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for those who are hurting
and those who are healing
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Introduction

My (continued) awakening

It was half past eight at night when I walked through the front door to my empty flat. I’d left for work at five-thirty that morning, and had only had time to grab a banana for lunch. Deadlines were weighing heavy on my mind, and my inner critic was bullying me into doing another few hours of work before I was allowed to rest. I was exhausted. Burned out. Broken-hearted. I pushed through, running the vacuum cleaner around the flat and emptying the bins before working my way through my emails, secretly hoping that by keeping busy, I could outrun my pain.

In the months before, my life had collapsed around me. My dad had just died after a long and harrowing journey with cancer. I had found out the man I once imagined I would spend the rest of my life with was having an affair with his old neighbour. And, left to pay the mortgage on my own, I was barely making ends meet while struggling to sell the flat.

I felt my eyes getting heavy and went to the bathroom to splash my face with cold water. Catching sight of my reflection in the mirror – pale, drained and hollow – I came face to face with my pain. That’s when it hit me: the grief. The anger. The fear. The despair. The shame. The rage. I could not hold myself together for one moment longer.

I’m not sure how long I wept for, curled up on the bathroom floor, feeling the full force of my emotions. But, tear-stained and sorrow-filled, that’s when I heard it. A tiny, tender voice inside, soft and silky and slightly wild. It reminded me to breathe deeply and feel fully and hold everything in this world gently, including myself. To stop running and numbing and self-destructing. To let myself feel and grieve and rest.

After decades of finding reasons not to, I began the long journey of healing, of getting to know myself, of coming home to myself. I committed to the process. I slept. I rested. I meditated. I journaled. I asked for help. I gave myself space to be with my pain, to listen to it, to learn from it. I began unpeeling layer after layer of childhood and cultural conditioning, untangling the knots of suffering in my soul, creating a place within my heart that felt like home.

Before work each morning, I would sit on the sofa with a steaming mug of lemon-and-ginger tea and read a verse of the Tao Te Ching, contemplating one verse a day, journaling about it and allowing myself to feel the emotions that were awakened within me. When I finished the Tao Te Ching, I did the same with translations of the Bhagavad Gita and the Prajñāpāramitā Sutra, and with the words of mystics like Rumi, Hafiz and Kabir; poets like Maya Angelou, Mary Oliver and Wendell Berry; and spiritual teachers like Thich Nhat Hanh, Clarissa Pinkola Estés and Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj. Somehow, they all found a way to say the things my heart longed to hear. Inspired by my reading, I began asking myself the deeper, braver questions. Why am I still at war with myself? How am I contributing to my own suffering? What gifts do I carry for the world?

In asking these questions, I found truth. And in that truth, I found healing. Now, I look back on those precious sunlit mornings when I was swimming through the icy waters of grief as essential stepping stones to the joy, peace and freedom I live with now. There is still pain and fear and sadness – because they are part of being human – but there is also a quiet strength, a deep trust that my heart can hold it all. By creating a space each day for slowing down and reflecting on who I wanted to be, and what kind of life I wanted to create, I discovered a whole new way of being: one where the self-criticism and self-hate I had known all my life began to wither, and self-acceptance and self-compassion began to bloom.

Before those mornings, I had spent most of my life in a state of anxiety, overwhelm and exhaustion. Looking back, the last time I had been truly happy was when I was about nine. Between my childhood and my early twenties, I lived with the sense that there was something wrong with me: some sin I had to atone for; something I had to achieve to prove I was worthy. In my early teens I was diagnosed with anxiety and depression, shortly followed by anorexia nervosa and obsessive–compulsive disorder. I spent the next five years in and out of psychiatric institutions – locked up, force-fed and told my brain was broken. It wasn’t until much later that I realised the psychiatrists were wrong. I wasn’t insane or crazy. I was a human in incredible pain, doing what she needed to do to survive.

The next few years were lonely and shame-filled as I gathered together the scattered shards of my life after so long in institutions. Instead of starving myself, I found more socially acceptable, more socially rewarded ways to numb my pain: overworking and overachieving. I chased academic, athletic and financial success. I was always striving, always productive, always pretending everything was fine. But, despite achieving what I’d been led to believe would make me happy, I still felt hollow. I lived with a gnawing ache that told me something was missing.

It has taken me a long time to realise why I felt this way, and to connect – and stay connected – to the deepest and truest part of me, even when it would have been easier and less painful to live on the surface. To stop questioning. To stop contemplating. To fall back into unhealthy habits rooted in the work-hard-achieve-more-never-rest conditioning that is part and parcel of modern life.

Part of why my healing has taken so long, and why it still continues today, is because there are no shortcuts. No magic pills. No quick fixes. It takes time to cultivate self-awareness and self-compassion. It takes time to remember who we are, where we belong and what is sacred. I am still grieving. I am still healing. I am still learning to dance with the parts of myself I once worked so hard to hide.

I wanted to share my story because I believe we need to create space that allows for the fullness of being human, where we can speak openly about our pain and our shame, our traumas and our tragedies, the ways in which we are hurting, how we are healing and what we are discovering in our unfolding.

My experiences eventually led me to the work I do today – integrating science, spirituality, psychology and physiology. My professional journey reflects my personal one, and along the way I’ve studied and trained in various therapeutic techniques, including counselling, yoga, meditation, breathwork, nutrition, Ayurveda and sport psychology. Everything I offer in this book is rooted in lived experience, both from my own ongoing process of healing and awakening, and from the insights I’ve gained from working with hundreds of people over the past decade.

I know how much courage it takes to look deeply at yourself and the world around you, to face your fears and fragilities, to let yourself be touched by the pain and beauty of life. And every day, I feel honoured to be with those who are grieving, to hold space for those who are healing, to witness people awaken in their own wild and glorious ways.

I hope this book offers a healing space for you.

This book is for you

If you are a human being living with the pressures of modern life, this book is for you. Figures from the Mental Health Foundation suggest that almost seventy-five per cent of us admit to feeling stressed, overwhelmed or unable to cope at times. We spend our days on an anxious quest to get everything done. Exhaustion has become a way of life. And no matter how successful we appear to be outwardly, many of us live with a sense of inner failure. We have become so busy that we have little time to reflect on, let alone act on, our deepest values. We forge ahead without questioning whether we are truly happy.

Many of the people I work with come to me feeling trapped and numb. They live with an inner restlessness, a homesickness, an anxious ache that bubbles beneath the surface. Deep down they know – we all know – that life can be more joyful, more beautiful, more meaningful. And yet we find ourselves imprisoned by habits, fears, jobs, relationships and routines.

As they begin to question what they have been conditioned to believe, to honour the stress they have been through, to understand the source of their pain, I see the people I work with begin to change. They begin taking care of themselves, trusting themselves, getting to know themselves in a deeper, truer, more compassionate way.

Ultimately, my work is to hold space – to be fully present in a deeply compassionate and non-judgemental way, to witness, and to ask questions that gently open the door to a richer, more meaningful life. And this is why I wrote this book. As an invitation for you to embark on your own journey of healing and awakening. Not by giving you lots of information or unsolicited advice, but by asking questions to guide you back to your own wisdom, your own truth.

Sprinkled throughout Daily Awakening, you’ll also find psychological theories and ideas from the wisdom traditions, as well as a bibliography of scientific studies. Theories can offer us a framework to help make sense of how bewildering it can feel to be a human sometimes – but if they don’t resonate with you, feel free to leave them behind.

There is nothing you will find here that I haven’t struggled with personally. This book is an offering of the sacred, soul-stretching questions I have asked myself, alongside scientific studies and spiritual wisdom, synthesised into a 365-day journey. My hope is that by the time you finish reading it, you will have learned how to stop the war inside, how to savour the joyful moments in life and make room for the inevitable pain, how to live more fully, love more deeply and embrace the wild and precious adventure of being alive.

How to use this book

What comes up again and again in my work is the need for fewer answers and more questions, less information and more inspiration, less forcing and more listening. So, here you’ll find 365 sacred questions, one for each day of the year, to help you gently investigate who you are, why you do what you do and what you are truly capable of. Each section contains questions centred around a common theme, including stress, rest, success, failure, perfectionism, people-pleasing, love, grief, money and God. Although these themes might seem unrelated at first, they are like threads woven into the fabric of our lives. When we begin untangling one thread, we often find it tethered to all the others.

Caught up in the breathless pace of modern life, we tend to crave quick fixes and easy solutions. But awakening is a gradual process. We cannot unravel decades of conditioning in a single day. This means that, as you embark on this journey, it’s important to make a commitment to yourself to engage in reflection on a regular basis, to set aside a moment where you can pause and reflect on that day’s question, noting down any insights that arise. Anything from five minutes to half an hour a day is ideal. Finding this time usually means consciously choosing not to do certain things (for example, browsing on social media, watching television or reading the news).

Prioritising our reflective practice despite our busy lives is rarely easy. At first, it can be easy to write off our practice as unnecessary. We might see it as selfish, a luxury we only allow ourselves once everything on our to-do list is checked off. Or we might dismiss these tiny moments of reflection as futile relative to the suffering in our lives. But, like a jug fills up drop by drop, day by day, we awaken another drop of awareness, another drop of compassion, another drop of joy, until we are overflowing. Once we have overcome the initial hurdles and made space for healing and awakening, we usually discover an evolving trust in the power of our practice, a gentle momentum that keeps it a priority in our lives.

To inspire you to begin, here are a few ways reflective practice can be healing.


•We all experience stress, pain and sorrow. And so, we all need a sacred space, an island of relief where we are free from the demands of everyday life for long enough to look more deeply at ourselves and the world.

•Healing work requires a strong container: a vessel that can hold the wild energies and emotions that may arise as we awaken. Through systematic daily practice, our journals become our anchor. Closing our journals at the end of each practice is a symbolic action of containment.

•Giving ourselves time to explore and express our deepest thoughts and emotions is an important act of validation. It shows that it’s okay to feel the way we do.

•As we reflect and journal, we cultivate awareness. This awareness ripples through our daily lives, helping us to notice when we are triggered and whether we are acting in ways driven by fear and habit or rooted in our deepest values.

•Reflective writing offers us a way to translate our experiences into language. To assimilate. To understand, to integrate and to create a coherent narrative that helps us make sense of and find meaning in our lives.

•Suppressing our emotions uses psychological energy and is often experienced as a chronic, low-level stressor. As we reflect on our experiences in a safe, contained way and let our feelings flow through us as they arise, our brains are freed from the taxing job of inhibiting emotions and memories.

•As we consciously reflect and act on what we learn, excessive worrying and depressive rumination tend to reduce, because, once processed, we have no reason to rehearse or relive the experience in our minds.

•Our daily practice builds what psychotherapist Francis Weller calls ‘soul muscle’. By returning again and again to our sacred space – to our journals or yoga mats or meditation cushions – we are showing that we can keep the promises we make to ourselves. That we can trust ourselves. That our voices matter. That our work is needed. That we belong.



Living the questions

The questions we ask shape the world we see. And yet we often find ourselves living on autopilot, stuck in ruts and routines, judging and criticising ourselves rather than relating to our lives with compassion and curiosity. By asking ourselves meaningful questions, we begin to wake up to the forces that have shaped us. We start to unlearn the beliefs and prejudices that were never our own. Instead of reacting automatically, we respond consciously. Instead of being driven by our conditioning, beliefs and fears, we start to drive.

Each of the questions in this book is a tool for what psychology calls introspection, religion refers to as contemplation, philosophy terms self-enquiry and ancient yogis called svādhyāya (translated as ‘self-study’). These are the questions that no one ever asks us. Questions we’ve been avoiding our whole lives. Heart-opening questions. Questions that, like keys to the secret doors of our inner worlds, unlock the most precious and beautiful parts of us. Below are some tips to help you get the most out of your journaling practice.


•Play around until you find a way of journaling that works for you. Many people find it helpful to use a dedicated notebook for their self-reflective practice. But you might prefer to use your computer or phone.

•Don’t worry about your spelling or punctuation or writing neatly. Sometimes you might want to write in full sentences; at other times, mind maps, doodles and drawings might feel more natural.

•You might like to create a sacred space for your journaling. Try to find a cosy chair or bean bag, or a yoga mat or meditation cushion. Choose somewhere that feels safe.

•At the beginning, you might find yourself journaling in the same way you live your life. Struggling. Striving. Trying to do it perfectly. This is part of the process. Notice how your relationship with journaling itself changes over time.

•Questioning ourselves is very different to judging ourselves. As we journal, we want to remind ourselves, as best we can, to release judgement and remain open to whatever is unfolding.

•Mindful reflection is very different from repetitive, negative rumination. Rumination tends to be unconscious, intrusive and stress-magnifying, sucking us out of the present moment and into past regrets and future worries. On the other hand, reflection is a conscious process that always happens in the present. We recollect the past in the present. We contemplate the future in the present.

•Awakening comes from the questions we ask, not the answers we find. Maybe we find answers. Maybe we don’t. Maybe we don’t seek answers at all. Maybe, like the poet Rilke writes, we simply learn to love the questions and ‘live along some distant day into the answer’.

•Healing comes in layers – especially if we are untangling deeply embedded beliefs and conditioning. This means that there are a few questions throughout the book that tap into similar ideas, in order to allow for deeper insights to emerge over time. Equally, you may find that questions on vastly different themes lead you back to the same wisdom, the same truth, reminding you of who you are and what really matters.

•Much of our healing happens beneath the surface. The thoughts, feelings and memories that arise as you ask each question might not make sense right away, but by anchoring yourself in the present moment and engaging with each question at the level of emotion and energy rather than just intellect, meanings will reveal themselves over time (you can find tools for grounding, centring and anchoring on pages 27–29).



Awakened action

This book is participatory. You cannot grow your own vegetables simply by reading a gardening manual: you have to be willing to roll up your sleeves, get down in the dirt and start digging. As well as developing insight, a big part of awakening is learning the psychological skills needed to untangle ourselves from difficult thoughts, emotions and conditioned beliefs, and to take awakened action, guided by our deepest values, to create rich, meaningful lives where we can flourish.

The final question in each section focuses on transforming our awareness into awakened action so we can keep our insights alive by grounding them in our daily lives. As we explore our beliefs and behaviours, we often realise that we only act in ways that are harmful – to ourselves, each other and the planet – out of habit, pain and ignorance. As we become conscious of why we do what we do, as we connect with our deepest values, as we cultivate the capacity to gently observe our thoughts and stay grounded when painful emotions arise, we discover the many ‘choice points’ that open up in our daily lives: thousands of little opportunities to wake up, to shift out of autopilot, and to take conscious, mindful action that will help us to be the people we want to be, live the lives we want to lead and create the kind of world we want to belong in.

You are the expert

Ultimately, this journey is yours, no one else’s. This book offers tools to ground you and guide you, but you are the expert of your own experience. If life gets in the way and you miss a day or a week or a month of journaling, that’s okay. If you want to explore more than one question a day, that’s okay. If journaling doesn’t work for you, that’s okay too. Instead, you might like to explore each question with someone you can trust, someone who can hold space for you without judgement. This might be a partner, a parent, a sibling, a friend, or even a colleague; ideally it should be someone you speak to daily and who you feel safe being vulnerable with.

Crucially, learning to trust yourself means learning to listen when your soul says no; when you need to skip a question or a chapter, or take a break from your practice because it is too much for your heart to hold right now. Pausing your practice and honouring the rhythms of your soul rather than blindly following a schedule in a book is a doorway to, not a detour from, your healing and awakening.

I have done my best to create a book that is evidence-based, spiritually conscious and trauma-sensitive, but books can never replace medical advice or therapeutic support. If you feel you need to consult a medical practitioner or therapist before continuing, or at any point throughout the book, please do so. This book is not designed to stand in for treatment of any kind.

What is awakening?

Just as we cannot force ourselves to fall asleep, we cannot force ourselves to awaken. Rather, healing and awakening happen as we begin treating ourselves with compassion, as we shine light on the shadowy parts we have been trying to hide, as we embrace our fragilities and flaws and welcome the whole, wild whirlwind of life.

Our experiences of awakening will be unique to each of us, and our understanding will change as we change. Having said that, being aware of some of the misconceptions around awakening – for example, the way it has been sold to us as a glorified self-improvement project and romanticised as a way to bypass our humanness and transcend our pain – can help us to stay true to our practice when our experiences of healing and awakening don’t match the ideas we have in our heads.

Awakening is messy (not linear)

There is this idea that we should always be moving forwards and making progress – but that’s just not how life works. It’s not how healing works. It’s not how awakening works. Awakening is not linear. It has its own rhythms. Its own timings. We will go through periods of breaking, of opening, of growth, of stillness, and of spiralling downwards into the depths of ourselves and outwards into new ways of being.

Awakening happens now (not in the future)

Awakening is not a state of enlightenment that we will reach at the end of our journeys. Rather, it is here from the very beginning. Awakening is a constant process that can only ever happen exactly where we are. By coming into the present moment. By being with whatever pain, joy, boredom, love and unworthiness is here. By opening to the wild mystery of life.

Awakening allows us to fall in love with the ordinary (and stop chasing the extraordinary)

Many of us are waiting for some dramatic moment of realisation, for something momentous and profound and earth-shaking. And so, we might find ourselves chasing extraordinary experiences, all the while missing what is really happening. The irony is, when we pay attention to the simple wonders of daily life, of breathing and birdsong and the ocean breeze, we discover that our ordinary world is extraordinary. When we release the assumptions that our awakening will be loud and obvious and otherworldly, we can begin falling in love with the ordinary, with the sunrises and star-littered skies and the simple joys of being alive.

Awakening happens in everyday life (not only in ashrams and on mountaintops)

Awakening isn’t reserved for mountaintops or yoga retreats or cups of ayahuasca. Awakening happens in moments that look a lot like ordinary life. In the breath-by-breath choices we make. In catching ourselves when we fall into habitual patterns and choosing to step out of them. In setting boundaries and honouring our limits. In meeting each moment of conflict or chaos or confusion with an awakened response rather than an automatic one. In learning how to take care of ourselves, each other and the natural world.

Awakening allows us to embrace the full catastrophe of life
(not bypass the difficult bits)

We often hope healing and awakening will allow us to rise above our pain, but we will all face times of uncertainty, loss and heartache. Awakening is not about avoiding difficult emotions, rather it is about cultivating the capacity to rest in the unknown, to hold our pain without breaking, to embrace the whole sacred messiness of life.

Awakening is about becoming fully human (not superhuman)

We are not trying to become superhuman. We are allowing ourselves to be fully human. We are not striving to be perfect, with no ego, pain or fear; we are letting ourselves be the flawed, imperfect, unfinished humans that we are. We are humans that mess up and make mistakes. Humans that feel angry and ashamed and afraid. Humans that can be selfish and judgemental and unkind and loving and gentle and brave. The whole journey of awakening is one of accepting all of who we are, of becoming more of who we are.

Unlearning our way back to love

Awakening is largely a process of unlearning rather than learning. Of undoing rather than doing. Of untangling. Untaming. Uncaging. So many of the decisions we make are influenced by the thoughts, habits and belief systems we have absorbed from our families, friends, education, media and the society we live in. Without taking time for conscious self-reflection, we tend to remain blind to the limiting beliefs that distort the way we see ourselves and the world.

As we begin reflecting on our beliefs, exploring the forces that drive our behaviour and paying attention to the ways in which we habitually cope with our pain, we make our conditioning conscious. And once our conditioning becomes conscious, we can do something with it. We can question it, grieve for it, grow from it. We can step out of the stories we have been telling ourselves about our unworthiness. We can begin to rewire our brains, reshape our nervous systems and rediscover who we are and what we are capable of. We can move out of survival mode and begin to thrive.

The inner world and the outer world

I spent many years trapped in an ever-deepening spiral of self-blame and shame. And it was only when I started zooming out, when I began recognising the impact of adverse childhood experiences, acknowledging the chronic stress I was going through and waking up to systems of oppression and injustice, that I realised my distress – all distress – is not the result of individual weakness. Rather, distress begins from the outside in. Many forms of Western psychology and modern spirituality place the onus on us, as individuals, to heal. But, if we are to heal the emotional wounds of our inner worlds, we must first acknowledge the external forces that created them.

As much as possible, I have rooted this book in a bio-psycho-eco-social-spiritual model – a holistic, multidimensional framework that helps us to understand the influence and interaction of various areas of our lives, including:


•biology – genetic predispositions, hormones, neurochemistry, allostatic load, ancestral trauma

•psychology – belief systems, coping skills, emotional awareness, stress appraisal, personality, health behaviours

•society – cultural values, oppression, prejudice, religion, education, community, poverty, peer pressure, social support systems

•ecology – air quality, water pollution, soil health, access to nature, climate change, urbanisation, loss of species, land degradation

•spirituality – sense of meaning and purpose, rituals and practices, self-evolution and self-actualisation, relationship with a higher power



As we awaken, we discover the inner world and the outer world are not separate. This reveals to us a fierce paradox: much of our inner distress is caused by external forces that we do not control, and, through awareness, compassion and awakened action, we have the power to not only heal the emotional wounds of our inner world, but to transform the outer world.

Body, mind and soul

Language is powerful. It can open our minds to new ways of seeing, or close them down out of fear. I have used a few terms throughout the book that I wanted to clarify to help reduce confusion. The first is ‘bodymind’, which I use to refer to the whole psychophysiological system, including the immune, muscular, digestive, cardiovascular, neuroendocrine and nervous systems, as well as the ways in which our thoughts and emotions influence these systems. Another word is ‘soul’, which I’ve used to refer to the deepest, truest part of ourselves: our inner power, our deepest values, our vitality, our life force, our aliveness. Finally, whenever I have used the word ‘God’, I have used it to refer to your own personal definition of God, which does not have to be related to any religion or belief system. Rather, God can be a divine power, a personification of love and compassion, or a sense of deep connection with the rest of humanity.

Attitudes for awakening

Although we cannot force healing and awakening, we can create the conditions for awakening to happen by consciously cultivating certain attitudes. In Buddhism, these mindsets are known as the seven factors of awakening. Like preparing the soil for sowing, each of these attitudes will create fertile ground where the seeds of healing and awakening can blossom. We will be nurturing these mental qualities throughout the book, but it can be helpful to become familiar with them from the very beginning.


•mindfulness – paying attention to the present moment with acceptance, curiosity and kindness

•investigation – non-judgementally exploring our experiences more deeply so we can see things more clearly

•energy – motivating ourselves and devoting ourselves to whatever we are doing

•joy – opening ourselves to the inner joy that is always within us; living light-heartedly amidst the heaviness of life and allowing ourselves to experience the deep, spiritual joys of the everyday (which feel different to more synthetic pleasures)

•tranquillity – dropping into a deep inner peace beneath the surface drama of our lives

•concentration – fully focusing without being distracted by thoughts, doubts, worries or desires

•equanimity – remaining calm and balanced, even when life doesn’t go the way we would like it to



Blocks to awakening

The five kleshas

One of the (many) paradoxes of awakening is that it is deeply personal and profoundly universal. Both ancient yogis and Buddhists identified five inner obstacles that can get in the way of our healing and awakening. These are called the kleshas. These mental patterns distort how we think, feel and relate to ourselves and the world. When we’re living on autopilot, it’s easy to slip into these mental patterns, and we can become reactive, impulsive, obsessive and compulsive, acting in ways that constrict our lives and hold us back from being who we want to be. Being aware of these psychological barriers can help us to notice them when they arise so we can awaken from them instead of getting lost in them.


•ignorance – When we ignore our emotions and intuitions, block out elements of ourselves because we think they are unacceptable, and overlook parts of our experiences because we are so focused on how we think life should be, we suffer.

•egoism – When we over-identify with our ego (our habits, traits and beliefs – our false self), we suffer.

•attachment – When we want, crave, desire or cling to external things in the hope they will make us happy, we suffer.

•aversion – When we try to avoid or get rid of certain experiences and emotions, we suffer.

•fear of change – When we resist change and uncertainty in a world that is inherently impermanent and unknown, we suffer.



Unmet needs

Much of our inner distress is caused by unmet needs and unfaced truths, by overriding our body’s limits and fighting with reality. Part of healing and awakening is accepting that we are human. We have needs. We have limits. We need sleep. We need rest. We need play. There are only twenty-four hours in a day and seven days in a week, and we cannot do it all. Even though all of us have these core human needs – essential requirements for our survival and wellbeing – we often think of having needs as a sign of weakness. We judge our need for rest as laziness, our need for food as greediness, our need to deeply intertwine our lives with another as co-dependency.

Our internalised individualism, combined with the pace and pressure of modern life, means that we are often deprived of the things we innately need. And yet, by accepting that we have needs, and by identifying our limits, we can begin to build the inner and outer resources necessary to help us meet them. There are many theories exploring the general conditions in which we flourish, each of which includes meeting the following core needs:


•safety needs – nourishing food, clean water, sleep, rest, warmth, shelter, financial and material resources

•psychological needs – agency, pleasure, play, hope, emotional regulation, meaning and purpose, a sense of achievement and contribution, self-expansion and psychological maturation

•belonging needs – love, connection, intimate relationships, feeling valued, a sense of justice and fairness in our community, feeling safe and accepted in our earliest relationships



We’ll be exploring these needs and how to meet them throughout the book, but you might find it helpful to reflect on which core needs are and aren’t being met in your life. Are you getting enough sleep? Do you feel valued at work and at home? When was the last time you let yourself play?

Unfaced truths

A big part of healing is learning to be with what is true: to see things as they are rather than how we want them to be or how we think they should be. Accepting the universal truths of life rather than fighting them is a necessary part of awakening. As we explore these truths, often called ‘the givens of life’ in existential psychology, they can become gateways to a more meaningful life. These universal truths make most sense as we discover them within ourselves, but often include the following existential insights:


•Nothing is permanent – everything changes and ages and dies.

•People will not always understand us – nor will they always be loving and kind.

•Life does not always go to plan – things we do not want to happen will happen, and things we do want to happen will not happen.

•We cannot protect ourselves from experiencing pain and loss – but we have a far greater capacity to cope with and grow from these experiences than we believe.

•Being human is hard – and realising many of our sorrows and anxieties are shared can open our hearts, awaken universal compassion and inspire us to take action to better care for each other and the world.

•The more freedom we find, the more responsibility we have to take for our lives – and the more responsibility we have to help others find freedom in their lives.



The sacred messiness of life

The deeper I travel on this journey, the more I find myself embracing the vast and mysterious paradoxes of being alive. This involves accepting that two seemingly opposing things can be true at the same time, and that there is room for everything to exist. And with this comes a kind of spaciousness. A freedom for things to be messy and wild and unknown without needing to figure it all out.

To be able to hold the paradoxes of life – to move beyond right/ wrong, good/evil, either/or thinking – is a path to and a gift of awakening. As we welcome the opposites in our lives, as we make space for both/and, we allow our hearts to be stretched wider, so that we can live in harmony with the mysteries and messiness of life. As we heal and awaken, it can be helpful to remind ourselves of some of these paradoxes.


•We are good enough exactly as we are, and there is inner work that needs to be done.

•Healing takes conscious effort, and there is nothing to do and nowhere to go.

•Awakening is a solitary journey, and we cannot walk it alone.

•We can accept things as they are right now, and work towards creating personal and social change (in fact, we need to accept rather than deny the truth of our world – both inner and outer – in order to enact change).

•Our awakening is a personal experience and a political act.

•Everything we need to heal is within us, and some of the deeper wounds we uncover cannot be healed alone (this might mean seeing a therapist or allowing someone who loves us deeply to hold space for our pain).

•Reflective practice is a way of taking care of ourselves and a way of creating social change (social movements emerge when we refuse to live in a way that is not true to who we are).

•Our hearts can hold grief and gratitude, love and fear, deep suffering and intense joy.

•None of this is our fault, and it is our responsibility to develop the inner resources and psychological skills we need to heal.

•Our awakening is deeply personal and profoundly collective.

•We can appreciate the knowledge that science has given us and honour the forms of knowledge that cannot be measured objectively (e
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