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CHAPTER 1


BUILDING A LIFE YOU CHERISH


I built a life I was proud of until I realized it was gone. It happened slowly. Not with a crash but with a slow, gnawing sense of impending calamity that I ignored. On the surface, I checked all the boxes. My life was successful, respectable, and even impressive to some. But deep down, I knew it was unraveling.


It reminds me of the Choluteca Bridge, which stands as a magnificent national symbol of pride in Honduras. Spanning 984 feet, it is one of a few replicas of San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge. Completed in 1937, it was an extraordinary feat at the time and a testament to vision and dedication.


Then, overnight, the bridge became obsolete. Hurricane Mitch devastated Honduras in 1998. The bridge was undamaged, but the storm had rerouted the river that once flowed underneath it. The water carved a new path through the land.


The reason I share this example is that, in my early years, I built my very own Choluteca Bridge and constructed my life with a blueprint for my dreams of a career, a loving family, and balance. I envisioned prosperity and fulfillment. I invested time, effort, and money in building a legacy I would be proud of. Yet, I awoke one day only to realize I was out of balance and had missed what was most important. The water no longer flowed under my bridge.


Most people don’t realize they’re dying while they’re still alive. I was one of those people. My life looked great on paper, but I woke up every day with a gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach. Something was out of balance. I didn’t know what to do differently to change that.


Ultimately, I discovered a lifestyle operating system that helped me mobilize my optimal self, navigate the complexities and distractions of life, and turn things around. The CHERISH Matrix is a simple framework that has allowed me to realign my life across seven critical areas. It can help you do that, too.


This is not a theoretical book. I use every exercise, method, and action step in my own life and swear by each one. Using these principles has optimized my life. When I started teaching them at conferences, they changed the lives of many attendees in measurable ways. Their results have been the best testimonials.


Make no mistake: I love the life I’m living now. But I’m not writing this as a rock star of perfection. I’m a man still working to correct several areas of my life. I will never finish. I didn’t come this far to come only this far.


I have found that sharing my experiences is the best way to empower others. Ultimately, my story is about you and the people in your life who want to achieve their full potential, whether they are your friends, family, colleagues, or employees.


Where It All Started


I didn’t graduate from high school with my class on time. I had dyslexia and ADHD, challenges that schools didn’t address back then. I felt stupid because I couldn’t learn as others did, and I felt like an outcast.


I remember hearing another student talk proudly about studying for three hours for midterms. The following day, I was determined to do the same. I read three paragraphs from a history book, yet when I closed my eyes, I couldn’t remember what I had just read. I had enthusiasm and determination, yet I lacked capacity. So, I quit. What’s the use? I thought.


I got an 810 on my SATs, tests that assessed reading comprehension and mathematics. That score was objective proof that I was indeed “stupid.” At least, that was how I felt.


So, with limited options after high school, I enlisted in the United States Marine Corps. I wanted to fight in the infantry. One requirement was the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery, which tested practical knowledge. I scored 110, an extremely high score. It qualified me for an advanced infantry position and, ultimately, for acceptance into the Marine Security Forces, an elite position providing security and anti-terrorist duty at the NATO headquarters in Virginia. In the Marines, I was considered “smart,” as knowledge was based on practical application and not textbooks.


After the Marines, I entered college with vigor. The Marines had taught me about discipline and grit, so I had the tools to compensate for my learning problems. I lived with my brother and a friend when the movie Backdraft came out in 1991. It was about firefighters saving lives, and I decided that if I became a volunteer firefighter, I would become a “chick magnet.”


I took the emergency medical technician course and fell in love with caring for sick people. I learned how to stay calm under pressure in combat and wanted to use this ability to help people, something which called to me deeply. I earned my master’s degree in family and emergency medicine as a physician associate (PA), married my college girlfriend, started a family, and began building my career.


My work in medicine was a calling. I had something to prove to myself and the world. My soul felt like Fredo from The Godfather, screaming, “I’m smart. Not like everybody says, like dumb. I’m smart and I want respect!” My career was my focus, and I thrived when caring for critically ill patients in the emergency department (ED) and intensive care unit (ICU). I had arrived and was, in my mind, successful.


Typically, as PAs, we work alongside physicians in the ED or ICU. However, I spent most of my career at critical access hospitals. I was the lone provider and made the decisions that saved lives, yet I didn’t have the training that medical school would have offered.


I needed to have answers quickly when lives were at stake, so I developed systems for learning content that eliminated unnecessary information, providing me with the critical facts I needed on a moment’s notice. I created tools for practical application and taught these emergency medicine techniques at colleges and national conferences. My lectures resonated, and just like that, the spark caught, and my social media exploded.


Because my career was my priority, I spent countless nights sleeping at the hospital or in hotel rooms, apart from my family. I spent a lot of time away from my kids, and I recall even leaving a family vacation early to attend a critical care course. I was working hard to provide a good life for my family and set an example. But what was my true motivation? Was it to be a good provider, husband, and father? Or was I trying to prove something? Hindsight is twenty-twenty.


When confronted by my then-wife (the critical word there is then) regarding my long hours at work, I defended my choices. Over time, my soon-to-be ex became numb to my absences. With our relationship on life support, I looked forward to that time away as well.


Our sex life dwindled, reflecting our lack of intimacy. We started counseling, yet our sessions often opened wounds that we didn’t have the will or capacity to heal. Although I still lived with my family, I felt like a weekend dad. I was involved in the big things, yet when my son navigated his first heartbreak or cried over not making a hockey team, I wasn’t there to hug and love him.


I felt entitled to unhealthy liberties after working as hard as I did. I found it perfectly acceptable to leave my family for a guys’ weekend away or for a day of fly-fishing. Once, a friend of mine and I dressed like priests for our flight to Vegas and planned on wearing those clothes while playing craps at Caesars Palace.


My guy friends and I would do the Great Valley Regatta every spring. There was camping and canoeing, with a beer stop every three miles. The last time we did it, I felt it would be entertaining to get an urn and fill it with salt and pepper, sprinkling the particles in the river as people watched. Inside was “Uncle Pete,” and we told people he didn’t make it that year.


My time away for activities like this took its toll on my family, and my life was starting to tip out of balance. During this time, I got fat, so I doubled down on getting healthy. But instead of merely joining a gym, I opted for something epic and decided to run a marathon.


In my first race, I was so grossly undertrained that I was the last finisher of the Buffalo Marathon in 2002. Placing last pissed me off, so I ran another marathon. And then another. My ex would haul the kids to my events, cheering me on and meeting me at the finish line, but no race was ever enough.


I was addicted to more and wanted to do a triathlon. “Go big or go home!” was my mindset, so I focused on the most grueling event on the planet: The IRONMAN Triathlon. That’s a 2.4-mile swim, a 112-mile bike ride, and a 26.2-mile marathon. I had my daughter on my shoulders when I crossed the finish line at the 2005 IRONMAN Lake Placid, with my two boys running alongside me. The announcer bellowed, “John Bielinski, you are an IRONMAN!” It was a great accomplishment. However, all the time spent training meant more time away from my family.


My life leaned further out of balance. If I were to envision it as a handful of coins, my career would be a silver dollar, my personal life a quarter, and my family a dime.


I knew something was off. There was a deep-seated ache that is difficult to explain unless you have experienced it firsthand. I didn’t face it, as I wasn’t sure what it was. Instead, I searched for distractions. Work. IRONMAN. Fishing. Drinking.


I was focused on myself, and when my ex-wife and I filed for divorce, it was no surprise to anyone. I was an absentee husband and a distracted father at best. Here is the kicker: I chose my life. I made decisions and set its trajectory. I was, and am, the architect of my life.


Do I regret my choices? Yes. Some. Do I regret making my career my primary focus? No, I do not. I am successful. I am passionate about my work, and I grew a business I started in my basement that was ranked as an Inc. 5000 company two years in a row, helping a lot of people along the way.


But, at some point, I lost balance. I regret not prioritizing differently. I regret not being more intentional. When I got divorced after seventeen years, moving out of the house and distancing myself from my kids, I questioned the very foundation of my life. What I had spent my life building had become, in several ways, obsolete.


So why am I sharing my personal story with you in a book about how to correct your life? I’m sharing because I found a way out, discovered balance, and developed practical tools I could use immediately. There was no theory, study, or practice. I discovered a system to identify where my life veered off course and set goals, principles, and strategies to stay balanced. I found the CHERISH Matrix.


The CHERISH Matrix


Seven areas of life require daily attention and focus to maintain a balanced life. These areas spell the word CHERISH:


• Career


• Health


• Ego and emotions


• Relationships


• Integrity


• Spirituality


• Happiness


The CHERISH Matrix became the catalyst for building a life of balance, accountability, and execution. I could easily recall the seven areas and jot them down on a Starbucks napkin to conduct a self-check-in on my balance.


I am a man of practical application. I trained in martial arts for over thirty years and fought in full-contact combat in the Marine Corps. I kickboxed, once fighting at the national level: Team America against Team Canada. At the green belt level in tae kwon do, they taught me a technique called a “spear hand strike.” You extend your fingers, hold them tightly together, and strike your opponent’s midsection. It’s flashy and looks cool, yet it isn’t practical.


My take: Why learn a useless technique? If it’s not practical, I want nothing to do with it. I am a man of action. I’m a “Get shit done” kind of person. No fluff. Immediate answers.


So, as I began implementing the CHERISH Matrix, I created a system of tools for practical application that make information easy to recall and apply immediately. I call these tools cheat codes.


What Is a Cheat Code?


In the movie War Games, David Lightman (played by Matthew Broderick) unwittingly hacks into a military supercomputer while searching for new video games. He accidentally breaks into NORAD, which controls the United States’ nuclear weapons. He does this by activating a cheat code, or a backdoor, into the program after realizing that the main programmer’s son, who had passed away, was named Joshua. The son’s name is the cheat code he uses.


Cheat codes are the key for those who strive for rapid, measurable change. They determine what is essential at a particular moment. They provide a tool to make decisions that are immediately effective.


A cheat code will direct your focus to what’s essential in a particular situation and tell you what you can ignore. Cheat codes provide tools you can apply rapidly to live better and achieve measurable results more quickly.


The Utility of Cheat Codes


I was on a flight from California to New York when the announcement came over the intercom: “Is there a doctor on the plane?” It was an in-flight medical emergency. I immediately rang my call bell. I learned a lady was “about to die” and needed help.


I hurried up to first class to see a well-dressed, seventy-six-year-old woman with an altered mental status. Her husband was visibly upset as he held their yipping poodle in a dog carrier. The woman did not respond to my initial greeting. She was semiconscious when I shook her and was pale and incoherent. She looked like she was indeed going to die, as I have seen countless times in the past. However, she had a pulse and was breathing.


I needed information quickly, so I used a cheat code that would be helpful in such a circumstance.


CHEAT CODE: SNOT


The cheat code SNOT might sound like a joke, but it reminded me of critical things to consider. No fluff. Immediately actionable. Practical.




• S = Sugar: First, the condition could be hypoglycemia (low blood sugar).


• N = Narcan: Second, it’s not uncommon for people to overdo it on opiates, and therefore, I need to consider whether the reversal agent Narcan is needed.


• O = Oxygen: Third, if someone’s oxygen level is low, I need to administer oxygen.


• T = Thiamine: Fourth, in rare circumstances, a lack of thiamine can cause brain damage; thiamine reverses the damage.





So, I addressed the issue of low blood sugar first. I asked the flight attendant to get me some orange juice and add some sugar. I assisted the passenger in drinking the orange juice. She immediately regained her mental status. Although this is one of my specific cheat codes, there are additional ones that can help with emotional regulation.


Cheat codes aren’t just for emergencies. A business owner who attended one of my conferences wanted to better control his emotions. He was in a strained relationship with his general manager, an “A-player.” He was concerned that the manager would quit. The situation was triggering.


The cheat code for emotional regulation is PAUSE.


CHEAT CODE: PAUSE


The business owner could remember this cheat code to avoid disagreements with his general manager and think, Wait, I was taught a tool for this very situation. I am to pause before reacting. Wait, PAUSE! I have a tool for this!




• P = Perspective (Pray): First, look at the big picture and draw from spiritual inspiration, if that is within your faith.


• A = Ask clarifying questions: Your life changes when you default to curiosity rather than reaction.


• U = Understand: Ask questions until you understand the other person’s perspective.


• S = Sacrifice: Is there something I need to surrender here?


• E = Empathy: Ask yourself, “Can I tap into the other person’s feelings?”





The business owner would take a deep breath, look at the big picture, and ask clarifying questions before reacting. Once he had all the information, he would ask himself, “How can I be useful now?” Over time, he would train himself to default to this curiosity mindset. He reported that, after six weeks, his relationship with his general manager was stronger than ever.


The cheat code to optimize a difficult conversation is SAVE.


CHEAT CODE: SAVE


Another client had problems in his relationship with his wife. He would feel the room become tense when she wanted to have a “talk.” These talks were a bid for attention that never ended productively, so he would immediately become defensive.


After our conference, he applied the cheat code when his wife wanted to talk with him. Instead of getting tense, he thought, Wait, I am now prepared for this very situation. I want to save this relationship. Wait … SAVE! I have a tool for this! Immediately, he accessed and applied the cheat code SAVE.




• S = Summarize: Repeat what you heard expressed, matching the words, tone, and body language.


• A = Ask clarifying questions: Your life changes when you default to curiosity rather than reaction.


• V = Validate: Provide space for the other person’s emotions.


• E = Empathize: Ask yourself, “Can I tap into the other person’s feelings?”





My client’s relationship improved immediately, and he spent fewer nights sleeping on the couch.


Cheat codes become second nature. They change you. They optimize you. They are tools for fulfillment. And they work immediately.


How to Correct Your Life contains a system designed to help you balance your life and focus on what truly matters. It is a wake-up call, a reset button, prompting you to confront the truth about your life, not with guilt but with clarity and purposeful action.
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