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For Sofiyah, Amelie & Kika: just in case this is my last, and because you always have a way of making the mess magical.

 

And to the Great Mess itself: there’s a song in you I am still trying to find each time. Sometimes my heart hears it; sometimes it doesn’t. And that’s why I wrote this book. All power to you and onwards into the music . . .





Maybe we are not supposed to finish

our lives all tidy and pretty . . .

it’s the messy hair, the bumps,

bruises, hobbling, wobbling, stutters,

rips and shattered glass pieces

that tell the story

of a thousand experiences.

That really tell we have been here,

that we gave it our absolute all.1
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Preface

It’s become clear to me over the years that the purpose of healing can be succinctly summarised as how to get our joy back. Of course, that’s not what all healing is about. It’s also about emotional integration, self-autonomy and how to learn to be present in this very moment, rather than lost somewhere in the past or in a future that might never arrive. It’s about how to forgive life and ourselves and those who have hurt us along the way. It’s about how to stick at this life when the storms come (or emerge from inside us). But how to bring back that sparkle in our eyes and that skip in our step is why we all begin the often arduous trail into the wilderness of healing. We want to feel what it’s like to run towards life instead of trying to escape it. We want to learn how to look at ourselves in the mirror and not turn away in shame. Without getting our joy back, this life can so easily feel heavy, lacklustre and meaningless. But with a sense of joy, everything becomes possible, a lot of life becomes workable and the hardened edges of life are noticeably softened.

My most well-known poem exemplifies this passage of healing in a way that has spoken to thousands of people across the internet since my initial sharing of it:

I started calling that girl back . . .

The girl who loved living,

the girl who danced instead of walking.

The girl who had sunflowers for eyes

and fireworks in her soul.

I started playing music again,

hoping she would come out.

I started looking for beautiful moments to experience,

so she would feel safe enough

to show herself,

because I knew she was in there.

And she needed my kindness

and my effort to come

to the surface again.

 

People often write to me telling me how the poem has spoken to them and significantly helped them on their own journey of healing. The first question I am always asked is . . . what inspired the words? To cut a long story short, the poem simply came out of an extensive focus and period of time dedicated to opening my heart again, after decades of both involuntarily and deliberately keeping most of it closed. Because that’s what a human being will do when we go through difficult and overwhelming times (what I call the messiness of life) and don’t have the toolkit or support system to process those events and our feelings about them. We shut down.

It’s an instinctive and automatic survival strategy and an attempt to protect the most vulnerable parts of who we are. And we often start to lean on this habit of ‘shielding’ ourselves in childhood, when our mental and emotional faculties are most impressionable, still developing and suddenly overwhelmed. It happens when we are wholly dependent on our caregivers to protect and sustain us, and, still, we feel or are threatened and, worse, harmed. This doesn’t just allude to overt abusive circumstances like physical and sexual abuse, but includes a spectrum of experiences, like high-stress family/friend/school dynamics, the impact of divorce and family breakdown, generational trauma, bullying or being the recipient of consistently unattuned, narcissistic or absent parenting methods. And it reaches into feeling belittled or unseen, and having your genuine worries and emotions patronised and not taken seriously by surrounding adults. But the predicament of this involuntary and natural response is that when we first close off our hearts, it is often an all-encompassing action that we are not mature enough to filter through and manage. So, we don’t just close off to one person or one circumstance, but our entire organism is shut down to some degree. These subtle or not-so-subtle levels of shutdown then become our new normal, as does the shutdown response to difficult moments in general, until we forget that we have closed off in the first place and live as though this new normal has always been the way. Yet, our sense of self continues to deteriorate in this new normal because emotional shutdown on any level is not a healthy permanent mind-state to live from. Nothing life-giving can grow from this state of being. Instead, the opposite happens – everything starts to slowly shrink and wane. We feel more and more estranged from ourselves and life feels more and more blurred, as this sense of shutdown permeates through the entire soil of our lives. Our attitude and approach to ourselves becomes covertly toxic, at least until the toxicity spills out in our choices and behaviour – like when we tend to form addictions and yoke ourselves to self-destructive patterns or when we struggle and fail to form healthy and long-lasting relationships. Then our warped sense of self becomes plainer to see. We start to hide in the corners and shadows of life because the heart-shutdown distorts the way we see and think of ourselves and the world around us. Decades can go by, where we are simply trying our very best to manage life with what feels like a permanent closure of the heart to differing degrees, even if we may not define it as that.

Consequently, much of our subsequent lives are lived in the surface of experiences as we exist in the surface of ourselves. Given that we are phenomenal organisms of cosmic and primate proportions, living on the surface of things can still make for a colourful and interesting life to some degree. We can still function day to day. We can still laugh, smile and develop connections with others. We can still reach general milestones in the human experience. But the longing to live like we are free, to indeed open our hearts fully again and not feel subdued and distorted by the heavy hand of life, I believe runs deeper. And it keeps knocking on the other side of the doors that are locked shut inside us, to come out. That is joy in a nutshell. And it is never so buried away that it cannot be found when we yearn and look for it long enough. The feeling of joy is the feeling of opening the heart. Once we live with our hearts open, we can carve out meaningful experiences led by our joy, making it the supreme axis of our life that everything else rotates around.

That’s why I wrote that poem. That’s why I wanted to connect with what I called ‘the girl inside’ me. I wanted to remember life (and my life specifically) outside of the pain, the distrust and the triggers. I wanted to live with my heart wide open again. And, at the time, I was realising just how shut down I had been and for so long. I was weary of what the shutdown had made of my life, my significant relationships and the way I saw the world around me. I have written this book, not as a commentary about shutdown, but an exploration of opening up again. Because that’s how I found my power. And that’s where your power also waits for you.





Introduction

We all have mess: a messy desk, an untidy room, a cupboard, a shelf or a box we haven’t sorted out for years. What does that say about us? What is in those dusty corners that we are hanging on to or keeping at bay? And then beyond the physical side of clutter, there is also life’s emotional messiness.

To be clear, my current understanding and curiosity in life’s messiness pivots around the many happenings in our personal lives that don’t go to plan. Instead of life following your lead, it throws you curveball after curveball. As that old Yiddish proverb so succinctly puts it, ‘We plan, God laughs.’ It’s kind of like the side of yourself you keep hidden away when meeting someone for the first time. The parts you keep at bay when wanting to impress in an interview or in a presentation or on a first date. It’s the ‘other side’ of life, family, parenthood, relationships, having a career and running your life that we don’t talk about, primarily out of embarrassment, discomfort, pain or, even worse, shame. To offer some examples:

 

•The other side of family might be dysfunctional dynamics and unresolved generational trauma.
•The other side of parenthood might be broken relationships with children or child loss.
•The other side of relationships might be break-ups, divorce or abuse.
•The other side of having a career might be the irreplaceable things you have lost along the way or the mental torment that keeps you up at night because of the demands, drive or insecurities you have about the work you do.
•The other side of running your life could be the mistakes you have made, the things you have failed in, the imposter syndrome you carry around with you, the impulses that drive you into imbalance, any depression and anxiety you have to constantly find a way to cope with, the cycles of people-pleasing you find yourself falling into, the habits and patterns you get stuck in so that you can avoid conflict and problems that really need facing, and so on.
 

These are some of the things you might spend years trying to steer clear of, placate or tone down. These are some of the experiences you try to keep your heart closed off to or go numb in reaction to, in order to minimise the pain they cause. A lot of the time, they are the things you really want to talk about because they are consuming your thoughts and eating you up every day. But you don’t, because you reckon you will be negatively judged, misunderstood or belittled in some way. And, worse still, you might be exposed and rejected.

It might be the void you feel when your child leaves home or the unworthiness that swarms you when you are made redundant or are trying to hold on to your job. It might be the anxiety attacks that catch you unawares at every turn. Or the way in which you can’t seem to get over your heartbreak and everyone around you has got bored of listening to you. It might be how much you hate looking at yourself in the mirror or that you feel incapable of being truly loved because your difficult childhood crushed and distorted the way you see and feel about yourself. It might be the disarray you now feel because of an accident that changed your life entirely, or it could be a lifelong illness that never relents from making your life difficult and you feel isolated because of it. It might be the regret and loneliness you feel after making a daring move to leave your old life behind and set up somewhere else. Maybe it’s that you feel you are drowning in financial difficulties or that you are finding it almost impossible to integrate back into the world after losing someone you love.

Much of life hangs in what I call the ‘other side’ of living. These are the areas of our lives we are preoccupied with at night and, yet, we’re never taught enough about these dominant aspects of human existence when growing up. Partly because of this lack of healthy exposure, we feel ill-equipped, embarrassed and quite helpless when we personally stumble upon these difficult, challenging grey areas. We often feel swallowed whole by them.

When the messiness of life has your existence in its grip, you will find that any ready-made answers you might have discovered from past experiences no longer offer as much insight in the present. Your present experience has outgrown the limits of your philosophies in the past. It’s when life happens in ways you couldn’t predict and you trip over time and time again because you didn’t see the potholes coming up. You shrug your shoulders more; the words ‘I just don’t know’ and ‘I am not really sure anymore’ tend to fall out of your mouth before you can lean on any automatic assertion of how life is, was or is meant to be. That is the heart of mess, really; when you are unhinged and shaken by unexpected feelings or experiences. And yes, we’ve all been there. And it’s a space of mind we will revisit again and again.
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Life is messy, but the only way is through. Through the quicksand; through the hard lessons; through the distress; through the trauma; through the mess and the clutter.
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But what if the process of ‘sorting through’ didn’t have to feel as draining as it often does? What if there was an adaptable way of resolving life’s mess that could set you upon a path of discovering deeper and truer versions of yourself? What if the mess that comes up along the way actually liberated you into living an integrated, wholesome, blossoming life?

In this book, I want to turn the idea of a chaotic life on its head and show you that life’s messiness is not necessarily as problematic as you think, nor is it as antagonistic as it often feels. I want to demonstrate that, by reframing your approach, your experience of it can go through a metamorphosis and leave you with new wings and insight to create a life of your dreams. I will share how to find order and sequence in the chaotic and show how there is genius lurking in the messy.

Finding the Magic in the Mess

Sometimes we forget: we can’t experience heaven on earth without earth being there in the first place. Earth in all its beauty and tragedy. Earth in all its glory and chaos. Earth in all its wild and cultivated terrain. We always assume the bliss is in heaven, but there is a kind of matchless bliss in the balance of the two, and the way they contrast and highlight the benefits and uniqueness of each. We rush through the finite to get to the infinite, not realising that the infinite experiences might be waiting for us in the finite also. We try to rush through the moments of darkness to get to the light, but maybe the light is waiting in the dark. We do our best to put out the fire, when the fire erupts to burn away the chains holding us down or back. We avoid the mess to try to get to the magic, but maybe the mess has a lot of magic that we tend to look past.

This has been my quest for over a decade now, because the darkness and messiness of life are not going anywhere in this world. Difficult times come and go like tidal waves and they are unwavering in turning up. How many days actually go to the plan you set out for them? Not many. How many times do you find yourself in shock at another hard thing that has come up out of nowhere? Often it feels like too many. Suffering is as much a part of the human experience as love (some might argue it is even more so), to the point that we find ourselves constantly directing our steps to avoid the unavoidable.

I remember when I got so tired of being on the run from and on the lookout for danger. It was when the speed of life’s messiness hit at such a pace and with such force that I could simply avoid it no longer, nor could I avoid myself anymore. I slowly realised I was living in a subtle state of shutdown. Well, it was subtle until everything around me collapsed. Then it became really clear that I couldn’t keep living this way. The collateral damage created was too severe. I had closed off from parts of myself many years before. And that kind of extreme disassociation only slowly bred a kind of hostility towards myself that was like a time bomb, and it had finally gone off, shattering everything I knew to be my life. I knew I had to make the journey within and start opening up all those locked doors in my heart, air out the rooms and get some sunlight and fresh air in. But it felt frightening, because all I had was the shattered pieces of my life left over by the hit. All I had was the mess. I didn’t realise it at the beginning, but that was all I needed – along with a willingness to not turn away as I had done in the past, to not ignore or pretend or reject or try to escape.
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That’s all we ever need – a willingness to do what we can to stop turning away and shutting down.
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What I have learnt from my own struggles and setbacks is that so much of our living, through day to day, is spent either explaining away the messy parts of our lives or feeling ashamed or frightened of them and hiding them away. We cover up our shutdown. We pretend we don’t turn away. Or, worse still, we become resentful of the results they produce. But there is more to acknowledge, honour and integrate about those messy pieces of our lives we lock away than we realise. In fact, I want to propose that those pieces make up a map of homecoming; a guide that can lead you to your own wild and unscathed brilliance and potential underneath all that is perhaps regarded as mere rubble and seeming devastation on top. The best of our lives begins at the point of choosing to accept the messiest parts of who we are and all we’ve been through. To trace their value and stop punishing them as catalysts of failure, doom and shame. Because that’s when we start living like whole people, rather than just pockets of ourselves.

The more love and understanding we can show for ourselves, the more our hearts will open and the more empowered we become. The messy areas of life itself actually have an intrinsic role in helping us to do this, because it’s in the face of suffering and struggle that those parts of ourselves are most triggered. But if we are able to perceive and handle our reactions and triggers outside of our old ideas and ways of dealing with them, a beautiful opening of the heart and mind can take place. Emotional wounds stop feeling like black holes we must avoid sitting with at all costs for fear that we will be swallowed up in the pain of them forever. They instead offer a golden thread to follow, like a distant trail of stars in the velvet night sky, navigating us towards a more integrated understanding of ourselves. We need to go to the places inside us we try to escape from. This can become an adventure of sorts, depending on our approach and aim, and with all we gather from this valiant mission, we can then shape our experiences, past and new, with belief and purpose.

If there is magic waiting for you in the messy and difficult parts of your life and you have been unable to locate it up to now, it makes sense to try approaching it differently, to see if you can get any closer to it. I want to dare to suggest that you can and will locate any undetected magic in your difficult days if you do this. Hold the ideas and encouragement in these pages to your chest when your heartbeat starts to quicken, as you courageously step out of your familiar patterns and reactions, into a new adventure and way of seeing and meeting your life, especially the harder and darker parts. I am cheering and rooting for you all the way.

Get Ready for an Adventure

Dear reader, what I want to propose to you is that there is an adventure ahead of you. Not a gruelling and punishing task, but a meaningful rite of passage that promises to leave you feeling reborn and illuminated by the end. In the past you would have identified it as a central point of suffering, defeat and burden for you. But, through the guidance in this book and the willingness in your heart, we are going to gradually focus in on other significant details belonging to this adventure that have been overlooked up to now. This shift in focus and approach promises to be epic and revolutionary.

It is the adventure of not turning away from the inevitable parts of life you have tried to stay clear of up to now. Like the internal noise you feel surfacing when you are on your own. Or the huge mountain of bills and correspondence you need to start wading through. Or feelings you have been carrying like a noose around your neck that you need to get off your chest. Or the habit you just can’t kick because you rely on the way it numbs and distracts you. All these aspects of adulting, and more. And yes, you can turn them into an adventure! Because they can lead you to the treasures of the brightest and deepest parts of you. Because they can give you back pieces of yourself you thought you had lost forever. Because, if you can learn to love yourself through the hard and dark stuff, you are growing the kind of love that can never be taken from you.

It is the valiant task of opening your heart again and learning how to keep it open, so that you can source and utilise the creative force inside you to boldly walk forward into a life infused by your deepest dreams. It’s how you make yourself available to the beautiful possibilities in moments that you have only felt threatened by or hesitant of up to now. Imagine a life where threats are minimal and your fear is contained to not dominate your daily experiences in the world. You can have that. You deserve that. And in order to experience that, we have to venture into what might feel like a hostile terrain of rocky challenges. We are venturing into your chaotic, muddled and beautiful life. The messy and chaotic parts. May you begin with your head held high.
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You are the hero of this adventure.
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How the adventure will work

At the moment, you might be oblivious of your capability and potential, but as you venture deeper into the experience, your growing bravery will gradually transform your eyes, so that you can appreciate the power and magic you have inside you. Certainly, this adventure will require you to be courageous and it will ask you to keep going when you want to stop and turn back. This is key. But don’t worry, because you have kept going in life up to now and your courage is part of why you are here, right now, reading this book. And there is even more courage inside you, waiting to be activated. Participating in this adventure will sweetly surprise you of your potential – wonderful ideas and a capacity you might never have associated with yourself up until now.

This adventure is about meeting the mess and facing the chaos, for the sake of your beautiful heart opening all the more, for the sake of experiencing yourself at your most powerful, at your most loving, at your most healed.

Part One will explore how we currently deal with life’s messiness, why ‘sorting through’ the mess often feels so heavy and draining, and why fearing it and treating it as we would an enemy just isn’t working.

Part Two will dive into the different approaches and effective tools to equip you as you set yourself on the path through messy times, rather than always trying to tiptoe around them. You will become skilful in using these approaches over time. And, through regular practice, eventually, you will have a fully fledged toolkit to rely on and equip you in times of difficulty.

Part Three explores the leap into the adventure itself – when the great showdown between you and the messiness of life takes place. All you have learnt has to be tailored to the environment you find yourself in, especially when you come up against spontaneous challenges you couldn’t see approaching before. There are distinctive signposts to look out for, to keep you on the path and to keep your heart motivated. There are different insights to find and unique wisdom to apply that you can only uncover in the heart of an experience, rather than on the edges of it. And this final part of the book will look at that.

You can do this. You can face your mess, despite your heart feeling broken in this moment or your life feeling shattered. You can meet the hard stuff in your life and make your way through all of it, with your heart open, or at least opening by the end.

I will be your companion along the way. And I am going to offer you suggestions (alternative translations of the mess), stories and poems to encourage you in your adventure. Look out particularly for the journaling prompts at the end of each chapter. These ‘Write It Out’ sections combine the art form of journaling and free writing with a little soul work. Self-awareness is such a prominent part of healing and integration. It’s the way to creating a life where you manage your complexities to weave a meaningful existence out of them. For all that you are learning about yourself as you muse over these questions and prompts, you are making essential steps towards a healed heart and an integrated life.

Wherever you are reading this, whether it is on the train going to work or late at night, tucked up in bed and it feels like we may just be the last two people on earth, I hope these prompts offer you a subtle, magical experience, where you find yourself breathing deeper and feeling more relaxed about who you are, why you are and where you are in your life right now. And more than embracing them, I hope my words guide you deeper into the truths you carry deep inside that you often feel you don’t have the time, strength or support to relocate, release or live from.

I call journaling an art form because sometimes it can take time and practice to write from your heart about what’s in your heart without inhibition. It is something we get better at the more we do it. So, there is no pressure to empty out all your heart in the rawest and most transparent way in your first attempts. You may be an experienced journaler and therefore go ahead and take the prompts or questions in any direction you want to go in. But keep an open mind and heart and don’t take so seriously the highs and lows of the process of sharing your heart. It does get easier – any struggle is temporary – and it is extremely insightful and cathartic at every stage.
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Journaling is all about emptying and unravelling, rather than philosophising or trying to prove yourself.
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In these exercises, you are not trying to find the ‘right’ answer, you are just trying to put words to the feelings you have, so that you can become more self-aware. It’s probably best to keep a pen and notebook (or even one of my journals) close by as you make your way through these pages.

 

You can open your beautiful heart. You can find ways to keep your heart open. And facing the messiness of life is a surprisingly powerful and meaningful way to do it.

This journey is for you. And it might just be as quietly revolutionary for you as it has been for me. I am grateful to have you. And I am honoured to walk alongside you awhile.
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