

[image: Cover Image]




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Siobhan Curham is an award-winning author, motivational speaker and life coach. Her books for adults are: Dare to Write a Novel, True Love Always, The Sweet Revenge of the Football Widows, The Scene Stealers and Antenatal & Postnatal Depression. Her books for young adults include Dear Dylan (winner of the Young Minds Book Award), True Face, The Moonlight Dreamers series and Don’t Stop Thinking About Tomorrow. Siobhan has written for many newspapers, magazines and websites, including the Guardian, Cosmopolitan, Mother and Baby, Practical Parenting and Take a Break. She has also been a guest on various radio and TV shows, including Woman’s Hour, BBC News, GMTV and BBC Breakfast. Find out more at www.siobhancurham.com and on Instagram @spiritualmisfits.


Copyright

Published by Piatkus

ISBN: 978-0-349-42082-0

Copyright © 2019 Siobhan Curham

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Piatkus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


For Michael Curham … my life and this book
wouldn’t be nearly as rich and wise
without you in it. Namaste!


 

Make your own bible. Select and collect all the
words and sentences that in all your readings
have been to you like the blast of a trumpet.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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INTRODUCTION

In 2017 something momentous happened: a British Attitudes Survey showed that for the first time, the majority of people living in the UK (53 per cent) didn’t belong to a religion. Another study has shown that only 1.4 per cent of the population now attend an Anglican Church service on a Sunday morning. This shift away from the Church isn’t unique to the UK. Between 1979 and 2011 the number of Roman Catholics attending a weekly church service in Ireland fell from 91 per cent to 30 per cent, and a 2015 survey showed that only 15 per cent of Irish Anglicans attend a Sunday service. A similar decline is happening on the other side of the Atlantic. Various studies have shown that less than 20 per cent of Americans now attend church services and in 2013, Southern Baptist researcher Thom Rainer estimated that between 8,000 and 10,000 churches were likely to close that year.

However, the hordes of people turning their backs on religion aren’t necessarily turning their backs on spirituality. In fact, a growing number of people (20 per cent in the UK and 25 per cent in the US) now refer to themselves as ‘spiritual but not religious’. This book is for those people – the ones who, for whatever reason, have turned away from or could never relate to religion, but still believe there’s Something More to this thing called life; people who desire a spiritual anchor in what is becoming an ever more turbulent and fast-paced world. I am one of those people. Having been raised as a devout atheist, in 2011 I set out on a quest to see if there was anything in this spiritual business – if it could bring me a lasting source of strength, love and joy that had so far eluded me. Although I knew next to nothing about religion and spirituality, I had had two experiences at rock-bottom moments in my life when I’d inexplicably felt the presence of something far greater than me.

My quest to find out what this ‘something’ was took me down some fascinating, unexpected and occasionally hilarious paths. Over a seven-year period I chanted up a storm with Buddhists, joined – and promptly left – a Christian church, fell foul of a false guru, studied the teachings of ancient Jewish scholars and the poetry of the Sufis, danced with the divine, tuned in to my inner goddess, had a passionate encounter with a soulmate and made true soul friends. I took part in a Mayan cacao ceremony and ended up talking to trees, met my shamanic spirit animal and had part of my soul retrieved. I also studied mindfulness and became a Reiki-healer-tarot-reader and much, much more. In short, my exploration of different spiritual traditions was a revelation to a devout atheist like me.

Once I cut through the dogma that had put me off before, I found certain teachings and practices that I’ve come to view as superpowers, beautiful in their simplicity. They form the basis of my life today – the basis of my inner joy, strength and peace, and the basis of this book. This book is for spiritual misfits like me, who have had enough of the doctrine of separation and fear. It is for those who look around at the world today – at the politics of division, the hashtags of hate and the spiralling mental health crisis – and think, surely there has to be a better way?

Numerous scientific studies are now showing the benefits of a spiritual practice. In an article titled ‘The neuroscience of spirituality and religion’, William Sears MD, a doctor with fifty years’ experience, says that science has now shown beyond doubt that spiritual people have ‘happier brains, healthier bodies and longer lifespans’. Focusing on something greater than ourselves and on a sense of connection with others helps lift us out of negative thinking. Pathways are created in the brain that enhance our sense of self and our empathy. Studies have also shown that a regular meditation practice reduces blood pressure, stress and anxiety, and boosts our immunity. Neuro-imaging techniques have shown that meditation stimulates the brain’s compassion centre. Mindfulness also has a calming effect on the amygdala, the part of the brain that produces fear responses. Sears concludes his article by urging everyone to make a spiritual practice part of their health routine.

So, if the word ‘religion’ sends you running to your collected works of Dawkins muttering, ‘Out-of-date mumbo jumbo,’ I would urge you to take a small step rather than a giant leap of faith, and invest a few hours reading these pages, absorbing the lessons I’ve learnt and trying the practices I recommend. This is a book about finding deep inner joy and peace, and most of all, a love that unites and guides instead of divides; a love that doesn’t care if you’re male, female, straight, gay, black, white or purple; a love that frees us from fear and revolutionises the way we view ourselves, each other and the world.


1

SIGNS OF SOMETHING MORE

All shall be well.

JULIAN OF NORWICH

In the beginning (in my beginning) was the Word, and the Word was with atheism and the Word was atheism. Both my parents had been brought up in religious families (my father, Catholic, my mother, Protestant) and both rebelled against their religions in their teens. When my parents got married (in a religion-free register office, naturally) they agreed that there was no way any children of theirs would have to endure enforced Sunday school or weekly confession. Instead, we would be left entirely free to choose our own faith, if we so wished, once we’d reached an age when we were able to make such an important decision. However, this wasn’t quite how it turned out. Rather than being brought up neutrally – in a ‘spiritual Switzerland’, if you like – my three siblings and I were brought up to see the Church as something to be avoided at all costs. In our house, religion and capitalism were seen as twin evils, designed to indoctrinate and oppress. When I became a Girl Guide I was banned from going to church parades on Sundays, the way other children might be banned from taking drugs or from talking to strangers. My parents even discussed forbidding me to attend school assembly. This horrified me – not because I particularly enjoyed having to sit cross-legged on a cold hall floor singing ‘Morning Has Broken’ for what felt like hours on end, but because there was only one other person who was banned from going to assembly. She was a Jehovah’s Witness and as every kid in our playground knew, Jehovah’s Witnesses didn’t agree with blood transfusions and therefore believed in letting sick babies die. If my mum and dad banned me from going to assembly, people would think that I killed babies too, or so my panic-stricken eight-year-old self thought. Thankfully, after much begging and pleading on my part, they succumbed.

Of course, as a result of all this ‘just say no to religion’, the Church took on a hugely elicit thrill to me. I craved Sunday school the way other kids craved sweets. And when my Catholic best friend had to go to her first confession I was eaten up with envy. The thought of sitting in a velvet-curtained box with an unseen priest, fessing up to how you’d stolen your little brother’s Action Man figure and drawn rude pictures on its naked body seemed so dramatic and exciting. Why couldn’t I be a sinner too? One day, on the way home from school, I found a small crucifix pendant on the pavement. I smuggled it into my bedroom and hid it with a photo of my grandad Bob inside an envelope marked ‘Private. Keep out!’ – which as any savvy child knows, is guaranteed to ward off prying parental eyes. This envelope became my secret link to the divine – well, kind of. At night I would take the crucifix and photo from the envelope, carefully place them on my pillow and say a prayer to Grandad Bob. He had died earlier that year and had been a deeply religious man. He’d kept a bottle of holy water by his front door and went to mass every single day. He was the closest thing to Jesus I’d known so I prayed to him – usually about some terrible transgression my parents had made, or asking if he could help me sort out a friendship drama.

However, by the time I reached my teens and my parents’ marriage had broken up, my resulting disillusionment at the world took in everything, including God. I binned my holy envelope and stopped praying to Grandad Bob. Religion is the opiate of the masses, I’d think to myself without a hint of irony, as I bunked off school to get stoned in a friend’s flat. Even when I became an adult and mellowed a bit, I still avoided church like the plague. After growing up on a news diet of ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland and, more recently, ‘The Global War on Terror’, religions had become inextricably linked to conflict in my mind. They also seemed way out of touch when it came to issues like women and sexuality. But then I had the first of what I now refer to as my ‘Something More moments’.

I’d just turned thirty, was mum to a young son and my marriage had taken a very dark turn for the worse. I spent every day and most nights plagued by fear and riddled with anxiety. I’d started having panic attacks, and my despair that I’d never be able to escape my situation had begun manifesting as self-harm. One cold winter’s night, when I was out with my husband and a friend, the issues in our marriage, which had until then been hidden like a dirty secret within the four walls of our home, became public in the most humiliating way imaginable.

As I trudged home through the icy fog that night, feeling lower than I’d ever felt before, something strange happened. I was suddenly and dramatically lifted from my despair. It doesn’t get any worse than this, an inner voice told me. But instead of this seeming a bad thing, I felt strangely reassured. It doesn’t get any worse than this, so therefore it has to get better. It has to get better and it will. I had no idea where this inner voice and its resulting feeling of peace and calm was coming from, but I let it fill me. The next morning I told my dad the truth about my relationship. He stared at me across the table, a horrible montage of shock, anger and sorrow playing out upon his face. Finally he spoke, his voice deadly serious.

‘No one should have to live like this. You should not have to live like this.’ The curse of silence, fear and shame I’d been living under had finally been broken.

It took another few months for me to find the courage to end my marriage, but what happened to me that cold, dark night was the catalyst and I never forgot that strange sensation inside – and yet outside – of me. I never forgot how it reassured me that all would be well and gave me the impetus to break fear’s spell.

I wouldn’t experience this strange feeling again until some eight years later, when I was six years into a relationship with a guy called Steve. It was the middle of January, peak flu season, and Steve was taken seriously ill. What was at first wrongly diagnosed as the winter vomiting virus turned out to be a brain tumour, which turned out to be an extremely aggressive form of cancer. The day Steve had to have life-saving – and life-threatening – surgery to remove the brain tumour, I was distraught. Unsure that I’d ever see him again, fear floored me. The hospital he was having surgery in was right around the corner from Great Ormond Street – a specialist hospital for children in central London. My sister had been to Great Ormond Street many times and she’d told me that if it all got too much I should visit the chapel there as she’d always found it somewhere peaceful to escape to. Now, at this point in my life, I was still in my ‘religion is the opiate of the masses’ phase and hadn’t set foot in a church apart from for the occasional wedding. But as I waited for the outcome of what I’d been told would be an extremely lengthy surgical procedure, I was desperate – so much so that I found myself stumbling into Great Ormond Street and following the signs to the chapel. The first thing that hit me when I walked in were the cuddly toys. Soft and furry and every colour of the rainbow, they lined a shelf all around the wall. The sight of them was strangely reassuring. I sat down on a polished wooden pew and, for the first time since my holy envelope days, I began to pray – really pray. It was a very short and simple prayer, consisting mainly of one word: ‘Please’.

Please make it go OK. Please let him be OK. Please don’t let him die. Over and over again. Then, all of a sudden, my fear was gone, replaced by the most beautiful sense of calm and knowing. It’s all going to be OK. Just as on that cold dark night that had signalled the beginning of the end of my marriage, this voice and this knowing seemed to come from a place deep within me but it wasn’t of me. Or at least, it bore no resemblance to my normal inner voice and its rolling script of fear. It’s all going to be OK. I sat there for a while, bathing in the stillness, the warmth and the certainty. Then I got up and went to a cafe, where I sat for a further few hours, drinking coffee, reading and knowing, just knowing, that it was all going to be OK. Eventually, I returned to the hospital to see how the surgery was going, even though a member of staff had recommended that I go home for the day as the operation would take so long.

‘Oh, he’s out of surgery,’ the duty nurse told me. ‘You can come and see him if you like.’

She took me through the Intensive Care Unit, past a room marked ‘Relatives’, with an ominous box of tissues on the coffee table. And there was Steve, sitting up, smiling and singing football songs, off his head on morphine.

There’s a line in the Leonard Cohen song ‘Anthem’ that perfectly sums up what I’m trying to describe here. It talks about a crack being needed for the light to get in. It’s during our dark nights, or days, of the soul that something deep inside us cracks open, allowing a deeper understanding to slip in. Many people talk of having spiritual epiphanies when they hit rock bottom. A cancer diagnosis, the death of a loved one, a prison sentence, a job loss, a marriage break-up – all bring us to our knees and offer us the opportunity to sense that maybe, just maybe, there’s something more at work here. Some people might choose to ignore these signs of Something More, some are instantly converted to a spiritual path, and others – like me – put them on the back-burner for a while, not exactly sure what to do with them.

I wrote the first draft of this chapter during a meeting of a writing group I belong to. When I read it to the other members of the group, one of them told me it reminded her of someone called Julian of Norwich and her famous quote: ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.’ I’d never heard of Julian of Norwich, so I made a mental note to investigate further. Less than an hour after the writing group ended, I was sitting in my kitchen and felt the sudden urge to flick through one of those advertising supplements that come with the Sunday papers. I never normally read these supplements – weirdly enough, I have no desire to own a china doll that ‘looks just like a new-born baby’ or a royal wedding commemorative plate. But as I opened the supplement at a random page, my eyes were drawn to a photo of a silver pendant inscribed with a quote. The caption above it read: ‘Julian of Norwich, All Shall Be Well Pendant’. I mean, seriously, what are the chances?

I took this as a definite sign that I should investigate Julian of Norwich further, so I immediately consulted my trusty research assistant – Google. Here’s what I found. Julian of Norwich was born in 1342 and was a Christian anchoress – someone who set themselves apart from society, devoting themselves entirely to God, and confining themselves to a cell attached to a church. There was a window in her cell that looked out into the church it joined on to. People would come to the window seeking spiritual advice, as if she were a hotline to God.

When Julian was thirty she became seriously ill – so ill that she had the last rites administered to her. She then experienced what today might be called a near-death experience, during which she had a series of spiritual revelations. In one of these, Jesus came to her and told her not to worry at all, reassuring her that: ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.’

When Julian of Norwich recovered from her illness she vowed to be joyful in all circumstances, however dire, because she’d been shown and more importantly had felt a love that transcended all fear, and reassured her that all would be OK. Now it could be that if you’re an atheist, you hold no truck with the concept of Jesus. But that doesn’t matter. I believe that what matters here is what Julian of Norwich felt rather than how she saw or described it. It was the same transformative sense of reassurance and peace that I felt on that cold winter’s night which signalled the beginning of the end of my marriage, and on that awful day Steve was having brain surgery. Julian of Norwich was a devout follower of Christ, so it makes sense to me that she should have seen Jesus as a symbol of love. It also makes sense to me that I didn’t see Jesus when I had my own overwhelming sense that ‘all shall be well’. I’d been a confirmed atheist my whole life.

We humans can get so hung up on needing to explain everything away with concepts, labels, stories and rules, but in this book I’d like to peel away those layers to look at what lies beneath. I think Julian of Norwich magically worked her way into these pages via my fellow writing group member and a Sunday supplement because she’s proof that people have been experiencing this mysterious ‘Something More’ for centuries. We might attach different explanations to what happens in these moments in the darkness when the light pours in, but ultimately that deep knowing that ‘all shall be well’ is exactly the same. The question is, where does it come from?
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