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Introduction

T here was a time during my late teenage years when, night 
after night, with no discernible trigger, my body would 

descend into a state of primal terror. I found myself more and 
more terrified as the day drew on, knowing that as the light 
began to fade I would be back there in hell again, isolated, dying 
inside.

As soon as it got dark, I would feel a tingling around my 
perineum and then extreme nausea would take over, coupled with 
a rising, galloping thudding of the heart as adrenaline flooded 
my system. Over the next hours I would be back and forth to 
the toilet, first vomiting whatever was in my stomach and later 
retching bile and air when my stomach had nothing left to offer. 
I had no way to make this stop and it would only cease when I 
finally fell into exhausted unconsciousness, drenched in the 
stinking, clammy sweat of fear.

Back in the 1980s they didn’t really have the term ‘panic 
attacks’, and so no one knew what was going on when out of 
the blue I would start shaking and vomiting and disappear into 
a foetus- like state. It was so intense that after a few months of 
experiencing this every single night I felt the only option open 
to me was to kill myself. At the time, my mum had got involved 
in a self- development course called Turning Point, run by a 
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genius Australian facilitator called Graham Browne. She had 
been trying to get me to attend the course with evangelic verve 
yet I found the whole thing completely creepy. The more she 
tried to get me to do it, the more I resisted and judged her 
for her cliquey, new- age language, but when I came to her and 
said, ‘Mum, I’m not being dramatic, but I think I might need 
to kill myself. I can’t handle much more of this, and if it is 
this or nothing, night after night, I think I choose nothing,’ 
she looked at me coolly, didn’t try to talk me out of it and 
said, ‘Look, just try going on this weekend, and if it hasn’t 
shifted it by Monday, then kill yourself. Deal?’ Who could 
argue with that?

The course was powerful, and even though it wasn’t a one- stop 
healing for my condition it definitely changed something about 
my responsibility and willingness to feel all my feelings and 
reframe what might be happening in me. It taught me to stop 
and look at what was going on, to notice and observe myself 
rather than be totally taken over by the experience.

It was the beginning of a great treasure hunt, the first step 
on a journey that has brought me years of making films and 
music and running workshops, and now even coaching people 
with panic attacks. This road of exploration led me to many 
different practices, ideas and breathing techniques through the 
many cultures I visited and studied, all thanks to trying to survive 
being so sensitive in this world.

In 1999 this journey took me around the world with a project 
called 1 Giant Leap. The first trip was a journey of collaboration 
with singers and musicians from fifty countries, and along the 
way we also interviewed writers, chiefs, gurus, criminals and 
street kids. It was fascinating to me that the more diversity we 
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encountered, the more unity was expressed. And the thing I 
realised so many of us human beings shared was this collective 
insanity, an unspoken pact where we all waste a huge amount 
of our daily energy maintaining an appearance of confidence and 
‘being fine’- ness in public – especially at work, where being a 
‘winner’ and ‘on top of things’ is paramount. I witnessed the 
way we will go to such extreme lengths to avoid our pain and 
our shadows, which for me resulted in those teenage panic attacks. 
I realised how many of us hide our true faces behind masks of 
appropriateness and how much shame and embarrassment we 
feel for the uniquely beautiful, eccentric and wounded individuals 
we are.

And here is the big clue about our suffering. If it weren’t for 
the heinous panic attacks I suffered in my late teens and the 
suicidal state I got myself into, I would never have sought out 
information and techniques to pull myself out of the misery. The 
survival tools I have learned have taught me to be a skilful and 
empathic helper for those who are experiencing similar things. 
I notice that the hardest times of my life have acted as a kind 
of superhero training, sculpting me and giving me gifts which 
are useful for others in need. It is almost as if, in our suffering, 
we are sent down into the darkest mines alone, but when we 
return to the surface we notice that we have in our hand a jewel 
that is of use to the next person down the line struggling as we 
have been.

In order to survive, I discovered that I had to be willing to 
feel my pain if I was ever going to release it, I had to be willing 
to stop hiding so much of myself that I judged as unattractive 
or inappropriate. If I was ever going to feel connected to the 
world around me I had to be willing to feel vulnerable, to go 
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to the edge, come what may, and stop worrying so much about 
what might happen when I got there.

When they asked Michelangelo about his epic David sculpture, 
he said that as soon as they brought him the huge slab of rock 
he could already see the figure of David standing there within 
it. His job was just to chip away the excess marble, and that’s 
what we’re doing here with our innate genius. I want to invite 
you to slowly come out of hiding in all your raw glory and begin 
to dissolve that massive knot of emotional, painful gunk inside. 
I want you to tear up the complicit agreement that tells us all 
to say we’re fine when anyone asks. We so rarely feel safe enough 
to say what is really going on. So I have entered the rock- 
dissolving business, and the many exercises throughout this book 
are designed to help you dissolve your own rocks and make a 
Masterpiece of yourself.

It has dawned on me that we are all functioning, relating 
and creating from such an insanely limited version of our true 
potential that our brief seventy or so years of human experience 
are as good as wasted while we scurry around worrying and 
controlling and battling our way through our limited, self- 
cherishing lives. I want every aspect of my life and yours to be 
a Masterpiece, I want my work to be a Masterpiece, I want my 
parenting to be a Masterpiece, I want my sex life and all my 
relationships to be Masterpieces. I want us to explore the edges, 
gently, to laugh at our foolishness, gently, and see ourselves for 
everything that we are.

I want to live in a world where we stop settling for operating 
at this drastically reduced capacity and un- edit ourselves back 
to the juicy, unapologetic, uniquely gifted humans we really are. 
This is what I feel passionate about, what I am an activist for, 
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because if you’re going to rebel against anything, best to start 
with our own considerable bondage. We are enslaved by our 
approval addictions, our fear of what people might think, our 
competitiveness, our shame of who we really are, and all this is 
death to intimacy and death to our Masterpieces. If you want to 
engage fully with your passion and innate genius, this is where 
to start . . .

Bob Geldof maintains that he never felt saintly about his 
work to end poverty in Africa; it just really annoyed him that 
such a solvable situation was going on unsorted. This is how 
I feel about the way we’re all going through our lives as these 
violently edited- down potential versions of ourselves. It irritates 
me in the worst way to see most of us humans living so 
dishonestly with ourselves and others and, in our quest for 
safety and comfort, missing out. It isn’t complicated, but just 
because something is simple doesn’t mean it is easy. When we 
dare to be visible, when we stop hiding, when we commit to 
staying present with our feelings instead of numbing them and 
escaping them, suddenly our lives turn from black and white 
into colour.

I’m on a mission, through my films and music, through my 
workshops, and now this book, to create an army of ‘walking 
permission slips’, a legion of like- minded souls who, just by 
being themselves, present, authentic, often vulnerable, become 
catalysts for everyone who comes into contact with them. When 
we meet people like this, who are comfortable to be seen and 
heard just as they are without hiding behind roles or being an 
‘appropriate’ version of themselves, we ourselves become more 
relaxed and more authentic. Our freedom to be seen in our mess, 
in our eccentricity, in our fallibility, creates a permission in 
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everyone we meet to lighten up around all the sides of ourselves 
that we believe aren’t welcome, and when that happens, intimacy 
and creativity levels shoot through the roof.
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THE MANIFESTO

• We want to put our own full, unedited, unabbreviated selves 
into the work.

• We want to create a movement of introspection and self- 
enquiry where the viewer becomes the subject of the piece. 
It’s about you.

• We want to dare to show ourselves in all our raw glory, really 
express what’s going on in the chaos and the shadows, then 
give ourselves the chance to connect to something real in our 
audience. Because when I talk about me, you’ll hear about you.

• We need to collectively admit that we’re not fine, we’re not 
confident and balanced and good.

• We turn up to work every day pretending we’re not neurotic 
and obsessed and insatiable and full of doubt, and we waste 
so much energy keeping up this mutual pretence for each 
other because we think if people saw the truth, if people really 
knew what was going on in our heads, all the crazy truth of 
our dark appetites and self- loathing, then we’d be rejected. 
But in fact, the opposite is true. It is when we dare to reveal 
the truth that we unwittingly give everyone else permission 
to do the same.

• We need to stop holding our breath for a moment and actu-
ally come into the room. Be here, present, vulnerable and 
authentic.

• If we can all collectively acknowledge our insanity, the amount 
of energy we’ll inherit that has been wasted on the mask will 
be enough to creatively solve any global crisis. We are on a 
mission to make self- reflection hip for just a moment, just 
long enough to save us.
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C H A P T E R  1

How We All Became Approval Addicts

No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to 
himself and another to the multitude, without finally 
getting bewildered as to which may be the true.

Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter

Imagine for a moment if everyone could hear the running 
commentary in your head – your colleagues, your friends, your 

lover. What’s really going on beneath the surface you present 
to the world? Do you find yourself constantly placating and 
saying what you think others wish to hear? Do you ever get 
the feeling you are a fraud and one day you are going to get 
found out?

When we’re born into this world we are totally helpless. 
Unlike horses and other creatures who are almost immediately 
up on their feet the moment they are born, because of our 
lovely, large human brain, a baby’s head would be too big to 
make it through its mother’s birth canal if it was fully gestated, 
so the last chapter of ‘pregnancy’ has to happen outside the 
womb. Consequently the human baby, when it first emerges, 
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is in need of total care and education from day one: how to 
eat, how to walk, how to hold and manipulate objects, how to 
communicate, all the basic functions of a person. These skills 
need to be taught to the new child by parents and carers, and 
the most common and seemingly efficient way we’ve found to 
teach our children is to give them loads of gushing approval 
and love when they ‘get it right’ or obey us, and when they 
don’t, give them less, or none. Children’s main source of safety 
and survival is the love from their parents and carers, so the 
discomfort or even trauma for that source of nourishment to 
be turned on and off is very impactful. Each of us, when we 
were being brought up and ‘taught how to be a person’ had 
the experience of this on/off approval and love. When we give 
something great but then withhold it, and then give something 
great but then withhold it, what that creates in the human is 
an addiction. We have all been unwittingly turned into little 
approval addicts throughout our childhoods, with a deeply 
ingrained fear of criticism or failure because we equate that 
with ‘less love’ or even ‘rejection’.

This value system is backed up all the way through school, 
too. If you’re first in the class, or win the race, you get endless 
love and praise and validation, and if you’re bottom of the class 
or last in the race you’re less appreciated and even, in some cases, 
shamed. Most kids get the message that to ‘do it right’ and be 
‘good and appropriate’ is essential if you are to be loved and 
welcomed and not rejected or emotionally exiled. The addiction 
to being high up the league table of approval is so compelling 
that even though brothers and sisters love each other, are each 
other’s main playmate, the moment that one of them does some-
thing against the rules, the other sibling will likely run straight 
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to Mummy and Daddy to report the transgression, all for the 
prize of being higher in the approval rating.

We are so addicted to approval that we even needed to invent 
Facebook. ‘Ahhh, I got seventeen likes under my Rumi quote.’ 
Yum yum yum.

The real problems begin when we don’t just get approval 
withheld, but we get some unexpected, angry negative feedback 
from our parents and carers. ‘Stop that! That’s disgusting!’ Pow! 
It hits us in the chest. I remember as a kid once being whacked 
with a venomously delivered ‘When are you going to grow up?!’, 
which I felt physically hit me in the body, knocking the emotional 
wind out of me. We have no idea as children that this adult is 
just tired or having a bad day, or simply doesn’t realise they are 
being an arsehole. We’re too young to have the maturity to screen 
out their violence and know ‘it is their stuff, don’t take it on’. 
We believe it really is our fault they have reacted that way. It is 
so, so painful that, whatever we were doing when they scolded 
us, we make a personal note never to be seen doing that again. 
The possible withdrawal of their love and approval is so fright-
ening and the feeling of the adult’s anger is so impactful that 
we make a little edit in ourselves, hoping never to experience 
that rejection again. And this goes on and on throughout child-
hood.

‘How could you?’ <snip>
‘Good girls don’t do that!’ <suppress>
‘Bad boy!’ <edit>
Day after day, year after year as we’re growing up <snip> 

<suppress> <edit> <snip> <suppress> <edit> and the violent 
editing continues with our peers in school, too.

‘Oh, you’re so uncool!’
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<Oh, am I? OK, never wear bright colours ever again . . . 
never dance in public again . . .>

Through this ongoing process of editing out the parts of 
ourselves that get mirrored to us as ‘unwelcome’ or ‘bad’ and 
only allowing to be seen the parts of us that get love and approval, 
we arrive as adults presenting a much diminished ‘brochure’ of 
ourselves, the shop window of our good bits – an ‘appropriate’, 
risk- free version.

Debbie Ford says in The Dark Side of the Light Chasers that 
when we are born we are each a castle with a thousand rooms 
and each of the rooms has a gift for us. We are completely open, 
we are curious, adventurous and limitless. Our imaginations and 
our creativity know no bounds. But as soon as we come into the 
world our parents tell us, ‘Darling, we don’t use these rooms 
over here so much’, and so those rooms immediately start getting 
boarded up. And then throughout our childhoods people walk 
through our castle and tell us which rooms they like better than 
others, and more and more rooms fall into disuse, until we arrive 
as adults believing we are a two- bedroom flat that ‘needs some 
work’.

The big problem is that no Masterpiece ever came out of that 
place. No touching expressions of art or intimacy were ever born 
from the sanitised, appropriate versions of ourselves. Whoever 
heard anyone say ‘Have you met Brian? Oh, he’s just so . . . 
appropriate! He turns me on!’

The artists and people who touch us deeply are the ones who 
are not so scared and limited to only express their appropriate 
qualities. The ones we are moved by are the ones who are brave 
or eccentric enough to go to the edges of what’s normal and safe. 
We are turned on by those characters, we even deify them as if 
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they are special, as if they are stars. We want to feel those edgier, 
juicier parts of ourselves but we want to experience them in a 
safe, controlled way, so the artists and rebels provide that for us. 
We don’t want to experience hanging off a cliff by one arm, 
sobbing in anguish, but we do like having a vicarious experience 
of Brad Pitt doing it up on the big screen while we all sit in 
safe dark rows. There we can cry along safely, or feel terror, or 
immense, boundless love – all because the artists are willing to 
really go there. This is why we worship the actors and musicians 
who deliver these experiences and pay them such incredible 
amounts of money.

This is the predicament of being human. We want to feel 
intensity. We want to feel our edges. But only safely within 
each of our comfort zones. Our problem here is that all our 
treasure and inspiration is not found in the safe areas furthest 
inland from our edges. The treasure of our lives, the illumi-
nating and fulfilling experiences, are all discovered by 
snorkelling around the coastline of the edited version of 
ourselves, not staying away from them. That doesn’t mean we 
have to trample our boundaries and rush straight out into the 
deep water proclaiming ‘Here are my nipples!’, but neither will 
we ever be available to bring in a Masterpiece of feeling, of 
intimacy, or creation, by staying as far away from those edges 
as we can day after day.

BURIED TREASURE

It is not only the ‘darker’ sides of our nature that we bury and 
suppress. We imagine that the shadow sides of our nature are 
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the darker qualities like greed and neediness, or our deviant 
sexual appetites, but if we grew up in a house where something 
as innocent as our natural flamboyance wasn’t supported, then 
our entertainer nature might very well have been buried in the 
shadows, too. Most of us were cautioned to quieten down if we 
were getting excited with everyone’s attention, often shamed or 
muted with irritation by the adults. Well, it doesn’t take more 
than a couple of ‘stop showing off in front of your friends’ blows 
to crush that confident entertainer mojo and flavour future flam-
boyant impulses with some shame or worry about our natural 
urge to move the crowd.

In another home it might be quietness or shyness that’s not 
acceptable. ‘Stand up straight!’ ‘Speak up for everyone to hear!’ 
‘Don’t be a shrinking violet!’ And whoever lives in that house 
is likely to grow up with shame or worry around being too 
shy.

It is wonderful and often heart- breaking to see some of the 
attendees of my Transforming Shadows workshops allowing them-
selves to play with their more ‘forbidden’ qualities in the safe 
container of the group. Suddenly a previously meek woman cries 
with hilarity and relief as she struts around the place being totally 
bitchy to everyone and those she encounters absolutely love her 
in it, or a once spiritually, politically correct Buddhist monk gets 
into people’s faces, vocalising extreme judgements about them 
and letting his unenlightened voices out of the box for ten 
minutes. Years of lack of permission for these living aspects of 
themselves, under these safe circumstances, drop away in that 
game, and there’s a sense of wholeness, of coming home, which 
isn’t only a relief to the individual but also to everyone else 
around them. There’s something really uncomfortable, even claus-
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trophobic, about being in the presence of someone else’s 
suppression.

We are each of us uniquely sculpted by our formative years, 
but the only one who can go in and harvest all that treasure 
we’ve buried is us.

The student says to the guru: ‘I want liberation.’
The guru replies: ‘Who is restraining you?’
The irony is that even though we live in terror of anyone 

seeing these shameful and unwelcome aspects of ourselves, all 
the treasure we want for our creativity and our relationships lies 
buried in the shadows. These parts of ourselves have gifts, they 
have life, they are full of dimension and intensity, but we’ve 
pushed them away for fear of rejection. What if we’re missing 
the real invitation and potential here? As Jung said, if we are 
willing to explore beyond the ‘persona’, the mask that we put 
on during the day, and accept all the defects and ugly bits we 
find in the shadows, it is then that we get to connect with the 
source, where our instincts become stronger, our emotions freer 
and our perceptions wider. My experience is that it is so much 
more efficient and inspiring to explore ways to play with those 
buried parts. Some of the greatest and most compelling charac-
ters in literature are the villains and the psychos, all born from 
the darker, less acceptable realms of the writer. It is when the 
hero goes into the darkest part of the forest that he discovers the 
gold or the secret of life. It is when the princess is willing to 
kiss the frog that she finds her prince. If you and I are to be free 
and play from a full deck then there’s nothing we can push away. 
All that sometimes uncomfortable energy we’ve been taught not 
to feel is the fodder for our growth and intimacy. The most 
touching, melancholy poems and music, the most thrilling sex 
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games and the most genius, evil mischief all arise from the 
willingness to go beyond this safe and ‘appropriate’ version of 
ourselves.

When we allow in more and more of ourselves we become 
available for intimacy. When I am more visible in who I am, I 
become a walking permission slip for you to lighten up about 
your own edges. I invite you to be genuine and relaxed around 
me instead of manufacturing a ‘version’ of you which you’ve 
groomed to be ‘acceptable’. How exhausting! How much of your 
day is spent wearing masks for people who would only accept 
you when you wear that mask? Surely these are the very people 
you don’t want to hang out with! Why am I exhausting myself 
wearing masks for the very people I don’t want to hang out with? 
It has got to be a better idea to gently remove the masks, layer 
by layer, and see who stays. Those are the people who really love 
us. Those are the people I want to create with and live with.

By rooting our projects, our art and relationships in visibility 
we make contact with the authentic nature of whoever comes 
into contact with us, and that recognition is the intimacy we’re 
all looking for.
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C H A P T E R  2

Hiding Demons

Projection of our own shadow makes the whole world a 
replica of our own unknown face.

Carl Jung

How many of us grew up in a family where our rage was 
supported? Anger is a natural and essential element of the 

spectrum of human emotion. We all have it, but if, while we 
were growing up, we were shut down or told off every time we 
got angry, we soon learned that expressing our rage was unaccept-
able and would result in a telling off or worse. ‘How dare you 
speak like that to your mother?!’ We learn to suppress, not 
express, our rage, and month after month, year after year, all that 
non- expression accumulates in us, creating a mini pressure cooker 
ready to react and explode.

What happens to all those parts of ourselves we attempt to 
edit away? These essential parts of ourselves are impossible to 
amputate. The best we can hope to do is suppress them, bury 
them in the basement somewhere out of sight, but because these 
aspects of us are alive, it is impossible to eradicate them 
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completely. In fact, ironically, it seems that, like a beach ball 
pushed down under the water, the deeper we try and bury them 
the more violently they spring back up. There’s a reason they 
say ‘beware the anger of the quiet man’. The more we try to 
deny and keep a lid on these demons, the more likely they are 
to suddenly leak into our everyday lives in unexpected, self- 
sabotaging episodes.

If we are too successful in our suppression, and we bury some-
thing so deep that it never gets expressed, then in the dark it 
continues to grow, but without any outward expression it has to 
turn inward and become a disease. Life will find its way of 
expressing, and if we don’t participate and allow it to be expressed 
outwardly in a safe context, as energy can never be cancelled out 
or destroyed, it finds a way to feed itself in the dark.

REPAIR WITH GOLD

The human body is the most amazing self- mending machine 
we know of in the universe. We take it for granted of course, 

but isn’t it amazing that when we scratch our skin, it heals itself? 
If we break a bone, it knits itself back together. Deepak Chopra 
talks about the human body as being ‘an exquisite pharmacy’. 
While we go about our lives, our body is scanning for viruses 
and bacteria, it is making its own drugs! Secreting substances 
from glands and then administering them to us in the perfect 
quantities day and night while we work, play and sleep.

The body is hard- wired to mend itself, no matter what, but 
it is not just on the material plane that it is self- mending. It is 
also hard- wired to mend itself on the emotional and mental 
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planes. Despite all these ways we’ve edited ourselves down, all 
the snips and cuts and clever ways we’ve found to edit away 
these essential parts of ourselves, the body and Life itself is 
working round the clock to un- edit us, to restore the unapologetic, 
complete version of ourselves that we began as. Life has no choice 
but to do this; we are hard- wired to constantly mend ourselves. 
So no matter how successful we think we are being at manicuring 
this appropriate person to please the world, Life has other plans. 
Have you noticed this?

Have you noticed how whatever you push away keeps coming 
back, knocking at the door? More than that, the deeper you have 
buried it, the more forcefully it needs to get your attention. The 
more you deny and disown something, the more Life has to 
almost break the door down to get to you. There seems to be 
no escaping yourself. It reminds me of something my folks would 
say to me when I was not co- operating at bedtime: ‘Do you want 
to go to bed the easy way or the hard way?’ As the Zen proverb 
says, ‘Let go or be dragged’, because Life will evolve you whether 
you come kicking and screaming or agree to participate and 
make it easier on yourself. ‘Bedtime’ comes for us all, whether 
we make it easy or hard on ourselves. I have discovered when I 
become a willing participant in this process my life treats me 
more gently, but it requires a total reframing of how I’ve been 
taught to experience my life.

Most of us have been uploaded with the basic human software, 
Victim 101, where we view the unexpected and challenging 
people and situations that cross our paths as problems, as things 
we have to suffer, as things that are ‘happening to us’. It takes 
a great leap of faith to imagine during these uncomfortable 
moments that there might be a deeper intelligence at work which 
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is in constant connection to our state of being and doing its best 
to invite us back to our juicy, unedited selves.

Let’s upgrade our internal software from Victim 101 to Warrior 
305.

Here’s an example: from the usual perspective, the people who 
irritate us are annoying things we have to put up with, but from 
the reframing stance of ‘Life is trying to show me something’ 
there’s a whole new level of data to explore. The person who 
annoys you might not bug me at all, and you might well be 
totally immune to the people who drive me crazy. It is almost 
as if the people who irritate us have been sent over specially by 
some sort of Central Casting agency to be just the kind of arse-
hole who pisses us off. Is it all random or might it be a perfectly 
designed situation sent or manifested deliberately to give us some 
sort of a clue?

What I notice is that whatever aspects of myself I have tried 
to edit out, whatever parts I am disowning or have no permission 
for in my life, whenever I see other people displaying those 
characteristics it stirs me up. Whatever I’m not accepting in me 
I will judge harshly in you. So if I grew up in a house where 
flamboyance was frowned upon then when I see someone being 
big and loud I will think to myself, what an attention whore. You 
might be sitting next to me witnessing the same person but 
because your natural entertainer was never squashed in your home 
you aren’t annoyed by them dancing on the table, you’re just 
enjoying the fun.

Think of the last person who irritated you, and think of the 
quality they were expressing. Whatever it was, do you have 
permission to be like that in your life? We all contain the poten-
tial to be everything, including greedy and selfish and needy, 
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but these darker parts of ourselves have become so judged, so 
unwelcome, so rejected, that we have learned to deny our own 
parts, never let them be seen, and when we see others behaving 
that way we judge them, as if we ourselves are never like that. 
But it is nonsense, when you look at it, because we are all a bit 
greedy sometimes, no? Did you never take more than your share? 
Or want to? We are all a bit needy, we’re all a bit selfish, and 
because we have no permission for these qualities, seeing others 
with those qualities feels painful. We feel the shame and the 
pain of where that unaccepted part lives in us.

So from one point of view these are annoying people, but 
when we reframe the experience as ‘life illuminating us’ we see 
that every annoying person is giving us a living menu of all the 
aspects of ourselves that we are not accepting. With this framing, 
the unending list of numbskulls who cross our path is really an 
educational list of all the ways we are rejecting ourselves, and if 
you’re a willing participant on this journey back to wholeness, 
it is a list that is useful to have. When we frame them this way, 
then what used to be annoying people ruining our afternoon 
becomes a vivid series of illuminations. Instead of being a downer, 
the experiences give us a chance to be powerful. It depends how 
you choose to look at it.

Like Me!

Have you noticed how often you make judgements about other 

people, whether just to yourself or in conversation? For one day, 

I want you to practise the habit of adding ‘like me!’ whenever 

you hear yourself say anything about anyone, good or bad.

For example: ‘He’s such a great guy, but not always completely 
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honest . . . like me!’ ‘She’s so talented but a bit of an attention- 

seeker  .  .  . like me!’

It is so liberating.

We can create a lot of false separation and alienation when 

we describe or pass judgements on others, as if we ourselves 

are ‘not like that’. We separate ourselves from them in our 

definitions. The truer and more intimate way to live is to shout 

‘like me!’ each time we judge something in another. We all 

have the potential to act in the darkest and lightest of ways 

and one major reason we judge is because we want to distance 

those ‘unacceptable’ qualities from ourselves. Joyously 

announcing one’s fallibility at every opportunity dissolves this 

false separation and creates oxygen for everyone to be their 

perfectly flawed selves without feeling the need to live in hiding.

Once the separation is dissolved, intimacy naturally arises . . .

If you want to see this menu of your disowned parts in 

action, for one full day, keep track of each and every judgement 

you place on someone else and every time add the ‘like me!’ 

phrase at the end. It will also give you a tidy list of numerous 

ways you’ve not, until now, been in acceptance of yourself, and 

if you’re in the mood to be diligent, with a little enquiry, you 

can dissolve them one by one.

FEEDING MEAT TO THE DEMONS

L ife is doing its best to reunite us with all of our disowned  
 parts. They need to find their expression somewhere, hopefully 

not too destructively in our lives. They are alive, you can’t 
amputate them or ‘get rid of’ them. So, to avoid them leaking 
out and sabotaging us or festering away deep inside us and 
turning into illness, we need to find safe places for these char-
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acters to play and breathe and express. The Tibetan Buddhists 
call this ‘feeding meat to the demons’. How can I find ways to 
play with my deviousness, my violence, my meanness, without 
actually causing harm to anyone?

There are many realms where this can be explored and played 
with. Musicians are lucky that they can write a killer punk rock 
song and express the rage that way. Have you ever met a punk 
rocker? They’re the gentlest souls alive. Why? Because they’ve 
channelled all that rage into their art so they’re not being yanked 
this way and that by their anger in their everyday lives. Music 
– creating and listening to it – is a great tool for enjoying 
emotions that are less welcome in our everyday lives. Three 
quarters of all pop music is wallowing in co- dependent love. 
‘Baby, I need you, I can’t live without you, I wanna be the only 
one to hold you, don’t leave, baby, come back . . .’ You would 
never allow yourself (unless totally desperate) to express yourself 
in such an unbelievably needy way as those lyricists do, but 
getting swept away in the music of it gives permission to feel 
those parts of ourselves safely and without shame.

Movies are great for this, too. Of course it is not attractive to 
be vengeful, but how delicious it is to totally give ourselves to 
a cinematic story where there’s an awful, cruel villain getting 
his or her comeuppance! We follow a carefully structured path 
of events, all perfectly timed to deliver us the greatest satisfaction 
as we witness the baddies getting exactly what they deserve. 
Those characters are servants for our denied lust for vengeance. 
Also, literature can perform the same function. I’m reminded of 
our dear, sweet housekeeper as a child, the nicest, politest woman 
you could meet, who, once her duties were done, would curl up 
with a chilling murder thriller.
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And, as we’ve established, it is not only our dark sides that 
we hide away and disown. Many of us have no permission for 
our power and heroic natures, too, as if it would be arrogant to 
stand up and lead. Our inner heroes and heroines have fallen 
into a bit of disuse, languishing in the shadows as we watch 
Harrison Ford and Angelina Jolie act them out for us. I love this 
quote by Marianne Williamson which was included in Nelson 
Mandela’s inaugural speech:

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear 

is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our 

darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves, Who am I to 

be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous? Actually, who are you 

not to be? . . . Your playing small does not serve the world. 

There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people 

won’t feel insecure around you. We are all meant to shine, as 

children do. We were born to make manifest the glory of God 

that is within us. It is not just in some of us; it is in everyone. 

And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other 

people permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our 

own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

THE VOICES IN MY HEAD

It is healthy and necessary for us to follow the heroes and heroines 
conquering all adversity and winning the day, and it acts as a 

shadow- expressing exercise. We can vicariously enjoy the victories 
and bravery that we don’t feel ready yet to express in our lives. But 
art can only give us a watered- down version of our own shadows. 
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It does not connect with all the parts in us that need to be fed, 
the parts we’ve determined are unsafe for public consumption. 
Similarly, shouting abuse at the referee at the football match every 
weekend does not quite do the job of fully releasing the amount 
of rage and injustice many of us carry. It is time to go deeper.

Because we cannot amputate these aspects of ourselves – we 
cannot fully get rid of the rageful one in us, the controlling one, 
the bitch, the critic, etc. – and because we work so hard making 
sure no one else ever discovers they’re there, the only place left 
for them to go is inward. So we end up with a whole legion of 
characters taking up residence in our heads and giving us a rich 
and compelling daily inner dialogue that is very hard to ignore. 
They don’t limit themselves just to filling up our heads inescap-
ably but they also, when triggered, make use of all our body’s 
alarm chemicals, churning our bellies and adrenalising our blood-
streams with galloping hearts.

All the time I’m head tripping about something, turning some 
situation over and over in my mind, be it obsessing with the 
future or the past, I am missing my life, and I can never get 
that wasted time back. I’d better have a very good reason to 
spend time meticulously deconstructing the past because every 
minute I spend doing it I’m missing the Now where another, 
more immediate experience is happening and available – and 
will never be repeated. Is what happened before so precious that 
it deserves double time? Being a puppet on a string yanked left 
and right by whatever worry or regret my mind chooses to offer 
up makes me miss huge chunks of my life that I’ll never have 
back. There’s a reason so many religious and spiritual paths pray 
and meditate and focus on freeing themselves from the seductive 
storylines of the self- cherishing mind.

660NN_tx.indd   25 22/04/2016   16:02



I N S A N E LY  G I F T E D

26

I spent some time looking into these practices and what I 
noticed was that if I just had one voice chattering away up there 
I might stand some sort of chance of getting control over it, but 
the truth is, I have a whole committee of voices and characters 
that live in my head, and they all have very different agendas. 
They all have strong attachments to certain things which must 
happen and other things which mustn’t happen, and they don’t 
all match up. How are we supposed to move forward gracefully 
with our projects and relationships when part of us wants to go 
left and another equally vital part of us wants to go right? It’s 
no wonder we often go around in circles.

One character in my mind says, ‘If only we had more money. 
Life would be so much better if I had loads of money,’ and there’s 
another one in there who thinks, ‘Aren’t rich people wankers?’ 
Conflicting needs, conflicting perspectives, and both of them me. 
We are giving ourselves mixed messages and it can be impossible 
to satisfy the whole committee that lives in my head.

These characters are never going away, they are with us for 
life, and when left to their own devices they can be confusing 
and demotivating, even destructive. They become so troublesome 
and unruly that we call them demons, but are they all trouble 
or might they have essential gifts for us? Perhaps it’s all in the 
framing.

DAEMONS VS DEMONS

In the good old days back in Ancient Greece ‘daemons’ were 
divine helpers rather than problems. The Romans called this 

kind of attendant spirit ‘genius’, so rather than an individual 
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