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I wrote this book to help you create a life of greater direction and purpose.  
 

Direction refers to what you do with your life.  

 

Purpose refers to the meaning in your life.  

 

I am not going to define your direction or purpose for you, but rather help you 

define them for yourself, according to your deeper desires.  

 

And I will help you turn those desires into clear goals.  

 

By translating those desires into goals, you can create a plan for your life across 

the long-term, medium-term, and immediate. I will help you create such a plan. 

 

Then I will help you take action.  

 

“But wait, there’s more.”  

 

You will also define your specific strengths, and explore how you can use them 

to achieve your goals.  

 

And we will finish by examining your philosophy of life and how you can improve 

it, to improve your life.  

 

Everything in this book is drawn from research, from my work as a counsellor, 

from my background in philosophy, and from my own experience of practicing 

what I preach. My experience is that life has lots of suffering, and lots of joy, and 

lots of potential, all on offer. We can absolutely change our lives for the better.  
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This book is divided into five chapters: 

 

1. Focus on your Strengths  

 

2. Find your Direction 

 

3. Find your Purpose 

 

4. Take Action 

 

5. Your philosophy of life 

 

Please don’t read this book in one sitting. And please don’t skip the exercises. 

Take your time to reflect and write. You will need a notebook, and I suggest that 

you space each chapter out by at least a day.  

 

This is not philosophical entertainment. It is designed for you to get the insight 

you need, and then to take action. Life is composed of what we do more than 

what we think or intend to do. You will benefit from this book to the degree that 

you act on it.  

 

You can read about me on my website at the link below. I taught philosophy in 

my 20s and became a counsellor at 30. I am now 40. Rather than working with 

mental illness I help people with the universal challenges of living which 

confront every human being: facing suffering well, creating a good life, and living 

meaningfully. I began by working for counselling organisations, and so my 

experience throughout my 30s included talking people back from bridges (in a 

suicide-prevention service), supporting grieving parents, and helping men 

through divorce. In my private practice I have focused on positive growth, which 

is my core passion, and offer packages which combine counselling with 
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coaching, and which aim at certain outcomes such as bouncing back from 

divorce, or building confidence and charisma. The ultimate point of my work is 

to help people accept and face suffering well, and build a great life based on 

personal growth and action in the world.  

 

This book is simple and brief. It’s like a kickstarter on a motorcycle, serving to 

get you going. I hope that you gain some important insights, that you take 

constant action on them, and that you create that life you long for. If you have 

any questions or suggestions please contact me; I might take a few days to 

respond but I’m friendly and I’d love to hear from you. I work in Melbourne, 

Australia and from my home in central Victoria by Skype.  

 

Yours sincerely,  

Matthew Bishop 
www.existentialtherapy.com.au 

Maryborough, Victoria 

May 2019 

 

 

 

 

This book is the intellectual property of the author and may not be used for any 

commercial purpose without prior written permission. The book is free and may 

be shared freely for personal use. If you find this book useful, please share it and 

my website with others who may find my work helpful. 
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Focus on your strengths 
 

We often focus on the negative. There are good evolutionary reasons for this, 

but in today’s abundant world they often hinder rather than help us. By focusing 

on our deficits we often neglect our strengths, and yet whether overcoming 

adversity, or just making things better, research shows we should focus on using 

our strengths rather than trying to improve our weaknesses. So in this section 

you will gain an accurate assessment of your strengths, and then practical 

guidance on how to use them to achieve your goals for your direction and 

purpose in life. 

 

The research I refer to happens in the field of Positive Psychology, a new but 

mainstream field of behavioural science which focuses on human flourishing and 

success. In essence it is the effort by psychologists to stop focusing on how life 

goes wrong, and study how it goes right. The outcomes of this research flow into 

practices like counselling and coaching and into self-help books like this one.  

 

Positive psychology researchers have created a list of 24 strengths which are 

valued by all cultures. They have also developed The VIA Survey which measures 

the presence each of these strengths in you, ranking them from most to least 

present. The assessment is free and can be completed at  

www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-Strengths-Survey 

 

Please go and complete that assessment, then return here and keep reading. 

 

How did you go? Research has shown that your top five strengths out of the 24 

are your most important. When trying to improve yourself it is tempting to focus 

on your lowest strengths, or weaknesses, however you are better served by 

focusing on and using your top five as much as possible. Here is an example, in 

practical terms, from my own life. 

 

http://www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-Strengths-Survey
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Here are two photos of me six months apart, from my early 30s. 

 

  

 

In order to lose that weight I needed to do one simple thing: take in less calories 

than I burned. But that was hard for a several of reasons. One was that self-

regulation is number 22 on my list - third from the bottom! (What can I say, I’m 

voracious about the good things in life.) I’m now 40 and I’ve kept the weight off 

for years, but it’s been hard at times. I live in a 19th century cottage where I keep 

a warm kitchen, making my own jam and baking bread, and I love my local pub 

with all its chips-and-beer glory. Oh God! So how have I regulated myself, 

moderating what I eat when I’m so weak in that strength? I use my top strengths. 

 

Here are my top five: 

  

1. Judgement 

2. Creativity 

3. Love of learning 

4. Perspective 

5. Honesty 
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And here are the bananas I bought this morning, one for breakfast and the other 

for snacks today as I write these words in my counselling office: 

 

 

 

I went to a Coles servo half an hour ago to get my $1 morning coffee. Yeah, I’m 

that kinda guy. But I’ll tell you the truth: I really went there because they have a 

muffin and coffee deal. God I wanted that cinnamon and apple carb-filled ball of 

goodness. That sugary shit-fest of joy. But, it's like 700 calories! That’s the same 

as a six pack of beer! If I give into such temptations then fatty Matt will rise 

again. And that will be a bad day. So what was I to do, given I've such low self-

regulation and when a creepy voice in my head was whispering "You only live 

once, Matty!"  

 

I used my top strengths. 
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Straight-out self-denial doesn’t work with me. But I reasoned with myself using 

my strengths of judgement and honesty. “Yes, I desire that muffin right now, but 

I am fooling myself about how much I want it, about how pleasurable it will be, 

and I am forgetting how quickly the pleasure will pass. I am also undermining 

my desire to be healthy, and if it’s true that yes, I only live once (thank you 

creepy voice), well I want it all - and I know the consequences of being fat versus 

being in good shape.”  

 

In short I was able to push past all my bullshit rationalisations and be honest 

with myself and lucid about reality. Judgement and honesty. 

 

I also used my strengths of creativity and perspective to imagine what it would 

be like a few minutes after eating the muffin, when I would feel remorse for the 

passing pleasure, knowing it wasn't that good anyway, and that I'm now on the 

fatty boomba train.  

 

I also imagined myself a year from now, overweight, with all the social, sexual, 

and physical consequences.  

 

Then I imagined what it will be like to feel great and look great a year from now.  

 

I let that last one really sit with me, arousing desire for health and good looks to 

the point where it weighed more than the desire for momentary pleasure. You 

see, for me, creativity in the form of imagination is really powerful. I’m deeply 

absorbed in the sensual, in sound and taste and sight, which undoes my capacity 

for self-regulation, but also enables me to self-regulate when positive desire is 

made stronger than negative desire by focusing my imagination. Then I can 

achieve a great deal. I just have to imagine the pleasures of the better choices. 

 

And so I stood there while the coffee poured and the muffin looked at me, and 

I was strong. In fact I felt good. Instead of the muffin I reached for a bunch of 

bananas. Bananas of victory. 
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Of course all of this was more intuitive than the way I just set it out. But that’s 

because I have spent years doing it. It becomes natural in time. 

 

You will have different strengths to me, so learn to use yours to your advantage 

as I have done with mine. Get good at reaching for them and applying them 

deeply and widely. If you use your top strengths you will achieve more with less 

struggle and greater pleasure, for they come naturally to you. They flow. They 

are you at your best. 

 

We’ll return to your strengths, but for today consider one of the bigger 

challenges you have faced in life which you overcame.  

 

What did you do which enabled you to succeed?  

 

How did your top strengths show themselves through what you did? Consider 

how they manifested in your thoughts, your emotions, and your actions. 

 

Take an example and answer these questions in your journal.  

 

And for the next week try to apply your strengths to overcome small challenges, 

whether that be inward petty crankiness, or a habitual failure to take some small 

action every day which could make your life better. Get to know your top 

strengths in action, and get better at consciously applying them. Be curious and 

have fun, you’re a fascinating instrument, especially when wielded skilfully by 

the person who knows you best. 
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Find your direction 
 

 

While it’s tempting to believe that our emotional struggles are existentially 

profound, our sense of meaning mostly comes from satisfaction in work and 

love. Of course that’s no small thing, being connected well and making life work, 

in ways that express what is best in you and which meet your deeper desires. 

For this reason it’s important to define your preferred direction in life and to 

take action and make it happen. You’ll be a far happier person a year from now, 

or five years, if you do so with sustained, conscious determination.  

 

Your direction is the contents of your life; what you do in terms of relationships, 

work, passions, where you live, and so on. This chapter will help you to clarify 

your direction by getting in touch with your deeper desires for these things.  

 

The practical value of clarifying your direction by clarifying your deeper desires, 

is that those desires can be formulated into goals. Goals are clear things you can 

aim at. And when you have clear goals you can create a plan, mapping out how 

you want your life to look at different stages. This means that as you proceed 

you can check if you're on track. And above all it means that you can take 

effective action. 



10 
 

 

Many people balk when I say this, as though it's unromantic to plan these things, 

but what's wrong with taking your life in hand and making it work? That’s 

courageous, conscious living. And it’s surely better than the opposite, which is 

so common. While many things are out of our control and much in life is 

unexpected, this does not mean you should give up and drift with the current. 

The fact is that most of us would benefit from much more awareness of our 

deepest desires, and from ongoing efforts to shape our life according to them. 

So let's get to work on clarifying your direction and then formulating a practical 

plan to make it happen.  

 

Desires 

 

Take a paper and pen and find a quiet place. We're going to do a reflective 

exercise called a deathbed meditation. That’s right: shit just got real.  

 

Sit comfortably so that you do not strain in any way. Pause and breathe, 

counting your breathes up to ten, feeling them slow down. Then begin. 

 

As you read this, imagine the scene, experiencing everything I am describing. 

 

Step ahead in time, a short number of decades from now.  

 

You are in a hospital room.  

 

On your own.  

 

White sheets.  
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The curtains are drawn.  

 

It is night.  

 

Bright florescent lights.  

 

A monitor beeps quietly.  

 

You are on your back, wrinkled hands at your side.  

 

Your breathing is laboured.  

 

You can't feel your feet.  

 

The rest of your body feels tired and heavy.  

 

You know you are dying.  

 

You know that you have little time.  

 

You will die during the night.  

 

See your wrinkled face. This is you. 

 

And this is your final reflection.  
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As you look over your life, questions form in the back of your mind:  

 

If I could go back in time - say, back to 2019, and start again from there - what 

would I do differently? 

 

What do I wish I had done with my life? 

 

Just float with these questions, with the feeling of them, letting anything come 

to mind.  

 

What do I wish I had done, now that it is too late and my life is over? 

 

What do I wish I had done differently with relationships and love? 

 

With work? 

 

With my talents, my passions? 

 

Take your time. 

 

Then slowly return from this reflection, and write down everything that came to 

mind. Divide the page into those three categories if you like - relationships, 

work, passions - but either way just write down everything. 
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Goals 

 

Once you have done that we will get analytical. Try to summarise what you have 

written into primary goals. Boil it all down, so to speak, into a few or half a dozen 

answers. If it helps, finish these sentences:  

 

The things I most wish to do with my life are _________. 

 

The things I most want in my life are _________. 

 

Do your answers resonate deeply with you? These desires define the direction 

your life can take should you choose them.  

 

But let’s call them “goals” instead of “desires” so you can take a more active 

approach. Good.  

 

It's vitally important to clarify these goals, but they are useless unless you make 

them happen. So let’s break them down from long-term goals into medium-term 

aims which lead to those goals.  

 

Aims 

 

Let’s define some medium-term aims which will enable you to gradually achieve 

your bigger life goals, and which enable you to measure whether you are on 

track. Take the three most important life goals that you just wrote down, and 

imagine that a year from now – the medium-term – you are on the way to 

making them a reality. To work out what those medium-term aims are, finish 

the statements below for each of the three goals: 
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In order to achieve the (first, then second, then third) life goal, a year from now 

I will be____.  

 

(Describe things you will be doing, places you will be, et cetera.) 

 

Here’s an optional extra activity: you have just defined your goals for your life 

direction, and some medium-term aims that will help you achieve them. Now 

consider your top strengths and write about how they will help you achieve 

those goals and aims. 

  

We have now defined your deeper desires which (may) constitute your direction 

in life (should you choose them). And we have turned them into goals so you 

can take action and make those desires come true. However none of this should 

not be taken as fixed and final. I want you to clarify your direction in life with the 

aim of taking action, but it is the activity of reflecting and acting which matters 

most. You can change your mind, and no doubt you will as you update your 

understanding in the light of further experience and insight. Don’t look for the 

final answer to life, look for good answers, or good possibilities, and good 

directions and good things to do in the light of them.  

 

You might write your life-direction goals down and put them in a place where 

you can reflect on them every day. 

 

Daily practices 

  

One last thing, and this is vital. Just as you designed medium-term aims, defined 

by your long-term goals, you can create daily practices which lead to those 

medium term aims. Take out your journal again. Start by writing down the things 

you need to be doing today and tomorrow, and a week from now, and a month 

from now, to achieve those aims. This is the approach you would take if you 

were embarking on a fitness and strength program. Or if you were starting a 

business. It’s good to value your life as much as your body and wealth by putting 
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in the same amount of effort to plan and act. We neglect the most important 

things; this is your chance to do life better. Your aims and goals will only become 

real insofar as you take daily action, starting today. So work out what those daily 

actions are, and make sure you begin today, tomorrow, and this week, creating 

a habit of doing what you need to do. 

 

Do that now – write about the daily actions you should undertake. 

 

Finish with a commitment to one or three actions you will take today and every 

day this week. Open the last page in your journal, turn the book upside down so 

you can begin as from page one, and title the page “daily actions.” Neatly write 

down these aims. You will add to them in the next two chapters. 

 

It should be clear from today's reflection that you can take hold of your life and 

make it better, perhaps even great. You can bring happiness and meaning into 

your life as a whole. Then when you look back from your deathbed you might be 

filled with joy and gratitude for how things turned out. But even more 

important, you'll be able to feel those emotions all the way along the journey, 

not just at the destination. This is about creating a life in real harmony with your 

deepest desires and longings. And that’s about creating a life you love living.   
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Find your purpose 

 

 

This chapter is about becoming the kind of person you want to be. Regardless of 

what you do with your life (your direction in life), what meaning do you want 

your life to have? What kind of person do you want to be remembered as? Your 

answer is based on such things as your character, the values that define you, 

and the things about you which give deeper meaning to your life. 

 

The aim of this reflection is to help you: 

 

• Get clear on who you want to be - what kind of person. 

 

• Create an action plan to make that happen. 

 

• Take action and make it happen. 

 

 



17 
 

 

 

I live in central Victoria on the edge of a town called Maryborough. So I’m local 

to the events of a memoir which has deeply affected me since my early 20s, 

Raimond Gaita’s Romulus, My Father. I highly recommend this beautiful book, 

which was also made into a film, and I often loan copies to my clients. I loan it 

for many reasons, one of which is the sense of life that Romulus embodied and 

which Rai communicates. 

 

  

 

The blurb on the book says “Romulus Gaita fled Yugoslavia aged thirteen, and 

came to Australia with his wife and their son soon after World War II. Tragic 

events were to overtake the boy’s life, but Raimond Gaita has an extraordinary 

and moving tale to tell of growing up with his father in country Victoria. 

Romulus, My Father is the much-loved story of how a compassionate, honest 

man taught his son the meaning of living a decent life.”  
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That last sentence captures the beauty of the book. Half way through the story 

Rai writes, “The philosopher Plato said that those who love and seek wisdom are 

clinging in recollection to things they once saw. On many occasions in my life I 

have had the need to say, and thankfully have been able to say: I know what a 

good workman is; I know what an honest man is; I know what friendship is; I 

know because I remember these things in the person of my father.” 

 

You might like to read the book as inspiration for reflecting on the meaning of 

your own life. I refer to it here because of the value that models - people who 

embody the values we love – can have in our lives.  

 

I'd like you to find a quiet place, open up your journal, and reflect and write 

about these questions: 

  

Think about that passage from Romulus, My Father. Who has been this for you 

in your life? 

  

In what ways? 

  

What were the values they embodied? 

  

How did those values influence you? 

  

How has that helped you in hard times? 

  

How has it helped you in good times, to make life good? 

  

There may be various people who have been an important model for you, and 

each of them might embody different qualities, so feel free to reflect on more 
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than one person. Sit with this exercise for as long as it takes before moving on 

to the next one. 

 

Now it’s time for another meditative reflection.  

 

 

 

Again go to a quiet place and make yourself comfortable.  

 

For a moment, reflect on the mystery of time.  

 

Notice that what happened twenty seconds ago is now in the past.  

 

And that the sentence you just read is now in the past.  

 

And that this word… 

 

…is now in the past.  

 

Time is spinning by. Can you feel it in your body, passing like a stream? 
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Last time we stepped into the future, to your deathbed. We will step into the 

future again, to your deathbed, but we will keep going. That night of mortal 

agony passes and now you are dead. Let’s keep going: days pass, your funeral 

happens, a year is past, and now ten years have gone by since you have died. 

The world is a decade along in fashion, politics, and life. You are a mere photo 

on a shelf. 

  

Imagine you have great-grandchildren.  

 

Imagine they are asking about you ten years after you have died.  

 

Asking about what kind of person you were.  

 

And somebody is answering their questions.  

 

You can hear every word.  

 

They are talking about who you were from 2019 onwards, because for some 

reason you became a different person from then on. They are describing the 

kind of person you became.  

 

It's good to hear the things they are saying. 

  

Imagine the details. What is it about you they are admiring?  

 

What gave your life its purpose and meaning? It could be your humour, your 

passions, your kindness, a project to change something in the world, a moral 

quality, or something else. Imagine the details. 
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When you are ready, write down the things they are saying. 

 

 

  

Take your time reflecting and writing before moving on. 

  

Now we will analyse.  

 

Once you have finished writing what they have said, consider what values are 

expressed in their description of the kind of person you were. 

 

If that is hard to do, consider: 

  

What made you proud in their description of you? 

  

What do you wish was different? 
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What do you need to change about yourself to become more that person? 

 

What do you need to do differently? 

  

How did your strengths show themselves in that way of being?  

 

Now try to reduce the things that give purpose to your life to a short-list, a few 

that capture it all. 

 

By boiling them down you can formulate them as goals: 

  

The purpose of my life is to be _____ . 

 

Write that sentence out as many times as needed, insofar as you have multiple 

answers.  

  

In the last post I discussed the process of framing your direction in life as a set 

of goals, and then breaking those long-term goals down into medium-term aims 

- such as what you will be doing a year from now, your new habits - and then 

breaking those medium-term aims down into actions you can start now. Do the 

same with your purpose in life: 

 

Reflect and write: 

 

Goals: Who do I want to be as a person? 

 

Aims: What will I be doing a year from now, to embody that? 
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Daily actions: What do I need to do every day this week to start that happening? 

  

Transcribe a neat version of those daily actions onto the back page of your 

journal, as per the previous chapter. 

 

As a counsellor I am often blown away by the capacity of human beings to live 

meaningfully, justly, compassionately, with initiative, and with dignity, in very 

hard times. This is not motivational fluff, it’s a reality I have witnessed in many 

people whose worlds were shattered. Some of them had jumped from chairs 

into nooses only a short time before. If only we would draw on that power within 

us in good times too, to make life deeply good. Pause and think about that: you 

could do wonderful things with your life. You could live deeply, love profoundly, 

and make life truly good for yourself and those around you. You have that power 

in spades when times get really hard. Because you have it inside yourself now. 

But instead you choose to cruise through life. Wasting your wonderful potential. 

 

Picture the best version of who you could be. Why not try to make yourself into 

that? Why not get clear on what that might look like over the span of your life, 

and then what it might realistically look like a year from now, and then what you 

need to do now - every day - to make it happen? What would it take to do those 

things every day? Perhaps you could treat yourself like somebody who is good 

and talented and who needs to be helped, encouraged, and rewarded to do 

these things. Do what’s necessary to give yourself a real chance, then aim at the 

best version of yourself and see where you end up. Life is short. How wonderful 

it would be to try this. What’s stopping you? What do you need to do today to 

begin?  
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Take action 
 

 

 

Talk is cheap. At the end of the day you are not who you say you are.  

 

You are not even your intentions.  

 

You are what you do.  

 

In the previous three chapters you’ve clarified your strengths, created your 

direction, and defined your purpose. You’ve developed a map for achieving 

these goals in the long-term, the medium-term, and now. We will finish with 

two powerful techniques you can use every day, starting today, to step into and 

become your better self.  
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Pain is our most powerful motivator, so let’s start with a moment of reflection: 

  

Imagine that on your deathbed you realise you never did the things which really 

matter to you. 

  

Imagine that when your great-grandchildren ask about you, there’s nothing to 

tell.  

 

If you were to let that impact you, how would it feel? In your body? In your 

emotions?  

 

Fortunately you have time. But you also may have nothing but good intentions. 

You need action, taken daily. The ancient Greek poet and soldier Antilochus said, 

“We don’t rise to the occasion, rather we fall to the level of our training.” In this 

chapter I want to offer you some practices which you can use to train yourself. I 

will set out two techniques you can use daily to transform into the person you 

want to be. They are taken from positive psychology and are called Acting As If 

and If/Then. The first will work well with more emotional, artistic people, and 

the second with more logical, scientific sorts. 

 

Acting As If 

 

Here’s a simple but profound fact about personal change:  

 

When you act as if you have a certain quality, and you persist in doing that over 

time, you start to possess that quality.  

 

This is the basis of the technique called Acting As If.  
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I often use this technique when coaching clients to develop more confidence 

among friends, in dating, or at work. I start by asking them to feel as depressed 

as possible, and to fully embody that. When they are slumped, eyes dim, breath 

shallow, I ask them to remain that way but feel joy. They find this very hard. 

Then I have them shake off that feeling, perhaps through jumping, and embody 

a victory stance, entering into the feeling of victory and joy through their bodily 

stance. Once they have done that I ask them to maintain that embodiment while 

feeling depressed. Again they struggle to do so.  

 

This leads us onto what makes the Acting As If technique so powerful. It is about 

possessing a quality by embodying it, inwardly and outwardly. You can do this in 

two ways. You can visualise some quality that you want. Then you enter into 

that state through action, imagination, stance – all the ways that conjure it up 

in you. If you have ever had to act more angry than you were to stave off a 

threat, you know what I am talking about.  

 

Or you can imitate somebody else – a model - insofar as they possess that 

quality. Remember the passage from Romulus, My Father? In a way Rai is 

offering us his father as an example of how to live, and I have seen this book 

inspire numerous people to live better. Rai is also referencing Socrates who said 

it is “better to suffer evil than to do it.” When we admire such people we might 

start to imitate them, to act like them, as if we possess their qualities, especially 

in situations similar to the ones they faced. This changes how we act. And how 

we speak and feel. We begin by imitating and eventually become that kind of 

person ourselves.   

 

Whether you Act As If by embodying an abstract quality, or by imitating 

somebody who embodies that quality, the technique can be broken down into 

steps: 

 

1. Select a quality you wish to improve, whether in abstract form - "I want to 

stop putting things off (procrastinating), which makes everything worse and 

makes me depressed. If something needs doing – cleaning my room, ringing the 

phone company - I will do it straight away.” Or it can be done through imitation: 



27 
 

"I want to be like my friend Bill who just dives in when something needs doing. 

He has this motto, “Do it now!”  

 

2. Select a situation where you want to exercise that quality. "When I get home 

and there’s washing to be packed away or phone calls to be made, I want to act 

without thinking: no excuses, no putting it off, just “Do it now!” 

 

3. Get a clear picture in your mind of what it looks like to embody that quality, 

for example a “do it now” way of being. Perhaps this will involve the phrase 

flashing through your mind as you take a deep breath - setting your body up for 

action. Feel how energising and powerful it is to be active in that way - the 

opposite of depression. What will you say, what will you do, how will you stand? 

If your plan is to imitate Bill then you might reflect on how he looks as he enters 

into this way of being, and imagine how it feels to be him doing this.  

 

4. Now act. Step into that quality in the situations where you want to apply it. 

And savour every good feeling that comes from doing it as a reward which 

prompts further behaviour. Really feel the connection between acting this way 

and feeling this way. If imitation is your thing then, like a method actor, enter 

imaginatively into the way of thinking and feeling of the person you have chosen 

to imitate, as you act.  

 

The more you do all this, the more natural it will become. 

  

Take out your journal and consider the people you wrote about in the last 

section who have embodied the kind of person you want to be. Or simply take 

a quality which you want to develop as a part of your direction and purpose in 

life. Reflect on a situation in particular where you can exercise that quality more. 

Write about how you would embody it, in terms of what you will do, think, and 

feel. Be like a novelist, describing yourself inwardly and outwardly. 

 

 

https://youtu.be/auXMHMAZL6Y
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If/Then 

 

Much of our behaviour is on auto-pilot, an automatic response to a stimulus. 

That is, a particular context or situation will trigger a particular reaction in you. 

This is a problem when your reaction is negative, for example when the stress 

of being in traffic causes you to take risks or get aggressive. However we can 

hack our stimulus-response patterns for our benefit. That’s what the If/Then 

technique is all about. 

 

We can set it out this way: 

 

• Consider a behaviour you want to change. 

 

• Consider the context in which it happens. 

 

Now take that context and call it the IF.  

 

And take the desirable new behaviour and call it the THEN.  

 

The technique is simple: IF that situation occurs, THEN you perform the new 

behaviour.  

 

And every time the situation occurs, you do that. Over and over.  

 

Eventually the new behaviour becomes natural.  

 

And the old one disappears.  
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The situation which used to cause problems now becomes a stimulus for the 

new positive behaviour.  

 

Eventually this happens without you even thinking about it. You’ve hacked your 

psychology, you’ve rewired your brain, you’ve broken the old pattern and 

created a new one. 

 

Let’s take an example.  

 

Situation:  Person is rude to me. 

 

Old response:  I get angry/depressed/anxious (whatever it is for you). 

 

This becomes: 

 

Situation:  Person is rude to me. 

 

New response: I recognise that this is about them, not me, and I laugh it off. 

 

Open your journal and draw two lines from top to bottom on a page, breaking it 

into three columns, and title the first column “situation,” the second “old 

response,” and the third “new response.” In the old response section, write 

down all the negative or neutral actions that you want to change, each on a 

different line. In the situation section, write down the contexts in which they 

occur - the situations which trigger them. Then in the third section write what 

you want your new, positive responses to be to each of those situations. 

 

Each of these sets of stimulus and negative response and positive response can 

be turned into If/Then practices. Here’s one that I actually use: 
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Stimulus / situation: The computer goes haywire. 

 

Negative response: I get stressed and express that in ways which can offend 

others. 

 

Positive response: I remind myself of how I want to act, take a breath, put things 

into perspective, and keep my cool. 

 

Now every time the computer goes haywire, it serves as a prompt and I am 

immediately reminded through repetition to go into the positive response. I 

reckon I have about a 66% success rate these days. I’ve hacked my cranky-

bastard-ness and created a cool demeanour.  

 

The Act As If technique works well for arty sorts, because it is visual and similar 

to acting. The If/Then technique appeals well to science types, because it is a 

way of rewiring stimulus-response patterns. I think about this stuff in both ways, 

because both help me and they complement each other. Do what works best 

for you.  

 

Take your journal, look again at those sets of stimulus and negative and positive 

responses, and decide on making a project out of some of them, transforming 

the negative response into the positive one. Take as many as you want and 

transfer them into the daily action section at the back of your journal. Then 

commit to doing one of them each day this week. Think of some shitty aspect of 

yourself that shows itself often or at least most days. Let this become a theme 

in your mind, something work on as much as possible. You can really change 

yourself this way. I’ve seen it done repeatedly, and I’ve done it repeatedly.  

 

In the next chapter we’ll transform these techniques into a bigger picture 

practice.  
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Your philosophy of life 

 

 

In this last chapter I want to reflect on the power of philosophy and how you can 

use it to create your best life. Philosophy is often done by scholars who are 

essentially the bureaucrats and librarians of thought, but there have always 

been very practical schools of philosophy, such as the ancient Greek and Roman 

tradition called Stoicism. Just as cognitive psychologists help people change 

their thinking in order to change their feelings and behaviour (and so their 

mental health), philosophers like the Stoics focus on changing your thinking in 

order to change not only your emotions and actions but your whole life. Their 

aim is not merely mental health but a good, meaningful life, and a stronger, 

wiser, happier you. Stoicism has been around for over two thousand years 

because it works. 

 

https://youtu.be/Sbgpjcf-i8I
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The Stoic philosopher Epictetus said that “people are disturbed not so much by 

things, but by their beliefs about things.” The cognitive psychologist Albert Ellis 

was inspired by Epictetus when he formulated what he called the ABC model for 

understanding how we get disturbed by things. 

 

A = Activating Event.  

 

B = Belief.  

 

C = Consequences, such as how you feel or act in response to the event.  

 

In the language of the If/Then technique, A is the stimulus or situation, and C is 

the response to it.  

 

Now here’s the interesting thing: we often make the mistake of thinking that 

there is only A and C: 

 

Activating Event: somebody is rude to me at work. 

 

Consequence: I get angry (or depressed, or anxious). 

 

We assume that our reaction is the natural, logical one. But why does one person 

get angry while another gets depressed, in response to the exact same event?  

 

It is because of B: Belief.  

 

Your Belief filters how you experience the Event. It determines how you feel and 

what you do in response. “People are disturbed not so much by things, but by 

their beliefs about things.” Below are two examples of the same situation 
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mediated by different Beliefs. Notice how it is the Beliefs rather than the Event 

which lead to the different Consequences: 

 

1. 

Activating Event: somebody is rude to me at work. 

 

Belief: Rudeness expresses somebody’s attempt to stand over me, and must be 

fought against. 

 

Consequence: I get angry. 

 

2. 

Activating Event: somebody is rude to me at work. 

 

Belief: people will often be cruel to me and there is nothing I can do, I will always 

suffer this way. 

 

Consequence: I get depressed. 

 

When encountering a rude person some people become angry in response, 

some depressed, some anxious, some laugh it off, and so on. Each person 

experiences the same situation in a very different way thanks to their mediating 

Beliefs. But it doesn’t stop there. This is where I start to sound like the author of 

The Secret, except that I am offering sound psychology. This is one of the biggest 

things I have learned after ten years of being a counsellor: your life is a feedback 

loop. As a further consequence of their beliefs, each person creates their world 

in a different way.  

 

Angry people will arouse more rudeness in others. Depressed people will get 

kicked around more. Anxiety will lead to a greater feeling of powerlessness and 
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so increased anxiety and threat. Now consider the power of positive beliefs and 

what they mediate. People who courageously laugh in the face of rudeness, 

untouched by such childishness, will get more respect from others. Generous 

people are treated more generously by others (assuming they are wise and 

strong enough not to let themselves be abused). People who leap at 

opportunities discover ever more opportunities.  

 

The sum of your beliefs is your mindset. Your mindset is your philosophy of life 

insofar as it is lived. The Buddha said that “Your life is the product of your 

thoughts” and if we keep going with our exploration, we’ll see that your mindset 

does not merely determine how you experience things, or how you react, or 

what reactions you get in turn, but it is also fundamental to who you become 

and how the world forms itself around you. Of course as Epictetus said, “There 

are things that are in our control, and things that are outside of it.” This is about 

what is in your control, which is much more than you may realise. Cultivate a 

great mindset and take action, and your life will look very different five years 

from now, not just emotionally but objectively. You’ll be the better person which 

that mindset expresses. And you will achieve things and attract people that fit 

with that outlook. The beautiful thing about all this is that you can radically 

change your mindset. You have great power over your experience of life but also 

over your character and where you end up in life. 

 

So, let’s do that. Take out your journal. We’ll start by applying Albert Ellis’ ABC 

model to what you wrote in the last chapter when you divided the page into 

situations (A), negative responses (C), and positive responses (C). In each case 

divide the situation and responses according to the ABC model, by reflecting on 

and then writing down the Belief which lies between them, causing the 

response.  

 

When it comes to your current negative responses, you are describing the 

negative beliefs you already have. They may be unclear and may require some 

introspection and even speculation for the moment. When it comes to your 

desired, new, positive responses, you are creatively choosing what Beliefs you 

want to possess instead. My criterion for this choice is they should be as true 

and as beneficial as possible.  
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Hopefully you can see the ways that your beliefs cause you to feel and react in 

certain ways, to experience life in certain ways, and to go in certain directions. 

These are small examples, but your mindset or philosophy of life operates in the 

same way with respect to the whole of your life. It is essentially your big belief, 

as in the collection of all your smaller beliefs. If you are like me and everybody I 

have ever helped in counselling, your philosophy is a mish-mash of deep insight 

and bad, unexamined beliefs which make your life shit in certain ways. So it’s 

time to examine your philosophy or mindset and choose precisely what you 

want it to be, so that you can make your life better.  

 

Start by reminding yourself of who you want to be, and what life you want - your 

purpose and direction. Then view those as the Consequence of your overall 

Belief – of your mindset or philosophy. Now take your pen and start writing. Be 

as messy as you like, but start laying out your philosophy of life. Here are some 

questions to help if you are stuck, but you don’t have to use them, just get 

creative and think big. 

 

The purpose of life is:  

(If you think life has no intrinsic purpose, fine - I’m asking you to create a 

purpose, the best one(s) you can imagine.) 

 

This is what human nature is like: 

 

These things are worth sacrificing everything else for: 

 

Suffering has these values or uses: 

 

This is my potential: 
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This is what I need to think, feel, and do in order to achieve my potential: 

 

I want to cultivate such and such values and qualities, because they lead to such 

and such outcomes in my life: 

 

These are the wisest sayings: 

 

See what other questions you can think up. Just let the pen flow. Imagine what 

would happen if you pictured the best life you could live, and then set about 

making that happen. Write about that life, about what it looks like inwardly in 

thought and feeling, and what it looks like outwardly, in action and 

consequences – its various big details. What is your philosophy of love? How 

should you behave around people, given your moral desires, the corruption of 

human nature, the kindness of many people, and so on? How should you 

conduct yourself in an imperfect world? What is the best thing you can do with 

your life? Do you believe these things because they are truths about the world, 

or morally good, or are you merely expressing your hurt and egotism? How do 

you purify your vision to see clearly? 

 

Examine your philosophy and renew it, and you can transform your head, heart 

and hands, and create a joyful, meaningful, good life. 
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Conclusion 

 

Why did I write this book? It began as a six week small group program which I 

had planned to charge for. But I changed my mind. What I charge people for is 

my time and the intensity of my focus on them, helping them in particular to 

change. Everything else I do is free and done because I enjoy putting it out there. 

Hence this ebook, as well as my daily videos on Youtube and Facebook, and my 

blog, and the podcast I am about to create about men bouncing back from hard 

times. I’m passionate about living a good life and helping others to do the same. 

I also plan to offer this as a free live webinar across five weeks, so please keep 

your eye out for that. Those on my email list will receive an update.  

 

You might notice that I have two websites. That’s because I have two passions: 

a philosophical approach to counselling for everybody, and men’s counselling 

and coaching. This book is written for both women and men. I’m eager to update 

and improve it over time so if you have any suggestions please email me.  

 

We’ve explored your strengths. We’ve explored your direction in life. We’ve 

explored your purpose. We’ve explored some techniques for making these 

things happen, starting today. We’ve looked at your philosophy of life - the 

mindset which effectively guides and creates you. The outcome of all of this will 

be messy for most people, but that’s what life is like. It doesn’t matter if things 

are currently unclear so long as you are moving down the path of greater clarity 

and making good things happen. Life is a mess which can be lived with purpose 

and depth. With great love. And joy.  

 

The longer I work as a counsellor (and within organisations I have worked with 

over a thousand suicidal people, with many parents or partners who found their 

loved ones hanging, with men who have been lied about and denied access to 

their children…in essence with the harsh end of life) the more I am struck – no, 

the more I am blown away - by our capacity to rise to our challenges, and to 

create lives of courage, beauty and worth. We read books about heroes and 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCTg5ymSFzcqw3oEaRajHcyA
http://www.facebook.com/matthewbishopcounsellor
http://www.existentialtherapy.com.au/blog
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saints in drastic times, but those same people are here, among us. I meet them 

in my counselling room. Most have not been tested in the dramatic ways which 

get written about, but the essence of our profound human spirit shows itself 

within them. We all have this in us. You and I included. I hope this book helps 

you on your own journey of creating a life of greater direction and purpose, and 

so meaning and joy. Good luck. Thank you sincerely for taking the time to work 

through this book; you’ve helped me live out my purpose.  

 

Matthew Bishop 

 

www.existentialtherapy.com.au 
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