














Praise for Unmasking What Matters


“ Theater fans will love the insiders’ stories culled from Sandra’s years on Broadway—but absolutely anyone, regardless of their familiarity with theater, can and will benefit from the lessons contained in these pages. It’s impossible to read this book and come out on the other side feeling anything but awakened.”


—Jack Canfield, Coauthor of the Chicken Soup for the Soul® series and The Success Principles™: How to Get from Where You Are to Where You Want to Be


“ Sandra Joseph is a tender and clear soul whose journey unpacks what it means to hear your voice, and whose voice touches the center we all share.”


—Mark Nepo, author of The Book of Awakening and The One Life We’re Given


“ As a speaker, a writer, a singer, and a deep soul, Sandra Joseph shares her authentic voice to transform people’s lives. Her message of Unmasking What Matters will give you the courage and conviction to play the leading role in your own life story. In this heartfelt book, she shares her own struggle to remove fear from center stage and instead put love front and center—and she provides you with the tools, and courage, you need to do the same.”


—Marci Shimoff, #1 New York Times best-selling author of Happy for No Reason and Chicken Soup for the Woman’s Soul


“ Have you ever wondered how some people get the courage to go after what they really want? They get it by identifying what’s important and persevering in their pursuit of it DESPITE doubts and disappointments. Sandra Joseph pulls back the curtain and dares to reveal what really happens on the long road to success. You’ll appreciate her honest insights, her put-you-in-the-scene storytelling and her inspiring wisdom about how she unmasked and honored what really matters - and how you can too.”


—Sam Horn, author of Got Your Attention and SOMEDAY is Not a Day in the Week


“ Drawing on her personal experiences on and off the stage, as well as cutting edge research, Sandra Joseph provides the information, tools, and loving support needed to move through blocks and take your life to the next level.”


—JJ Virgin, New York Times best-selling author of The Virgin Diet


“ What does it take to claim a new story and live the life we came to live? In Unmasking What Matters, Sandra Joseph shows us it is possible to release the roles we’ve been assigned to take center stage in our own lives. Whether she’s sharing her message on the page or on the stage, she will take you by the heart and guide you home to your own center and your own voice. Here, you learn it is safe to love who you already are and lead your own life, unmasked.”


—Gail Larsen, author and teacher, Transformational Speaking: If You Want to Change the World, Tell a Better Story


“ Full of compassion and hard-won wisdom, Unmasking What Matters is a gentle, uplifting road-map back to the self.”


—Barnet Bain, director of Milton’s Secret, producer of What Dreams May Come
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For my dad, whose care made everything possible.
For my mom, whose sensitivity is her strength.
For Monica, whose heart holds up the world.
For Ron, whose superpower is love.




We never know when we will blossom into what we’re supposed to be. It might be early. It might be late. It might be after thirty years of failing at a misguided way. Or the very first time we dare to shed our mental skin and touch the world.


—Mark Nepo
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Introduction:


The Role of a Lifetime
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It is clear that I have traveled through life thirsting for what was inside all along, while focused externally on the ever-changing horizon of achievement and opportunity. I have identified with my changing roles more than with the Inner Light, which is immortal. I have suffered from a case of mistaken identity.


—Joan Borysenko


The year after I left Phantom, two things happened that reshaped me: I was diagnosed with a tumor at the entry point of my brain, and my beloved father—my first and biggest fan—died suddenly. I found myself immersed in a felt sense of the unpredictability of life and a renewed awareness of limited time. The urgency I experienced surprised me. It had nothing to do with playing another role in a Broadway show. What I wanted more than anything was to be able to fully inhabit the role of Sandra Joseph, without embellishment or apology—something I had never quite known how to do.


From the start, I was a most unlikely Broadway star. A shy, highly sensitive kid who went out of her way to avoid being the center of attention, I didn’t find the courage to step into the spotlight for years. But after decades of personal development, singing and acting training, and more rejection than I care to remember, I became the leading lady in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s The Phantom of the Opera, Christine Daaé—a role in which I would make history.


The fact that I hold the record as Broadway’s longest-running female star is still hard for me to wrap my head around. I played Christine some 1,300 times, performing six nights a week for nearly a decade. Many of those nights, as grateful as I was to have achieved my childhood dream of performing, my insecurity robbed me of feeling worthy of my position; I often went home after the show feeling like a failure and a fraud. The unhealed wounds of my past were just as present in the star dressing room as they had been on the playgrounds of my youth. As the years went by, I learned firsthand the truth in Jon Kabat-Zinn’s wise words, “wherever you go, there you are.”


I know I’m not alone. All too often, many of us make the mistake of thinking that some future accomplishment will somehow change the way we feel about ourselves. We tremble in the wings, paralyzed by self-doubt and fear. We feel stuck and small, lacking the self-confidence to move in the direction of what we really want. Or, if we do have the confidence, we work and struggle and achieve, exhausting ourselves with all of our emotion and activity—and yet somehow, no matter our level of outer-world success, we come up short. The happiness we were sure would accompany our success just isn’t there, and we are left wondering what all that striving was for.


As social media creates a climate of “compare despair,” it’s becoming increasingly difficult to untether our minds from the belief that there will be better than here. Despite the abundance of current research proving that success for achievement’s sake does not lead to happiness, more and more people are desperately seeking fame and fortune. One 2017 study found that more than a quarter of millennials would quit their job in exchange for fame, one in ten would choose fame over a college degree, and one in twelve would cut off their own family to be a household name. Our lightning-paced world keeps us all on a treadmill of doing, addicted to the climb, never getting to a place of “enough.”


Don’t get me wrong. I’m a fan of achievement (and millennials). It’s gratifying to give it all you’ve got and reap the rewards. But after reaching the pinnacle of my profession, I can say one thing for sure: the journey up is no substitute for the journey in. Success that satisfies over the long term requires something more than external accolades, and that’s because self-worth is an inside job. We’re not good enough because of what we do. We’re good enough because of who we are. We are worthy by virtue of the fact that we are here—each imperfect one of us—as a living, breathing, invaluable part of the unfathomable universe.


So, how can we bring what is inside us out into the world in a way that is in alignment with our deepest values? How can we choose the path of love over the path of fear—the path that leads to our greatest peace, potential, success, and fulfillment? If we were to live our lives full out, what would that look like? This book invites you to seek the wisdom of your own heart for the answers to these and many other essential questions.


In the ten chapters that follow, I share the story of how I moved through crippling self-doubt, shyness, and stage fright to become Phantom’s leading lady—and, even more important, the ten biggest lessons that journey taught me. I’m excited to share with you the tools and practices that have made the biggest difference in my life, many of them curated from some of the leading psychologists, social scientists, and spiritual thinkers of our time.


I learned so much on the road to Broadway and in the decade I spent as Christine that has helped me inhabit the role of Sandra more fully. Listening to my inner voice, practicing self-compassion, and learning how to stand in my field of power is what got me a starring role on Broadway; the greater gift, though, has been that these same principles and practices have helped me to inhabit my truth and become more of my authentic self. The means, it turns out, were also ends in and of themselves. All those years I was trying to get there, only to discover that landing here was actually what I was seeking all along.


After you read this book, I hope you will be inspired to believe in bigger possibilities for yourself—that you will achieve every outrageous goal and improbable dream your mind can muster. But my heart’s deepest wish for you, dear reader, is that you will cultivate the courage to stand in your authentic presence, build a life full of meaning, and love the real you—the you behind the mask.


Learning to love our unmasked selves is an epic journey. It begins with the courage to look. Let’s go.




Chapter 1:


See Behind the Mask
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To see through the veil that our senses and our thinking minds make real, to see behind the mask to true self, feels like the highest aspiration of humanity. Because, as we are able to do that, it’s as if we are able to find our rightful place in the order of things. We recognize a harmony that’s been waiting for us to feel.


—Ram Dass


You try my patience! Make. Your. Choice.” The seething Phantom hisses his ultimatum to my desperate Christine in the final scene of the show. Either she stays imprisoned with him forever in his underground lair or he will murder her fiancé, who stands nearby, his neck encircled in a noose.


What Christine does next was my favorite moment to play. There is no more raging, pleading, cowering, or fleeing. Exhausted from the battle, she suddenly recognizes how deeply the man with the deformed face must have suffered to cause him to act out in this way. Her heart softens, as hearts often do when confronted with the pain and suffering of another, and in that tender moment, she becomes the embodiment of compassion: she takes hold of the Phantom’s face—his unmasked face—looks directly at the source of his shame, and responds to that shame with love. Earlier in the play, when she first lifts the mask from the Phantom’s face, she recoils and runs away in horror—but by this final, climactic scene, she is able to embrace what she once feared and love the totality of the flawed human being before her.


Phantom has become the most lucrative entertainment enterprise of all time not only because of its beautiful music and crashing chandelier, but also because the story connects to something very deep in the human psyche. We all know what it is to want to cover up some aspect of ourselves. Far too much suffering is caused by the belief that we are somehow flawed at our core. If you really saw me, we think, you would find me unlovable, unworthy, unimportant, not good enough.


I played the scene I just described more than a thousand times over the course of a decade, and yet somehow, in all those years, I failed to receive the powerful message it held. It was only after I left the show, after events beyond my control changed the way I saw the world, that I learned the lesson that had been staring me in the face for so long: the key to everything we are seeking lies in our willingness to live an unmasked life.


Remember Your Essence


Perhaps we’re closest to an unmasked life when we’re children, before the mind and its incessant chatter trap us, when we are simply immersed in the joyful experience of being alive. Young children, after all, have no use for masks, unless they’re playing make-believe. When they are being themselves, they are utterly authentic and often closer to the wonder and joy of being alive than adults are.


One beautiful spring day when I was four, I sat on the sun-soaked porch of my family’s Harvard Street duplex in Detroit, drawing a sun with a yellow Crayola, when the nice lady who lived upstairs came down to talk to me. We’d been chatting for a while when she posed a question I wasn’t expecting: “Where did you come from?” she asked, tilting her head and catching my eye.


It was a funny question, but I immediately understood what she meant. She was not asking how I’d come to be sitting on the porch that afternoon. She was asking, “How did you come to be in the world?”


I looked at her, bemused, wondering how it was possible that she didn’t know the answer. To me, it was as plain as the yellow on the paper in my lap. But I answered politely, with a quiet self-assurance: “I’ve always been here.” I would have just as readily assured her that she, my dog, and the lilac tree in the yard had always been there and always would be. Maybe the forms would change, but the essence, the life within the life, had no beginning and no end. I didn’t have the language to articulate it, but I remember the deep inner sense of connection I felt. Everything was eternal. It seemed so obvious. There was nowhere to go that was better than where I was.


We have all experienced those rare moments of pure being, when time seems to stop. In those eternal instants, we sense that there is a profound connection between all life and that somehow the oneness that we are touches the timeless. We are suddenly awake for a moment to the truth of things—we get a glimpse of the capital-“S” Self—and we wonder how we ever could have forgotten it.


But then the moment passes and the insight fades from memory because in our increasingly distracted world, it’s not easy to remember who we truly are. With age comes a filming-over of the essential self, and before we know it, many of us find ourselves separated from our direct experience of life.


In the years that followed that exchange on my front porch, I would hear a call that would move me far away from my Michigan home and into the world. Incredible adventures were to follow, in which some dreams were dashed and others were fulfilled beyond my wildest imaginings. All that time, I thought the dreams were what I was seeking. I thought they were the end goal. What I understand now is that the point of the pursuit was to get back to that total immersion, that timeless sense of connection and oneness, I experienced on that sunlit porch in Detroit when I was four.


Shed Mistaken Identities


In the 1910 Gaston Leroux novel in which the character of the Phantom (named Erik in the book) first appeared, he wears a mask that covers his entire, deformed face. At one point, Erik mentions that he first donned the mask because his own mother found his appearance too horrific to look at.


The masks we wear in our daily lives may be a lot more subtle than Erik’s, but our impulse to put them on often originates from a similar place: a feeling that something within us is unacceptable and must be hidden from view.


Psychologist Gail Brenner has one answer for where we get the masks—or limiting identities—we wear: other people. More specifically, she says, those who look at us through the lens of their own biases, judgments, and projections—Erik’s mother, for example—nudge us into obscuring our true selves. And according to Dr. Brenner, it’s up to us to reject and shed what she calls “these mistaken identities.”


Shelly Lefkoe, cofounder of the Lefkoe Institute, identifies another place masks can come from: our own beliefs. “Unfortunately,” she says, “most of us adopt negative beliefs about ourselves from experiences, even those with our (often well-meaning) primary caregivers, including our parents.” And after decades of working with people’s harmful beliefs, Lefkoe reports, there are several she’s heard again and again. These are the most common:


• I’m not good enough.


• What makes me good enough is having other people think well of me.


• Mistakes and failure are bad.


• What makes me good enough is achievement.


• I’m worthless.


Any of those sound familiar? They are just the sorts of thoughts our inner judge, a subtle but powerful mask-maker, has been whispering to many of us for years. All kinds of masks—masks of nonchalance and arrogance, of anger and feigned pleasure, of superiority and inferiority—are created and worn because we think they protect us. At some point, they probably did. Many of us learned to behave in a certain way to avoid harm when we were kids. We learned to edit ourselves, to play small, and to keep parts of ourselves under wraps in order to be accepted or stay safe. But what was once a survival strategy has become a way of showing up that is limited—not the truest version of ourselves, not the fullest expression of who we know ourselves to be on the inside.


Just before I entered fifth grade, my family moved from the bottom half of a six-hundred-square-foot, two-bedroom duplex in Detroit to a modest three-bedroom house in the suburb of Harper Woods. We were on the very farthest edge of the Grosse Pointe school district, the part locals referred to as “the ghetto of Grosse Pointe,” and I was suddenly thrust into classrooms filled with wealthy kids who had spent the weekend playing tennis or boating at the yacht club. Instantly, everything about me was not right. I wore the wrong clothes and shoes. My family could not afford the designer labels my friends wore. I didn’t have the right kind of bike and, later, car.1 I felt, as many of us do, that I had to be somehow different in order to belong.


Then, and for many years after, feeling that I was “less than” put me—as it puts many of us—in a cycle of trying to self-improve or achieve my way into feeling good enough. I spent too much energy in the fruitless pursuit of trying to prove my worth. I spent too much time wearing the mask of Who I Think I Should Be, failing to realize that I, like everyone, actually had nothing to prove or improve in order to be good enough. Many of us feel, as I did for much of my life, that we have to be other than we are in order to measure up. And while we understand, at least on some level, that the worthiness we seek can never be found in anything external or conditioned, we spend lifetimes of energy trying to prove our worth and earn our right to be here.


Embrace Your Inherent Worth


I once read a diet book that began in a most unexpected way. Instead of talking about what to eat or not to eat, the author started by discussing how to make your brain happy, explaining that if you didn’t start with this (by balancing hormones, getting the chemistry right, et cetera), you would have very little hope of being successful with any of the nitty-gritty food recommendations that were forthcoming in the book.


I feel similarly about what I’m about to share with you in the nine chapters that follow this one. Without starting from a baseline of fundamental belief in your own worthiness, you have little hope of being successful at any of the rest of what you’ll find in this book. I am going to give you the best of what I’ve learned—and am still learning—in the hope that it will help you raise your life to the grandest vision you hold for yourself. But if we don’t begin by laying a foundation of authentic self-worth, none of it will matter. If there’s a sense of inadequacy sitting in the driver’s seat of your life, you won’t get anywhere that makes any real difference.


We must begin with the biggest and most important lesson of this book: you—unmasked you—are enough, truly. Through and through, thoroughly and completely, absolutely, profoundly enough. It’s easy to get so caught up in the comedy and tragedy of our lives, so identified with our subpersonalities, our issues, our stories, that we forget the larger whole of who we are. We forget that there is a fundamental nobility in the mere fact of being. Life has been gifted to us. We’ve each been cast in the role of being a particular, singular human within a set of given circumstances. None of us auditioned for the part we received, but we are exactly right for it, and now it’s up to us to play that role full out.


I am using this rather heavy-handed theatrical metaphor not to be cute but to help point to an important truth: that the essence of who we are is perfect. A person is not a self-help project. We are not human doings who need to constantly strive to improve or achieve our way to okayness. Being you is your birthright. There is no need to put on a persona of any kind in order to be good enough.


So let’s begin by taking a kind, compassionate, gentle look at who you are behind the mask. What would happen if you were brave enough to take an honest look at yourself? Not to put on rose-colored glasses and see only your proudest moments, but to really have the courage to remove the mask from your own face, examine with clear eyes and a kind heart the things you find unacceptable about yourself, and choose, once and for all, to love and respect the flawed human being that is there? Christine does not overlook the worst of the Phantom. She sees the totality of who he is—and she loves him completely anyway. What if we could have the courage to really see all of ourselves and love and respect ourselves anyway? What might happen?


Once you are grounded in authentic self-worth, you just might find yourself wanting to express something. To create something. To shine in the role you and only you were born to play. To make your life into a work of art that is a true reflection of who you are in all of your unmasked, imperfect glory. And you might be surprised to discover that your greatest fulfillment comes not from climbing to the top but from landing wholeheartedly where you are. Because as we give our all in pursuit of what we think we want, sometimes we wind up getting what we actually long for: the inner peace of being at home in our own skin, expressing our inner self in the outer world, and blossoming into all we were born to be.


It’s not helpful to be told we are enough, of course, if deep down we just don’t buy it. So, how can we change our relationship with ourselves and befriend the being that’s wearing our name tag? One thing is clear: we must begin to shift our thoughts and beliefs. There are a number of practices, tools, and exercises that can help us unlearn negative beliefs, become less judgmental of ourselves, and develop our capacity to trust that it’s safe to live out in the open, unmasked, and love the totality of who we are. Mirroring love is one of them.




Mirroring Love


A practice of harnessing the power of your own loving heart and turning that love toward yourself


1. Imagine someone you love fiercely. Gather your lion/lioness energy. Whom would you protect with all your might?


2. Imagine that someone harmed that person and they came to you feeling wounded. How would you respond? Think about the power of your love—the force field you can create with your own loving heart. Let yourself feel it.


3. Turn your fierce, loving heart toward itself like a mirror is being held up in front of you and reflecting all of that love back to you. Turn the power of your loving heart toward itself. Speak to yourself the way you would speak to a hurting child. Touch your hand the way you would touch the hand of someone you care about when they are suffering. Hold your own hand—literally—the way you would hold the hand of someone you love when they are gripped by fear or sadness, in that gesture that says, I’m here for you. I’ve got you. We’ll get through this together. I love you.
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