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Author’s note


What is said in the therapy room is confidential so it is important to say that the stories in this book are a mixture of different people’s experiences, with all personal details changed so that no one person is identifiable. In doing so, I have opted for an approach known as faction, where one tells a fictional story that incorporates real people and events. This provides what I think is the only ethical way to tell a fact-based story involving psychotherapy clients. Where a person is identifiable, they were not clients in therapy, they were interviewed specifically for the book and their consent was given.


It also seems important to explain that the term ‘psychotherapy’ means different things to different people. There are a range of approaches based on different ideas about what leads people to develop problems and how they can best be helped. My observations are not representative of all psychotherapists; these are my reflections, based on my personal experiences and professional learnings, about what matters and how I feel one can lead a good life.1










Prologue



A few years ago, I asked myself a question: if I could bottle the main lessons that I have learned as a psychotherapist, what would they be? On the surface, everything in my life was going well, but I was struggling inside. My motivation was low, I was finding it hard to make decisions and there wasn’t much joy. Life is too short to live like this, I thought. A change of direction was called for. I needed to practise more of what I preached. After a lot of contemplation I came up with six fundamental truths that I think are the basis for a good life.


But what makes for a good life?


That is a question that has perplexed philosophers throughout the ages and is now posed by psychologists and psychotherapists like me. In essence a good life is a happy life, yet it is hard to pin down what people mean when they talk about happiness. It is not just one thing.


Happiness is about taking pleasure in life, but not so excessively that the pursuit of pleasure becomes all-important. It is about having a purpose in life and finding a sense of meaning, but not such that life itself is not lived. It is also about engaging in life in a way that is enriching and challenging such that we feel fulfilled, but not so much that we forget about other people. Happiness encompasses companionship, friendship and belonging, but not to such an extent that we lose ourselves. It involves understanding ourselves and knowing who we are, but not such that we become consumed only with thoughts of ourselves. All these things play a part.1 The good life is in finding the right balance of each.


A tightrope walker can maintain their balance while walking along a tensioned wire using a long tool called a balancing pole and that is how I think of these six fundamental truths that I will describe – as providing us with lessons about how to live life wisely and keep our balance.


When I sat down to ask myself what the main lessons were, I was looking for a balancing pole for myself. Psychotherapists are like anyone else – sometimes things get out of balance – and so it was for me. Therapists have a training in well-being and mental health, but we are all human and not invulnerable. It is hard enough to walk a wire, as I remember from hours spent trying during my boyhood, but what makes it trickier to keep our balance is the unexpected and the uncontrollable breeze. The skill is to maintain balance despite the sway of the rope. In the same way, life throws up events that cause disturbances beyond our control.


As I said, before I began writing this book I was feeling unsettled. A lot had happened. In the space of five years, both my parents died from dreadful illnesses. That served as a forceful reminder that the same journey to the grave awaits me and all those I love and care about. It also brought home that a good life is one lived in the present, not postponed until tomorrow – which is what I felt I had been doing. I felt my life was trickling through my fingers like sand, that I was wasting each precious second. I wished I had spent more time with those close to me, done more things that brought happy memories to mind and created a richer life for myself and those around me. I felt weighed down with anxiety as I tried to manage the various demands in my life, but felt I was failing. I knew I had to regain my balance.


I also recognised that what I was experiencing wasn’t much different from what many people go through. The future can often seem frightening. We try to create a sense of certainty in an uncertain world. We put off until tomorrow things that seem important while we manage what seems urgent today. Our friendships, interests, happiness and even our health can fall by the wayside, as we pursue our careers, try to find our place in the world and pay our bills. Life can be very difficult at times. With so many pressures on us, it is not surprising that many of us struggle to keep going.


The good life, though, is not just about how we are when all is going well in our lives. To lead a good life, we need to be able to navigate whatever is in front of us, to approach life as it is and not wait for tomorrow to start living. How we do that, how happy we are when things are not going well, and how much we can cope with adversity, depends on the perspective we take. And in trying to focus on what the most important lessons are for myself, I have managed to narrow them down to six areas. I hope that by sharing them with you in the chapters that follow, you will find something helpful too.


The last few years have been particularly difficult, as I have said, also given the various political crises, conflicts, wars and the pandemic, all of which have led to so much loss and suffering, along with the countless other challenges and stresses. When life throws unpleasant things at us that are hard to deal with, we need to keep our balance. If we don’t, we can get lost in our emotions of worry, anger, irritation, guilt or shame and our attention and resources get so sucked up that we don’t have time to stop and take stock of what’s behind our emotions and what really matters to us.


The words and metaphors we use to describe our lives are important, they shape how we think. During the pandemic it seemed like many people were putting their lives on hold, waiting for things to get ‘back to normal’. But what does that mean? It implies that it is desirable to return to a previous state. But sometimes that’s impossible. Things have changed too much to go back to how they were before. For many of us, the last few years have highlighted that our lives were not well-balanced in the first place.


It might not be that one catalysing event has left us feeling off-kilter: it could be a crystallisation of discontent. By that I mean a period of unhappiness that has prompted a transformational life change, when we think to ourselves, I can’t take this anymore, things now must change.


When we realise that we are off balance, it’s time to look at life afresh. It is not helpful to try to go back to how things were; we need to work out how to rebalance ourselves and go forward. I have certainly experienced that myself.


The last few years may also have prompted all of us to ask questions about the directions of our lives. Are we living the life we want? Are we creating the right balance in our lives between all our different responsibilities and our interests at work and home? Have we been thinking about whether to change careers? Do we feel that we are living our lives to the full?


For each of us these are important questions. It is also typical for us to ask ourselves questions that reflect the stage of our lives. There are big decisions to make in our early adult life, around working out who we are and what we want. Other questions about purpose and meaning might arise in our mid-life as we seek to understand the direction our lives have taken and how to go forward.


In our later years, we may want to make sense of our journey and the contributions we have made and can now make for others. What questions we ask ourselves will also be shaped by our culture and the trends in our lives at the time. At the core of these questions is that we are seeking to make sense of what really matters to us. No one else can answer such significant questions for us. But it can be difficult to figure out the answers and how to move forward. It takes time to think these sorts of questions through. Sometimes, it seems easier to put the questions to the back of our minds to answer later. But as much as we might try to put such thoughts away, they will keep bothering us. These are the worries and concerns that in the silence of the small hours of the night, like an unwanted visitor, keep knocking at our doors.


A sense of irritation, boredom, monotony and routine is common for many of us, as are feelings of tension and anxiety. Such uncomfortable feelings may be that unanswered knocking at the door, and if we listen carefully enough, they will point us towards the much deeper issues that need exploring. The longer we ignore the knocking however, the louder it becomes. Our feelings then become overwhelming. And if we ignore the knocking for too long, eventually the door may get kicked down.


Our uncomfortable feelings, whether of irritation, tension, anxiety or whatever, are telling us something. I believe it is the direction we need to go in. It is like our bodies are cleverer than our minds. We often can’t think our way forward, but if we pay attention to our bodies and how we are feeling, we know the way. But we must be able to listen to ourselves and understand the language of feelings to know what direction to go in. It is learning to trust our gut. But not everyone has those skills well enough developed.


Many of us just struggle on, going round in circles trying to find answers for ourselves, confused about what direction to take. Others find someone like me to talk to, psychotherapists who will help them listen to themselves in a new and deeper way. Perhaps everything seems fine on the surface, but underneath there is a sense of discontent. Or there are problems – failing relationships, stalled careers, conflicts, feelings of upset. At first, people may say they just want to ‘get back to normal’, but psychotherapy helps us look at what’s behind our concerns and to find new directions forward.


Psychotherapy is often thought of as an activity for curing people of psychological problems, and there is some truth to this, but we don’t have to wait for a crisis. I think of it more often as a means to help us find our way in life. Psychotherapy helps us become more fully functioning, but not just in terms of how well we conform to society’s expectations and values – fully functioning in terms of becoming the best version of ourselves that we can be, and sometimes that might challenge social expectations and values.2 If we are to be free to be ourselves, sometimes we must kick against the constraints that others put on us.


Psychotherapy, as I understand it, and will write about in this book, is ultimately a discussion about the good life and a vision of how to lead it. Psychotherapy helps us to explore ourselves and what life means to us. It is about learning to be ourselves, and to become free of our conditioning. As a psychotherapist, I see my role as helping us to untangle the knots in our thoughts and feelings. Then, we can begin to see the answers to our questions more clearly. What often happens next is that we come to realise our lives weren’t really on track in the first place. Over months, or years, we can get to peel away the layers and find something deeper behind our discontent, identifying new understandings of what really matters. Getting back on track now means something much bigger.


But what? It means changing our priorities and perspectives and finding a new balance for ourselves in terms of the things that matter to us. I also think it involves us becoming more realistic about ourselves, honest in what we tell ourselves and more willing to take responsibility for ourselves. Most of the time, we are living in a deluded reality in which we behave as if we will live for ever, and as if what other people think about us is more important than what we think about ourselves. These realisations sometimes seem to come out of the blue – lightbulb moments in which people suddenly gain a new perspective on how to lead their lives. In the Zen Buddhist tradition, such an awakening has a name: satori – the experience of seeing into one’s own true nature. It’s about looking at life afresh.


In this book, I will share what I believe are the most important of these realisations: the six ways in which we can begin to see ourselves and the world anew, without distortion, and embark on a road to personal growth and a more emotionally mature life. These are often hard-earned lessons that come at great cost, such as illness or bereavement. When confronted by such adversity, we might then realise that what really matters to us is not so much the big things that we once thought were so important – our status and wealth, for example – but the things we took for granted, our health and companionship with others. But do we have to wait for adversity to strike to learn such lessons in life?


With an open mind, at the right time, such lessons can be learned by anyone. In my work, over three decades as a psychologist, psychotherapist, university professor and researcher, I have listened to stories of loss and trauma, conducted numerous research studies and taught many students the art of psychotherapy. In thinking about what I have learned and how to move forward in my own life, I have drawn on this experience. Using examples from my research and practice, I have distilled this vital knowledge to reveal what I see as the six things in life that really matter.


I encourage all of us to seek the answers to the questions that usually only confront people following adversity, and after many hours on a therapist’s couch. Therapy can be one of the most wonderful experiences, but is it really necessary for change to occur? I believe not.


Over the years, I have come to believe that the six lessons I’ve focused on are often learned without therapy. I know from bitter experience that the unpleasant and unwanted trigger, often the spark that lights the fire of such personal growth and the search for the truth of who we are, can be difficult and even terrifying, as it challenges the image we have of ourselves.


Take, for example, how those who experience adversity often go through the same journey as therapy clients – but without the therapy. Imagine how illness can suddenly jolt a person to realise their days are precious. For them, satori doesn’t spark from hours of therapy in which they slowly unravel their existing views about themselves, but from a sudden, unexpected and unwanted event that exposes the fragility of life, shattering their illusions and assumptions and setting in motion the same therapeutic process. In Zen Buddhism, the term for this type of satori is called kenshō, which refers to growth that arises through pain and suffering, a moment of dramatic insight as opposed to the slower unfolding of our awareness that happens in therapy.


I am not saying that things always happen for a reason or that adversity always brings benefits. Of course not. It is also important to say that while there is truth in the idea that adversity can be a spark for personal growth for many people, it is not true for everyone, and even when it is, it may take many months or even years to happen. I know how painful loss can be and how difficult it can be for people to move forward in their lives. While no one would wish trauma upon themselves, we can reverse engineer what we know about how adversity can spark personal growth. Confronting mortality reroutes our attention to what really matters.


The inevitability of death is a topic that many of us avoid thinking about, but deliberately turning our attention towards it – reflecting on the shortness of our lives and the fragility of our existence – can be the most important first spark of personal growth. Such a view also echoes that of many cultures around the world. Wabi sabi, for example, refers to a more traditional Japanese way of life rooted in Zen Buddhism, that recognises a simple life in which we accept and appreciate the true nature of things. In her book Wabi Sabi: Japanese Wisdom for a Perfectly Imperfect Life, self-help author Beth Kempton writes ‘ . . . we are impermanent, just like everyone we love, and everything in the world around us. We will not live for ever. We may not even live a long time. Life is precious, and fleeting. It’s up to us to make the most of it at each stage, starting where we are right now.’3


Psychologists have long known that there are different stages that we go through in life. Our priorities at a young age will be different to those of an older age. When we are young, unless we have encountered death already, life seems to stretch into the distance. When we are older, that same distance now seen in the mirror seems but a short journey. In this way, some of the lessons in this book, and what they mean to us personally, will depend on where we are right now in our own journey through life. While they all are important lessons to learn at any age, we can only be open to them when we are ready.


It can take a lifetime to learn these lessons. As we age, we will experience time speeding up ever more until we may feel ourselves hurtling towards the end. Only then may we get closer to grasping how to lead life with greater wisdom. But this can feel too late, leaving us with sadness and regret. Sometimes this learning process seems accelerated when the nature of life, the lessons to be learned, don’t come slowly in trickles over a lifetime, but come crashing through the roof on a stormy night. What I have tried to do here is distil some of that learning in ways that we can all benefit from before the stormy night befalls us.


For many of us, if we were to focus on what really matters, the fog that stops us seeing ourselves with openness and honesty would clear. For example, we might no longer be willing to always do what others expected of us or only be the people others wanted us to be. Instead, we would move towards self-direction. No longer content with the old certainties, we would become aware that our lives are an ever-changing adventure. Our eyes would be opened to the complexities of the world and ourselves as part of it. We would no longer be driven so much by ‘oughts’ and ‘shoulds’ but become more open to new experiences, seeking to learn, change and enjoy the challenges ahead. We would seek to understand ourselves and be the best versions of ourselves. We would begin to embrace the richness of life. We would become more trusting of ourselves and of others.4 This is what psychotherapists mean when they talk about personal growth.


What allows such personal growth to take hold is self-acceptance. This is commonly understood as feeling good about oneself, but in this book, I refer to self-acceptance as a deeper and more profound way of thinking, when we can view our thoughts and feelings without reference to the attitudes or expectations of others or the rules and values of society. With that comes the ability to trust what our feelings tell us, to know what decisions are right or wrong for us and to take responsibility for our choices. Self-acceptance is the foundation stone for personal growth. Most of us in Western society, however, grow up encouraged to value material success, to please others to gain acceptance and to defer to those who have authority over us – all at the expense of our ability to be self-accepting.


Such lessons may seem obvious, but because they run counter to what most people have learned, they can be hard to implement. We simply aren’t looking for satori. We want to change our lives, but we don’t want to have to change ourselves. Yes, we can learn to change our habits or shift our mood – and there are many psychologists and therapies available that will help us do just that – but such changes in our lives will be superficial and short-lasting, unless we are also willing to change ourselves. Real therapeutic change involves thinking deeply about who we are and making the effort to peel away layers of denial, delusion and defence to reveal the emergence of a new version of who we are.


We read self-help books seeking wisdom for ourselves. Personal growth can arise through adversity, as I have mentioned, or through watching a sunset, climbing to the peak of mountain, witnessing the birth of a child, even sitting with someone in their final hours or any other number of human experiences, including reading a book that shifts how we see ourselves and the world around us.


Self-help books require an active role on the part of the reader, but this is not so different from therapy. Therapy gives us the opportunity to learn about being ourselves, but we must take what we learn in therapy into the world. I’ve heard it said that therapy is like starting a car, but you then must drive it. The realisations you may have through reading this book are no different: there may be some lightbulb moments, but life itself won’t change in an instant. Like therapy, you must take what you learn in this book and put it into practice. Like reading a travel guide, you can choose some new and exciting options, see if they work and come back later for more ideas.


There is an old Zen proverb, ‘When the student is ready the teacher will appear’. When we see a therapist for the first time, we may expect the therapist to do something to make us change. When the therapist doesn’t that can feel frustrating. ‘When is the therapy going to start?’ we may ask. But the therapy has started – the therapist is deliberately not taking power away from us. And we are taking the first step, which is learning that we need to take responsibility ourselves for the change we want to make. The learning is in the shift of power from therapist to client. With that, we, the client, learn to use the resources we have around us to the best effect. We notice things that we hadn’t noticed before and we see meanings where we previously hadn’t. We begin to talk to the therapist, not like someone waiting to be told what to do, but like we are now seeking to understand the truth about ourselves and opening up to new possibilities.5 It is in that sense the teacher will appear. When we are ready, we will find who or what we need to help us learn.


There is another famous Zen parable of the finger pointing at the moon. The finger is needed for us to know where to look, but the finger is not the moon. We need to look beyond the finger and not make the mistake of turning the finger itself into the object of our gaze. I feel that this is an apt metaphor for any book like this: all a writer can do is point to things, but it is up to the reader to look in the direction in which they are being pointed. I would ask you to take time in your reading. See through the words to the ideas and images that they represent, sit with these ideas and images and let them sink into your soul. Think about what they mean for you and your life, what you can begin to do differently. The things I am writing about are enormous and life-changing. If you are ready to let them be.


That is what this book offers. For some, it may be an alternative to therapy, for others it may be a companion to therapy, for still others it may be the beginning of a life-long therapeutic journey into becoming themselves. For deep personal change, we simply need the spark that lights the fire within us. It is a sad fact that it often takes some upsetting event in a person’s life to be the spark that lights the fire of personal growth. But what is sadder perhaps is that we spend so much time unwittingly trying to put that fire out, as the search for the truth of who we are can be difficult and even terrifying. The principles in this book show how deep personal change can come about, and my hope is that it will open readers up to the possibilities within them.


I have organised the book around six inspirational and thought-provoking quotes that capture these principles. I have carefully selected each of these quotes. So, take your time to read them and think about their meaning. I don’t claim to reveal any new truths about how to live life, but sometimes we all need to be reminded about what really matters. My intention has been to distil the most vital lessons out of the noise and chatter and that’s what I have described as the six fundamental truths, as that is what they seem to me. Whether you agree is a question for only you to answer.


Each of us is on our own journey of personal growth and must take our own route. There is an old joke about a man who is travelling and who stops to ask a local person for directions. The local listens to the man’s question, scratches his head, and says, ‘Yes, I know where that is, and I can tell you how to get there, but I wouldn’t start from here.’ The message of the joke is, of course, that we all must start from where we are. That applies to this book. While the six truths I focus on are not wholly independent truths, as each seems to arise from the preceding one, and the chapters are arranged in a way that the book can be read from cover to cover, it may also be more useful for certain readers to dip in and out, according to interest and where you find yourselves in life, at the time of reading.


Writing this book has been an exercise in reminding myself what really matters, and I hope my efforts prove helpful to you, too. I would recommend keeping a journal by your side to jot down your thoughts, feelings and observations. Along the way, there will be questions for you, some exercises to try and some points for reflection. Writing can be an outlet for your feelings, helping you to explore honestly the reality of a situation and providing a way to connect with your inner wisdom. Engaging in writing in these creative ways can really help you to dig down and explore your thoughts and feelings in a new way.


In my own life I have found that sometimes all it takes is a helpful nudge in the right direction to get me going, a provocative quote or a question that stops me in my tracks and gets me to think again about something. It has become one of my greatest joys to recognise life as an unfolding story of personal development, emotional maturity and increased wisdom, and to become increasingly open to new possibilities in myself. I hope you can also find the same joys through this book.
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