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‘If your aliveness is missing or defunct, Eloise Skinner’s book will help you reclaim it. A practical yet deeply rich guide that facilitates your creation of a fulfilling work-life portfolio through the examination of mind, body, work, and self.’


Dan Pontefract, award-winning author of Work-Life Bloom, Lead. Care. Win., and others


‘Life is not so much about having the right answers as it is about asking the right questions. And a great one to begin with is: “But are you alive?” Eloise Skinner eloquently and beautifully explores this theme, pulling from her own deep exploration of spirituality, psychology, and the actual act of living. It is a brave, bold book you will want to read more than once. Don’t let this book, and more importantly this question, go by without attempting to answer it.’


Jeff Goins, bestselling author of The Art of Work


‘A rich, interesting book, especially important for those who feel they have lost their way. A valuable, modern book for a new generation.’


Dr Alfried Längle, M.D., Ph.D., founder of Existential Analysis, www.gle-uk.com
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This book is dedicated to you, the reader – what a privilege to be part of your journey.




AN INTRODUCTION


Aliveness
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Life, these days, can be a little like walking into a huge supermarket.


You know the kind – the retail park supermarkets that stock everything, on multiple floors. At first, it’s exciting: so many options! Stuff in all variations and colours! But, after a while, it can be exhausting. You get distracted. You forget what it was you were looking for. In amongst all the choice and the variety on offer, you can end up unfocused. And – at the risk of overextending the metaphor – sometimes the stuff you wanted was actually out of reach all along, even if it looked close enough to touch.


This feeling – of existential overwhelm, to give it a somewhat more dramatic title – isn’t unique to shopping trips in huge supermarkets. Our modern lives contain a lot, both professionally and personally. At present, the median job tenure has fallen to 4.1 years,1 and it’s estimated that workers will have around 10–15 jobs in their lifetime.2 And our personal lives are more diverse, too. For many of us, we’ve been encouraged to explore our passions and our purpose. We’ve been told –often through social media and online advertising – that we can define the life we want to live; we can choose our personal brand and ‘side-hustles’; that we’re creators and innovators and disruptors. (Whether this is true in a practical sense, of course, isn’t always directly relevant: we can still get caught up in the overwhelm of choice and variety, even if we don’t necessarily have the practical means to explore every option fully.) In some respects, we seem to be more free than ever to become the authors of our own existence.


But the endless choice on display can leave us unsettled. With so many things to do and tasks to achieve and options to pick, we can end up feeling like we don’t know which way to turn. (This general kind of ‘unanchored’ feeling, in the psychological literature, is sometimes referred to as the ‘existential vacuum’,3 a beautifully poetic way to describe a feeling of meaninglessness.) What are we supposed to do with our lives? Is there a right or wrong way of doing it? What happens if we move too slow, or too fast? Do we know what we want? Have we ever really thought about it?


All of this is, of course, exacerbated by social media: the push to present a perfect life on Instagram, a sparkling personal brand on LinkedIn, a consistent viewpoint on Twitter, and so on. And we do this to relax, in our ‘free’ time? No wonder we’re all exhausted.


As for a solution, I’m not sure there is a single answer: in the end, I think we have to navigate our own paths. But I believe there’s an alternative to the way we’re often encouraged to live and work. I think it’s possible for each of us to explore all the scattered elements of our existence, each so crucial for our sense of who we are, and bring them together to create a life that’s fully integrated, fully unique and filled with meaning. In short, a life that’s lived with full aliveness.


‘Aliveness’ isn’t a word that lends itself to an easy or universal definition. Maybe the word makes you remember a particular time in your life when you really experienced a feeling of being fully alive, or perhaps it makes you think of a particular person who moves through the world with lightness, inspiration and joy. Either way, I’m sure you have your own assumptions about the term. Dictionary definitions of ‘alive’ often mention energy and vivacity, qualities that imply presence, fulfilment and drive. But as much as we can capture it with language and labels, the experience of being fully ‘alive’ is a personal one. Your sense of what it feels like to wake up each day with full aliveness will be different from mine. It’s the kind of quality that doesn’t allow itself to be ranked, rated, compared or measured: this is an individual journey, based on personal experience, heading towards a destination that only you can determine. We can simply say, to begin the work of this book, that ‘aliveness’ is an expansive, meaningful experience of life, one in which you feel present, driven and full of energy. The way this journey (towards greater ‘aliveness’) manifests on a practical level, or the way it feels on a personal level, or the methods you choose to utilize along the way – these are all elements for you to decide.


As I started studying the field of ‘existential therapy’,4 I came across the term ‘phenomenology’ (from the Greek, generally translated as the study of ‘that which appears’). Other than being a great word to use to impress your friends during casual conversation (‘Did I mention I’ve been reading about phenomenology?’), the word captures an interesting approach, and one that we’ll explore in our work together.5 Phenomenology could be expressed as the attempt or effort to understand a thing as it is in itself, rather than trying to understand it through the framework of ideas or other ideologies. This approach takes a position of openness and non-judgement: it doesn’t necessarily seek an answer, but instead looks for an experience. We could, perhaps, adopt this approach as a methodology: moving from the surface of things to a deeper pursuit of the ‘essence’ of the things we encounter. This attitude, as vague as it might sound, can come in helpful when we start to explore a sense of personal aliveness. As we work through each chapter, we’ll be using questions like: How does it feel to experience this practice? What can this tell me? What did I like or dislike? We’ll be looking at ourselves and our lives, trying to get beneath the surface, moving away from concrete answers and towards a lived experience of life. This approach can be challenging, at times, but you may also (as I have!) find it deeply rewarding.


For myself, this work – of becoming more ‘alive’ – has been my project over the last decade. And it’s made my life challenging in a lot of ways. For one thing, it’s taken me in and out of a range of careers: lawyer, author, teacher, dancer, existential therapist and even – briefly – a student in a monastic community (more on that later). In the pursuit of full ‘aliveness’, I’ve found it difficult to settle on one path. And, on a personal level, it can be exhausting. Phenomenology, existentialism, the meaning of life, trying to find your purpose – these topics are confronting, frustrating, and often yield no immediate results. The deeper you go, the more difficult it gets.


And then there’s the question of whether we’re entitled to be asking these types of questions at all (especially if, like me, you come at these topics without a financially-secure net to fall back on). It can feel risky to do this work, to move away from comfort and towards the unknown. And it often feels self-indulgent to be pondering our own existence. But, at the heart of it, these are questions that humans have been asking themselves, and each other, for millennia. How can we truly experience our fleeting moments on this planet? How can we live in such a way that the depth of our life becomes more meaningful than the length of it? How can we get to a position where we can look back at our journey and think: yes, that was my life, a life I created and designed, and a life I lived fully? In the end, this work is an enduring human tradition, an instinct and an impulse towards deeper ‘aliveness’.


Joining that tradition, this book focuses on the idea of intentionally selecting, exploring and diving deeper into the central elements of your life. Throughout the chapters, you’ll find a collection of teachings, traditions and actionable exercises, all designed to bring you closer to a full, meaningful experience of life. The practical approach is one of artistic experimentation: try things out, see how they land in your life, and feel free to change your mind or your routines at any point. This is your path, and it’s up to you which direction you head in.


Together, we’ll begin with an overview of our current landscape, and the circumstances we find ourselves in. We’ll cover achievement culture, the burnout epidemic, and the wisdom of existential psychotherapy. And we’ll touch on the unique time period we’re currently moving through: the opportunities we have, in the coming years, to redefine our own lives, and the chances we have for new beginnings, approaches and perspectives. Next, we’ll take a practical approach to the topic, exploring a toolkit for you to begin designing your own life. Moving through four major categories – Mind, Body, Work and Self – we’ll travel through teachings, practices and exercises from a variety of traditions and backgrounds. And then, in the final section, I’ll be handing over the pen, providing you with the steps you need to begin designing for yourself.


Later on in the book, we’ll work with the concept of a ‘portfolio’, something that often arises in the context of creating a fulfilling work life. The work-related context is important – most people spend around a third of their lives working, after all. But this book takes the portfolio concept and extends it – to cover passion projects, identity, meaning, embodiment, relationships, connection, authenticity … and much more. The fundamental idea, here, is the possibility of living at a deeper, more integrated level – going beneath the surface, figuring out how you really want to spend your time in the world, and then finding ways to shape and form your life accordingly. So, yes, this book is for anyone who feels lost, for anyone who feels like they’re moving through life without purpose or direction or intention. But it’s also for those who already know which way they’re heading and just want to look for a little more depth along the way. It’s a book that empowers you, the reader, to step into the role of creator – to form and shape your life according to your own unique design.


There’s another aspect to this work, as well – an aspect closely connected to my own experience of success and achievement. It’s been the case, on many occasions, that I’ve worked to achieve something, and when I finally reached it, I felt like it didn’t live up to expectations. For many of us, this can be a central feature of our experience of life – working to get somewhere, or achieve something, only to find that it wasn’t what we wanted, or it didn’t fill the gap we were promised it would. And then, inevitably, there’s a new goal or ambition, and the pursuit begins again.


I think an alternative path is possible. But it requires us, firstly, to re-evaluate our current lifestyles and assumptions, and then to begin the process of reorientating ourselves towards a more fulfilled, ‘alive’ experience, whatever that looks like in practice.


Over the last decade, I’ve been asked the same two questions hundreds of times. The first question, more straightforwardly, is: ‘How do you do so many different things at once?’ This is a question about time management, productivity, wellbeing and balance – topics I’ll touch on in the course of this book. But a more interesting question is: ‘Why do you do so many different things at once?’ This is a question about becoming more alive, about pursuing a life full of depth and meaning and purpose. Drawing on my experience across existentialism, spirituality, wellbeing, career development and psychotherapy, this book is my answer to that question.




PART I


The Landscape



CHAPTER 1

A Quick Look at Where We’re At

[image: image]

If your life sometimes feels overwhelming or exhausting, you’re not alone. In this chapter, we’ll take a look at the social/cultural pressures for today’s young adults, including changes in working patterns, social media, social expectations and much more. And, of course, we’ll touch on the circumstances of the present moment, and the long-term shifts that might be heading our way in the years to come.

The pace of change

My first phone came with a daily allowance of ten text messages. Ten individual texts to send each day, to whoever I wanted. The allowance refreshed at midnight, so I’d have to predict the need for communication during the day, trying to make sure no message went to waste. Some days, around 11.30pm, there was an opportunity to get a little reckless with the remaining texts – send an emoticon,1 perhaps. (Believe it or not, this was the world in 2005.)

We often think that change – in society, technology or culture – is achingly slow. We think things should be more advanced, or faster, or more efficient, or just better than the way they are today. Even a couple of hours without a good WiFi connection can leave us feeling disconnected and restless. On a day-to-day level, we tend not to reflect on the way things used to be, back then. But the acceleration of technology over the last decade has had a huge impact on the way we live. There are good things, of course – the deeper connections we can create; the globalization of our lives and work; the diversity of perspectives to learn from – but there are less good things, too. Some of these ‘less good things’ form central themes for the work of this book, and we’ll touch on a few of them here.

1. Burnout (the current edition)

These days, most of us are familiar with the concept of burnout. Perhaps you’ve even encountered it first-hand: the steady, enduring feeling of exhaustion that can seep into every aspect of your life. Burnout creeps up on you – one moment you’re racing ahead, achieving goals, moving forwards; the next moment you’re just moving through the motions, ticking off the exhausting elements of an endless to-do list. One of the most dangerous features of burnout is its subtlety – we can easily pass off a developing sense of burnout as tiredness or stress. We tell ourselves that we need a break, that things will be better when we reach the next hurdle. We promise ourselves a vacation once our next work project is completed. We wonder why we can’t just ‘pull it together’ and gather the energy to do the things we once loved to do. The failure of these efforts, of course, can leave us even more demoralized than we were before.

Burnout is reported to be on the rise, too. Studies from 2021 show that, as we move into a post-pandemic world, a growing number of us are disillusioned and depleted.2 But even as this reality becomes more visible, none of it is new. The term ‘burnout’ arrived into public discourse in the 1970s, developed by a German-born American psychologist and psychotherapist named Herbert Freudenberger. At this time, Freudenberger used the term to describe the consequences that resulted from his own high-pressured working environment, working in the fields of healthcare and addiction. Burnout, in this context, was characterized by a range of symptoms, including headaches, sleeplessness and ‘quickness to anger’. Freudenberger noted the similarities to depression, too, writing that a worker encountering burnout ‘looks, acts and seems depressed’. The difference between burnout and exhaustion, in many cases, is that exhaustion belongs to the present moment. We’re exhausted now. But burnout reaches into the future and becomes a feature of our ongoing experience. We’re ‘burned out’ for the long term.

Although we often associate burnout with the pressures of a working environment, the term today isn’t limited to the consequences of a demanding job. Burnout can result from broader social pressures – expectations of others, comparisons to peer groups, the relentless demands of social media. And, importantly, burnout doesn’t have to result from an exclusively negative set of circumstances. Burnout can happen when you’re chasing your dreams, too. An inability to take breaks from your work; a feeling of never being able to ‘get on top of things’; a sense that you’ll never get a real rest – these are all features of burnout – and yet, they can happen in an environment that you’ve intentionally chosen for yourself, even one that you’ve dreamed of or passionately worked towards. Burnout doesn’t make exceptions for situations in which you feel as though you should be thriving.

One central feature of the work we’ll do in this book is a sense of ‘disconnection’ from the world. This is the feeling of standing outside of your own life, looking in on it, but somehow unable to participate fully. This feeling can manifest in a variety of ways, from a variety of sources, but burnout is a central example. Burnout keeps us at a distance from the richness of our own experience, preventing us from fully being able to be present. We end up too depleted to do the things we love, and we lose our sense of connection even to the things we are still able to do. Life, in a burned-out world, can seem clouded – a colourless experience, where everyday tasks begin to feel heavy. Burnout removes the shape and texture of our lives. The ups and downs of our emotions are dulled. Our experience of life becomes flat.

Clinical burnout is often best dealt with by quick intervention – making immediate changes in daily life, moving away from the direct cause of the burnout (if it can be identified), or starting a process of therapy or other supportive practice. This book is not a strategy for negotiating burnout, although it could be supportive within a long-term plan for burnout recovery. Instead of dealing with burnout’s consequences, we’re going to work on a set of tools, skills and abilities that might just steer us away from burnout before it begins. And, if burnout is something that comes our way, my hope is that this book provides you with the ability to observe your life as it shifts and changes, and gives you the creative authority to make meaningful changes where you can.

2. Welcome to the internet

Imagine a world with no global source of information at your fingertips. Imagine no notifications, no online ads, no scrolling, no swiping, no double tapping. This world used to exist, in the not-too-distant past. Back then, there were no constant news updates, unless you sought them out or happened to hear about them in person. No exposure to endless opinions of others, unless you looked for them, or read about them in print, or voluntarily chose to listen to someone expressing them. Maybe our lives were a little quieter (and harder in many different ways, of course, but a little less frantic).

For those of us who spend a good proportion of time on social media – for work or play or anything else – we know, intimately, that feeling of overwhelm. This societal leap, from in-person community interactions to exposure to an international scope of thought and opinion, is something we’re not equipped to handle well. Even as mere observers, it can be draining to be in the midst of it all – debates and discussions and viral trends, all moving so fast that we can barely catch our breath. There are the undeniably negative elements: misinformation, hate, trolling, aggression, online bullying (none of this new to the human species, of course, but exacerbated by the accessibility and speed of our online environments). But even when we’re talking about good things – online attention, growing audiences, going viral, visibility and appreciation – these things can be equally overwhelming. You can still be left exhausted and worn down by the pace of your online life, even if you have millions of adoring followers. Too much of a good thing can easily work against us.

When it comes to our lived experience, then, we end up in a similar position to the burnout example. From an existential perspective, we could say that both situations – burnout and overwhelm – separate us from the felt, lived experience of being human. But where burnout might lower our energy levels, forcing us away from participation in our lives, our online world can have the opposite effect. Instead of too little energy, we’re constantly hyped, receiving more – information, opinions, perspectives – than we know what to do with. Our adrenaline is high before we’ve even unlocked our phones. It’s difficult to know when (or how) to stop. And so, we skim over the depths of our daily lives in favour of something lighter; something clickable; something transient. Maybe we even lose sight of the possibility of depth altogether.

3. The emptiness of success

Many of us spent our early years with a predetermined sense of what it means to be successful. Whether we were listening to our parents, our teachers or any type of media, we usually figured out that money and power and beauty are some of the classic indicators of success. As we moved into adulthood, perhaps we added some more specific metrics. A job title. A mortgage. A long-term relationship. For many of us, this checklist may have actually formed a helpful template for figuring out what to do with our time. It becomes easier to pick out the perfect career path or lifestyle when there are some specific requirements to reach success. And then, somewhere along the way, many of us replaced the difficult, meandering path of getting to know our selves and our values with a more socially-acceptable path of ‘achievement’.

There’s nothing wrong with achievement, of course. And for some people, this path does bring personal fulfilment. Perhaps you do get the job and the partner and the promotion, and in the end you feel satisfied. When it comes to shaping your life, there are countless ways to design it – and if you stumbled straight into depth, purpose and meaning, that’s great. I hope the tools in this book can be an addition to your lifestyle. For the rest of us, our paths might have taken a different direction. Some of us realized the futility of chasing success early on and switched into another way of life altogether. Some of us continued the chase, progressing towards targets that always felt just out of reach. And some of us reached the targets or goals we’d set for ourselves and found that they didn’t deliver whatever it was we’d expected from them.

There are a few consistent factors here that we’ll return to throughout the book. One is the subjectivity of success: the realization that other people’s ideas of a good life don’t necessarily match our own. Another is the evolution, between generations, of what ‘success’ looks like. In many cases, ideas of traditional career paths have been replaced with a more personal, individualized range of options. For the next generation of leaders, it’s increasingly possible to craft a fulfilling career without trudging through layers of corporate hierarchy. Job descriptions might be more malleable; portfolio careers are open to be designed, and sharing parts of yourself – your life, your story, your content – can be done without the backing of a traditional media outlet. And, relatedly, our growing awareness of all the options out there, appearing in front of us every time we open social media, can give us the confidence and security we need to question whether pre-existing ideas of success are actually working for us. All of this, potentially, leading us to the realization that what we’ve been working towards, the whole time, hasn’t even been something personally meaningful to us.

4. A global pandemic, and what comes next

Finally, to wrap up this section, we should consider the most important contextual factor of the last few years. It would be difficult to find an industry, sector or individual that wasn’t affected by the pandemic, each in entirely unique and diverse ways. The shifts in society – the ways we live, work and encounter each other – are huge, of course. But in this book, we’ll touch mainly on the elements relevant to the existential experience we have, as individuals, in our own lives. In this respect, one of the most interesting aspects is the opportunity for reinvention and reflection. For many of us, a period of isolation, however it was imposed on us, gave us a significant amount of time to reconsider habitual patterns and tendencies. Maybe we noticed a reliance on certain distractions or coping mechanisms, or we started to re-evaluate behaviours we’d been carrying out for years, unnoticed. Periods of social and personal recalibration don’t often collide in such an obvious way, and – as we steadily emerged from periods of lockdown – many of us wanted a new version of how things used to be.

Another element of post-pandemic life is a clearer understanding of what really matters. This includes things as complex as the reconstruction of economic policy – for example, more investment in healthcare or a reassessment of working environments – or things as individual as a personal decision to spend more time with loved ones. Some of us decided we needed to move out of cities. Some of us decided we needed a new career or a new relationship. Some of us decided to craft a whole new identity, one based around a sense of personal values and purpose. None of this was the priority in getting through the pandemic, of course – personal development can generally take a back seat in times where our lives and health are on the line. But once we moved through the pandemic years, many of us ended up with a clearer sense of what really matters. The job you thought formed part of your identity? Maybe you realized it was only a tiny part of who you are, on a personal level. That group of people you used to socialize with every weekend? Perhaps you haven’t heard from them in months. The fast-paced lifestyle you couldn’t see yourself ever leaving behind? It might feel less crucial these days; less integral to the way you move through the world; less part of you, and more something that you chose, at a particular point in time. The patterns we create in life are changeable, impermanent and adaptable to the evolving nature of things around us.

A last point, in the context of the pandemic and everything that it brought along with it: we have a sense, now – collectively as well as individually – that change is coming. There’s a growing understanding now, and especially among the next generation of leaders and thinkers, that things can’t go back to the way they were. We live in a fractured world, and one that we seem to be committed to destroying in a variety of ways. Climate change, racial injustice, a lack of social mobility, persistent inequality, the polarization of politics – the list is lengthy, and this barely touches the surface. But with change comes opportunity. The opportunity to see things differently. To start with ourselves, and then work outwards, to our relationships and communities and our work in the world.

So, what next?

This book advocates for a personal sense of depth and meaning first, but, ultimately, this work is intended to go beyond the self. As we move through the exercises in the book, the opportunity is not just to reform or refine or ‘perfect’ the self, but to extend this work outwards: to make the changes you want to see in the world, and to do it on behalf of other people as well as for yourself. This shift in perspective is one of the elements that distinguishes the methodology in this book from traditional self-help. Of course, the intention is to help you, the reader. But the ultimate, underlying purpose is to send this work back into the world, to re-enter your life as a whole, integrated, fully alive person, and then to use this as your foundation to make your own contribution. Nothing is isolated, or separate, or detached. Everything you do matters – and, most importantly, for the context of this book, who you are matters. It matters not just for you but for everyone you encounter, and, ultimately, for all of us.


CHAPTER 2

The Architecture of Your Life

[image: image]

In this chapter, we’ll dive into the principles of this book and how they compare to other approaches. We’ll take a quick look at the self-help industry, the traditions and teachings behind our work together, and a few overarching ideas that will start to emerge. Along the way, we’ll begin to lay the foundations for the path ahead.

You, the storyteller

How far do you like to plan ahead? Do you know what you want to be doing in five years’ time? How about one year? Six months? Next weekend?

Sometimes we’re encouraged to look ahead. Our bosses want us to make career plans. Our friends want us to agree on social commitments. Our parents want to know when we’re settling down, or moving out, or getting our lives together. This ability – to look to the future and speculatively map out our lives – is, perhaps, a uniquely human skill. We’re storytellers, by nature, and the act of imagining and committing to an unknown future is another application of this talent. We imagine what might happen, and we plan for that. And as much as this is about storytelling, it’s also about taking authority – about standing in the position of creator, when it comes to your life. Deciding how you want things to look; taking steps to get there.

To begin, let’s look at things on a smaller, more immediate scale. Imagine something unexpected happens to you. Perhaps you marry the person of your dreams and the relationship breaks down. Or someone you love becomes ill and you give up your career to take care of them. Or perhaps you work for a decade to get your dream job and suddenly the market crashes and the job opportunity goes away. There are a million ways our lives can fall apart, some big, some small. But life’s unexpected changes can also come as a result of good things happening. Perhaps you get a promotion and end up moving abroad. Or you fall in love and reshape your life according to new, shared dreams. Or you find a new skill, passion or interest that takes your life in a different direction.

The consistent theme here, between all the good and the bad things, is the unexpected, unpredicted nature of all the possibilities that can happen. The skill we’re developing in this book is not the ability to ‘plan’ your life. There are a million books out there to help you with goal-setting, vision-building, productivity, strategy and execution. This book is about something different. Instead of looking at our surface-level responses to the things that can happen to us – a change of job, a new relationship – we’re going deeper. We’re looking at the fundamental attitude you hold with regards to the things that come your way. We’re going all the way down, into your core beliefs about yourself and your life and your everyday existence.

The journey ahead of us

For this work, we’ll be moving across a range of disciplines and fields of study. We’ll look at logotherapy, the therapeutic approach designed to navigate topics of meaning and purpose. We’ll take a quick look at traditional monastic practices and see what we can learn from immersive, committed spiritual disciplines. And we’ll touch on a few other paths to finding meaning, purpose and self-awareness, including meditation, contemplation, creativity, philosophy and embodied practices.

To be clear, before we dive in: I don’t believe there’s a single answer to the ‘big’ questions of life. Following the billions of human beings who have passed through this world, asking themselves the same things about life and meaning and happiness, it would be a little surprising to suggest there is, in fact, a simple, straightforward answer that applies to everyone. Instead, I want to offer you a few approaches that you might not have encountered before. These are the findings from my own meaning-seeking journey over the last decade, and I’d love to share with you the pieces of practical wisdom I’ve collected. And to be clear, none of these paths alone has delivered me a perfect sense of clarity about who I am or how to live. Instead, I’m advocating for an integrated approach – learning as much as you can, gathering wisdom from wherever you find it, and drawing it into your own life in a way that feels authentic. This is a way in which you can begin to craft a life – a life that belongs fully to you, and one that responds to all of your different preferences and characteristics, and to your ever-evolving sense of what it means to be fully alive.

This book is full of tools, techniques and pieces of advice for you to take out into the world and try for yourself. There’s no overnight solution: a lifetime is barely long enough to really explore these questions. But I think one of the greatest gifts of this work is its infinite nature. There’s no finish line, no completion date. Even if you do encounter moments of realization and deepening, as I hope you will, there’s still work to do on the other side. There’s still a life to build and a path to keep walking.

In fact, it’s partly the ‘accomplishment’ perspective that holds us back from really leaning into the process, and – perhaps – even enjoying the journey. Maybe this perspective comes from the dominant cultural narrative – an achievement culture, where work is done to be demonstrated, or held up for approval, or posted about on social media. We’ve all encountered the humble-bragging posts of LinkedIn or the impossibly perfect images of Instagram. Meanwhile, there’s not much appreciation for the quiet, imperceptible work that goes into building a life. This work is often messy, difficult, chaotic, draining and seemingly pointless. The results might be decades away. The ‘reward’ might be totally invisible. A better sense of self-awareness, or a feeling of being ‘fully alive’ – these aren’t things that lend themselves to certificates or awards ceremonies. And yet, as we’ll see, this work filters out. It starts in the innermost parts of the self, and it spreads out to touch every aspect of your life. Equipped with a better sense of being here in the world, of belonging, of knowing yourself, of experiencing life fully, you give yourself a secure foundation from which to do anything else – career success, relationship stability, financial goals … and yes, even an attractive social media profile. If you want.

A few things about self-help books

The self-help genre is subject to a good deal of criticism. Here’s the general objection: it encourages a cycle in which you, the reader, buy a book, hope it will change your life, it doesn’t, you add it to your bookshelf and go looking for the next one, and the cycle starts again. And it’s a fair point. If a book – or any other product, for that matter – promises a quick journey towards a better existence, there’s reason to be hesitant.

You might have discovered this book in the ‘self-help’ category, but the work in this book has an alternative intention. Here are a couple of ways in which we’ll be taking a different journey.
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