles into the way they deal with their disease. I didn’t see any of this coming. I am doing my best to meet a real need in the cancer community without cooking my still tender goose. I am walking a familiar line between serving others where called and taking care of my own wellbeing. I need to be engaged, creative, evolving – meeting life head-on to feel fully alive, but I still get carried away sometimes. I forget my limited mortality, even when cancer is shoving it in my face. 


So, India it is. I need to leave my worldly responsibilities behind me and go inside; reintroduce myself to myself. But I also want to pause long enough to give thanks for all that has led me to this point. 


I will be here for three weeks. My darling John is looking after Gabriella and they are counting ‘how many sleeps’ until Mummy comes home, which makes me as important as Father Christmas. I will return in time to see her perform in her school nativity play – her first with actual lines to say. She is the Star of Bethlehem. Of course. 


It’s very simple here. I sleep in a narrow single bed with a thin mattress and an almost-pillow. There is no Internet. The shower is a tap with a bucket, and bathing is restricted to one bucket every other day to save water. My towel is a small, thin sheet of chequered cloth. The food is vegetarian and delicious, if I avoid the really spicy dishes. My room looks out over a courtyard with cobbled pathways crisscrossing between banyan trees and bountiful bougainvillea. There are no formal activities here, like meditation or yoga. No health spa or massage suite. A dusty old library provides ample entertainment and it feels incongruous to be typing on my MacBook Pro. Mostly, there is a deep, bellowing silence. 


It took me about twenty-four hours to shake off my Western privileged need for readily available toilet paper and a phone signal. Driving through Mumbai on the way here, I encountered a stream of lifeshocks that highlighted the extreme poverty so many people in India endure: barefoot kids walking through piles of stinking rubbish on the roadsides; row upon row of corrugated steel huts, with no electricity or sanitation; makeshift plastic tents with women crouched over brass pots on open fires; even my charming taxi driver charging me less than a thirty-minute fee in a London black cab for a seven-hour journey from the airport (having driven seven hours from his home near the retreat to get me). The roads roll out against an immense ochre landscape. Lanes are meaningless. Cars just squeeze into the nearest available space, weaving in and out of each other, their horns beeping constantly to avoid collisions. It is thrilling in a way, a chaotic meeting of recklessness and faithfulness, as if risk-taking is calculated against good odds of divine intervention. After a while, I relaxed and went with this flow. 


There is an overwhelming radiance that shines through the heat, fumes and dirt. Not just the luminous colours of women’s saris or the kaleidoscope of market stalls in the villages, but a mayhem of life in all its extremes. This is why I came.


It’s hot, but we dress in long sleeves and loose trousers. This is a relief. I gained weight this summer on post-radiation steroids, which alleviated the pain of my severely burnt brain, but bloated my body and triggered cravings for carbs that I failed to control until I stopped taking the pills. I have tried to be gentle with myself about it: understanding, forgiving, patient; true to the peace I made with my body when I was first diagnosed with cancer. But it’s not working now. I am on edge again. I’ve been off the steroids and back on my mainly vegetarian diet for a while now, but the weight is shifting very slowly and despair lurks in the corner. 


My discomfort with my weight is almost as old as I am. It bores me. And yet it keeps gate-crashing my story. It isn’t my personal struggle alone that matters, just as it wasn’t merely my personal struggle that mattered when I wrote The Cancer Whisperer. My story was the story of millions of people living and dying from that disease. I wasn’t a stand-out, beat-the-odds miracle case but a just-like, one-of-many who happened to find the words to say what some other cancer patients were wishing would be said.


And so it is with my pilgrimage to self-acceptance. It is the same pilgrimage that many millions of women and burgeoning young girls are trying to make in a glossy, airbrushed culture that demands they conform to impossible standards of beauty and shames them when they don’t. My perspective is female, but these demands are not exclusive to women. Men are facing a parallel onslaught of expectations about physical perfection, more so now than when I was growing up. Eating disorders in men and boys are on the rise as they struggle to find self-acceptance too. This acceptance is a far cry from the quick fixes of pseudo-self-esteem we experience when we live up to those demands – that fleeting freedom from judgement when men’s muscles tighten and women’s stomachs flatten or our thighs stop touching at the top. Rather it is that deep, enduring ease in one’s own body that arises from an authentic contentment with one’s unique being. I glimpse it in the Indian women who clean our rooms. They walk around the building in purple and lilac saris, the exposed rolls of their brown bellies adding folds to the fabric in a mutually enhancing design. Perhaps I am projecting my own wishes, but they seem to wear their flesh as I long to – as if this is what women are supposed to look like; as if these soft curves are nature’s inspiration and intent. 
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