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INTRODUCTION

One of my favourite bands, (don’t judge me this early into the read…) is a
recently retired country pop trio called Rascal Flatts. Mostly known for one
hit made famous by being the soundtrack for the Pixar film ‘Cars’, in
screaming electric guitar riffs, they proclaim that:
“Life is a highway, I wanna ride it all night long”
But, if Rascal Flatts were being truly honest, they would acknowledge that
sometime life makes us want to add a bridge that says something akin to:
“Stop the car, I want to get out”.
Life keeps coming at us. Sometimes good, sometimes bad. As Forrest
suggested:

‘Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you’re gonna get’.
If the past few months and years of existing in our world have taught us
anything, it’s that Forrest Gump was right; we never know what’s coming
around the corner. As I sit writing this, it’s July 2020, and the last 4 months
have been very different from what any of us were expecting them to look
like at the start of the year.
For many, this season has been a storm that has ravaged their personal and
professional lives, but the unprecedented nature of it all is that it’s been a
storm we’ve all gone through together as a global society.
The reality is that although this particular storm has been all encompassing,
turning everything upside down for us; every day and year that came before
the COVID-19 crisis was one that was filled with storms for individuals
across the world. People woke up every morning to different difficult
situations that came sometimes out of nowhere and devastated or
interrupted normal life, changing it irrevocably.
In my day job, I’m a counsellor, and in that role I sit with individuals to
help them think through what life has thrown at them in the form of the
storms they are currently or have in their past faced.
When I sit with someone who has gone through something particularly
difficult in their past, I see my job as twofold:
1: To help them think through and process what happened to them. Maybe
coming to a fuller understanding of the affect this ‘storm’ or situation has
had on them. To help them think through the reasons (if there are any!) it
happened, and process any leftover feelings or emotions about it.
But also…
2: To realise that just because this storm has happened to them, it
unfortunately doesn’t mean they are now immune from future difficult
situations. I’d love if I could say to clients: “Well, you’ve gone through the
amount of difficulty that was allotted to you as a human…it’s all plain

sailing from here on out!” It would be great to be able to make that
declaration. But the experience of living and breathing on this Earth is that
this isn’t how it goes. We don’t all have an even number of difficult
situations to face. Some people are faced with more to carry through their
lives, and just because they’ve faced something difficult it doesn’t mean
they won’t face it again. My role is to help people build their resilience in
the here and now, so that if, down the line, things get tough again, they are
in a place where they have resources and tools stored up so they can stay on
their feet longer than before.
It’s a bit like the weather. We might face a storm, but that doesn’t mean
another one can’t and won’t just come rolling in after it. But if we can learn
from our experiences, from the storms we face, we will be better equipped
to face the next one, and the next one.
That’s what this short book is looking to help you do. To explore how you
can face the storms you might come across in your life by looking at three
different areas:
1. How you can prepare to face them.
2. Some strategies to deal with them when you’re in the middle of them.
3. How to better lean on the people who might be around you in the
midst of difficult seasons.
The Storms of Life can be used in 2 ways.
You can read it as a standalone e-book, going through the sections on your
own, thinking through the reflective questions and taking action by yourself
OR you can get a group together to go through it either in person on on
Zoom, reading the sections before you meet (….Homework? Really? I
promise I’ve tried to make it as readable and painless as possible!) and then
discuss what you’ve read and the questions together.
Either way, I hope it’s helpful and that you can pick up some tips, thoughts
and inspiration about managing yourself, facing your difficulties and

relying on the people around you so that when you next face a storm, you’ll
be able to stand strong in the wind.

CHAPTER ONE
Section 1: Preparing for the Storms

I wonder if you’ve made it through the mountain of toilet paper you
squirrelled away before the COVID-19 lockdown?
Do you remember a few years ago when Hurricane Ophelia came barrelling
across the country? We knew a number of days before that we were going
to be facing weather in Ireland that most of us had never experienced
before.
So the citizens of our country whipped into a state of frenzied preparation.
We tied trampolines to the ground, brought garden furniture inside, and who
could forget the empty bread aisles in the supermarkets across the island?

Apparently toast is a core requirement when facing a storm of unknown
proportions. No judgement here, I’m a believer.
Then in Spring 2020, COVID-19 came along. And what was our first
reaction? To clear the supermarket shelves of toilet roll and stock up on
cans of food and other essentials (For me, peanut butter. Jars and jars of it).
What I think this snapshot of both of those major events and crises shows
us is that when we see a major disruption or event on our horizon, we start
preparing for it. No matter how many news bulletins came out reminding
us: “There is no need to bulk buy! The supermarket shelves will stay
stocked!”; we still filled our trollies with months worth of food. We felt
blindsided by these events that came at us out of the blue. Anxiety and
panic buying set in because we weren’t prepared.
Hunkering down and preparing for the storms when we see them barrelling
down comes so naturally to us, but the problem, as we have seen on
numerous occasions, is when the preparation is reactive rather than
intentional and proactive.

I’m not suggesting it’s a good thing we start digging the foundations for an
underground bunker in our back gardens to fill with toilet roll, toothpaste
and dehydrated mashed potato, preparing for any eventuality. But what I am
suggesting is that when we take the lens from the big picture or world
changing events and look more to the storms we face day to day in our
lives: exam or career stress, family problems, relationship issues; what
might it look like to live in a way that is intentionally building our internal
resources and confidence so that when a storm rolls in, we might be
blindsided and shocked, but we will have the resilience to be able to face it.
As humans, there are 3 parts to ourselves.
We have a body, a mind and we also have a spirit. Some might argue the
point on that last one, maybe saying that spirit is only something for
religious folks to argue about, but even atheist and humanist arguments
would say there is something within us capable of awe and wonder, beyond
the mind. They might not agree this is a “soul” but most would agree there
is a side of us that needs to be tended ‘spiritually’. For some this might be
religious and about connecting with God or a higher power, but for others
it’s more about whether you’re doing the things that bring you to life, that
fill you up and inspire you.
The phrase ‘holistic wellness’ is about thinking through how we maintain
wellbeing by making sure we’re able to face the storms when they come
rolling through, asking what does it look like to be well in each of these
areas of ourselves?
I don’t know about you but when I’m not feeling well in one or more of
these areas, then I know I’m not the best I can be. When I’ve been eating
badly or haven’t done exercise in a while, I just want to lie on the sofa and
continue doing nothing, and my mood can dip low. When I fill my head
with computer screens and spend all my time away from people, I can start
to feel anxious and worried, and the words tumbling around my head can be
hard to stop. When I’m not doing things I love or that inspire me, bringing
me in tune with the core of myself, I can just find myself going through the
motions in life, finding no real joy.

And that’s on a day when nothing really goes wrong, when I’m not facing
difficulty. Combine this low mood, anxiety and feeling of “bleh” with a lifestorm coming along, something that throws a spanner in the works, and we
can find ourselves spiralling.
So what can we do? I think it’s important to ask ourselves “how can I make
sure I’m in the best place I can be to make sure that when difficulties come,
I’m prepared to face them”. We’re not talking about getting to ‘six-pack
abs, meditation master’ levels here, but what are the things I know I need to
do that keep me generally well, and can I make sure I’m building those
things into my life?
When talking about this with clients or groups, I do an exercise by using the
below chart to think about what wellness looks like for you individually in
each of these sections.

Going through mine as an example, firstly, to stay well in body, I need (and
sometimes enjoy) to run. I’ve had a bad back from growing too fast in my
mid teens (at one point, I grew 8 inches in 11 months…which when I
looked it up, seems to be some sort of record, so maybe this is a slight
exaggeration caused by my mum’s poor measurement skills…and also her
adage “never let the truth get in the way of a good story”). Anyway, because
of that growth-spurt, I discovered a few years ago that running regularly
relieves the tension and muscles (however ill-defined they may be) in my
back. I’ve also played badminton for as long as I can remember, and
playing that sport is still a big part of my life and exercise routine. As I get
older, I’m (unfortunately) more and more convinced that fresh fruit and
vegetables really are what’s good for me, feeling the impact of too many
weekends filled with pepperoni pizza and peanut butter and banana toast on
fresh crusty white bread (I wish this was better for me. It’s my favourite
flavour combination. Try it. Trust me.)
Turning to my mind, in the last number of years I’ve come around to
accepting I’m an introvert (though, the large box of journals under my bed
would testify that it’s not been the best kept secret down the years, maybe
just from myself…) and so I know I need time to recharge alone when I’ve
spent a lot of time with people. To maintain wellness in my mind, I also
need to give myself time to read and have some space (remember when I
thought I was an extrovert…? Ha!) This doesn’t mean I’m a hermit though.
Some people time is really important to me, and so time to connect with
friends while walking in the outdoors or over a coffee is also what I need.
For my spirit, the things that keep me well in those are on two tracks. I love
forests, and getting outside into nature sparks awe and wonder in me, as
well as giving me a sense of stillness that it’s hard to find elsewhere. But
religious faith is also an important component of who I am, so for me
feeding my spirit is met by attending church with others and connecting
with God in various different ways.
The above three paragraphs are a short snapshot of me. These are the things
that make me tick and keep me well. But the thing is that the unique make
up each of us has is completely different. Hold up your right pointing finger
and take a look at the fingerprint on the pad at the top of the digit. Notice

the swoops and undulations of the patterns. Those shapes are unique to you,
you’re the only one in the world who has that combination of lines (unless
you have an identical twin…)
Likewise, the make up that each of us has for the things that will keep us
well is as unique to us as our fingerprint. You might have looked at the
above list going through what keeps me well and thought “that is my worst
nightmare”. You might be an extroverted, party loving, football mad, peanut
butter hating (what’s wrong with you?), city loving, atheist who sees my
idea of wellness as a blueprint to the worst day you could imagine. That’s
the great thing about wellness, there is no one correct way to it. It’s different
for us all, and there’s no wrong way of doing it (apart from fresh fruit and
veg. I’d imagine that’s pretty universal.)
I have a friend who loves Star Trek. Now when you read that, you probably
imagine he likes watching the occasional episode…but here’s a picture of a
room in his house...

One time I was visiting when the rug at the bottom of the picture arrived in
the post. I watched as he laid it down in front of the wall, took a step back
and said:
“Hmmm…I think that might be too much….”
I laughed through the question of “THIS is too much? This is the line?”
He *loves* Star Trek. Watching it and talking about it is a big part of what
he enjoys and what keeps him well. (He would want me to add he also
enjoys a lot of other things outside of Star Trek. He IS a very well balanced
person. But, as Mrs Tate taught me, why let the truth get in the way of a
good story…?)
Another good friend I grew up with is now a history lecturer in the USA.
With his big brain he loves to research and discover things from history that
no one has come across before. He once spent 2 weeks in Barcelona in the
vault of a library researching old documents (research that was well worth
it…! He uncovered a previously unknown spy working during the
transatlantic slave trade…and wrote a book about it! “The Last Slave
Ships” by John Harris…coming out Autumn 2020.)

He loves digging into things that have never been explored before in dusty
old libraries. He also loves football, which is something I’m not a particular
fan of…
The point is, we’re all different. If I tried to follow one of these guy’s plans
for staying well in body, mind & spirit, I would probably not find myself
thriving or loving life, and vice versa them for mine. We each need to
discover what it is that makes us tick and that’s going to keep us ticking,
and go ahead and put those things in place so we’re as well and healthy as
we can be.
When we do that, we will know that when we face the storms that come our
way, our reserves will be higher and our resilience will be able to stand and
face them better than if we’ve been dabbling in things that lower our
wellbeing.
What about you? What are the things that keep you well? What is the
unique fingerprint of wellness that makes up you?

Take a few minutes and draw out 3 boxes on a sheet of paper (as below) and
write in some of the things that keep your body, mind and spirit in tip top
shape.

Have you done it?
This is your blueprint. These are the things that are keeping you well. Ask
yourself how often you are committing to building these blocks of
wellbeing into your life?

Discussion or reflection questions to think through yourself or with a
group
- What would be different about a group of people who were committed to
maintaining their wellbeing by following their blueprint?
- If you’re with a group, go around and share one thing from each box that
keeps you well in the different areas.
- You’ve filled out the things that keep you well, but how often do you
actually do each of these things? Make a list of the reasons we come up
with as to why we don’t do these things?
- What can you to to try and build some of these things into your life?
- If you’re doing this with a group, go around and share ONE thing you
want to commit to building into your life this week. If you’re on your own,
why not message a friend and tell them about it, and invite them to do it
with you!

CHAPTER TWO
Section 2: Facing the Storms

There’s a Beatles song called “Here comes the sun.” (Do do doo do…)
Well, in this section, it’s more like “Here comes the storm…”

In the last section we figured out the tailor-made checklist unique to you to
prepare for the storms. We’ve battened down the metaphorical hatches,
we’ve stocked the cupboards, but what happens when the storm hits? What
happens when the black clouds we’ve been dreading break the horizon and
we find ourselves like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz, plucked out of the

normal everyday existence we’re used to, hurtling across the landscape,
thrown around by the winds?
Because, though it’s a dramatic analogy that’s what it can feel like.
We are creatures who like to be in control of our lives and environments,
yet when we’re facing the difficulties life can throw at us, control can feel
like the last thing we have in our tool belt.
We discover we can’t control the questions that are going to come up on the
exam paper coming our way; we can’t control the arguments our parents are
embroiled in; we can’t control that group of so-called friends that used to
include you in everything, but now seems to be making the active choice to
avoid you at every cost.
Too often in our lives we find ourselves at the mercy of the winds and
storms that come across our paths. Like we said in the introduction, this
isn’t something we can avoid. To be human is to face trials and difficulties.
The stories we read and watch, the lives we long to emulate are not the ones
who sat at home and did nothing, hiding from their problems, but who faced
difficulty and emerged from them.
But from the vantage point of right in the middle of the storm, it can be hard
to identify and hope for how we’re going to get out the other side.
What I want us to understand in this section, is that YES, storms will come
our way. Difficulties are going to cross our path. But the choice we have in
the midst of these hard times is in how we’re going to react to these
hardships.
Have you read or seen Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone? (Or the
‘Sorcerer’s’ Stone for an American audience… I’m still a little mad about
the rebrand…). Anyways, early in the story, Harry receives a letter from
Hogwarts inviting him to attend the highly prestigious school for magical
youngsters. Uncle Vernon however, is determined to quash this summons,
and keeps the letters that arrive away from Harry. Jump to the scene in the
Privet Drive living room, where a low rumbling begins. They all look at

each other, pondering its origin, before a flurry of flying letters comes
flooding through every available opening in the house. Letterbox, window
cracks and chimney are blocked with letters, zooming and dipping around
the living room and focusing around their intended recipient, Harry.

Harry gets to Hogwarts. (Spoilers.)
The thing about this picture is that sometimes our heads can feel like
number 4 Privet Drive. We’re facing difficulties, and we’re trying to get on
with life, keeping the difficulties at bay, running interference like Vernon
Dursley. But the difficulties get in. The inside of our heads can feel as
chaotic, messy and harried as the outside world.
Remember hurricane Ophelia barrelling through Ireland? We were all
encouraged to stay inside, to tie up anything that was movable outside? Our
across the road neighbours did not listen to this instruction, as evidenced by
their trampoline, which I observed sailing down the middle of the street on
pulling back the curtains one morning. We were told to wait it out and
hunker down in our homes. The danger was outside, and if we stayed inside
we’d be safe from it.

Imagine if you will that you had woken up that day and said to yourself “I
don’t think I’ll listen to the reports.” You’d thrown open your windows to
greet the morning as you usually do, or you’d gone downstairs and stepped
outside your front door to go for a walk around the block. Two things might
have happened. One: your house might have resembled that living room we
talked about a few paragraphs above, the wind whipping through your
windows and doors, picking up anything and throwing it around. And Two:
you’re putting yourself at risk of being hit by a rogue trampoline…or
maybe a cow (….‘Twister’…anyone? I may need to update my pop culture
references).
Where the source of the problem lies is in the fact that you would’ve let the
storm into your house. Creating an opening for it to get inside.

When we think about the storms we face in our lives, it’s not too dissimilar
to this. If we think of Hurricane Ophelia as the storms or difficulties we
face, there’s nothing we can do about them, they are going to roll past our
house. But like in that situation, we have a safe place we can be. Inside our
heads.

This isn’t about being an ostrich that sticks its head in the sand, fingers in
our ears and eyes closed saying “LA LA LA”, pretending difficulties aren’t
happening to us, but rather it’s about saying: “I’m going through difficult
things, but am I going to make sure that in my mind I’m able to create
somewhere that is balanced and safe, that isn’t rushing around as fast as
the winds of the storm that are on the outside.”
One thing that can help us is in the concept of mindfulness.
Now when I suggest mindfulness to people at times, I can see their eyes
either glazing over, or a look of panic; imagining I’m about to recommend a
2 week silent meditation retreat. But I try to pull this reaction down to earth.
Ultimately mindfulness is about saying “Okay, so often in my life I’m living
in worries or concerns that are about the past or the future. Thinking about
things I’ve done in my history, cringing at reactions or things I’ve said. Or
else I’m living in the future, trying to figure out how to dodge the bullet that
I think is coming toward me.”
What mindfulness offers is the chance to stop and ask ourselves “What’s
happening inside me right now?” Identify the feelings and thoughts that are
rattling around in our brain, and question ourselves as to whether these are
useful or not?
Use the hurricane analogy we’ve been thinking of. In the last section we
prepared for the storm, we’ve done the things we know we needed to do to
face the storms in the best possible condition. We’ve done the ground work.
We know there are things in the future that we’re going to have to do
because of this storm, pick up the pieces, but the question is whether sitting
worrying about what we COULD have done or what we WILL have to do,
is going to be helpful right now, in this moment?
Is sitting in our house worrying about either of these things actually going
to achieve anything? Is it going to somehow create more toilet paper (if we
feel we could have stocked up more) or change exactly where that loose
tree branch might fall? The answer is no. Worrying about it while in the
midst of it, when we’ve already done everything we can do to stay well and

prepare, isn’t going to help us. It’s only going to torture us further. During
Ophelia what we needed to do was curl up on the sofa with a coffee and
pray the electricity didn’t go out so the Netflix supply would keep pumping
(I’d like to say I was watching something cool like Money Heist…but who
are we kidding, Gilmore Girls is the optimum feel good lockdown watch).

Again, let me just remind you that this, and mindfulness, isn’t about saying
“Everything is fine!” when it isn’t. It’s about saying “Is my worrying about
this going to actually change anything?” And if the answer is no, then we
can try and create a safe space for ourselves in our own minds. It’s not
checking out from the people and relationships around us, but about putting
a line in our heads to say “I’m going to care for myself here”.
Easier said that done though right? It’s not like with a hurricane where we
can just close and lock a door and snuggle up on a sofa, because in hard
times we’re actually LIVING through the difficult stuff. We’re sitting down
studying when we’re worried about the results, we’re in the midst of the
conflict and arguments we’re having, we’re trying to keep it together while
also running on the treadmill of life.
So what’s going to help?
When our minds are rushing, we aren’t in an objective place where we can
say “Is this thought helping?” so we first need to work on calming and
quieting our mind to free up space to make a different decision.

Here’s some simple mindfulness tools which we can use as tools to bring us
out of our heads, from the rushing thoughts to help distract us. One of them
is called “Colour Counting” where we simply look around a room and say
“What are all the blue things I can see?” In my room now, I can see a blue
picture frame, a blue cushion, a blue plant pot, my slippers (I’m old okay?).
Then you change, “What are all the red things?” Another cushion, my
jumper, the flowers in the hanging basket across the road I can see through
the window. What this exercise does is simply bring us out of our heads. So
often the thoughts in our head are rushing around like the aforementioned
Dursley living room. When our minds feel like that it’s hard to get them to
slow down, so this gives us a chance to distract ourselves from the rushing
thoughts and divert our attention.

Another is “Take 5” where you use your senses to ground you in the
moment. Start by saying “What are 5 things I can see?” and simply name 5
things in your surroundings around you. Then you move to “What are 4
things I can hear?” It can help here to close your eyes and count off 4 things
that you become aware of when you listen. The room I see clients in is
notoriously quiet, so generally when I ask people to do this they say
“Nothing!” but it’s amazing what sounds we become aware of when we
bring some focused attention to the moment. Then move on to 3 things you
can feel, not emotionally, but physically feel. Naming off three things you
can feel, whether it be your shirt on your skin, the temperature in the room,
or the chair below you. Then 2 things you can smell (hopefully pleasant
smells…did you shower this morning?) and rounding it off with 1 thing you
can taste. Is that morning coffee still lingering on your tongue? Again, like

colour counting, this just gives us a chance to stop our rushing minds and
gives us the space to ask “Is staying ruminating and thinking about this,
rolling it around in my mind going to be helpful?”

You can find more information on these exercises and a few others, like
“cat-walking” and a “body scan” at the WhyMind (type it in as all one
word) YouTube page.
Taking our mind off the storm and choosing to focus on some other aspect
gives us the chance to think about other factors we maybe aren’t
considering. Maybe freeing up space to remember to turn our attention to
one of the things from the first section that we know are going to keep us
well. Or giving us the chance to see the storm from a different perspective.
When we’re in the midst of crisis, the last thing we might feel like doing it
going for a walk or a run, but maybe that’s the thing that’s going to help us.
Mindfulness pulls us out of our heads, from the storm rushing around and
enables us to take a step back.

Discussion or reflection questions to think through yourself or with a
group
- Make a list of examples of “storms” that we might face in our lives, what
are difficulties that people your age might face?
- On your own or in your group have a think about how some of these
storms might take over our minds and attention.

- Can you think of an example where a storm you faced felt like it took over
your life? If you feel able to share it, feel free to.
- Have you ever heard of mindfulness before? What would your thoughts
about it have been before reading this section?
- What do you think would be helpful about this practice?

CHAPTER THREE
Section 3: Who are you Hunkered Down With?

Frodo had Sam.
Harry had Hermione (and sometimes Ron when they weren’t bickering like
grannies).
Kaladin had Syl (The Way of Kings by Brandon Sanderson. Consider it
required reading.)
Very rarely in the stories we read about grand quests and epic triumphs do
we hear that the hero did it all on their own. Vanquishing the enemy and
scraping a victory with no help from anyone, solely relying on their own
wisdom and abilities. No, in nearly every one of these stories, it takes a
village.
Against Thanos, no single Avenger could stand (though Cap gave it a good
heave ho). It took all of Jed Bartlett’s administration in the West Wing to
put their brains together to get their agenda passed.

We see this pattern over and over again in the stories we love….yet….when
we consider our own lives, we think we’re the exception to the rule. We
judge that we should be able to face difficulties and trials in our lives,
emerging successful and unscathed all by ourselves. Anything less than
that, having to rely on others, in our minds, is tantamount to failure.
We have this tendency to try and go it alone, and what we’ve looked at so
far in the chapters that preceded is very “me” focused. What can I do to
stay well that’s unique to me? What can I do that will keep my head in a
good place? Especially when we’re going through something difficult,
focusing on our problems and the issues we’re facing, we can forget we
don’t have to go it alone.
We exist in a community of people. In fact we’re hardwired to live and
thrive in society made up of collections of people banded together, it’s
never been the plan for us to go it alone, to be Luke Skywalker hanging out
solo (Han?) on Skellig Michael.

Going it alone was never part of the plan. But it’s what we so often wish
for.
Why? Why this pull to go it alone? It’s so easy for us to retreat inside
ourselves, recoiling from relationships around us, because they can be
difficult to navigate in those times. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but
people are complicated creatures (yes, you included) and when we’re
already going through something difficult, we can shy away from opening
up or sharing our problems with people around us. Maybe we’re afraid of
what they’ll say, we don’t want to hassle them, or we just don’t want them
to know what we’re going through.
But remember, we’re hardwired for community and group living. It’s sewn
into our very core to have people around us.
To understand this, we can look at the world around us and other nonhuman inhabitants of this world to help us understand what this can look
like.
Look at this penguin.

Stay with me. I know this is strange, but I’ll explain.

Have you ever seen a video of how groups of penguins survive the freezing
conditions they live in? They form a huddle and bind together, squeezing in
tight to preserve the precious body heat they’ve managed to conserve. But
that’s not all they do, if you see a sped up video of this action, you’ll see it’s
not static. It’s not the luck of the draw who gets to be on the middle of the
group hug, but there’s a constant rotation taking place. Sometimes you’ll be
the lucky penguin in the middle of the bunch, enjoying the cumulative
warmth of all your friends bundled around you, and then minutes later
you’ll find yourself on the outside of the huddle, facing the bite of the cold
icy winds, acting as a barrier between those winds and your friends who
just moments earlier were forming the barrier for you.

Imagine if all the penguins in this group one day decided they didn’t want
to live like this anymore, relying on one another. Instead they chose to go
their own way to face the winds and elements solo. How do you think that
would go? Pretty cold I think…
Penguins need each other. If they didn’t have one another, they wouldn’t
make it through the long Arctic nights with the temperature drop and icy
winds.

The problem is that we humans are no different from these penguins.
We, like them, need others to get through the day. Who do you think picked
the food you’re eating? Who sewed together the clothes you’re wearing?
Who delivered the food your ordered and who made the phone you used to
order the delivery? We need people, but our modern world tricks us into
thinking that going it alone is an option, that we get to be the lone ranger
who doesn’t need anyone.
Penguins realise they need to be together, that in order to get through hard
times they need to rely on someone outside of themselves.
We’re the same, and like them we need to realise it’s okay to ask for help.
That can be scary, because vulnerability isn’t exactly one of the
superpowers we’re known for…in fact, in a lot of the spaces we inhabit
today we’re encouraged to shut down vulnerability and keep things to
ourselves. But that’s not how we’re hardwired. Penguins realise that in
order to stay well and healthy, sometimes in order to survive, they need to
accept help, and so do we.
Penguins see themselves as part of a community that cares for one another,
and so they rotate. They understand that sometimes they’ll be in the middle
being helped by those on the outside, accepting help, and sometimes they’ll
be on the outside, offering that same help, protection and kindness to those
on the inside.
For us we need to realise that if we are living in community of people,
we’re all going to be going through storms and trials at different times.
There will be some times when I’m going through the storms when I can
ask for help, and hopefully it’ll be offered, but there’ll also be times when
things are going pretty great for me, but my friend needs some assistance
with a storm they’re facing. Being a community means putting ourselves
out to help and support them, which can be costly. Maybe it’ll cost time,
money, even our reputation, but remember that in a true community it’s
reciprocal and they’ll hopefully be there for you when the roles are
reversed.

This isn’t something that’s easy to talk about. Well…. it’s actually super
easy to talk and write about. The rubber hits the road when it comes down
to action, and when we find ourselves needing help or facing someone who
needs it. When we have to open our mouths and ask for or offer help.
Whose example are we going to follow? The humble penguin (or maybe the
Avengers working together…that’s a more attractive proposition right? It’s
better to be Thor than a penguin…) or the lonely individual out there on the
horizon, trying to hold things together by themselves.

The hard thing is that this whole community thing only works when we
actually have a community around us that we (a) trust to open up to and (b)
can rely on to actually be there for us when we are in need. This is much
easier said than done, because like we said at the start of this section,
community is hard, and our default is to try and go it alone.

But just because something is hard doesn’t mean it’s not worth doing.
Gathering or finding a cohort of people around whom you can build
community is one of the most valuable things you can do. I’ve lived in a
number of different places in my life, and when I got married a few years,
one of the most difficult things was whittling down the guest list, because it
was absolutely overflowing with people who have been stellar penguins to
me. People who have stood with me through crappy times, and who I’ve
been able to shelter from their own problems. Like I said, it’s not always
been easy, nor has it always been perfect, but it’s been quite a ride, and I
can honestly say that without them, yes, I probably still would be alive
today, but I certainly wouldn’t be the person I am (which to be fair, does
still need some work).
So look around your world, your school, college or workplace, and ask
yourself “Who are my penguins?” Who are the people that when the storm
rolls through I can rely on to be there for me, and who know I will have
their back. It’s not always easy, but it’s how we’re wired.
A final note that yes, we should learn to turn to the people around us, our
penguins. But sometime that core close-knit community we may surround
ourselves with isn’t enough, and it’s okay to step outside that to talk to a
professional who might have more experience helping folks through
difficult seasons or storms. Whether that be a doctor, a therapist, counsellor,
social worker or even starting with a teacher who can signpost you to other
supports. Asking for help and guidance both from those who are close with
you and those who you might not know but whose roles are jobs are to be
there to help, is always an option.

Discussion or reflection questions to think through yourself or with a
group
- Why is it difficult to share the things we go through with people around
us? Why can we be slow to share what’s going on with us?

- What are the ways that a group can act that can make it difficult to be
open about our storms and the things we are facing?
- Who are your ‘penguins’? Who are the people you’d feel most
comfortable turning to when you’re not feeling good. What is it about them
that makes you feel you could?
- If you’re in a group, make a list together of the ways that you could
encourage one another to be more open and supportive. What kind of
community are you looking to create together? If you’re not in a group,
what sort of community are you looking to be a part of?
- How would a society that lived like this look different to the one we live
in today?

CHAPTER FOUR
Conclusion

There’s this buzz word that floats continually around the Wellness
world: “Resilience”.
It’s one of those words that gets spouted so often, that we sometimes aren’t
sure what it really means. We know we should have it, but what does it look
like in our lives?
Recently in my hometown, Cavan, a storm came through. Nothing
newsworthy, just some heavy rain and strong winds. The next day I was
walking into town, and noticed the different affects the winds had had on
the trees. Most had a few branches missing, leaves blown off having fallen
off somewhere in the winds, but still standing. But one that I walked past,
was completely uprooted, lying horizontal on the ground.
It made me think of what happens to us when we face storms in our lives
and the different impacts they can have on different people. They can have
no effect, they can affect us slightly, or we can be devastated, feeling like
we are uprooted like this tree. Completely thrown, unable to stay standing.
Resilience is about being able to face the storms, able to emerge on the
other side not necessarily unscathed, we’ll always be affected, but still
standing.

The different sections in this ebook have looked at important areas to
consider when we seek to build our wellbeing and resilience.
- Am I prepared to face the storms?
- Am I going to be able to endure the stress of the storms?
- Who am I going to look to for help to hold me through the storms?
None of these are magic bullets. There’s no magic formula, and like I said
at the beginning, there’s no way to avoid the storms that will come through.
But what we do have a choice and power over is how we face them.
I hope that as a result of reading this, you have an increased awareness and
drive to have the foresight to prepare yourself as best as you can as you go
through life with your tank as full as you’re able to get it in the
circumstances, the determination to keep going while you’re facing the
storms, and the courage to open up to others around you when you’re in the
midst of the difficulty.
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