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THE POWER AND
PITFALL OF "THE
STORY OF ME"
HOW MISTAKING 'IDENTITY' FOR 'SELF' DISRUPTS
OUR NATURAL STATE OF WELL-BEING.
“I don’t believe in the question of 'why.'”
I was sitting cross-legged on the floor at a
house party surrounded by 19 year
old Philosophy majors. The girl to my right
offered this in answer to my question of “Why
are we here?” Her answer enraged me. “Do you
believe in the question, ‘What??!?’” I retorted.
The rest of the night is a blur.

She was as much an adolescent as I was - still
trying to figure life out and testing other
people’s ideas as her own - but it turns out she
made a good point; Most people ask 'why' when
the real question is simply 'how?'
'Why' itself is derived from the old English
'hwaet' meaning "by what cause,” or “how?”
Her answer angered me because it touched on
a sensitive aspect of human nature:
Our lack of secure identity.

In the question of 'why' we are really looking for
meaning and a divine cosmic plan. But if the
question of 'why' is merely a question of 'how,'
then where does all the meaning go? 'How' is a
little too concrete. It can, at first blush, reduce
our existence to a series of mere coincidences
and haphazard accidents. If you've ever tried to
answer 'how' for anything, you'll quickly see
there's no end to how far back you can go. It
highlights how small we are in a much larger
and complex system and our certainty about
ourselves begins to wane.
I was not prepared, at that age, to think that the
entire sum of my existence was “just because.” I
didn’t want to think that I was here “just
because” it turned out that way through a series
of events that started before my birth. It rocked
my sense of self, robbing me of my importance
and motivation. If my life didn't really have
anything to do with me, what’s the point?
And that, in a nutshell, is the entire problem of
being human. Without a sense of self, an
identity, how do we know what's wrong or
right? What's important or not important? How
do we know how to live?
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The Limits of Identity
I remember the moment I first got zapped into
conscious awareness. At 18 months old I was
blissfully unaware of my own separateness,
romping around in exploration and enjoyment,
when I fell down some stairs. The shock of the
fall and the pain of the cut didn’t mean much
to me until I looked up and saw that I had an
audience. My parents were entertaining friends
and they had all witnessed my fall. There was
something about being seen that made me
realize they were somehow not me. Their
watchful presence contextualized me and I
experienced my first sense of separateness. I
became self-conscious.
Suddenly, 'I' am a 'me' with my name, my
feelings, my thoughts. If 'I' am not 'you' or your
stuff, then I must be 'me' and my stuff. This
limited understanding concluded in a limited
belief. It is in the learning of this broken identity
that the first illusive self, the ego, is created.
We're not really born with a concern for who we
are, we just are. Identity, as most of us know it, is
learned. The root word of identity is also that of
identical and points to the quality of sameness
or oneness. In this way, we make things,
thoughts, and feelings the same or one with us,
incorporating bits and pieces into some kind of
perceived whole that we experience as "me."
No idea, understanding, thought, or belief can
ever fully encompass the whole truth of who we
are. Yet, without proper guidance, we
internalize these incomplete ideas and our
lifelong struggle begins.
As we tie our sense of self to the world around
us we create the conditions for constant unease
as nothing ever really stays the same, including
our thoughts and feelings. Life becomes one
long game of self-preservation, fraught with
triggers for what amounts to existential crises.
feelings of fear, unworthiness, and self-doubt.

SHIFT HAPPENS

In our attempt to make sense of ourselves we
constantly work and rework things so that our
models of who we are and the way the world
works remain coherent. Our lives can become
overrun by compulsive and useless thinking
that we experience as all kinds of unease.

The Stories of 'Me' and 'The Way The
World Works'
Who are you?
I’m willing to bet that any answer you come up
with has it’s limits. What you say, think, or do
cannot possibly be the entirety of who you are.
You are not:
Your belongings:
Your car, home, watch, clothes
Your job:
Engineer, nurse, yoga instructor, manager
Your role:
Mother, daughter, nephew, father, student
Your opinion:
Your love for olives, your political leaning
Your feelings:
Your anger, grief, happiness, or joy
Your beliefs:
That the world is fundamentally good, that life
is unfair, that there is life after death

It’s easy to see that we are not any of these
when they are laid out in black and white. “Of
course I don’t think I’m these things,” we might
say, yet we behave as if we do.
Take, for example, when someone cuts us off
while we’re driving. What do most of us do? We
get mad, maybe curse. Why?
Anger is a good sign that things got personal.
It’s unlikely they even saw our face, so we know
they didn’t cut us off just because it was us at
the wheel. It’s personal because it violates our
sense of self, our identity.

CHEMERIALES.COM

PAGE 3

SHIFT ONE: LIBERATE

We understand our identity by way of
storytelling; We take the raw data, interpret and
manipulate it, and put it together in “The Story
of Me” which informs the other equally
important but equally incomplete story of “The
Way the World Works.”
In our version, people don’t cut each other off
on the road and people certainly don’t cut "me"
off. “I'm a good person, they must be awful, how
dare they,” and the story goes on.
Stories are hard to catch because we don't see
our identities as stories, we tend not to see
them at all. For instance, it’s easy to see that
we’re not our belongings or jobs and it’s harder
to see that we’re not our beliefs or preferences
either. We aren’t our luxury car but we're also
not what we think of ourselves just because we
can afford that car. We're not 'better' than
anyone or 'winning' at life. Neither are we more
'spiritual' or 'enlightened' if we give up that
car instead. When we're not careful we can get
identified to pretty much anything.
Yet having a fictional identity doesn’t mean that
it can't also be true on some level; We may
really be a mother, have an illness, or eat vegan.
Nor does it mean that having a story is
inherently bad as they can be hugely
empowering. It’s empowering to see ourselves
as leaders, competent, nice, funny, smart, etc. If
we interpret our life story with kindness and
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We’re much more likely to experience some
kind of happiness if we interpret our life story
with kindness and generosity. In this way, stories
can be advantageous. Most of us have
experienced success through adopting a
working story that helped us to understand
what needed to be done and to help us go out
there and do it.
But this kind of happiness depends on our
stories playing out the way we want. They
become problematic when they take a dark
turn, rub up against other people’s stories, or
don't cooperate with reality. It takes a large
amount of mental and emotional energy
to maintain the integrity and 'rightness' of these
stories in the long run, energy that might be
better spent elsewhere.
The point is that nothing is inherently good or
bad, right or wrong. Those labels and
judgments are limiting and depend on our
intentions and preferences in the moment, of
which there are often many layers. Instead, we
can look at our stories as being helpful or
unhelpful relative to what we want for ourselves
and what we wish to bring into the world.
In the case of a driver who cut us off, would we
rather be angry and double down on our stories
or let it go and move on with our day? In this
way, though there is no black and white, there
is skilled or unskilled mastery of perception.
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Mastering Perception:
Content vs. Mechanism
Our beliefs and identities can become rigid
ideas that hold us back if we aren't aware of
how these stories form. Yet, even as we
experience feeling stuck, anxious, sad and other
symptoms that these ideas are no longer
serving us, we remain fixated on the object of
our unease, the content, rather than the
mechanism that caused them in the first place.
For instance, it's easier to fixate on how our
spouse leaves the wet towel on the bathroom
floor rather than question why we're upset at
all. It’s easier because we can actually see the
offensive towel. We see this towel and conclude
that we would be a lot happier if they just didn’t
do that. But take a moment and notice: There’s
the towel, laying on the ground, not moving.
Where’s the discomfort really coming from?
“Adults don’t leave towels lying around,” “I’ve
asked him a million times not to do that, he
doesn’t love me,” “That’s disgusting.”
Our inner stories cause discomfort but we focus
on outer conditions as our ticket to feeling
better. We may honestly prefer that the towel
be in the hamper, and have a good reason for it,
but a preference is not a fact and we don't have
to make it a bigger deal than it has to be.
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Most of us are not taught how our thoughts
and beliefs about a situation, and not the
situation itself, cause us the vast majority of
our own discomfort, discontentment,
or suffering.
A fruit grows on the plant it came from. The
fruit may be small and sour and not to our
liking, but if raspberries are not our thing, we
can always consider cultivating something
else. If we fixate on the content the
mechanism continues unchecked. If we turn
our attention inwards we begin to see what
we do and change can occur naturally. It's not
about positive or negative thinking, it's enough
to simply see the mechanism at play.
Going back to our example, if our spouse put
the towel away, would that be the end of all
our unease? When was the last time that
getting what you want lead you to everlasting
satisfaction or joy? If our mind is predisposed
to finding trouble it usually doesn't take long
for trouble to be found.
This does not mean that there are no issues or
underlying currents that need to be addressed
or ironed out. This simply means that a more
clear vision of what's in front of you is more
likely to yield favourable results. The quality of
our decisions in life often stem directly from
the quality of our state of mind we were in
when when we made them.
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don't like. If we're in a great state of mind the
world is full of sunshine and fairy tales.

Have you ever noticed that when we become
embarrassed about something every single
embarrassing moment that we've ever
experienced suddenly pops into our head? If we
slip and fall in front of people, suddenly we're
also being picked on by the 8th grade English
teacher for not having the right answer. Or if we
wake up on the 'wrong side of the bed' then the
coffee is burned, she's talking too loud, he's not
talking loud enough, and when did our lives
take such a turn for the worse?

By simply developing the ability to notice our
state of mind, without engaging in it, we put
ourselves in a much better position to change
our state of mind. We begin to naturally let go
our stranglehold on the Story of Me and The
Way the World Works once we see how we
participate in our own unease.

In those moments, it hardly seems to matter
that there was ice on the ground or that we
didn't get enough sleep that night. We have
fallen into the Story of Me and lost sight that it
is often our state of mind that dictates what we
see and feel and not the other way around.
We think we know ourselves because we're
intimate with what our thoughts and feelings
focus on but we ignore what's doing the
focusing in the first place. If we're not in a good
state of mind, it'll point to all the things we

The stories we develop and grow attached to
will not keep us safe. They will almost always
eventually hold us back. But they can be
extremely useful if we hold them lightly. As we
gain the freedom to simply be, by remaining
flexible and open. we also become receptive
to fresh perceptions and more opportunities.
Separating our sense of self from our illusive
identities is the beginning of finding out who
we really are and course correcting the
direction of our lives to reflect our highest and
most authentic trajectories.
Please see the accompanying Shift Sheet for
ideas on how to get the process started.
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It’s hard to truly change our lives if we feel like
our sense of identity is being threatened. We
don’t want to upset our Story of Me and The
Way The World Works so we have a natural bias
against taking a closer look. However it is in
challenging these stories that we can begin to
truly grow and free ourselves. Sometimes it's
helpful to go right back to the beginning and
challenge the original story that hooked us in
the first place: Am I my identity?
I invite you to explore your own life with open
curiosity and without the burden of judgement.
See for yourself the nature of your self-talk, your
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thoughts and feelings, and the world around
you. Someone once told me “I can’t tell you
how to find your answers, but I can say that if
you’re sincere about your questions, the
answers will come.”
The goal is to be able to exercise true power in
your life: The ability to choose whether to
chase an idea or let it go. Most of us know how
to pursue, few of us are skilled at letting go.
Our stories define us, but do they have to? All
beliefs are eventually limiting. Natural wellbeing arises from stepping out of our stories
altogether and getting out of the way.

Who are you if you're not your identity? How do you know what's important and not
important? What would that life look like? To get really down and dirty with Shift
Happens, and your particular limiting stories of "You" and “The Way Your World Works,”
contact me and ask about private or group coaching.
With love,

Contact Che for an introductory coaching session:
coach@chemeriales.com
514-824-3888

Che Meriales has a way of making you feel better about your life.
Whether you’re struggling with a career challenge, health concern, or
relationship woe, there’s always a way to meet life with grace and
equanimity. Che is at the ready to change the way you perceive your
situation with a story to tell, interesting research to share, or insight into
the way the mind works. Using a mindfulness based road map that she
calls Shift Happens, learn the metaskills necessary for a life well lived
and embark on a wondrous journey into the depths of your being with a
compassionate and funny travel guide and companion.

