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CHAPTER 1

Self-Love

When I ask myself what I was addicted to, no particular drug or craving stands out as the one source that led me into darkness. After I stopped the serious drug abuse, I realized that I had been using a mixture of whatever could bring me temporary pleasure to cover up a void in myself that I did not have the courage to face. The void was never satiated or content. Any enjoyment I could experience or attention that people gave me was never enough. It felt like an endless vacuum that could take in the world, spit it out, and still have room to ask for more.

The shift finally came when I stopped throwing pleasure at the problem and started nourishing myself with nonjudgmental and honest attention. The refocusing of my energy into paying attention to all my changing emotions had an immediate effect. Paying attention eased my incessant craving for more pleasure and I stopped feeling so ragged and run-down.

I was not aware of the term self-love when my personal journey started, but I certainly used the practice as a critical stepping-stone. I would not have been able to move forward into a better life without this gentle and accepting attention that I started giving myself. Self-love was the missing link. It was the key to wholeness that I was unconsciously searching for. I discovered that the appreciation you seek from others will not hold the same rejuvenating power as the appreciation, attention, and kindness you can give yourself.

What Does Self-Love Mean?

Anything powerful and long-lasting requires a sturdy foundation. When a home is being constructed, all attention first goes to the foundation that will stabilize the structure. Once that foundation is firmly in place, you can go on to build, expand, and create something magnificent. The evolution of the individual works in a similar manner. Self-love is the first step that all inner and outer success is based on. Self-love gives your journey the energy and stability to stay on a clear trajectory. It is a profound commitment to self-discovery and to making your well-being a top priority.

Somewhere around 2014 or 2015, a big shift started happening culturally regarding the idea of self-love. In particular, I noticed that the word began entering the sphere of social media in a big way. I like to think of social media as a forum where humanity talks to itself, and at the time it felt as if we had collectively picked up the word self-love and started looking at it in different ways, turning it in all directions to get a better sense of its true meaning. Many individuals were asking themselves what self-love means to them, and at the same time I was going through my own process with the word. I wondered: Is self-love real? Is it needed? Is this something I can apply in my daily life? Is self-love different from self-centeredness? What is the relationship between self-love and healing yourself?

Initially, commercialization surrounded the idea, with mainstream media pushing the belief that you could buy yourself happiness and self-worth. But this is misleading because it confuses your needs with your cravings. The understanding that self-love means giving yourself all the things that you want, especially in the material sense, seems fine to a certain extent, but from the experience of many it is clear that material things can only go so far. Treating yourself to small gifts or going on rejuvenating trips can all fall under the umbrella of self-love, but self-love should not be confused with materialism. Material things cannot give you complete balance of mind and they cannot fundamentally heal your past. It is easy to go to extremes in trying to find solace in external or material things and end up further fueling the fire of craving that ultimately results in dissatisfaction. Thinking of self-love only as what you can buy or obtain does not activate its life-changing power.

Others understood self-love as putting yourself first at all costs. It makes sense that many would embrace this understanding of self-love because too many of us live our lives for others and fall into cycles of people-pleasing without taking the time to properly take care of ourselves. However, we run the risk of falling into the trap of ego if we only think of ourselves. Putting ourselves first in all situations can quickly become another type of extreme that disregards the welfare of others and pushes us to become more and more self-centered. If your ego is growing, then your mind is full of agitation and will have great difficulty seeing reality clearly. If self-love is supposed to help our lives, then this must not be the right direction.

The understanding of self-love that makes the most sense to me is much more internal. It is the way you relate to yourself with compassion, honesty, and openness. It is meeting every part of yourself with unconditional acceptance, from the parts that you find easy to love, to the rough and imperfect parts that you try to hide from. Self-love begins with acceptance, but it does not stop there. Real self-love is a total embrace of all that you are while simultaneously acknowledging that you have room to grow and much to let go of. Real self-love is a tricky concept that requires a sense of balance to be able to use its transformative power—it is nourishing yourself deeply without becoming self-centered or egotistical. It is no longer seeing yourself as less than others, but at the same time maintaining the humility not to see yourself as better than others. The greatest benefits of self-love come from the positive interactions between you and yourself. Self-love is not only a mindset but a set of actions.

Taken to its highest form, self-love is an energy we use to evolve. Ultimately, I define self-love as “doing what you need to do to know and heal yourself.”

True self-love is multifaceted and includes radical honesty, positive habit building, and unconditional self-acceptance. These three pillars work internally and externally to generate and support an enduring sense of self-love.
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everywhere there was

once a lie inside of you
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Radical Honesty

Radical honesty, a form of authenticity that begins inside you, is a warm recognition that you gently apply to your conscious life. This view of radical honesty is not about telling everyone what you think. Instead, it is the root from which self-awareness grows. Thoughts and emotions that were once discarded or ignored are now embraced. Where you once felt the urge to run away, you now challenge yourself to face whatever is there. More than anything, any lie that you formerly told yourself is examined so that the truth may come forward. The key to radical honesty is that this is not about you and other people, but about how you relate to yourself in all situations, whether you are alone or with others.

Radical honesty is not about punishing yourself or harsh self-talk. Rather, it is about calmly being in constant contact with your truth. Practicing this balance is critical. In the beginning, radical honesty may feel hard to manage, but it is truly a long-term project. If you want to see great results, you need to wholeheartedly commit to the process, especially when it gets difficult, so you can reject the temptation to fall back into unconsciously motivated behavior.

If you continue to tread down the path of lies, fear and its two primary manifestations—anxiety and anger—will continue to grow. First, you fear truth and then you lie to be rid of your fear, unwittingly falling into a loop where you actually continue empowering your fear because every lie breeds further anxiety. The only way to put an end to the burning fire of fear is by thoroughly extinguishing it with truth. Dishonesty is the fear of truth.

Dishonesty with yourself creates distance. The more lies you build up over time, the more you become a stranger to yourself. When you cannot accept your own truth, you are moving in the opposite direction of self-awareness. When lies suffuse your mind, life becomes opaque and the right actions you need to take to ease your inner tension become difficult to decipher. The lies you tell yourself will also manifest as a lack of depth in your relationships. A deep connection with another being is not possible if you are deeply disconnected from yourself.

As you practice radical honesty, this distance decreases and your mind starts to become calmer. Telling yourself the truth is the beginning of inner harmony. This harmony immediately makes your relationships more vibrant. In examining your past and uncovering the truth that you previously refused to own, you actually make the power of your honesty stronger. This higher degree of presence allows your self-awareness to flourish. Eventually, your radical honesty matures to the point where it becomes non-negotiable—you carry it wherever you go and in every situation it becomes an asset that informs your decisions.

Where you once coaxed yourself into thinking nothing was wrong, you now admit to yourself that turbulence or hurt was actually there. Where you once forced yourself into thinking you liked something, you admit that you did find it disagreeable. Where you once denied old pain, you admit that there is a wound within you that needs tending.

Self-love is an invitation to our inner world. When we turn our attention inward, we come across the entirety of our conditioning. Radical honesty is not just observing what you find—it also requires us to approach ourselves with curiosity. Engaging ourselves through the medium of curiosity will take the old energy that we formerly used to run away from ourselves and give it a new purpose that helps us go deeper into our own truth. When we come across something difficult (for example, realizing that there is unresolved trauma regarding your relationship with your parent), we do not recoil in negativity, but instead ponder how it came to be and do our best to find its roots.

Curiosity is especially useful when intense emotions arise. When we encounter sadness, for instance, we can ask ourselves where it is coming from. When we find a hardened pattern, we can ask ourselves how it came to be. Was it a tactic of survival? Did it emerge from fear? Where is this sadness coming from? When did this pattern start forming? What triggers this pattern and how is this behavior affecting my life?

Curiosity can also help us trace a clear trajectory to our transformation. As we change and shed old layers, we will have to get to know ourselves again and again by periodically asking ourselves: What are my real aspirations? What has society encoded inside my mind that is not really mine to carry? Who do I really want to spend time with? How can I better align my actions to support my new evolution?

Radical honesty, reinforced by an inward curiosity, can help streamline our transformation. This momentum of honesty and a growing understanding of ourselves can become a source of power, helping us overcome old barriers and release baggage that we never intended to carry.

Positive Habit Building

Radical honesty leads to positive habit building. When we come to terms with the behaviors we have developed over time that limit our happiness and well-being, we realize that we need to intentionally build new habits. When we are honest with ourselves about what is not serving us, we can redirect our energy.

When I started practicing radical honesty, one of the first things I came to terms with was how I had been lying to myself about the state of my health. I was incredibly unhealthy. The smallest things would trigger my heart to fall out of rhythm. My lungs were exhausted and weak, and my eating habits were always making me feel depleted. I knew that if I wanted to turn my life around, I had to start here. Even though it was tremendously difficult, I broke through the barrier of stagnant patterns by going outside to jog and by adding more nutritious food to my normal diet. To be honest, the changes hurt at first. My body had not felt the strain of exercise in years, and my mind struggled because my sense of taste was not immediately pleased with my new food choices. Even so, it was one of those moments where I simply had to put my foot down. I was determined to live in a new way, so I had to face the discomfort that sometimes comes with personal transformation.

Positive habit building is a long-term game and the greatest results are not immediate—they come after you have doubled down on consistency. Understanding that you are building something great will help ease the craving for fast results. As the author James Clear put it so succinctly in his book Atomic Habits, “Every action you take is a vote for the type of person you wish to become. No single instance will transform your beliefs, but as the votes build up, so does the evidence of your new identity.”

In my experience, trying to change everything at once does not work. Rather, focus on a few key changes. Continue pressing forward until what you wish to change no longer feels like a struggle, but a natural part of you. This is when you will know you have been successful.

Overhauling your entire life and turning everything upside down will divide your energy in too many directions. Instead, choose a focused strategy. Build a needed habit until it becomes firmly ingrained in your mind and body, then you can more easily stretch into new areas. The positive habit that you have spent so much time cultivating will not disappear when you switch your attention because you made sure to give it the time it needed to become a vital pillar in your life. When you have fully internalized a new habit, you feel less tension in doing it. The repetition of the habit no longer feels like serious work. Instead, it is more like an effortless routine that you might even enjoy. When I started meditating daily, it felt like a huge task I had to accomplish each day, but as I maintained my effort it became a part of my life that I now cannot imagine skipping.

When you allow your self-love to inform your decisions, it will challenge you to raise the standard you have for yourself. Self-love is not an overwhelming sense of positivity, it is the frank advice you need to give yourself so you can truly flourish. If you focus on repeating wholesome behaviors that nurture your being from the inside out, you will decrease the amount of inner struggle you used to feel daily.

Self-Acceptance

Self-love is a vehicle we use to travel through our own inner universe. What makes this journey productive is the self-acceptance we apply along the way. When we become open to self-discovery, our inner world will open up to us. Our history, which was once in the dark, will reveal itself under the light of self-awareness. The deep self-love that can make profound changes in our lives will turn us into explorers who bravely move inward to deepen our understanding of what makes us who we are. Without self-acceptance, any tough thing we come across would quickly stall or end our journey or have us running back to known territory. But when we understand that we are bound to come across difficult things and come prepared to meet ourselves with self-acceptance, we are more likely to embrace the hard parts of our conditioning and continue delving deeper into our emotional history.

To be clear, self-acceptance does not mean complacency. It just means that instead of rejecting or fighting whatever comes up, we acknowledge it for what it is and if there is a need to take action, we do so skillfully. What makes self-love powerful is that it is not just a way of seeing ourselves, but a series of actions that continuously align us with a greater vision of who we are growing into.

As we practice self-love, there will certainly be things we need to openly deal with and rectify, but feeling hate toward what we want to change will only cloud our minds and make our actions less effective. Self-acceptance is a deep embrace of reality, letting go of punishing ourselves for the past, and the foundation that balances all the other tools we use for personal transformation. When our self-love becomes active, transformation is immediately set in motion. No transformation carries an unbreakable upward trajectory—we are bound to stumble, to momentarily regress to old habits, to move a few steps back before taking a life-changing leap forward, or to experience moments when we simply need a break. In our personal journey, every moment will not be a victory. Especially during tough times, when inner turmoil arises, it does not help to have a strong aversion to our own tension—that will only make the heaviness we already feel worse. The best way to be prepared for the long journey is to move through the ups and downs with self-acceptance.

Self-Love Is a Gateway

Self-love helps us build internal cohesion so that we are no longer far away from ourselves. The more we come in contact with our truth and learn to embrace it with full acceptance, the more we are able to find greater personal harmony. Building this self-awareness opens up a gateway where we not only learn to love ourselves better, but we start to have a deeper sense of love for the people in our lives. At its highest levels, self-love continues expanding, ultimately becoming an opening to loving all beings unconditionally.

When you deeply get to know yourself through the energy of self-love, you start to learn about the human condition, and how your own heavy emotions and traumas have shaped your behavior and reactions over time. As you become less of a mystery to yourself, you can start to look at other people with a greater sense of clarity and compassion.

Though all human beings have very different histories, we all live through the same spectrum of emotions. Our minds may hold different contents, but their structure is relatively similar. For example, we all have a hard time remaining in the present. During difficult moments, our past will reemerge to try to help us make sense of a new experience by matching it to our past, but that then often activates old reactive patterns. Additionally, all of us at some time experience fear, greed, jealousy, anger, and other emotions that thicken our conditioning.

When we take a good look at the makeup of our own mind, we start to gain a deeper sense of compassion for others, because we have seen our own struggles and have begun the process of overcoming them. We can then more easily acknowledge and express love for others as they pass through difficult moments.

This growing sense of understanding ignites a deeper peace in our mind when we see loved ones struggle or even when we are dealing with a challenging person. As the spiritual leader Thich Nhat Hanh once wrote, “Understanding is the ground of love.” After spending some time practicing self-acceptance and deepening my inner curiosity, I found that inner struggle is one of the great causes of outer conflict. It can be seen in moments when someone is tense and that tension narrows their ability to be patient with someone else, causing them to retort with angry words. It comes out in moments when we don’t realize how childhood trauma contributes to unproductive patterns in our intimate relationships as adults. Whenever your ability to see yourself increases, so, too, does the patience you have with the people around you.

As we make progress in our personal transformation and as our self-love takes on a new level of maturity, our love for others will continue to expand. It takes the form of a wise and balanced love, meaning that we feel for others without forgetting about ourselves. A love where we understand how essential it is to treat ourselves well so we can show up for others in an effective way.

When taken to its highest level, self-love becomes the foundation that allows us to feel and express unconditional love. Without self-love, all other forms of love will remain superficial. An individual who is completely free does not harbor any ill will in their heart or mind. Their being will radiate love for all beings, whether or not they have encountered them in person. This is not just a quiet love felt within oneself, but a love that can take action whenever necessary. Real love is flexible—like water, it can sit in stillness or flow with tremendous power.

The Bridge Between Self-Love and Healing

As I activated my self-love, I developed a clearer picture of my mind and what it carried. I could feel the sadness that had accumulated over time, the anxiety that would spike whenever things became difficult, and the tension whenever I felt that I was not getting what I craved. All these dense patterns would have remained hidden had it not been for self-love.

Radical honesty, positive habit building, and self-acceptance were giving me real results. But once I started recognizing the struggle that my mind was constantly rolling in, I realized that this was not going to be a short adventure with a quick fix. If I wanted to get to the root of my problems and really address the deepest layers of my mind, I realized that I had to wholeheartedly commit to a long journey of healing. Self-love gently walked me inward, introduced me to myself, and showed me that I not only needed to double down on the nourishing behavior that I was focusing on, but I had to gather my bravery and dig deeper so I could start the process of healing.

Self-love and healing are deeply intertwined, and if you take one of them seriously, the other will be immediately activated. They rise and fall together. Similarly, if the two are flourishing, a profound transformation is bound to take place.




Reflection

At the end of each chapter I have included questions that I hope will encourage personal reflection and vulnerability for the sake of self-discovery. They can be taken as journal prompts for you to go deep into processing parts of yourself or as something you can keep in the back of your mind and think back on as you move through your day. These are also questions that can be explored in a safe setting with a friend or loved one.


What does self-love look like for you right now? How do you want your self-love to evolve, and what do you want it to feel like a year from now?

What part of yourself do you have trouble accepting? Is this a critical part of your story?

What positive habits are you working on developing? Is there a way to use boundaries to support yourself in the cultivation of the new you?

Has building your self-love helped you have more compassion for others? Has understanding yourself helped you see them more clearly?

What is your relationship to honesty these days? Can you be honest with yourself when your mind is full of tension?

How has a lack of self-love affected your relationships in the past?
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CHAPTER 2

Healing

When I think about the situations that have most left an impact on my mind, the continuous struggle of poverty my family went through stands out the most. Growing up as a poor immigrant in the United States was incredibly challenging, and my personal trauma is deeply tied to that experience. I was fortunate to have a father and mother who loved each other dearly and treated me and my siblings incredibly well, but they had little to no opportunity for upward mobility because they were not college educated and did not speak fluent English. My parents took a great risk moving to the United States; they knew their lives would be hard, but they also knew their children would have opportunities that were not available in Ecuador. Poverty pushed hard against the safety of the home my parents were trying to create for us. They endured tremendous stress trying to pay bills and to make sure we had proper meals. This stress and the reality that they could not come up with a long-term plan for our economic advancement permeated the entire family. Our immediate needs were so pressing that at times even the strong love my parents had for each other was strained by the immense pressure that survival placed on us as a family.

As a child, I would wonder if my parents were right for each other because they were often arguing. Now, as an adult, I can see that there was no lack of love between them. What was happening was a structural problem: Having very little money filled their minds with tension and they often projected that tension onto each other. Their relationship today is quite different—their love for each other is clear and there is so much harmony between them—but part of the reason they can breathe easily now is that my brother, my sister, and I are all grown up, we take care of ourselves now, and we give them financial support. Their fights were situational, not because they were mismatched.

Over the years, the stress that suffused my family and the struggle I saw my parents go through to make ends meet became embedded in my mind. I especially remember the constant scramble to pay the rent every month for our small apartment. Most months, I would hear my parents argue about this, their voices full of stress and exhaustion as they tried to figure out their next move. As a child, I would wonder if this problem would ever end or if it would become worse. I remember this strong feeling of insecurity running through my body that made me feel like the floor could cave in at any moment. I remember feeling sadness for my parents and wishing that I could help them in some way. There was also a combination of anger and shame. Anger for the fact that something like poverty even existed and shame for the fact that I knew we were barely getting by each week. It felt unfair that my family had to struggle so much to simply exist. All of this manifested quietly as anxiety and more deeply as a craving for more, which is common in all human beings. Fear found fertile ground in my mind, often creating visions of the worst outcomes possible. Our mode of survival did not help the inclination toward sadness that I’ve had for as long as I can remember.

My constant craving for more, plus the feeling of ever-present insecurity and an enduring sense of sadness, only became worse as I entered my teen years and then became a young adult in college. Scarcity made me more attached—I would cling to the few things that I would get and crave so much of what I could not afford. I had to heal.

If you were to honestly examine your own life and mind, you would also likely find something specific from your past that you could try to heal. At the very least, this reflection would help you see that, yes, you could be happier—and that there is room to increase your inner peace and mental clarity. All human beings carry tension in the mind that inhibits them from living their best life. But, fortunately, the tension that accumulates within us can also be released. Healing is when you intentionally decrease the tension you carry in your mind.

The human mind is commonly full of stress and anxiety. It does not do a good job focusing on the present moment and it is full of attachments that get in the way of living peacefully and making effective decisions. Honoring the fact that our ups and downs have affected us deeply opens us up to learning how to live in a better way.

Left to its old patterns, our mind will continue its reactivity and keep us functioning on autopilot. What the mind knows best is repetition, which normally keeps us in a state of survival mode that defaults into blind behavior, especially when difficult situations arise. Even when an emotion is hard on the body, like stress or anxiety, we will continue repeating it if it is a way we have reacted in the past. Each reaction will even go as far as to slowly mold our perception, to the point where everything we perceive is first filtered through a thick layer of old conditioning, combined with our current emotions. Since our perception is being driven by our past and our emotions, it will inhibit our ability to recognize reality as it is. The mind will not do what is good for it unless we intentionally train it to do so.

Healing begins with the willingness to become an explorer, to enter the vast inner forest that exists within your being, using your awareness as the light that shows you the way. It is a journey that is challenging and sometimes filled with difficulty, because you will undoubtedly come across shadows and parts of yourself that may be hard to fully embrace with self-acceptance. But this is a challenge that can bring unparalleled rewards. When you are able to see yourself clearly, you awaken your true inner power. There is a universe inside each one of us that is untapped and largely undiscovered, but most people walk the earth unaware that they are not seeing with their eyes. Instead, they are seeing with their emotions, and often these emotions are just the echoes of their past hurts. Many fall into cycles of projection where they are taking their inner roughness and spewing it out into the world.

Deep healing and emotional maturity begin when you turn your attention inward. The ability to see yourself as you move through the ups and downs of life, without running away or suppressing your feelings, enhances your understanding of yourself. Feel your emotions as they come and go. Come to terms with your past and notice the way it shows up in your present. Watch your mind as it processes difficult situations. Take note of behavior patterns that show up repeatedly in your life. Examine your inner narrative and how your own thinking affects your emotions. Paying close attention to all these mental movements opens the door to the type of learning that can transform your life. But none of these qualities of the mind occur on their own. They need to be intentionally activated and consistently cultivated to become strong enough to alter our mental health and shift us from surviving to thriving.

Building your self-awareness increases the agility of your mind. When you make time to be present in your own mind, it becomes possible to slow things down when difficult situations arise. Rather than falling back into blind reactions that are rooted in your past, you can intentionally lean into pausing and give yourself a moment to take a look at what is actually happening. This ability to pause is not easy and it takes time to build this quality of the mind, but the results of this practice are immense. Giving yourself time to witness reality without immediately reacting is a sign of progress in your healing. Now that you can see yourself and give yourself more time to process what is happening, you can more easily behave in ways that align with your goals and honor your authenticity. Finding the balance where you can be honest about what you are feeling and not allow a temporary emotion to take total control of your actions can help you better handle the unexpected changes of life.

Oftentimes, people want to improve their lives but they end up focusing on the things around them instead of what is happening within them. Changing your location as a way to start a new life can be helpful, but if you never address your mindset, old patterns ingrained in your mind can re-create the situations you were trying to remove yourself from. People will reassess their goals and have an idea of the particular life they want to manifest, but things don’t simply fall into place that easily. A vision remains a vision until action is applied to it. There is a common trope that makes its rounds on the internet—“What is for you will come to you”—but life is never that simple. The missing piece of that puzzle is that life will continue to be difficult and you will block yourself from enjoying good things if you never deal with the heaviness of your mind and the fear that clutters your heart. The things that are for you will come to you much more easily when you are deeply aligned with your truth and pursuing your growth. The shape of your internal dynamic always influences what will come your way. Your inner blocks, meaning the parts of your conditioning that you do not realize are resisting your freedom, have a way of pushing things away from you until they are unbound. If your mind is full of anger and tension, peace simply won’t be possible and the things that do come your way won’t aid in your quest for happiness. Similar vibrations tend to attract each other, and if we don’t align ourselves with peace, then harmony will have a hard time coming into our lives. Healing will not only improve your life, but it will open the door for good things to come to you because the quality
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