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‘If your aliveness is missing or defunct, Eloise Skinner’s book will help you reclaim it. A practical yet deeply rich guide that facilitates your creation of a fulfilling work-life portfolio through the examination of mind, body, work, and self.’

Dan Pontefract, award-winning author of Work-Life Bloom, Lead. Care. Win., and others

‘Life is not so much about having the right answers as it is about asking the right questions. And a great one to begin with is: “But are you alive?” Eloise Skinner eloquently and beautifully explores this theme, pulling from her own deep exploration of spirituality, psychology, and the actual act of living. It is a brave, bold book you will want to read more than once. Don’t let this book, and more importantly this question, go by without attempting to answer it.’

Jeff Goins, bestselling author of The Art of Work

‘A rich, interesting book, especially important for those who feel they have lost their way. A valuable, modern book for a new generation.’

Dr Alfried Längle, M.D., Ph.D., founder of Existential Analysis, www.gle-uk.com
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This book is dedicated to you, the reader – what a privilege to be part of your journey.
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AN INTRODUCTION

Aliveness
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Life, these days, can be a little like walking into a huge supermarket.

You know the kind – the retail park supermarkets that stock everything, on multiple floors. At first, it’s exciting: so many options! Stuff in all variations and colours! But, after a while, it can be exhausting. You get distracted. You forget what it was you were looking for. In amongst all the choice and the variety on offer, you can end up unfocused. And – at the risk of overextending the metaphor – sometimes the stuff you wanted was actually out of reach all along, even if it looked close enough to touch.

This feeling – of existential overwhelm, to give it a somewhat more dramatic title – isn’t unique to shopping trips in huge supermarkets. Our modern lives contain a lot, both professionally and personally. At present, the median job tenure has fallen to 4.1 years,1 and it’s estimated that workers will have around 10–15 jobs in their lifetime.2 And our personal lives are more diverse, too. For many of us, we’ve been encouraged to explore our passions and our purpose. We’ve been told –often through social media and online advertising – that we can define the life we want to live; we can choose our personal brand and ‘side-hustles’; that we’re creators and innovators and disruptors. (Whether this is true in a practical sense, of course, isn’t always directly relevant: we can still get caught up in the overwhelm of choice and variety, even if we don’t necessarily have the practical means to explore every option fully.) In some respects, we seem to be more free than ever to become the authors of our own existence.

But the endless choice on display can leave us unsettled. With so many things to do and tasks to achieve and options to pick, we can end up feeling like we don’t know which way to turn. (This general kind of ‘unanchored’ feeling, in the psychological literature, is sometimes referred to as the ‘existential vacuum’,3 a beautifully poetic way to describe a feeling of meaninglessness.) What are we supposed to do with our lives? Is there a right or wrong way of doing it? What happens if we move too slow, or too fast? Do we know what we want? Have we ever really thought about it?

All of this is, of course, exacerbated by social media: the push to present a perfect life on Instagram, a sparkling personal brand on LinkedIn, a consistent viewpoint on Twitter, and so on. And we do this to relax, in our ‘free’ time? No wonder we’re all exhausted.

As for a solution, I’m not sure there is a single answer: in the end, I think we have to navigate our own paths. But I believe there’s an alternative to the way we’re often encouraged to live and work. I think it’s possible for each of us to explore all the scattered elements of our existence, each so crucial for our sense of who we are, and bring them together to create a life that’s fully integrated, fully unique and filled with meaning. In short, a life that’s lived with full aliveness.

‘Aliveness’ isn’t a word that lends itself to an easy or universal definition. Maybe the word makes you remember a particular time in your life when you really experienced a feeling of being fully alive, or perhaps it makes you think of a particular person who moves through the world with lightness, inspiration and joy. Either way, I’m sure you have your own assumptions about the term. Dictionary definitions of ‘alive’ often mention energy and vivacity, qualities that imply presence, fulfilment and drive. But as much as we can capture it with language and labels, the experience of being fully ‘alive’ is a personal one. Your sense of what it feels like to wake up each day with full aliveness will be different from mine. It’s the kind of quality that doesn’t allow itself to be ranked, rated, compared or measured: this is an individual journey, based on personal experience, heading towards a destination that only you can determine. We can simply say, to begin the work of this book, that ‘aliveness’ is an expansive, meaningful experience of life, one in which you feel present, driven and full of energy. The way this journey (towards greater ‘aliveness’) manifests on a practical level, or the way it feels on a personal level, or the methods you choose to utilize along the way – these are all elements for you to decide.

As I started studying the field of ‘existential therapy’,4 I came across the term ‘phenomenology’ (from the Greek, generally translated as the study of ‘that which appears’). Other than being a great word to use to impress your friends during casual conversation (‘Did I mention I’ve been reading about phenomenology?’), the word captures an interesting approach, and one that we’ll explore in our work together.5 Phenomenology could be expressed as the attempt or effort to understand a thing as it is in itself, rather than trying to understand it through the framework of ideas or other ideologies. This approach takes a position of openness and non-judgement: it doesn’t necessarily seek an answer, but instead looks for an experience. We could, perhaps, adopt this approach as a methodology: moving from the surface of things to a deeper pursuit of the ‘essence’ of the things we encounter. This attitude, as vague as it might sound, can come in helpful when we start to explore a sense of personal aliveness. As we work through each chapter, we’ll be using questions like: How does it feel to experience this practice? What can this tell me? What did I like or dislike? We’ll be looking at ourselves and our lives, trying to get beneath the surface, moving away from concrete answers and towards a lived experience of life. This approach can be challenging, at times, but you may also (as I have!) find it deeply rewarding.

For myself, this work – of becoming more ‘alive’ – has been my project over the last decade. And it’s made my life challenging in a lot of ways. For one thing, it’s taken me in and out of a range of careers: lawyer, author, teacher, dancer, existential therapist and even – briefly – a student in a monastic community (more on that later). In the pursuit of full ‘aliveness’, I’ve found it difficult to settle on one path. And, on a personal level, it can be exhausting. Phenomenology, existentialism, the meaning of life, trying to find your purpose – these topics are confronting, frustrating, and often yield no immediate results. The deeper you go, the more difficult it gets.

And then there’s the question of whether we’re entitled to be asking these types of questions at all (especially if, like me, you come at these topics without a financially-secure net to fall back on). It can feel risky to do this work, to move away from comfort and towards the unknown. And it often feels self-indulgent to be pondering our own existence. But, at the heart of it, these are questions that humans have been asking themselves, and each other, for millennia. How can we truly experience our fleeting moments on this planet? How can we live in such a way that the depth of our life becomes more meaningful than the length of it? How can we get to a position where we can look back at our journey and think: yes, that was my life, a life I created and designed, and a life I lived fully? In the end, this work is an enduring human tradition, an instinct and an impulse towards deeper ‘aliveness’.

Joining that tradition, this book focuses on the idea of intentionally selecting, exploring and diving deeper into the central elements of your life. Throughout the chapters, you’ll find a collection of teachings, traditions and actionable exercises, all designed to bring you closer to a full, meaningful experience of life. The practical approach is one of artistic experimentation: try things out, see how they land in your life, and feel free to change your mind or your routines at any point. This is your path, and it’s up to you which direction you head in.

Together, we’ll begin with an overview of our current landscape, and the circumstances we find ourselves in. We’ll cover achievement culture, the burnout epidemic, and the wisdom of existential psychotherapy. And we’ll touch on the unique time period we’re currently moving through: the opportunities we have, in the coming years, to redefine our own lives, and the chances we have for new beginnings, approaches and perspectives. Next, we’ll take a practical approach to the topic, exploring a toolkit for you to begin designing your own life. Moving through four major categories – Mind, Body, Work and Self – we’ll travel through teachings, practices and exercises from a variety of traditions and backgrounds. And then, in the final section, I’ll be handing over the pen, providing you with the steps you need to begin designing for yourself.

Later on in the book, we’ll work with the concept of a ‘portfolio’, something that often arises in the context of creating a fulfilling work life. The work-related context is important – most people spend around a third of their lives working, after all. But this book takes the portfolio concept and extends it – to cover passion projects, identity, meaning, embodiment, relationships, connection, authenticity … and much more. The fundamental idea, here, is the possibility of living at a deeper, more integrated level – going beneath the surface, figuring out how you really want to spend your time in the world, and then finding ways to shape and form your life accordingly. So, yes, this book is for anyone who feels lost, for anyone who feels like they’re moving through life without purpose or direction or intention. But it’s also for those who already know which way they’re heading and just want to look for a little more depth along the way. It’s a book that empowers you, the reader, to step into the role of creator – to form and shape your life according to your own unique design.

There’s another aspect to this work, as well – an aspect closely connected to my own experience of success and achievement. It’s been the case, on many occasions, that I’ve worked to achieve something, and when I finally reached it, I felt like it didn’t live up to expectations. For many of us, this can be a central feature of our experience of life – working to get somewhere, or achieve something, only to find that it wasn’t what we wanted, or it didn’t fill the gap we were promised it would. And then, inevitably, there’s a new goal or ambition, and the pursuit begins again.

I think an alternative path is possible. But it requires us, firstly, to re-evaluate our current lifestyles and assumptions, and then to begin the process of reorientating ourselves towards a more fulfilled, ‘alive’ experience, whatever that looks like in practice.

Over the last decade, I’ve been asked the same two questions hundreds of times. The first question, more straightforwardly, is: ‘How do you do so many different things at once?’ This is a question about time management, productivity, wellbeing and balance – topics I’ll touch on in the course of this book. But a more interesting question is: ‘Why do you do so many different things at once?’ This is a question about becoming more alive, about pursuing a life full of depth and meaning and purpose. Drawing on my experience across existentialism, spirituality, wellbeing, career development and psychotherapy, this book is my answer to that question.
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