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What People Are Saying About


The Burning Breath Chapters


Wow, what a read! I felt my heart trembling while reading this powerful, insightful, and compassionate work. With high levels of emotional intelligence and kindness, the authors are truly inspirational, and I have deep respect for their authenticity and passion to support others to transform their lives through mindfulness and self-compassion.


Karen Atkinson, CEO of Mindfulness UK and former chair of the British Mindfulness Society


The Burning Breath Chapters is a powerful and brave collection that speaks directly to the heart of restorative justice. Through poetry, reflection, and lived experiences, the authors create an important space for sharing truths, healing, and transformation. Their voices — shaped by trauma, institutionalisation, and personal growth — invite us to look beyond labels and systems to see the humanity behind the harm. What makes this collection so impactful is its genuine authenticity. It doesn’t just talk about change; it embodies it. Writing becomes a way to take responsibility, sharing stories serves as a form of healing, and the creative process empowers individuals. These are the core principles of restorative practice: voice, agency, and community. This book is a valuable resource for anyone involved in justice, mental health, youth work, or education. It serves as a reminder that real change often starts within relationships — in the willingness to listen, understand, and stand beside others on their healing journeys.


James Simon, CEO of Restorative Justice Council


I found The Burning Breath Chapters meaningful and encouraging to think about the experiences of other people.


Prue Norton, Head of the MSN Fund


The authors write with insight and significance about factors associated with “the system”. This text demonstrates an intrinsic desire to see things change, be more culturally appropriate and empathic with the realities of how an individual might find oneself involved in services. This is profoundly relevant to today’s society and should be recommended reading for anyone with an interest in understanding recovery and resilience from a first-hand account.


Nick Hunter, former mental health service user and expert by experience


This is a remarkable book that not only shares the authors’ experiences in an accessible and inspirational manner, telling their stories and chronicling their growth, learning, and reflections through prose and poetry; it also shares insights for those of us who work in mental health services with an ambition to drive improvement. These narratives speak from the heart, and Sewell’s unique journey is one that allows those of us on the outside to step inside the feelings of mental illness, pain, and disruptive life events. The use of poetry, in particular, is compelling in expressing the feelings behind the actions. Sewell [et al.] marries together the storytelling, poetry, reflection, and learning to build a unique, creative book that drives improvement and change within mental health services and mental health professionals, and I am grateful for that.


Victoria Hart, Head of Social Work and Safeguarding Lead – Forensic Services, South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust
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As authors we would like to dedicate this book to God, who has been a consistent source of strength and wisdom across our lives, to our families who have been there for us, and to the many good souls who have assisted our progress in life. We would also like to dedicate this to the many lives we have encountered and been able to add to across our journeys.




Preface


Embarking on the writing of a manuscript can be done for many reasons: money, fame, expression, and purpose. As an artist, from my own point of view my work has over the years been centered on lived experiences and bringing new narratives to the world that explore uncharted dimensions of what are now popular genres. There are some who say a life vocation comes down to a calling — a person has to fulfill something in life — and for myself my calling has seen me partake in what I regard as the sacred task of using various mediums to teach and espouse moral values. The Burning Breath Chapters is a piece following in a long line of successive works founded upon this premise. But amidst its writing, it has gotten to a point where I see it as perhaps the most important work so far for myself. In many stories, great sword craftsmen in Japan may create a weapon which represents the highest achievement in their practice; a samurai’s heart is said to be in his sword. This manuscript represents this inasmuch as, on my path, life has taught me that it is our values and moral development that comprise the highest occupation of life. As the Zen Buddhist whose writings were fundamental to my rehabilitation said:




however combative Zen people may seem because of their shouting and stick wielding, just show them a mound of corpses or a river of flowing blood and not one of them will celebrate war. This is precisely the way I feel. The development, advancement, and perfection of our inner capabilities, which may be regarded as the most essential task of our lives, can be effectively accomplished only during times of peace. When peace is lost and people start shooting and slashing at their neighbours, the world becomes the realm of the azures and the demon king prevails … war instantly turns heaven into hell and transforms bodhi into delusion. How could a Zen man assent to it?







(Professor Kemmyo Taira Sato, Middle Way)





Along my career journey I have performed many functions in organizations, working in the criminal justice, youth work, and mental health sectors over the last six years. At a conference I was asked to present at (for social workers across London in 2024), before I was called onto the stage I was introduced as a project manager, executive producer, head of two companies, and a host of other titles, but standing in front of the faces in front of me I clarified that those titles are all well and good but that is not how the journey began. The most recent side of my journey was being convicted in 2015 for a violent crime, sentenced to five years in prison, and then, after 18 months spent there, being sent to a psychiatric hospital. And so, in my context it is my development as a person that defines my life, as well as my service to others, as opposed to accolades and achievements. The Burning Breath Chapters represents the culmination of that inward growth; it brings together six years of me working with 400 people in various roles who have faced the sharp end of experiences in life, and this is brought together with insight into the workings of the mind, emotions, and paths of rehabilitation as experienced and learned through mindfulness as a therapeutic intervention (which I have practiced for a longer time still).


Among the 20 interventions and projects I have led to date, my signature as defined among my business partners and funders has been the creation of stories that educate society whilst using the process of artistic creation itself to empower and act as an intervention for those who are dispossessed. To clarify what this means in practice, the creation of my feature film 100 Mistakes is a good example. This project was based on the creation of a film centered on a screenplay that I wrote about a young man who turns from a life of crime and starts his own business. During the making of the film we hired young offenders as cast and crew members, and they were taught practical skills by production companies, took part in soft skills workshops, and were put forward for industry jobs. When the film was completed it entered distribution and was showcased to local youths in community center presentations. This is a practical example of how I tend to use artistic processes for multifaceted social benefit.


In the same way, The Burning Breath Chapters followed a similar path. When the funder, Synergi, first spoke to me about their creative exhibition, I wondered what I could put forward as an artist to a competition based on their theme “Remembrance as Resistance” where they sought to archive and compile the experiences of communities that had been through traumatic events. I decided to submit a poem titled “Burning Breath” which was centered on the healing effect that mindfulness meditation had over my life and traumatic experiences. But after this submission it bothered me; one poem was not enough; it did not say everything I needed to say. And so, the Burning Breath Chapters project began, and in line with my signature process I decided that I would bring in the voices and abilities of other poets who share my experiences, onboarding Mase Okor and Jason Harris. It culminated at a perfect point in the history of my company Therapeutic Productions CIC, where we decided we would focus on building partnerships with those who share our experiences; engaging in a higher level of co-production in our work.


Recognizing that mindfulness meditation and Zen philosophy have held a pivotal role in my reformation, turning me from within to become a compassionate person beyond the anger and violence that had held on to me since childhood, and even more than this, keeping me stable although suffering from a severe mental illness, I knew that the three of us had something we needed to add to the discourse: wisdom based on experience and knowledge that would reveal new insight into mindful practice itself. Returning to the analogy of the samurai’s sword, The Burning Breath Chapters holds the truest account of my knowledge of criminal rehabilitation and mental health recovery to date, infused not just with therapy-based knowledge but the lessons learnt from many lives I have worked with. It truly is a culmination of all sides of me, both professionally and personally. This medium of writing brings all three of us together as writers, and our experiences together form our message. We write for a deeper purpose: the power of ink to heal and define.


Each writer of this manuscript has his own encounter with the power of this medium, as Jason Harris explains:




At the start of my experience, I began hearing voices externally of a threatening nature. Which put me in a state of confusion, seeking answers but unable to make sense of it all. What was odd was I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them as clear as a conversation in a quiet coffee shop. It bothered me so much that I was constantly looking for clues to understand why this was happening. I tried explaining to friends and family, but they too were unsure as they were unable to hear what I was hearing. As a result I became wary of everyone around me; thinking that they were all conspiring against me, including my family. A friend suggested that I should go on holiday for a break but instead I started moving around the UK and abroad looking for somewhere to settle. I eventually ended up in Norfolk where I was arrested and remanded in prison after an altercation. I was later diagnosed with schizophrenia and transferred to a mental health hospital.


One of the many reasons I shared my poetry was to try and help people get a better picture and hopefully some understanding of how challenging these situations can be for many individuals.


Although I had family and friends around me, I felt very alone with my experience and misunderstood. I think that was because the people that I had around me couldn’t feel or relate to what I was experiencing. I also felt ashamed because of the nature of what I was experiencing as well as the stigma that’s often attached to the diagnosis. I was worried about how I might be received by others; it often felt like I was withholding a dirty secret. It seems to bring a sense of hopelessness for a number of reasons: being told that you may have this condition for life, along with the weight gain which only made what I was experiencing worse. I have always been an active person, so this was a big issue for me. It led to me isolating myself and feeling unsure about my identity and purpose.


I now know that there are so many people in similar situations who feel alone and isolated. Which is mainly the reason I write poetry. It allows me to express myself and tell my story in a way that seems authentic to me. I genuinely hope that it helps others with similar experiences to feel encouraged and inspired in their own journey. I also find it helpful for myself because I believe that I’m doing something that may have a positive impact on others as well as attempting to break the stigma and encouraging empathy for individuals living with these experiences. We rarely get a back story from the media with a genuine narrative around these situations, especially when it comes to someone who has harmed. I guess it’s hard to know what each individual is battling and how alone they may feel with that. Despite all the different stages, God has been the source of my recovery. Which is why I like to glorify him with my testimony.





As Jason says, we hope The Burning Breath Chapters brings something to the world which is much needed and of even greater use. Mase Okor’s journey echoes the impact of a rippling pen in a similar way, as this young, accomplished writer tells us:




I got into writing poetry in my final year of university. I wasn’t pleased with the lack of diversity in our curriculum and decided to make a complaint about it. My then senior lecturer came back to me with this poetry collection called Poor by a British-Nigerian writer named Caleb Femi. I ordered the book and read it in an evening. I’ve always enjoyed storytelling and writing as a child and this invigorated that passion even more. Sharing similarities with Femi and the themes he writes about inspired me to get into writing. From there I started writing my own poems to eventually create my debut poetry collection Sitting on the Sidelines.
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