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INTRODUCTION


THE DARK NIGHT OF THE SHED


The vision


The night was dark. Cold.


I had woken suddenly, as so often, with a swarm of thoughts buzzing around my head. The usual greatest hits package of my fears and failures on repeat. I knew that it would be pointless trying to get back to sleep.


Instead, I got out of bed and walked across to the window. Looked out. The moon was full. The autumn leaves were rustling in the wind. There was a chill in the air.


Life as a middle-aged man had become complicated and confusing. At the time when I felt as though I should be confident and assured, I often felt anxious and afraid. I seemed to be dog-tired and exhausted, yet my nights were restless and disturbed. Aches and pains which used to disappear quite quickly now hung around for months. I carried within me a simmering pot of grumpiness which boiled over at the slightest excuse.


At the same time, I knew that something was happening within me, something was changing. I knew that I was entering a time of growth, setting out on a new adventure. It was a curious thing, but I felt both more fragile and yet stronger than ever before. That day I had started to plan a book about this journey. I wanted to talk about the things I had learnt, all the men I had met. I wanted to explore the dark night I had been through, and, to a certain extent, was still in. But it wasn’t working. Something was wrong. I couldn’t quite find the right words.


It was then that I had my vision. I knew what would solve things. I knew with piercing, laser-focused certainty what I needed to make all things right.


I needed a shed. A really, really good shed.


Behind me, there was a sigh.


‘It’s two o’clock in the morning,’ said The Wife sleepily. ‘What are you doing?’


‘I’m thinking about the shed,’ I replied.


There was a pause.


‘Of course you are,’ she said.


I nodded. She understood. It all made perfect sense.


 


The next morning the whole shed idea looked slightly less visionary.


I had explained my brilliant insight several times now, to bemused looks from The Wife, the children and even the dog, and they had pointed out one major flaw in the whole ‘I’m going to build a shed’ idea, namely the fact that I already had one.


‘Ah,’ I replied, ‘but do I really have one? Really?’


There was a pause.


‘Yes,’ said The Wife. ‘It’s just there.’ She pointed out of the kitchen window to the shed which stood, literally, three yards from the back door.


‘Yes, yes, I know there is a shed in the garden,’ I replied, ‘but it’s not mine, is it? It’s full of other people’s stuff. I can’t even get into it. It’s not a proper shed, just a kind of garden cupboard.’


The Wife sighed. ‘This is that programme, isn’t it . . .’


Sussed.


The night before I had watched one of the greatest TV programmes ever made: Shed of the Year. Yes, my friends, there really is such a programme, and it ranks with the great monuments of TV culture, right up there with Kenneth Clarke’s Civilisation, David Attenborough’s Life on Earth and Percy the Park Keeper. But as I watched the programme, with its parade of wonderful sheds, shacks and miscellaneous outbuildings, my delight was tinged with jealousy. Why didn’t I have one of these magnificent buildings myself?


‘OK, then,’ I said. ‘I won’t built a new shed. I will bring that one back to full . . . er . . . sheddiness. I will give it a new sense of purpose.’


She looked at me.


‘It’s a shed,’ she said. ‘What purpose do you want it to have?’


I ignored her. Visionaries are always misunderstood. It was too late, anyway. I knew now what I must do. I would transform the grotty, run-down structure that was quietly rotting away just outside. I would strip it down and start again. I would breathe new life into those old planks. I would turn it into a place where I could write about my experiences and the experiences of others, and how – like the shed itself – we could find a new kind of life and purpose.


It would be a place of refuge, a place to write and think and reflect. If I could get the shed sorted, then everything would be OK.
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Is that it?


I’ll be honest. I’ve never really been into the whole ‘maleness’ thing. I don’t mean masculinity. Earring aside, I like to think that I am fairly masculine. I have a beard and ear hair. I like sports and beer and can never resist childish innuendo. But all that macho, tree-hugging, triathlon-running stuff about ‘what it means to be a man’ generally leaves me cold. I was once given a book called Manhood and, once I’d stopped giggling, I put it down somewhere with the fixed intention of never finding it again. I have rejected many, many invitations to spend time in fields, or climb mountains, or hug trees and generally rediscover my maleness. My maleness doesn’t need rediscovering, thank you very much. It might need a bit of reupholstering, but that’s a different issue.


But I felt I had to write this book. Because something happens to men in mid-life. Something strange.


Exactly what happens, and when, varies from person to person. Taken generally, there seems to be no precise definition of when middle age begins. Some doctors identify the menopause as a starting point, while sociologists talk about that moment when your children leave home or the death of one’s parents. Psychiatrists talk about sudden feelings of anxiety, anger or failure, economists point to unemployability or career peaks, biologists mention ageing, greying hair. All seem to agree that an awareness of our own mortality has something to do with it.


And it affects people differently. Many men simply breeze through this period, sailing serenely into old age with a sense of confidence and satisfaction. That’s fine. No, really, I’m very pleased for them. Delighted. Couldn’t be more thrilled. The smug ba—


Anyway.


For many of us, though, middle age is a much more turbulent sea to navigate. We become acutely aware of the dark depths beneath us. Doubts and anxieties strike like sudden squalls – deep questions about who we are and what we want to be. We look ahead into the darkness and start to be fearful of how this voyage is going to turn out. We feel old, disregarded, scared and useless, as though somehow we’ve failed or we’re no longer appreciated. There is a horrible sense that the ship is slowly sinking. It looks OK on the outside, but inside we’re springing leaks all over the place.


And from somewhere far off, carried on the wind, comes the single defining question of middle age: ‘Is that it?’


While experts may argue over the exact extent of the so-called mid-life crisis, studies show that in middle age – most typically in the forties and fifties – levels of happiness and life satisfaction dip to their lowest, and depression and psychological distress are at their height. Forty-five is the most common age for depression to be diagnosed. A recent report by the Office of National Statistics shows that male suicide rates are now at their highest since 2001. Men are three times more likely to commit suicide than women. The number of incidents has risen steadily since the recession of 2007, and the most at-risk age group is between 45 and 59.1


Anecdotally speaking, I meet many men who have experienced some sense of disruption in mid-life. For some this has resulted in full-blown depression, for others a more general sense of dissatisfaction or anxiety. Relationships fracture or even fall apart. Most feel that sense of wondering what has happened and what is yet to come. Even for those men who do not experience overt negative effects, there is still often a desire for change. To do something different.


Some of their stories are in this book. Incidentally, for ease of use, I have decided to call all these people Steve. I thought this would help, as most men of my age can’t remember the names of our own families, let alone characters in a book. And I think it’s right to preserve anonymity. I’m fine with cannibalising my own life for case studies, but my friends’ lives are a different matter. Nevertheless, they are all real people. Or, at least, they seemed real at the time.


Anyway, the point is, I frequently meet men who are grappling with this stuff. One of them, in particular, I see every day, staring back at me from the mirror.


At some point everyone, male or female, has to address the issue of what their life is really all about. For men, I think that this mid-life stage is one of the points when we encounter this question most clearly. And how we answer this question is of profound importance not only to ourselves, but also to all those around us.


That’s why I wanted to write this book.


It’s for men of a certain age. And the women who have to live with them.


It’s for anyone who has ever looked around them and said to themselves, ‘Is that it?’


It’s for anyone who knows what it is to wake at night and feel that sense of stomach-churning anxiety that life is somehow leaving them behind.


It’s for the disappointed, the anxious, the grumpy.


It’s for anyone who feels that what they really need in life is a truly great shed.


Most of all, this is a book for people who want to change. Because that, I believe, is what these feelings are really all about. All these issues and questions and desires are signposts, invitations to a different, happier, more fulfilled life.


Especially the one about the shed.


 


 










PART ONE


THE INVITATION


Midway upon the journey of our life


I found myself within a forest dark,


For the straightforward pathway had been lost.


 


Dante, Inferno
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OF MEN, MIDDLE AGE AND SHEDS


The brotherhood of the shed


The family might have scoffed, but as the days went by and I started to plan and research, I realised just how stunningly insightful my vision had been.


First, there was the reaction of my male friends. When I told them of my plans to build the shed of my dreams, they didn’t scoff. They nodded thoughtfully. Some grew tearful and could only give me a manly shake of the hand. They understood. I discovered Oxford Wood Recycling – an Aladdin’s cave of pre-used timber, where I stocked up on hardboard for the floor. At one point I was joined at the pile of old boards by another man, tape measure in hand, and we divided the best bits between us.


‘You building something?’ he asked.


‘A shed. Well, rebuilding it.’


‘Me too.’


We nodded at each other. There was nothing more to say. We were shed brothers. In former lives we might have joined forces, roaming the ancient ridgeway and hunting a mammoth or two. Today we were hunting for the perfect bit of wood.
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A brief history of sheds


Sheds have a long and magnificent history, it turns out. The Wife, showing either a surprisingly supportive nature or, more probably, taking the mickey, bought me a magnificent book called The Joy of Sheds. Author Frank Hopkinson has gathered together everything you could want to know about sheds, not to mention quite a lot that isn’t worth knowing.


According to English Heritage, there are fifty-two Grade 2 listed sheds in England and Wales.2 Even the name is appropriate. The word ‘shed’ comes from the Anglo-Saxon word sceadu, meaning ‘shade’, or ‘comparative darkness’ as the Oxford English Dictionary puts it. It comes from the same root as the word for ‘shadow’ (a word which we will be seeing more of later). It’s the type of shade you find in a forest.* And what better place to think about the shadows of middle age than in the sceadu of a shed?


Sheds have had a massive impact on male culture. The Black & Decker Workmate® was invented in a shed. As were Ferodo tyres, Harley-Davidson motorcycles and Mercedes-Benz. Not to mention the Pot Noodle, which was cooked up, literally, in a shed by a Taiwanese inventor called Momofuku Ando. He was 61 at the time and lived to 96 – mainly on a diet of chicken noodles.


For the writer, particularly, sheds are furnaces of creativity. There are the famous ones: Roald Dahl’s writing hut and George Bernard Shaw’s revolving summerhouse, the small octagonal hut just twelve feet across that Mark Twain worked in. Philip Pullman wrote Northern Lights in a shed. Daphne du Maurier wrote My Cousin Rachel in a shed in the garden of her beloved Menabilly House in Cornwall. Best of all, for a man of my generation, Oliver Postgate and Peter Firmin created Noggin the Nog, Bagpuss, The Clangers and Ivor the Engine in a shed owned by Firmin. That one, surely, ought to be put on the English Heritage list. Virginia Woolf used a converted toolshed in her garden at Rodmell, Sussex. She called it a Writing Lodge. It looked over the Ouse Valley. Sadly, it was there that she wrote her last words in spring 1941, before walking into the river, her coat pockets loaded with stones. So, perhaps not the most encouraging example.


I couldn’t help noticing links between sheds and the kind of stuff I wanted to explore in the book. When Churchill was affected by what he called ‘the black dog’ of depression, he would retreat to his shed to paint. The troubled songwriter Nick Drake wrote a song called ‘Man in a Shed’. It’s one of his cheerier numbers – which is not saying a great deal – and as far as I can make out, it seems to be about the danger of an inadequate shed roof. More positively, Dylan Thomas wrote in a small ‘wordsplashed hut’ overlooking the Taff Estuary. It was there that he composed that theme tune to recalcitrant old age: ‘Do not go gentle into that good night.’


The King of Shed Writers, though, is Arthur Miller, who, after the success of All My Sons on Broadway, moved to a new house – and decided to build a shed to go with it. ‘It was a purely instinctive act,’ he later said. ‘I had never built a building in my life.’ As he built, he began to think about an idea for a play about a man whose dreams had never turned out to match the reality, and whose life was being torn apart. When he finally sat down at his desk (which he made from an old door), the play poured out of him. It was Death of a Salesman – of which more later.


Thoreau, one of my heroes, lived and wrote in a 10 foot by 15 foot hut of his own construction on the bank of Walden Pond in Connecticut. It was there, in 1845, that he wrote Walden, his classic of simple living. ‘I went to the woods,’ he wrote, ‘because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived.’3 Surely this is the desire which drives the questions of mid-life. We want to know what life is for. We want to be sure that we have truly lived.
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A brief history of middle age


Throughout the majority of human history the most pressing issue about middle age for most people was simply the challenge of living that long. Even as recently as 1900, the average life expectancy in Britain was about 47 for a man and 50 for a woman, although this figure is skewed because of the high rates of infant mortality. It was only later in the twentieth century that things changed. By the 1950s life expectancy had risen to about 65; by 1971 life expectancy for a man in Britain was 68 and for a woman, 72.4 Today life expectancy at birth is 77 for a man in the UK and 81 for a woman and, according to some bloke on the radio I was just listening to, one in three of our children will live to be 100.


Middle age, though, is not a precise chronological event. It’s more a state of mind. In fact the earliest mention of middle age comes from – well, the Middle Ages, actually. And it occurs in a poem which is all about the search for a meaningful life.


According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first use of the term comes in 1400 in a poem called Piers Plowman by William Langland. The poem is all about the quest to find the true Christian life. It starts with the narrator falling asleep on the Malvern Hills (understandable: this is cider country). In the second half of the book, the narrator goes on a dream-quest to find the three figures who can tell him how to live. They are called Do-well, Do-better and Do-best. At one point the poet/dreamer is met by a figure representing imagination who, rather unimaginatively, is called ‘Imagination’. He advises the narrator to ‘make amends in middle age before your strength fails; for old age can ill endure the hardships of poverty and the life of penance and prayer’.5


This is the first use of the phrase ‘middle age’. And, appropriately, it occurs in a story full of middle-aged stuff, a story which begins with the idea that life could be better, and is driven by the desire to find the real meaning of life. And most of all, it’s a story that begins with a long nap.


 


[image: ]


The Jung Ones


For the first serious analysis of the problems of middle age, we have to wait until the early twentieth century and the works of the psychologist Carl Jung.


Jung’s work emerged from a mid-life crisis of his own. In July 1913, Jung turned 38. He was married, he had a family, he had professional status. His work in the relatively new field of psychotherapy had brought him to the attention of Sigmund Freud, who anointed Jung his spiritual heir. But all was not right in Jung’s world. He had personal problems at home. And he had come to realise that he differed from Freud in some very significant ways. He could not pretend otherwise, even to his mentor. Freud could not countenance his disciple going in a different direction and there was an acrimonious split between the two. It plunged Jung into a kind of breakdown, which lasted four or five years. Jung described it as a ‘confrontation with his unconscious’ and later compared this period to the nekyia – Odysseus’s visit to the land of the dead in Homer’s Odyssey.


He became socially isolated and introspective. He had powerful dreams – sometimes disturbing, sometimes empowering. Yet it was a period which liberated him and led to his most influential ideas. ‘It was then that I ceased to belong to myself alone, ceased to have a right to do so,’ he wrote later. ‘From then on my life belonged to the generality . . . I loved it and hated it, but it was my greatest wealth.’6 He emerged more whole, more complete. In 1921 he published Psychological Types. And the following year he built a shed.


Well, I say a shed. A tower. A retreat. A small castle, in fact. In 1922 he bought some land by Lake Zürich at Bollingen, and on an outcrop built a simple round tower. He added to it over the course of his life. He had seen this tower in a dream when he was young and never forgot it. It was his place of refuge. And right in the middle of what became a suite of rooms, he had a room which was his alone, which only he was allowed to enter. ‘At Bollingen I am in the midst of my true life, I am most deeply myself,’ he wrote.7


In his influential essay The Stages of Life, Jung claimed that mid-life was a portal, a crucial stage in self-development. Jung believed there was a first and second half of life. Our ‘youth’ is the first half. According to Jung, this lasts until ‘between the thirty-fifth and fortieth year’. In this part we are concerned with achievement, with building a career, a home, a useful place in society, with attaining our ‘social goal’. We gather around us all the things which society says are important. In order to do this, we develop what Jung termed a persona – the face which we present to society. But our persona is not who we truly are. And sooner or later we have to come to terms with that.


That is the work of the second half of life. The second half of life is where we can – if we want – become a true, whole individual. Jung called this process ‘individuation’. And the bit between the two halves of life – that is middle age.


In 1965, a psychologist called Elliot Jacques coined the term ‘the mid-life crisis’. In a paper called ‘Death and the Mid-life Crisis’, Jacques examined the lives of over three hundred major artists, analysing their output before and after the ages of about 35 to 39. He observed that the ‘hot from the fire’ creativity of their youth was replaced by a more measured, ‘sculpted creativity’. He concluded that the transformation was caused by a mid-life crisis, which was basically the sudden realisation that, sooner or later, you were going to pop your clogs.


Jacques’ phrase caught on. But nowadays in popular culture the man in mid-life crisis is not a great artist groping his way to a sculpted creativity – whatever that is – but a deluded fool futilely trying to cheat time: dressing inappropriately, driving a sports car, a simmering mass of frustrated libido and lechery.
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Autumn


Outside in the garden I start surveying the land. Drawing diagrams. Making plans. The leaves are beginning to glow gold. I take the dog out for pensive walks past hedgerows full of fruit: sloes, blackberries, crab apples, wild hops. Keats described autumn as a ‘season of mists and mellow fruitfulness’. Others, however, are not so keen on the whole ‘mellowing’ thing. Woody Allen, for example. ‘I don’t respond well to mellow,’ he says in Annie Hall. ‘If I get too mellow, I ripen and then rot.’


I know what he means. I love autumn as a season, but not as a concept – you know, when people are described as being in the ‘autumn’ of their career, or even their lives. Their lives have blossomed, then bloomed – now things are starting to rot and drop off. As Macbeth said, ‘my life is fallen into the sear, the yellow leaf’. To be fair, he was not in the most cheerily optimistic frame of mind at the time, having, after some very bad career advice from three witches, murdered several people and started seeing ghosts.


But even without all that Scottish blood and mayhem, the feeling of decline is common to middle age. We hear the whisper: it’s all downhill from here. We’re growing old. We grow old and mellow, we rot and die.


Well, you know, sod that. The more I began to examine this topic, and think about my own life in relation to it, the more determined I was to learn something about living. I don’t know whether I’m in mid-life or beyond that, but I do know that I am not slowing down for anyone. And if I’m on the downslope, well, the thing about downslopes is this: they don’t half allow you to build up a head of speed.


That’s why Jung’s insight is so important. Jung saw middle age not as a time of decline, but as a time of rebirth. Jung saw middle age as the time for individuation, the process by which people become whole. The psychologist and priest John Sanford explains individuation using the image of the oak tree. The oak tree is the individuated version of the acorn. The acorn grows into the oak because that’s what it’s intended to do. And no two oak trees are identical: ‘When something individuates it becomes both a complete and unique expression of life.’8


As I looked around that autumn, I could see individuation starting all around me. That’s the whole point of autumn. Fruit has to fall to the ground so that new, unique plants can grow. Jesus put it like this: ‘Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit’ (John 12:24).


Autumn is a time to begin transformation and change.


And I was ready for change. Because I had already done the ‘falling’ bit.
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INTO THE DARKNESS


The passport


Dante’s poem The Divine Comedy is a three-part journey through hell, purgatory and finally heaven. It begins when the poet gets lost. ‘Midway upon the journey of our life’, he finds himself in a dark forest where ‘the straightforward pathway had been lost’.*


Our mid-life journey starts with loss. And, for me, what was lost was a passport.


I was due to speak at a big event in France.* We were supposed to arrive on the Monday. On the Thursday before, I looked for my passport and couldn’t find it anywhere. In a complete panic, I called the inappropriately named Passport and Identity Helpline who told me, unhelpfully, that yes, I would have to make a new application; no, I couldn’t get an express passport issued; sorry, it would take a week, and oh, by the way, if any passport office deigned to grant me an audience, it would be treated like a new application, so I would need to take with me my birth certificate, my parents’ birth certificates, my grandparents’ birth certificates, my special, magical name granted to me by the fairies, a four-leaf clover and £30,000 in used notes. Or something like that.


Now I realise, as I embark on this story, that this was not a big issue in the grand scheme of things. This was not some life-threatening disease. It wasn’t a bereavement or a divorce or a redundancy or any of the usual life-shattering occurrences. But, for some reason, this event broke me.


All I could think of was that I was a complete failure. I was hopeless, helpless, I would let everyone down. Much to my own surprise, I ended up lying curled up on the bed, sobbing uncontrollably, convinced that my entire life was useless. For five days I was a shattered, shaky mass of anxiety. The Wife, full of wisdom, took me to the doctor, who – much to my surprise – used phrases like ‘burnout’ and ‘a bit depressed’ and prescribed me some tiny blue pills to help me sleep.


It all worked out OK, of course. Steve, the event manager, was gracious and wonderful and kind. I managed to get an appointment at the Passport Office in Peterborough, where a 14-year-old girl behind the counter pressed a button, ignored all the documentation I’d brought with me, looked at my new photo, said, ‘Ooh, you look a bit older,’ and issued me with a new passport. Eventually I made it to the event, one day late.


All things considered, it was a pretty minor occurrence. But it showed me the true state of myself. Just for a moment, the façade had slipped and revealed what my persona had kept hidden: deep feelings of failure and vulnerability. Someone in need of repair. I believe now that this collapse was a grace and a gift.


And it has stayed with me. Since then I have had a number of wobbles. I feel more prone to anxiety. In particular, the nights can sometimes be difficult. I wake in the darkness thinking about the future, or money, or health, or . . . well, whatever.


And I have realised that I am far from alone. I’ve been amazed to find how many men have had similar experiences. Many have experienced what I did: moments of adversity that should pass but have somehow reduced them to rubble. For some these have developed, sadly, into full-blown depression. A great many men experience general feelings of anxiety, failure and loss.


Sometimes it really is the slightest thing that can set us off. One man I met – let’s call him Steve – told me how he had returned from a long career serving as a missionary overseas. On the television he saw an advert for a DIY store. The adverts featured a series of men who were standing back admiring their handiwork and saying, ‘I did that.’ Suddenly this Steve bloke found himself in floods of tears: he believed that there was nothing in his life of which he could say, ‘I did that.’


Of course he was wrong. But in his eyes, what he had achieved counted for nothing. I met another Steve at a church weekend at which I was speaking. He was a judge. He had reached the pinnacle of his career, had everything he was striving for. And at that point the drinking took over. Because he had spent his life striving to reach that position, only to find that when he got there, he felt as empty as ever.


Why is this? Why is it that so many men seem to have it all, and yet feel as though they have nothing? What is behind this question, ‘Is that it?’


I have spent the past few years thinking about this, about the mid-life crisis in general and what it all means. And I have come to realise that these feelings are important. This stuff that we go through is not a blip. It’s more than a bump in the road, after which we go on travelling in the same direction as before. No, these experiences mean something. These feelings of frustration or anger or failure or loss need to be listened to. If we pay attention to them, if we confront them and seek to understand them, we will find out what they really are.


They are a call. An invitation to new life.
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All at sea


Perhaps the greatest novel of mid-life crisis is, funnily enough, a children’s book. Or that’s how it’s sold, anyway. It’s called Moominpappa at Sea, written by Tove Jansson. The Swedish title of the book translates simply ‘The Father and the Sea’. (If you don’t know the Moomin books – what have you been doing with your life? Moomins are small troll-like creatures, and the series tells of their adventures in Moominland.) The books are wonderful, but as the series goes on they become more and more filled with themes of sadness and loss. Here’s the opening of the book:


One afternoon at the end of August, Moominpappa was walking about in his garden feeling at a loss. He had no idea what to do with himself, because it seemed everything there was to be done had already been done or was being done by somebody else.9


 


Moominpappa has lost any sense of purpose. He feels he is no longer needed. And so he conceives of a grand project: he will take the family far out to sea, to live on an island. ‘It’s strange,’ his wife, Moominmamma, muses. ‘Strange that people can be sad, and even angry because life is too easy. But that’s the way it is, I suppose. The only thing to do is to start life afresh.’10


And that is what I’m going to talk about in this book. I want to explore the idea that the experiences which so many men go through in mid-life are an invitation to a new start. But before we really get going, I think it’s worth setting out my stall. Just so you know what’s coming . . .


First, I want to examine the profound feelings of dislocation which afflict men in middle age. I think these feelings arise because we have been putting our faith in the wrong things. We have been worshipping the wrong gods.


Second, I want to look at how we fix this. Which, essentially, is doing all that ‘Jung stuff’: individuating. Growing into the person we were always meant to be. And this means understanding that God created us, and that it is our relationship with him which gives us all the status and security we need.
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