Redundancy has left me empty

22 April 2007
For a very long time, probably for more than 25 years, I have been dead inside, living from one fear to the next. In that time I have married, had three children and a responsible job with a bank. On the surface all looks well. I am fairly insular and reserved, but get by, and the bustle of family life has disguised the emotional emptiness inside. On good days I think I am living the new simple life, having been made redundant after 35 years at the bank. On bad days I feel as if I am trying to walk through a sea of treacle. Inside I want to reach for the stars but in practice I reach for the dog lead." 
Step 1: Reconnect with your experience 

When I read your email, John, my first thought was, what killed off your real feelings all those years ago? It feels as if something traumatic happened that has left you empty and hollowed out. Instead of a passion for life coursing through your veins, it seems that there is a barren wilderness of confusion and regret. The first step that you might want to take to come alive again emotionally, is to reconnect with your authentic experience. By this I mean instead of denying your feelings, be they fear, regret, joy or love, that you begin to embrace them. They are a part of you and they are desperate for expression. The way we can begin this process - which can quite often be painful - is to stop living in our heads and start living in our experiences. 

Step 2: Let your senses guide you 

Our thinking so often traps us in an unreal world, a world where we rationalise our genuine feelings away, where the meaning we allow ourselves to make about our lives is based on "shoulds" and "oughts" and "if onlys". To escape the tyranny of such rigid thinking we can experiment with living through the richness that our senses can describe. A richness found in the quality of light and sound, of taste, touch and scent. John, allow yourself to explore the real world you inhabit, not the one in your head. Take time over the little things that sustain us - the quiet sunset, the song of the blackbird, the smell of fresh-cut roses, the touch of skin on skin - fill yourself up with the good things that are freely available to us. Then perhaps ask yourself some questions, skilful questions, about the way you want to live now. 

Step 3: Step out from the shadow of the past 

Whatever it is that cut you dead all those years ago, let it go now. It does not help you, it keeps you trapped, fearful of being you, fearful of making emotional contact. Who you want to be right now is what counts. What sort of a husband and father do you really want to be? Instead of wasting time on bitter regret, give yourself permission to start being that man right now. It won't be easy, you will have become habituated to suppressing your feelings, so experiment with yourself, surprise yourself and in doing so, surprise those you care about. 

Step 4: It's never too late 

Whatever it is you want to do, do it now. You have served your time in the 9-5. It seems to me from the final line of your email that you are yearning for something different. Being in the world is infinitely more important than doing. Who we are being is what counts, not what we have. Use this time to explore and think about what it is you value and where you think you could make a difference, however small, and take it from there. Nurture your dreams: what you plant now in the seeds of your imagination will germinate and grow. But also cherish the world of your senses, for it is here that we can connect with our experience and through this connection we can set our emotions free. 

