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Author’s Note


The life experiences we each have and share are intimate and sacred; they belong to us and can never be fully grasped by others—the best a reader can do is hear them, interpret them, and learn from them. They are on loan, with the original pulse stored within those who lived them. This is why I am utterly grateful for all who were willing to share their stories with me, who were willing to offer me the most precious glimpses into their existence.


This book is rooted in my theoretical and clinical expertise, but it is inspired by my own experiences and conversations that I’ve had with people I know and work with. Every client, friend, and research participant has been given a pseudonym and has had their identifying characteristics changed. The conversations I recall have been altered in an effort to protect privacy and honor confidentiality. In addition, my biographical details are at times slightly tweaked as a way to preserve my own sense of privacy and safety, while still maintaining the integrity of my own lived experience.


Lastly, philosophy is a tricky beast and although I’ve done my best to distill some complex ideas, I encourage you to do your own reading and reach your own truth.









To All Who Feel Lost









I Don’t Know Who I Am


“Are you happy?”


The question catches me off-guard, as does my instinct to respond: No, not at all. I am simply enduring the fact that I am alive.


I am stunned.


I’m twenty-four years old, visiting L.A. for the weekend and having drinks with a close friend from college, someone I haven’t seen much since graduation. The conversation had been light—reminiscing about our carefree days at school, cringing and laughing at the memories. But then he’d leveled me with the seemingly innocuous question:


“Are you happy?”


While I don’t say it out loud, this is the first time I’ve allowed myself to acknowledge the fact that I am deeply unhappy. Why now? At this intersection of truth and raw emotion—the moment I will, years later, recognize in my clients when they realize, suddenly and irrepressibly, that an aspect of their life no longer feels honest to them—tears begin to roll down my face. My friend stares at me, bewildered.


I sit there, feeling ambushed and betrayed by my body. My chest starts to heave as my lungs fight to find air between sobs. I don’t say anything; instead, I plummet into disjointed and booming thoughts.




I am deeply, profoundly unhappy.


I don’t know who I am anymore—and I don’t remember the last time I did.


I feel broken—but I don’t remember breaking.





I tell my friend I need to use the bathroom. Unsteadily, I find my way to the sink and grasp its edges to anchor myself. A scream is building inside of me, but I don’t let it out. I splash water on my face and neck, hoping the cold will snap me back into a reality that hurts a little less.


When I finally look in the mirror, I am met with hollow, unfamiliar eyes. They’re empty. Is anyone even in there? I lift my arm to wipe my face, and the stranger mirrors me. The woman touching my cheeks is me, but she doesn’t feel like me. I feel utterly disconnected from the person staring back. Is this who everyone else sees?


I am dizzy, inexplicably overwhelmed.


Then, it finally dawns on me: I HATE the woman in the mirror. I am confused, frustrated, and constantly hurt by her. Fuck her! I suffer as she just watches me live a life that I am not even sure is worth living.


So, no . . .


“I am not happy,” I finally say out loud, in an empty bathroom, to no one in particular.


*


The next morning, I have a plane to catch—my sister and I have been in Los Angeles for a “girls’ trip” and are heading back home to Vancouver. I was able to pull myself together at the bar the night before, but now the dread of going back to my “real” life is palpable. As I pack my bag, I feel heavier with each piece of clothing I put in my suitcase. I begin to wonder about all the people, things, and roles I’ve “placed” into my life that weren’t meant for me. Then I quickly chastise myself, feeling ungrateful, even ashamed of my discontent. By the age of nine, I had survived the Bosnia and Kosovo Wars, and the fact that I am alive, healthy, and living in Canada is an enormous and wonderful privilege. I have food, shelter, and fresh ocean air. Things are good!


But of course, this forced positivity only makes me feel shittier.


The truth is, I am finding it hard to be grateful these days. I live in a dark, crappy one-bedroom basement apartment that my husband and I can barely afford. The beat-up van I drive makes an embarrassing amount of noise every time I push the brake. I got married the summer before grad school, at the tender age of twenty-two, and in the conservative, Christian community in which I grew up, no one flinched as I made such a huge commitment before my frontal cortex had even fully developed. Why didn’t anyone stop me? I wonder. Now I come home to a husband I don’t love. Luckily, I am gone most days attending classes and studying for my master’s program in counseling psychology—but even my refuge is exhausting and competitive. With each assignment, my flaws and past traumas have become glaringly obvious. In addition to my academic requirements, I am asked to learn about and navigate other people’s emotional pain in therapy sessions, while simultaneously trying to manage my own. I spend a lot of my time daydreaming about having a very different life—fantasizing about the endless could-have-beens—as a way to cope with my reality. Lately I’ve noticed that my senses have dulled, making me feel detached, almost, from my own existence.


I feel pressured to be someone I am not and to live a life that I don’t want. People assume my life is fun, sweet, idyllic even, and it’s become my job to keep up the pretenses—the perfect marriage, the slim figure, the academic accomplishments. Yet, as hard as I try, I feel like I’m failing—myself and the people around me.


I am drowning.


I am asked to be many things: wife, student, therapist, friend, daughter, and sibling. But no one is asking me to be my Self, to show up as who I really am—and it wouldn’t matter if they did, because even I don’t know who that really is. I have no space to unravel my thoughts or decipher my feelings, although maybe that’s just an excuse, because I have the sneaking suspicion that if I did, I would come undone. I feel trapped, frightened that all my decisions—big and small—have set a sentence, without parole, for a life I don’t want. Deep down, I know that the only way to escape is to shatter my life as I know it.


But what if, in the process, I shatter instead? What if I break before I can break free?


*


In the cab on my way to the airport, I’m sweating profusely, digging my nails into my palms to prevent myself from vomiting. Nothing about my body feels right. I can’t even hold a simple conversation with my sister; my thoughts are racing. By the time we arrive, my senses are flooded. The crowds, the mixed smells of fast food and coffee, and the heaviness of supporting my body as I stand in line to board the plane—it’s all just too much.


As the discomfort intensifies, I try even harder to ignore it. (What is it about humans that we would rather endure suffering than face our truth?) I deny my reality pretty successfully until we are seated on the plane and the seatbelt sign illuminates for takeoff. As I click in, my vision becomes blurry, my breath short, and my skin feels too tight. I am desperate to claw my way out—out of this seat, out of my body, out of my life. The tin-can walls of the plane are closing in and the air feels thicker, stale. Sweat drips down my neck and chest. I unbuckle and stand up, pushing my way toward the front of the plane. Confused passengers stare as the flight attendant repeatedly asks me to sit down.


“I need to get off. I need to get off now!” I scream. Something is happening. Nothing is going to stop me.


I don’t even remember leaving the plane, but suddenly I am standing at an empty airport gate looking at my sister with sheer panic.


My legs tingle. Then my upper body seizes. My arms fold into themselves, curling my hands toward my chest as my wrists twist and my fingers contort into claws. I am trapped in my body. My sister runs to look for medical assistance. Holy hell. I am terrified as I watch her disappear into the distance. She comes back minutes (but it feels like hours) later, just in time to watch me lose my ability to speak. I can no longer move my jaw or lips, and words are coming out as groans.


Then, as suddenly as the symptoms hit, my mind clears. I am focused.


It’s funny how unrestricted we become when we believe we’re facing death. In this moment, I realize that I am willing to do anything to protect myself, because nothing is worth this feeling. What if I die before I even have a chance to truly exist? I wonder.


Looking at myself head-on and changing my life no longer feels like a suggestion; it is a necessity. I am willing to adjust, burn, toss, abandon, or shatter anything. One thought rings loudest: I will be there for myself. I will no longer be a passive observer in my own damn life.


Several minutes later, the paramedics arrive. I am not dying; I’ve had my first panic attack. They give me a pill and ask me to breathe. They are calm, and I am confused by their nonchalance—I’ve just stared death in the face! But indeed, a couple of minutes later, my speech comes back, my arms unfold, and I can stand.


*


Today, I understand that my panic attack occurred in response to my recognition of my profound loss—the fact that I was engulfed in a life that wasn’t right for me and that I was struggling to be my Self. This event itself didn’t change my life, but it forced me to realize that nothing in my life would change until I made adjustments. Part of finally taking responsibility for my life meant recognizing when I was being the problem. It meant looking inward and accepting that, at the end of the day, it was on me to accept the fact that my choices had created my realities, and to take the necessary steps to change things.


So, in the months after that airport panic attack, I became intentional about creating space for the version of my Self I wanted to be—to grow and evolve. Instead of controlling or limiting who I was (or allowing others to do so), I learned to just let my Self be. And in this way of existing, I began to feel more known, seen, and understood than I ever had before—not by others but by myself. I learned who I was, and finally, I learned to live as my Self.


Concretely, I ended my marriage. I took a sabbatical from my studies. I stopped seeing clients for a period. I withdrew from friends who I felt didn’t have my best interests at heart. I set boundaries and consequently—and dramatically—lost or transformed many of the relationships that were contributing to my anxiety or existential dread. I began to listen to my body very carefully. I acknowledged the cage of expectations I had been living in. I packed my suitcase, confirmed the eight hundred dollars in my checking account, asked a friend if I could sleep on their couch, and got on a flight to the town in Serbia I grew up in (with no idea what I would do there or when I would come back). I wrote in my journal. I let myself cry. I began to face the trauma of my war-ridden past. I didn’t have sex again until I truly wanted to. I ate and moved in a way that honored my body. I grieved the self-relationship I never had. I listened to and questioned what I had to say. I rested. I learned to make all of this a practice, an ongoing and repeated effort that shaped my life. And, most important, I took responsibility for my own existence.


When I returned to school, I completed my master’s in counseling psychology and went on to finish a doctoral program in psychotherapy science. I became an existential therapist, helping clients with identity, relationships, trauma, and, well, existential issues (more on what those are, exactly, later). I began to work with individuals who felt empty, disconnected, frustrated, or simply unhappy about the life they were living or the self they were being.


In my sessions, I began to see one common thread:




Self-loss.





Self-loss is what I believe to be at the core of so much of our human suffering. Although most of us can intuitively grasp what the phrase “self-loss” means, it’s likely that we’ve never heard of it or had it explained. Self-loss is our failed responsibility to BE our Self. It’s not a concept that you will stumble upon in the DSM-5 or in most therapy rooms, but it is an inherently human experience that’s been expressed in novels, art, music, and in most of our lives.


Once I had lived it, it was easy to recognize self-loss in others, and it was fascinating to watch my own experience echo in the narratives I would hear from my clients and research participants over the years. And so, this is why I wrote this book: to help you explore the concept of self-loss, so that you can answer for yourself what are arguably the two most daunting questions:




Who am I?


Why am I here?





I won’t, or rather I can’t, give you the answers. Instead, I will show you how to live inside these questions. Life is messy and complicated; we need to let go of the idea that being human is easy and straightforward. Let’s stop pretending there are definitive answers to all of life’s questions or that we are all headed to a single destination of happiness or success. That’s not possible, that place doesn’t exist. But you will see that a life in which you constantly ask questions—and take responsibility for living your own personal and individual answers—is an existence that is wildly liberating and profoundly meaningful.


Many of us experience pain from resisting who we are and what we want—by not being open to the absurdity of existence, and to the unknown ways in which life unfolds. My panic attack, albeit excruciating, was the distinct moment that placed me on the profound and exhilarating path toward embodying who I truly am. Today, that memory is colored in gratitude;* without it, I could still be wandering, wondering who I am and why I am even here. Or worse yet, I would still be simply, and perpetually, enduring the fact that I am alive.I finally feel free—free to express myself; to taste the wine I drink and to smell the ocean outside my window. People in my life are genuine and supportive. My “roles” align with who I am—they are lived from a place of resonance rather than obligation. I make choices that honor me, as I embrace the ongoing task of being my Self. When I look in a mirror, I recognize the person staring back at me, and I am proud of her.


So, please join me on this dynamic, beautiful, worthwhile journey of existence—to consistently, at every moment, choose who you are and to say yes to the people, places, and things that give you meaning. To say yes to facing, accepting, and fully owning your one beautiful life, and, even more important, your Self.










PART I



The Self




To dare is to lose one’s footing momentarily. Not to dare is to lose oneself.


—ATTRIBUTED TO SØREN KIERKEGAARD












CHAPTER 1


What Is Self-Loss?


Here’s a visualization I often do with my clients to give them a sense of what self-loss feels like:




Imagine you’re alone, sitting in a worn leather armchair in the middle of a room. In front of you is a chipped coffee table straining to support the weight of the numerous dusty books that you intended to read but never found time for. You have a cup of coffee that has grown cold, the milk curdled on the surface. On the side table next to you is a vintage green lamp, merely ornamental ever since the room has been set ablaze.


The flames are creeping up the walls, peeling the wallpaper and sending parachutes of ash in midair. The flares slowly inch toward you; little sparks burning holes in the rug at your feet. You can barely see through the haze; your lungs fill with smoke, your eyes water. Yet you continue to sit there—paying bills, checking your email, making work deadlines, sending long, upset text messages, or posting inspirational quotes on Instagram—ignoring your impending death. You hear faint instinctual inner screams. A voice deep inside is urging you to MOVE.


But instead, you convince yourself that “this is fine”; that you are fine, in control, even. That the way you have chosen to live will not hurt you. Your life is threatened, but for some reason or another you don’t see it; you ignore it, or perhaps you’re waiting for someone else to save you. You are too “busy” to save yourself. Or, maybe you notice the flames, but you are preoccupied with debating who set the fire in the first place—you’d rather figure out who to blame than find a way to live. Regardless of the specifics, you don’t choose to extinguish the fire, which ultimately means you are choosing to get burned.





I ask my clients to sit with, explore, and make meaning of this metaphor. When they have constructed their own interpretation, I share my intent:




We are alone in the room because that’s a given—no one will ever truly know what it’s like to be us. The old, worn armchair represents the comfort we feel from the habits and patterns we’ve developed. It’s placed in the center of the room because we are often—for better or for worse—the focal point of our own lives. Our strained relationships (the table) are burdened by our lack of self-growth and healing (the unopened books). The cold coffee represents time passing, and complacency settling in. The lamp represents our dimming awareness, its light overpowered by the flames (our denial) creeping up the walls.


The wallpaper represents our boundaries. Over time,


it begins to peel off and compromise the integrity of the room, of who we are. The rug, our foundation—beliefs, morals, values—is set ablaze and we struggle to find our footing. The blurred vision is the detrimental stories we tell ourselves, and the smoke filling our lungs is all the things


we consume that we believe will make us “whole,” but don’t. We successfully ignore signs of danger and the call


to responsibility. We surrender our freedom and risk our lives to enjoy the warmth of the familiar—our so-called obligations and day-to-day mundanities. We may not know why we find ourselves in a burning room or who is to blame, but ultimately the only thing that matters is what we do about it.





*


It can be hard to wrap our heads around the idea of facing such a clear threat and continuing to live as if it’s of no consequence. It’s difficult to imagine that someone on the verge of losing something as significant as their Self* can ignore the warning signs. This loss—this impending danger that I am talking about—is not physical, it is existential.


And it’s the danger that most of us face as a consequence of the way we choose to live our everyday lives.


Let’s spend a day in the life of a girl named Alex. When her alarm goes off in the morning, the first thing she does is grab her phone. It will only take a couple of seconds before her finger taps on the first app. As her eyes adjust to the brightness, she will squint away the blur of her screen and check her DMs, silently calculating when to respond or like a picture without looking too eager. She will mindlessly scroll for a couple of minutes, or ten, or twenty-five, consciously or subconsciously taking note of other people’s lives, body shapes, or success, adding new insecurities, comparisons, or expectations to the back of her mind. Eventually she will hurry around her apartment to get ready (for the gaze of others), and if there is enough time to do one thing for herself that morning—it’s going to be coffee. Always. Alex will chug it as she hops on her first online meeting or rushes out the door to catch the train, completely forgetting to eat breakfast, drink water . . . or take a deep breath.


At work, she puts on a faint smile while dealing with people who are unpleasant, unkind, or just bad at their jobs. She lives by her online calendar, which tells her who to talk to and when, and which tasks she needs to tackle. She often checks her emails during long calls, paying very little attention to either. If she is feeling annoyed, she’ll send a snarky text to a colleague on the same video call—waiting to see if they crack a smile. At lunch, she will get a caffeine refill and eat some food, while barely taking a moment to notice its taste. She will take a picture of her outfit or the view from her desk—commenting on the weather, her workload, or making a self-deprecating joke. Every two or three minutes, Alex will check to see who’s viewed her story and look at it herself—her pictures tend to paint her life better than she knows how to live it, and looking at them helps her feel like she’s living much more than she actually is.


After work, she might hop on her Peloton, not because she cares about her health but because she hates her body. Afterward, she will meet up with her friends or watch Netflix on the couch in an effort to distract herself from feeling drained, upset, bored, or unfulfilled, while spending the majority of the time glancing at her phone, wondering if that person she’s seeing is going to text her back. Eventually she crawls into bed and looks at her screen until her eyelids get heavy.


Alex has become accustomed to (some might even say comfortable with) living in the burning room.


And with every passing day, she sinks deeper into self-loss.


Does any of this feel familiar?


The term “self-loss” almost sounds like we can misplace our essence like a set of car keys or our phone charger. And although arguably a tempting explanation, it would be inaccurate to compare self-loss to losing something or someone else. Simply put: Self-loss is being estranged from and lacking congruence, resonance, and alliance with who we truly are. It’s the feeling of being inconsistent and inauthentic—of having our actions, feelings, and decisions cease to represent how we understand and experience ourselves as “truly” being.


The regrettable reality is that too many of us go on with life unfazed by the fact that we do not know who we are. As an existential therapist, I have come to understand that the human sense of Self is the staple of well-being, relationships, and fulfillment. Self-loss, on the other hand, is often why we fail to communicate and set boundaries, why we hold on to beliefs that no longer serve us, why we struggle in relationships, why we are overwhelmed or scared to make decisions, why self-love is so goddamn difficult, and finally, why so many of us fail to find meaning and purpose in our lives.


If you are reading this, chances are that you spend much of your time feeling like the walking dead, not fully conscious, vibrant, or free. This state of existence is so common that, at this point, I would be as bold as to say that self-loss has become part of the human condition. It is not pathological, it is not a diagnosis (although it can be comorbid with other mental health struggles). It is something many of us face and it is the obstacle that stands in the way of authenticity, fulfillment, and meaningful connection with others.


The crux of self-loss is that it doesn’t allow us to exist—not truly. Not in a way we find fulfilling or, perhaps, even worth all the effort.


More often than not, our self-loss is a result of the way we live our seemingly routine and, at times, mundane lives. It manifests through our daily choices and actions, ultimately—and often subtly—leading us to the point where we no longer recognize, or connect with, our Self. This loss feels like detachment, or estrangement from our feelings, body, thoughts, beliefs, relationships, meaning, freedom, values. The disconnect makes it impossible to act with alignment and consistency (because what would you even be aligning with?). And, after a while, this dissonance creates an unspoken and haunting feeling of emptiness, fragmentation, or incongruence that we ignore and deny for as long as we can bear it.


Søren Kierkegaard, a Danish philosopher, once said that self-loss “causes little stir in the world; for in the world a self is what one least asks after, and the thing it is most dangerous of all to show signs of having. The biggest danger, that of losing oneself, can pass off in the world as quietly as if it were nothing; every loss, an arm, a leg, five dollars, a wife, etc. is bound to be unnoticed.”


The paradox of this loss is that although it often goes unnoticed, it still involves our will. Meaning, it ultimately happens because we allow it to. We do not lose our Self without our permission or participation. We may not choose to be in a burning room, but our inaction, our neglect to extinguish the flames, becomes a decision. It may be our lack of awareness, a particularly unhealthy environment or relationship, or an old wound that drives the estrangement in the first place. But more often than not, the self-loss—the complete disconnect from who we are—is ultimately accomplished through the process of self-deception. The threat is so big that the only way we can cope with it—besides actually doing something about it—is to lie to ourselves and deny that we feel empty, unfulfilled, and confused. Life has become a patchwork consisting of our misguided efforts to fill the void with relationships, jobs, possessions, or even, sometimes, kids. Anything that can help us pretend for just a little longer that there is nothing wrong. We continually ignore our past, our shadows, our wounds, and then wonder why we find ourselves making decisions that don’t serve us.


Our propensity to self-deceive—to hide the truth from ourselves and see only what we want to see despite proof to the contrary—is not merely an individual quirk, but an approach to Self that is embedded within society as a whole. Our society has normalized being something other than our Self, and to be honest, most of us don’t know that there is an alternative path. We’ve been taught to invent, pretend, morph, and edit who we are in an effort to achieve “belonging” or “recognition,” as if such external gains will compensate for the emptiness within.


Some of us knew who we were and then we lost our way. Some of us never became our Self in the first place. We grew older, we aged, our roles and functions changed, but we never grasped our essence (the intrinsic quality that makes us who we are, a concept I will explore in further detail in the next chapter). We became many things—a professional, a partner, a mentor, a parent, a friend—but we never truly became our Self. We never took real responsibility for the precious, limited time we were given. Before we knew it, a deep sense of disorientation made it difficult for us to even know where to begin.


Self-loss, in its most basic function, restricts our ability to be our Self.


It is one of the most painful human experiences—an invisible suffering that colors every aspect of our lives. As a result of not knowing who we are, we:




Self-sabotage and hurt ourselves unintentionally.


Struggle to identify and verbalize what we need, think, or how we feel.


Find ourselves living a life that we don’t want or don’t find fulfilling.


Prioritize others over ourselves.


Stay in relationships that we are not meant to be in.


Get caught in cycles of reenacting unhealthy patterns.


Are unable to identify our purpose or direction in life.


Fail at setting and maintaining boundaries.


Are faced with a deep sense of unhappiness.


Grapple with our self-esteem.


Are constantly overwhelmed or disappointed by life.


Find it hard, ultimately, to truly connect with, accept, and trust who we are.





HOW DOES SELF-LOSS MANIFEST?


I didn’t address my own self-loss for a long time, mostly because I didn’t know I was lost. One of the reasons it’s challenging to pinpoint self-loss—besides our willing or unwilling ignorance—is because, for so many of us, it’s deeply intertwined with the experience of being human.


I experienced the manifestation of self-loss in every aspect of my life:




I suppressed my emotions until they overwhelmed me.


I misused and ignored the signals my body was sending, until it forced me to listen.


I had a bad habit of forcing relationships to work because I didn’t know who I was without them.


I lived a large part of my life blindly accepting a belief system that guided my morality. The issue wasn’t the worldview per se, the issue was my lack of agency and attunement to my own needs and desires.


And finally, while I appeared to be one of those boring and always-responsible human beings, I was recklessly irresponsible with my own existence. I lived as if I had time to waste and wouldn’t feel the consequences of my actions. I deceived myself into thinking that being unfulfilled, sad, and confused was the way I was meant to live my life.





I wish I could have recognized my loss sooner, but that would have required knowing what to look for—and I didn’t. So, let me help you get a better grasp of how self-loss generally manifests in our lives, holistically. Let’s look at five major categories:




1. Emotions


Individuals who experience self-loss often struggle to self-regulate, self-soothe, or emotionally connect—they lack inner grounding. As a consequence, they begin to cope through mechanisms of avoidance, suppression, or escapism.


Some coping mechanisms are more obvious—like getting drunk every night or binge-watching TV. Other coping mechanisms are difficult to detect because at first glance they may seem like admirable behaviors. For instance, many people make themselves busy or seek accomplishments (society’s badges of honor). We are constantly impressed by such people, rather than concerned about them (which would sometimes be a more appropriate response). They go through life managing to drown their loss by numbing or detaching from their feelings, being too busy to feel the pain.


The emotional impact of self-loss is often found in the extremes.


Some individuals will get irritated by others who display a lot of emotions (or, more accurately, they will get triggered by them). They will pity others for their “lack of control” and pat themselves on the back for having so much restraint as to not feel anything. They will view their approach to life as superior, and offer no space for others to sit with their emotions around them. I used to be like this.


On the other hand, others may experience self-loss as constantly feeling overwhelmed by their feelings (not knowing what to do with them). They may allow their emotions to dictate their actions and expect others to help them manage them, while struggling to make sense of what their emotions mean or are trying to communicate. For example, new mothers have been known to smash objects in their homes or punch walls. The imposition and violation of the Self that can come from having a child can translate to overwhelming rage and self-harm. Yes, it can be a symptom of postpartum rage, but it can also be a consequence of dissolution of Self, in the endless demands suddenly present.


2. The Body


We cannot separate our body from who we are. In this light, it is not surprising that when we experience self-loss, it makes it harder to feel alignment and congruency—meaning, it becomes difficult to find agreement, harmony, and compatibility with sex, food, movement (exercise), and our Self. We often misunderstand our physical needs, wants, preferences, or experiences. We are more likely to use our body as a tool than a form of expression or extension of who we are.


Many of us expect too much from our bodies, while paying very little attention to them (a recipe for any unhealthy relationship). We over-exercise, don’t regulate stress, say cruel things about certain body parts (our thighs, stomachs, necks), don’t get sufficient sleep, hydrate with coffee rather than with water, ignore signals of unease or distress, have sex in a way we don’t want to, suppress our tears, and use our body as bait or a trophy rather than a living, breathing, changing entity. This is all because most of us don’t understand our body as part of our core Self.


3. Relationships


The relationship we have with our Self will be reflected in the types of relationships we have with others. People who experience self-loss are more likely to enter into


and remain in 1) unhealthy relationships, 2) one-sided


relationships, 3) unfulfilling relationships, or 4) all of the above. Why? Because self-loss is often accompanied by our inability or unwillingness to discern which relationships align with how we feel, what we need, and who we are. When we lack self-understanding, we are more likely to choose a partner or relationship as a response to our wounds, insecurities, or modeled behavior.


Self-loss often robs us of our sense of worth and leaves us trying to regain our value through external validation. Many of us can relate to forcing relationships to work by convincing ourselves that what our partner wants is what we want, that the way they treat us is “normal,” or—my personal favorite—that “no one is perfect” as a way to excuse repeatedly crappy behaviors. This mindset can lead to many unfulfilling or painful dynamics (to say the least), as well as further our self-loss by not giving us space or permission to be our Self. Many of us end up not knowing who we are outside of a relationship. If you’ve ever felt really stuck on someone, chances are it’s because you weren’t sure who you were without them.


4. Inner Consent


Self-loss can lead to lack of inner consent. “Inner consent” is a term in existential analysis, a fancy way of saying agreement or permission for the way we are choosing to use our human freedom and live our life. When we experience self-loss, we often don’t participate with intention or discernment, and, as a result, we struggle to defend or accept not just our circumstances, consequences, or responsibilities, but who we are.


Inner consent is our willingness to say yes to life—saying yes to our thoughts, values, emotionality, who we are, what matters to us, our convictions, our personal uniqueness, our attitude, our purpose. It is the practice of tuning in and evaluating whether something aligns or is in harmony with who we understand our Self to be.


When you look in the mirror, can you stand behind (and endorse) the person staring back at you and the way you show up from moment to moment? Can you feel at peace with your actions, even if others don’t like them? Are you living your truth? Are you inspired by the life you’re leading?


Giving inner consent is a necessary, ongoing practice because our existence happens as an accumulation of instances. It’s not enough to just give our consent to a few big, life-altering decisions or events. If we don’t consent to life incrementally, it may be more difficult to consent to the life we are living as a whole. When we give our inner consent, life stops happening to us. Instead it becomes something for us, to shape as we’d like.


Inner consent is an empowered stance.


Sometimes, saying yes actually means saying no.


Bear with me. Sometimes, in order to say yes to our values, beliefs, wants, thoughts, or feelings, we have


to say no to certain invitations, people, jobs, relationships, opinions, and worldviews. Saying yes to life is saying yes to taking responsibility for how we exist; it’s


not about agreeing to do everything we are offered or asked to do.


Inner consent is felt rather than merely thought, it’s a deep sense of resonance—a feeling of “rightness.” It is an affirming experience that allows us to fully show up, stand our ground, and express our Self. It is a feeling of complete agreement with our actions and who we perceive our Self to be. There is no inner consent without a clear idea of who we are. And, without inner consent, there is no authenticity or fulfillment.


5. Meaning and Morality


Meaning is the reason we choose to live, while morality dictates the way we choose to live. Meaning and morality are the direction—or orientation—toward which we point our existence. Self-loss is not merely a result of action or inaction; sometimes it’s a consequence of misdirection. The impact of self-loss manifests as ambiguous values, morals, or ethical conduct; even meaninglessness. We often find ourselves having a difficult time discerning what we believe in or why, or how to purposefully engage with the world around us.


Growing up, many of us were taught that meaning came from our contribution to the world. Although many of us do find this fulfilling, this message focuses solely on meaning as a consequence of our output or “usefulness.” This narrative can make us forget that we (yes, you—exactly as you are in this moment) hold meaning. Period. We have meaning within our Self—we have the power to create meaning from the way we engage with and understand the world, not just from how we contribute to it. It’s important to learn that we can find meaning in a conversation, in an art gallery, or simply in watching the waves crash against a rock.


As for morality, individuals who grew up with a set of rules (morals) by which they abided often feel lost once they distance themselves from, change, or question their belief system. Many of my clients have learned the virtue of obedience, but most did not—or were not allowed to—think for themselves. Lack of questioning and reflection can translate into blind obedience, which does not take into account inner consent, attunement, or alignment. Preset morals dictated their actions, providing them a sort of cheat sheet, and shaping them into who they are—and for some, who they are is lost.





IT GETS BETTER


No one ever intends to lose their Self, but at some point, their intention becomes irrelevant. Not irrelevant in terms of responsibility, but irrelevant in terms of the consequences. If someone sets your house on fire—regardless of whether it’s by accident or on purpose—the reality remains that there is a fire to deal with. Later on in this book, we will explore who or what may have lit the flame that eroded your Self, but remember, the origin of the spark will never be as important as what you decide to do about the inferno. It’s unrealistic for us to expect ourselves to be fully authentic and aligned at every moment in our lives, but we cannot stop trying. We have a responsibility to be our Self (and, let’s not forget, to offer ourself grace as we keep trying).


We must stop normalizing the painful experiences of self-loss. Although it’s common, this is not a condition worth settling for. If we lose our Self, we will be left with a life we are merely enduring, performing. We deserve more, and we can have more.


It’s easy to pathologize any human experience that involves suffering, but let’s not dismiss the role pain can play in our lives. I am not suggesting we should seek out pain, but rather that we can gain insight from it when it does happen (and it will). It’s helpful to understand our suffering as a signal and a messenger.


The pain that you experience when a flame touches your skin is the impetus that moves your hand, protecting you from being burned. The pain of self-loss is not any different. It signals to you that something is not right, and it’s this same signal that can motivate you to change your life.


I always tell my clients that during the process of healing, things often get worse before they get better. In the beginning, the more we become aware, the more it’s going to hurt. It can be difficult to face the fact that our parents failed or hurt us in some way, or that we were the reason our last relationship failed. But here is the good news: Self-loss is not just a submergence into the darkness; it can also serve as a reorientation. It is a space for atonement (offering reconciliation and forgiveness to ourselves) and transformation, and ultimately our chance to create wholeness. It can become our opportunity for agency and freedom. Much like fire, the experience holds within itself both destruction and generative power—unapologetically molding and carving the paths of our existence.
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