
  
    [image: My Face and God]
  


  
    
      MY FACE AND GOD

    

    
      
        TRACY GLATZ

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Tracy Glatz

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In loving memory of Debbie

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedications

      

      

      

      
        
        To my parents, for being the driving force behind my education and for constantly pushing me forwards when all I wanted to do was go backwards.

      

      

      

      
        
        To Michal, Ezra and Asher, for loving me and allowing me the time and space to write this book. I couldn’t have done it without your patience.

      

      

      

      
        
        To Lance, my beautiful dog, for being a loyal and faithful companion.

      

      

      

      
        
        To all those who suffer in silence.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      When I submitted my 'official' first draft of this book to George Bryant, a publisher with a raft of published books to his name, I received a critique a few weeks later. It was short and to the point with some great recommendations. Thank you, George. I can’t tell you how much of a blessing you have been to me.

       

      Within the fortnight, which included three days of total solitude, one quarter of the original content was removed, and my manuscript looked and read like a real book for the first time. During this pruning stage, I was blessed to receive some literary guidance from Eddie O’Connor, the spiritual director at the Sister Evelyn Retreat House. And Peter Lawry, my business mentor, offered great technical advice.

       

      I would also like to acknowledge the following authors and people for taking the time to review my work: Leslie Ayers, Rosie Boom, Julia Martin, Robyn Cotton, Verna McFelin, Alan Crosby, Pauline Marshall, Wayne Graham, Graham Paul, Hillary Henderson and Joanne Poulston. Thank you all for your valued contribution in making it what it is now.

       

      Lastly, I would like to acknowledge the first people who read this book.

       

      Thank you Nathaniel Miller, for how you unknowingly helped keep me calm during the initial review. Your continuous encouraging messages to me as you read the manuscript were of invaluable support and reassurance.

       

      And thank you Robert Wildermoth, for the amazingly detailed review you wrote. Hearing that you want a relationship with God after reading it showed me that the book is already fulfilling its purpose - bringing people to Him. All the years of writing were worth it for this.

      With heartfelt thanks to the people and churches who moulded me:

       

      Mel Gibson, for The Passion of the Christ, a movie that altered the course of my life.

      Wendy and Nicky, for leading me to Grace Vineyard Church.

      Grace Vineyard Church, for my salvation and for providing me with a type of comfort I had never known before.

      Dia Musleh, for organising a day that changed my life.

      Lisa Wallace, for the support of your women’s ministry group.

      Wayne Hurray, Jurgen Komp and Ofa Mafua for your work support and prayers.

      Helen Hurray, for providing me with biblical tools that changed the course of my life.

      Priscilla Shirer, for providing laughter and teaching me to surrender.

      Franklin Baptist Church, for your amazing series on Exodus.

      Mark Hayes, for being a friend and used by God to point me to Jesus Christ as the way, the truth and the life.

      Josh McDowell, for your book More than a Carpenter. No words can truly describe the positive impact it had on my understanding of Jesus.

      John Burke, for giving me a clear and exciting vision of heaven in your book Heaven is Real.

      C3 church, for your support and guidance over the years.

      Elevation Church, for your online sermons and prayer meditations.

      Charles Stanley, for your TV programme and the In Touch app.

      Life TV, for your weekly encouragement and the inspiring testimonies you share.

      Abundant Life Ministries International, for your love, support and Bible Ministry School.

      John Bevere, for your amazing series Driven by Eternity and Honours Reward.

      Shaun Tabak, for your ‘worship’ mentoring and for helping me to believe in myself.

      Dallas Jenkins, for your incredible series, The Chosen.

      All the other countless people and musicians who gave me lyrics, verses, and words of hope that have greatly shaped my life.

       

      and

       

      Lastly, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. I hope this book brings nothing but glory to Your kingdom. From the bottom of my heart, thank you for what You did on the cross and for never giving up on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Contents photo]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I
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            1

          

          
            LOST AND FOUND

          

        

      

    

    
      In December 2009, it had been nearly one year since I had arrived from Ireland to the shores of New Zealand, a country that had been destined to transform my life. It was a place I would soon call home, a place I would never want to leave. However, throughout those first twelve months, I was getting more emaciated by the day, a state that was self-inflicted out of desperation and despair.

      Sadly, a lifetime of mind and body illnesses had preceded me up to this point. During my earliest years, a solid foundation of debilitating mental illness manufactured a girl with a shattered, fragmented and highly destructive identity that drove toxic lifestyle choices. This resulted in behaviours and habits that manifested themselves into chronic physical illness by the time I reached my mid-twenties.

      The brokenness was so severe and complex that only the word miracle can describe the transformation that eventually occurred; one that started on a summery weekday morning in the Southern Cross Hospital on Bealey Avenue in the garden city of Christchurch. It involved a blood test and a kind, caring nurse called Wendy. I distinctly recall how I felt at the time as I sat there waiting for the needle in my arm: numb, helpless and hopeless, the whole 38 kg of me.

      I had spent the years immediately before this desperately seeking answers and solutions to the good health I so desperately craved. I was oblivious to the fact that it wouldn’t come in a pill or a bottle but would only come through a complete demolition and reconstruction of my entire being.

      Having resisted idle chitchat with this nurse in spite of her gentle efforts, I imagined that she, too, thought I was anorexic. This hurt. Inside I silently cried out: If only they all knew that the one thing I truly longed for was to actually eat without getting a headache or facial swelling or vision issues. If only they knew that I didn’t want to be this weight. But when you are this thin, prejudice must be accepted.

      After Wendy had completed her medical tasks, she attempted to engage with me again, and this is when the question that changed the course of my life was delivered. She simply placed her hand on my leg and asked me ever so softly if I had ever thought about going to church, my appearance no doubt screaming that I urgently needed intervention. Silence, only because if you’ve never been asked a question like this before, how do you answer it?

      In a flash, I quickly processed all the times I had been forced to go to Mass when growing up – every Sunday morning and also to mandatory christenings, confirmations, weddings and funerals. I decided that they were actions born out of coercion, so I answered a definite no. No, I had never voluntarily chosen to go.

      Then came the next confronting question, “Would you like to go to church?” Good question. I mulled over that one as well for another minute or so and took the following into consideration. This woman clearly believed this is what I needed, so maybe she knew something that I didn’t. On top of that, nothing else I was doing was working, so I thought Why not, it’s worth a shot.

      Wendy assured me that she felt this was the right decision and even offered to accompany me. She also told me that she would organise for the pastors of Grace Vineyard Church to meet us at the entrance the following Sunday morning for the 10.30 a.m. service.

      How bizarre. I went there for blood tests but was leaving with an appointment for some God thing. We exchanged numbers and off I went, absolutely clueless as to what would soon unfold.

      The following day, it was food parcel packing day at the local food bank, and I was scheduled on. With Christmas just over a week away, much needed to be done, but given my situation at the time, I just wasn’t in the right headspace to put in much effort. Regardless, I went.

      When I arrived, I was met by one of the other volunteers, called Nicky. We had become good friends over the previous six months, so I felt at ease talking to her about what was going on. It began with something like this, “Nicky, I just don’t know what to do anymore. I’m so over being sick and so sick of not having the answers. What’s the point in even continuing to live like this?”

      After a brief moment of reflection, she replied, “Tracy, God would never want you to be sick, but maybe He has allowed you to become sick to bring you to Him.” How fascinating, I thought.

      Whether this was true or not, it spoke to me, and for the first time, I felt like something far bigger than me was at play. Also, given what had happened the previous day, it definitely added weight to this theory. But before I could even think of a response, Nicky got in a question that rendered me speechless. She asked me if I would like to go to church with her.

      What was going on? This was crazy, two people in twenty-four hours inviting me to the same thing. Given my complete lack of knowledge in anything spiritual-related, I instinctively felt that this was just all too much of a coincidence to not have a higher meaning. So upon putting my jaw back in place, I was able to demonstrate my interest with a nod.

      If the look on my face wasn’t a bewildered one by then, it was about to be when Nicky suggested the exact same venue, the exact same service time and the exact same date as Wendy, the nurse, had. She even suggested we meet the pastors at the door. By now, my head was swirling; it was almost too much to take in.

      From there, I filled her in on the outcome of my hospital visit the previous day, expecting equal amounts of shock and awe. But unlike me, it fell on her with very little reaction. Her warm smile and a twinkle in her eye, clearly indicating that she knew something I didn’t know, was all I got in return.

      As I arrived at Grace Vineyard on that fateful Sunday morning, Nicky, Wendy and the pastors were waiting for me at the entrance as promised. A church that didn’t look like a church, how strange. It was industrial looking from the outside, a complete contrast to the stony towering cathedrals I was used to at home in Ireland. I was suspicious from the get-go.

      As I was led into the foyer, scores of people were hanging about drinking coffee, and I could hear something that sounded like a live band coming from inside the doors immediately ahead of me. I had never heard the likes of it. Regardless, I was ushered onwards. Before I knew it, I was immersed in the middle of a full-on rock concert complete with people of all ages letting loose, cheering, singing, clapping, dancing and shouting.

      Absolutely puzzled, I struggled to comprehend my surroundings until I took a closer look at the lyrics being projected onto the front wall of the venue above the musicians. They were singing songs of praise about their love for Jesus, and they were seriously into it. This was both confusing and interesting to watch.

      Before long, the speed and harmony of the music transitioned to a slower, more reflective pace, and the crowds settled down. I could feel a new type of energy wash over everyone there, facilitated by the low mood lighting that added to the feeling of warmth and peace.

      It was different now, more serious, and people started to lift their hands and reach out into the vacant space beyond them. Some put their hands on their hearts, while others cupped their faces in their palms, clearly all connecting with something deep within or high above. I was intrigued but also nervous, as I had no idea what to do.

      When the lights eventually came up and the main service began, I breathed a sigh of relief. People were now getting up to tell stories. Everyone seemed to be laughing in unison at them, and there were even videos being played on large screens. This was followed by a very engaging, relatable talk on some aspect of the Bible.

      Then, as the sermon ended, the lighting was lowered once again. The musicians returned to the stage, and gentle instrumental music provided the background soundtrack for the pastor as he prayed over his congregation. He did this before inviting anyone who would like to accept Jesus into their hearts to come forward.

      At this, I froze. I mean, I wanted to, it felt right, but would that not be the wrong thing to do? I really didn’t have a clue who Jesus was. I had seen a movie about Him a few years earlier that turned my mind upside down, but He was still a subject of major confusion for me. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest because even if I wanted to step up, I didn’t like being looked at.

      I didn’t like anything that involved standing in front of a large crowd of people. The prospect filled me with fear. No doubt Nicky and Wendy sensed my hesitation, so one of them whispered to me that if I would like, they would come with me. Okay, maybe I could do it that way then, I sheepishly told myself. The time was now or never.

      Flanked on both sides by my aides, we didn’t have far to walk as we had been sitting close to the front rows. There, I repeated the words of a prayer I had never heard before, the Sinner’s Prayer.

      
        
        “Dear Lord Jesus, I know that I am a sinner and I ask for Your forgiveness. I believe You died for my sins and rose from the dead. Right now, I turn from my sins and invite You to come into my heart and my life. I want to trust and follow You as my Lord and Saviour.”

      

      

      Strangely, I found this effortless to declare, regardless of my inability to understand it. That morning, inviting Jesus into my heart was the easy part, but as for saying that I believed He died for my sins and was resurrected, that was way over my head. I remember thinking though, that I would like to understand these things one day.

      
        
        Hebrews 11:1, “Now faith is confidence in what we hope for, and assurance about what we do not see.”

      

      

      This was followed by a group who approached me to ask if they could pray for me. I agreed, and within a matter of seconds, hands descended over me and upon me. Then prayer was administered with a most powerful intent and mostly in a language I had never heard before. It consisted of whispering from some, and what sounded like demands from others.

      At the onset, it felt really uncomfortable, but after a minute or so, I felt an energy washing over me in a pulsing motion that eventually led to me completely breaking down. I had no control over my response and no idea why I was so compelled to release a stream of gushing tears that felt like they had been waiting a lifetime to emerge. It just happened. All I knew was that something big had stirred within me.

      When it eventually stopped, I was left standing there feeling very embarrassed as I had never shown emotion like that in public before, let alone in front of complete strangers. It was time to go home. Holding my head low, I walked out the church door. I needed to have a lie down and reflect on what had just happened.

      Within a few weeks of this event, some changes occurred. The first related to my health problems whereby I had been fully healed from chronic fatigue and reflux. I put this down to the intense detoxification and cleansing I had undertaken over the previous hundred days or so before I went to the church. The other change involved a decision where I decided to start eating again.

      From there, my weight returned rather quickly, but I was left with the confusion of a mystery facial swelling problem that would persist for another ten years. I returned to church a few more times but decided it was way too strange for me. I planned to never go back.
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        * * *

      

      Fast forward a few months to Ireland, where I was taking a badly needed break from the struggles of life back in New Zealand.

      To begin my holiday, my lovely friend Dia from Bethlehem offered to collect me at Dublin Airport on my arrival. I was to spend the first five days with her in Blanchardstown, a village 20 km north of the city, which is best known for its huge shopping centre. Upon arrival, I was exhausted but couldn’t wait to spend quality time with her, not to mention enjoy the delicious Mediterranean food she always provided in abundance.

      We loaded the car and off we went, both bursting with conversation and eager to share. There was just so much to catch up on as we churned out story after story, delighting in each other’s growth and accomplishments.

      Then, about fifteen minutes into the journey, things changed when Dia mentioned in a serious tone that she would like to share something important with me. The fact that the thing about to be shared had been given an introduction and an announcement did, in fact, mean that it was very important. The stage was all hers. She had my full attention.

      From there, it quickly transpired that she had become a born-again Christian, and was standing outside nightclubs on the weekends urging people to repent. I was shocked and speechless. She was ecstatic and proud.

      Don’t get me wrong; I totally understood why she would want to be one. It kind of felt okay, but surely you would have to have mental health issues or be partially insane to go that far. I suddenly became concerned about what the next few days would entail. I had made up my mind that I didn’t want to be a Christian back in New Zealand so I envisaged that with her now being the way she was, I was in for an unwanted ride.

      Back at her house, Dia wasted no time sharing her enthusiasm and passion for the word of God, while I smiled politely. Long hauls in economy class always left me feeling semi-separated from reality, so this wasn’t helping my brain to adjust. It was too complicated and too unfamiliar, when I just needed easy. Even when my eyes glazed over as I struggled to stay engaged, she continued. Things were playing out exactly as I feared they would.

      The next day Dia made a request. She told me that she and her church friends had agreed to pray at the same times every day; they would remind each other by text. The request was for me to join her in her bedroom for one of these appointments. I was told that it would start with a Bible reading, followed by prayer.

      Internally, I resisted with all my being, but I accepted because she wasn’t exactly asking much of me. In the broad scheme of things, it was just a few minutes of my time to pretend to be interested, all of which would make our time together run nice and smoothly. Besides, I like to be kind to my friends, especially when they give you that pleading look where you know something means so much to them.

      So with that, we ascended the flight of stairs to her big, bright, spacious bedroom that looked down on the gated complex and well maintained green below. Beyond that were fields, as the apartment blocks on this stretch of road were only on one side, making it feel less like city and more like country.

      Feeling a little awkward about the whole thing, we knelt side by side on the floor by her bed, as she opened her Bible and began to read aloud from it. Immediately, my discomfort levels skyrocketed, almost like a struggle was taking place within because all of this was just so not me. Imagine if the lads saw me, the mocking I would get. Tick tock, tick tock, it would all be over soon… hopefully. Thank God.

      This internal dialogue led to me pondering how Irish culture in particular constantly uses phrases like ‘thank God’ at the end of a sentence or ‘sweet Jesus’ when surprised. Then it struck me that the name Dia is actually the Irish Gaelic word for God. Great, I had entertained my mind long enough to get through the prayer session successfully.

      Now when I say successfully, what I mean is that I had never once looked bored – therefore, insulting – and had finished with a positive, upbeat energy and a smile on my face. Everyone was happy, but boy, I couldn’t wait to see the old Dublin gang on the weekend for some normal conversation.

      Saturday arrived slowly, with me having many more prayer sessions under my belt by then, so I felt like I had definitely earned my night off. I was sure that because of this Dia wouldn’t be disappointed if I went into town. But before I had a chance to inform her of my plans, she told me excitedly that all her friends from her church were coming around that afternoon at 4 p.m., especially to meet me.

      Uh-oh, I exclaimed internally, why the hell didn’t I tell her that I had organised to be in town for 6 p.m.? What a stupid mistake on my part. This would give me approximately an hour and a half with them, so I hoped this was enough to please everyone.

      Even then, I was breaking up inside at the thought of telling her because leaving an event early that was being organised for me felt rude and a little insulting. As I plucked up the courage to share my news, I told myself, Be strong Tracy, she’ll understand. But as I approached her, I crumbled, and the words would not come out.

      Not hurting or disappointing her suddenly meant more to me than leaving the event for a particular time. I would go when it was over. So instead of letting her and her church friends down, I asked for details about the evening ahead. With that, stuffed vine leaf production began immediately in the kitchen on the first floor of her apartment.

      A few hours later, what should ring at exactly at four, but the doorbell. This prompted Dia to squeal in delight, grab my arm and excitedly hurry me down the stairs to greet her guests at the front door below. Within seconds, a wave of colour and sound, noise and energy flooded into the hallway. It consisted of deliriously happy African women, dressed in bright tribal clothing, complete with headdresses and their children in tow.

      As they drifted past, they were intent on exclaiming the word of God in their loudest possible voices. “Praise God, what a beautiful day. Praise God, so wonderful to meet you sister. What a blessed day, praise God,” and on and on. I was in awe.

      Up the stairs they continued like a loud brass marching band, their lyrical expressions a replacement for drums and trumpets creating beautiful sounds through laughter and prayer. I loved it. I absolutely wanted to take whatever they had taken. Sadly, the only time I’d ever came close to how they were feeling was after I had ingested recreational drugs.

      As everyone gathered in the first-floor living room across the hall from the kitchen, the noise intensified with the concentration of people, perhaps fifteen in total. With little to say, I just sat and watched from the sideline, absorbing the wonderful energy that emanated from these special people.

      I had never met a native African person before so looked forward to the conversations ahead. My expectation was that this was going to be a boring affair, but the reality of the situation was starting to look rather different.

      After the initial burst of energy began to subside, the attention turned to me and the questions started. “‘Where did I live, how long was I visiting for, did I miss Ireland, did I love New Zealand, was I married, did I have kids?” all of which I was more than happy to answer.

      I too was curious about them, particularly about how and why an African person can end up in Ireland of all places. It couldn’t be more different. The obvious was the weather. Africa is hot. Ireland is not. We wear boring black and grey clothes. They wear colour. What was the appeal?

      However, I never even got to ask any of these, because before I knew it, they were all asking if they could pray for me. Oh no, here we go again, but at least this time I knew what to expect, so it didn’t feel so awkward. I accepted, they were absolutely delighted, and without further ado, they formed a human tent around me. It was dim in there as many sets of hands were laid on my head, my shoulders, my arms, my back, and anywhere else where there was space available on my upper body.

      Then, with what can only be described as a type of prayer assault, I was hit hard with a force and energy that made me feel shaky and faint. Loud, powerful and seriously intense prayer (again in languages I didn’t understand) were almost pumped into the core of my being. As it went on, it got faster and louder, almost thunderous, the whole thing so powerful that it started to stir something within me again.

      Tears that had been securely held in place behind the barriers of my eyelids suddenly came crashing out without any control, pouring hard and fast down my face. Then the prayer stopped, but in its place, the laughter started. This left me feeling embarrassed because as I sat there feeling broken and vulnerable in front of all of these strangers, they started rejoicing. For what I didn’t know. It was such a weird contrast of emotions.

      Little did I know that, just like at Grace Vineyard, they were praying for me to receive something called the Holy Spirit. Even more than that, that they had been successful.

      
        
        Acts 8:15, “When they arrived, they prayed for the believers that they might receive the Holy Spirit.”

      

      

      Time to excuse myself. I made my way to the guest bedroom with a plan to update my friends by text of my estimated time of arrival that night. I just needed some space and a little lie down first to clear my head. I was feeling extremely tired. Just for a moment Tracy, I said to myself. Just for a moment, no time to waste, must get taxi to town soon.

      I remember lying my head on the pillow that day feeling as if I hadn’t slept in about a week. Then my heavy eyes involuntarily shut themselves closed and, in that position, they decided to remain until 6 a.m. the following morning.

      As I slowly and gently awoke from my restorative slumber, I felt the rejuvenation you can only feel from such a long, deep sleep. This was immediately followed by the realisation I had accidentally ghosted my friends. I couldn’t believe this had happened. I mean, to cancel is one thing, but to go AWOL is a completely different story. I quickly grabbed my phone from the floor next to my bed to find a string of messages saying, “Tracy, where are you? Are you okay?”

      I felt awful, like the worst person in the world. Naturally, they had all been worried that something may have happened to me so were relieved to hear I was okay. Of course, I didn’t mention anything about the details of the previous evening with the God-crazy African women. I needed time to reflect on it before sharing that bizarre story. Jet lag was much easier to blame.
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        * * *

      

      As I started the next day, an air of joy accompanied me. I didn’t feel just happy and positive; I felt on top of the world. Feeling particularly optimistic, I thoroughly enjoyed morning tea with Dia before heading down to Blanchardstown Centre for a badly needed haircut.

      With a bounce in my step, I headed out into the morning sun, humming and singing to myself as I walked along the path across the road from the fields. As I did, I meditated on the events from the evening before with a huge smile plastered across my face.

      Then something strange and extremely unusual occurred. I started to talk to God. My mind simply spoke to Him and said, “Hey God, how are you? My name is Tracy. I know we’ve never talked before, so I just want to introduce myself. So, um, hello. Nice day, eh, no doubt Your handiwork,” all said with a silliness and slight awkwardness to it. Whoa, I thought, what’s going on here? You’re speaking to God.

      So how did I know I was speaking to God when He wasn’t answering me back? I just did. It felt like I had entered a new dimension, and I felt connected to something. It was like a spiritual activation had occurred and a gateway had been opened. There is no other way to describe it. I could sense Him and feel Him.

      After some further introductory talk, it suddenly dawned on me that He was chasing me. First through Wendy and Nicky six months earlier, and now here, through Dia. This prompted me to say, “Hey I know what You’re up to, You’re chasing me. I don’t know why, but You certainly have my attention now. Let’s see where things go from here, eh. I’m sure we’ll talk again soon if You have anything to do with it.”

      What was abundantly clear from this was that I had spent all of my life bashing God, purely because I had never experienced Him. How ignorant, arrogant and wrong I had been because I was now certain I had just connected with the very thing I denied. The prayer I had said at church and the prayer I had received from two groups of people had obviously somehow enabled this to occur.

      Wow, what a morning. In fact, what a week. The whole thing was just too crazy to comprehend. Up until then, I knew absolutely nothing about the spiritual world and now I was in it. With that, a feeling of elation washed over me as if I suddenly had the winning numbers of a lottery in my pocket.

      The lacklustre world that had always filled me with so much fear now appeared colourful, bright, exciting and inviting. Beaming, I explored the Centre that morning, and everything, particularly me, seemed sparkly and fresh. It was like I was walking on air.

      After that strange and divine encounter, I distinctly remember feeling special, that this God who I knew nothing of would hunt me down, that He would choose me.

      
        
        Matthew 18:12, “He will leave the other ninety-nine grazing on the hillside and go out and look for the lost sheep.”

      

      

      Then the questions started. Is this really happening? Why did I have to wait so long for it? Why couldn’t I have had this before now? Why had it been concealed? And if I can have this, why can’t others too? Why isn’t everyone like this? What’s going on? It was both a good confusion and an exciting confusion.

      From there, I proceeded to get my hair styled and shortened, and for the first time in my adult life, I wore it out that day, carefree and confident. It was as if it had never driven me to the point of suicide before. Instinctively, I knew that my life would never be the same again. How, at that point I didn't know, but this was a new beginning, a new me, and something I welcomed wholeheartedly. I had endured enough pain and suffering to last a lifetime and more.

      To show you what I mean by this, I am now going to take you on a journey through the events that led up to this spiritual awakening. This will span four chapters, starting with my first year in university in 1998, so buckle in, and I will let you know when we are back at this opening story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            COPING MECHANISMS

          

        

      

    

    
      No way, is this what you really look like? I asked myself, staring deeply into the mirror as the music blared outside the bathroom door. I was in my own little world in there, oblivious to the party that beckoned me back to it. I was having a far more interesting time on my own. My reflection was just so captivating and unfamiliar.

      Eager to drink it in and imprint it on my mind, I slowly studied each element and angle my reflection offered. Those eyes, so round and sad, but the shape of my face, normal and symmetrical, all features surprisingly sitting in perfect harmony. How had I not seen this before?

      Sadly, it was only when alone and high that I got to experience a rare feeling of peace, where I was at one with myself, my thoughts full of love and not hatred. Why can’t we always be like this? I asked myself often. Why can’t we be kind to each other?

      Then I would whisper softly to my reflection, Please don’t leave me. Please don’t go. I need you to stay. Will you, please? But knowing that my pleading was pointless, that the drugs would soon wear off and that this image would also soon fade, I had to make the most of the time we had together, where I could see myself for who I really was. Reality was a much harsher environment. So what was going on?

      Well, a psychiatric condition called body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) was the underlying driver behind this behaviour. It is a condition whereby a person has a distorted perception of their own appearance, of an imagined physical flaw.

      In my day-to-day sober life, I had three – my nose, my lips and my hair. And they were something I was reminded of on a near-constant basis by uncontrollable recurring thoughts in my mind. I’m so ugly. Why am I so ugly? This is so unfair. I wish I were dead. I’m too ugly to exist. I just want this to stop … and on and on while anxiety and its physical effects increased exponentially with every uncalled-for insult and accusation.

      Tragically, this a sample of the inner dialogue that played on repeat in my head for a large proportion of my life. It was mean, it was cruel, and it achieved everything it set out to achieve – destruction.

      How could the outcome be anything else because, as far as I was concerned, there was no one as ugly as me and everyone could see that too. Were they looking at my mean-looking mouth or my fat nose? Perhaps it was my thin, scraggy, mousy-brown hair that held no shape, making me look poor and unsophisticated.

      The paranoia made me want to explode. Just catching a glimpse of myself in a passing mirror had the ability to activate a panic response so debilitating that it often left me feeling suicidal.

      Anxiety over all this only lessened in severity when immersed in an activity, or as you just read about, when high on drugs. Yes, drugs had the ability to help me see past the distortion while at the same time silence the abuse. They made everything better. I had one other coping mechanism that didn’t involve getting high, which I will also share with you soon.
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“This book is a must-read for anyone who has lost hope
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