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Being yourself is an ever-changing process 
that unfolds continuously. Learn how to hon-
or and appreciate the unique aspects of your 
journey and recognize the common ground 

between you and everyone you meet.

T H E  P O W E R

O F  G R A T I T U D E

by will pye

TranscendingTranscending
thetheSelfSelf
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Your Unique Self
I came into this world about a month past 
my due date. I have joked that this was a sign 
of intelligence: I realized I was onto a good 
thing, very comfortable, with all my needs 
met, and I was in no hurry to leave the safety 
of my mother’s womb.

Such a story makes sense within the 
awareness of some of the curious features 
we have included in the human-being wel-
coming committee. The fluorescent lighting, 
the stressful atmosphere, an occasional met-
al clamp around the head, and being slapped 
are hardly enticements likely to encourage a 
baby to be born.

However, there is, of course, one flaw in 
this humorous little story: even if there were 
somehow awareness of these potential greet-
ings, there is no self to be aware of them and 
thus be put off. We come into this world sim-
ply aware, as undifferentiated, undivided 
awareness and feeling. Looking at a newborn 
baby tells us this. The child will often appear 

entirely bewildered, amazed, stunned. Yet 
we know there is actually no one, no identi-
ty, to be amazed. Studies have shown that the 
idea of “me,” the sense of a self, does not ap-
pear to form until two to three years old. The 
curious awareness is told, “This is Mommy, 
this is Daddy, this is a tree, a dog, a cat, and 
you are you.” In the earliest years, other than 
through bodily sensation, there is no capac-
ity for a sense of self. As the brain develops, 
the idea of “me” begins to take hold through 
thought and language.

Scientists developed a revealing experi-
ment that allows the arising sense of me—
and thus other—to be tracked as a predict-
able universal stage of human development. 
Faced with a two-sided shape with different 
colors on each side, the child is asked: What 
do you see? What does Mommy see? And 
then the shape is turned so that the child can 
see there are two sides of different colors. We 
know that if we are seeing one color, the per-
son on the other side is seeing the other color. 

The languages of indigenous peoples often 
emphasize wholeness rather than separation. “
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However, the younger child still answers the 
second question with the answer of the first; 
if I am seeing green, then everyone is seeing 
green. The arising of a sense of self and other, 
the beginning of the sense of separation, al-
lows the child to recognize that there is their 
view and another’s view. Only within this 
expanded awareness, now including a “my” 
and a “yours,” can they correctly answer the 
question of what the other sees.

We only need to pause a moment to consid-
er the value of taking another’s perspective, 
and the problems when people are unable to, 
to see the clear developmental value of this. 
Clearly, the development of the ego, of a self, 
is advantageous and evolutionary.

The sense of self continues to develop and 
form in interrelationship with other phe-
nomena, whether with people—beginning 
with our primary caregivers, usually Mom 
and Dad; with feelings, such as hunger, pain, 
and sadness; or with objects. If there is a you 
or an it, there is a me. If there is an object, 

there is a subject. The English language ex-
presses and reinforces this apparent state of 
affairs very efficiently. Other languages, such 
as Japanese, are less dualistic. Also, the lan-
guages of indigenous peoples often empha-
size wholeness rather than separation. I recall 
watching a recording of a 1970s linguistics 
conference featuring David Bohm in which 
a linguist who was also an American Indian 
shared how his language would say “Bounc-
ing” rather than “There is a ball bouncing.”

Within the awareness that our language 
creates our experience, imagine for a moment 
a culture that speaks of flow, of movement, of 
verbs, rather than of subjects and objects. It is 
likely a challenge, as it requires you to imag-
ine beyond the very structure of thought you 
are so well accustomed to experiencing life 
through. If you have always and only been 
looking through green-colored lenses, it is 
tricky to imagine what a rose-colored world 
would look like. Yet, if as Ludwig Wittgen-
stein states, “the limits of my language are 
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the limits of my world” (1922), and we wish 
to live without limits, we must take on such 
perceptual challenges and see beyond our 
own conditioning.

This elucidates an important point, which 
is that your self was constructed and formed 
within this framework of language. Your self 
was constructed. Me is a construction.

Let’s look at ways that a particular self 
might be formed.

Daddy might see us crying and feel uncom-
fortable with our emotion. An “I am not safe” 
self-feeling might form.

Mommy might coo and love us 99 percent 
of the time, but every moment she is distract-
ed, not present, or apparently withdraws her 
love, a self might form that says, “I am not 
loved,” or “Love is unreliable.” Though I use 
language to express these senses of self, they 
may arise without language and exist in the 
body as felt sensation because thought comes 
later as the brain develops and tries to make 
sense of the world and who we are, via ideas, 
mental constructs of self, and concurrent 

feeling states in the emotional and physical 
body.

An emotion arises, and the idea “I am feel-
ing sad” arises. Notice the difference between 
this and “There is sadness.” The idea of me is 
a nonessential concept added to the experi-
ence, which changes the feeling of the expe-
rience. Every phenomenon or experience is 
potentially accompanied by this self-refer-
encing thought. In this way, in every expe-
rience, we can see a new self-being born—a 
happy self, a sad self, a despairing self, a joy-
ful self, a confident self, an anxious self, an 
altruistic self, a selfish self, a content self, a 
discontent self, a failure self, a successful self. 
Far more of these “selves” exist in each of us.

We can see that far from there being one 
continuous fixed self, we have thousands of 
selves, each formed in response to different 
experiences, at different times, and held in 
the body as a particular energetic template—
most of which we are not aware of. We come 
to identify with an idea of who we are that is 
socially acceptable and hopefully, if we are 

We can see that far from there being one 
continuous fixed self, we have thousands
of selves.

“
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lucky, functional. I have shared earlier in 
this book how I came to identify with a dys-
functional self and so consciously created a 
more functional one. I made up a new me. Of 
course, this brings the question: Who or what 
is the “I” that is creating the new me?

We might regard the selves we are not 
aware of as our inner children. These parts of 
our psyche were formed in childhood, most 
often in response to a traumatic experience, 
times when our body-mind appeared to be 
under threat. The practice of becoming aware 
of our sensational body, of learning to be with 
all sensation, comfortable and uncomfort-
able, of appreciating all of our body, is at once 
the practice of learning to meet, greet, and 
love these aspects of ourselves. While we and 
our parents were once unable to give a loving 
presence, we can now cultivate this loving 
presence to give to ourselves. We can experi-
ence loving and being loved by the consistent 
practice of being fully present with our expe-
rience, which is considerably easier said than 

done, like all things, and yet doable.
The above story is your story, my story, 

the basic outline, and essence of everyone’s 
story. Yet it fails to include one crucial fact. 
While our neuroses, fears, dreams, drives, 
and wishes can be seen as the same as any-
one else’s, the way they converge in each of 
us and the shape they form is entirely unique. 
Just as every snowflake is made of water, and 
each follows uniform geometric rules yet re-
mains entirely unique, a one-off, so it is with 
us humans. You are unique, never seen be-
fore, and never to be seen again. Allow that 
to sink in. You are, just like everyone else, a 
one-off creation. Thus, you play a role no one 
else can play in this human story. Each one of 
us plays multiple starring roles in this univer-
sal drama, paradoxically as magnificent as we 
are insignificant, perfect in our imperfection.

Affirmation: “I am grateful for being as I am, 
and I love myself as I am.”

You are unique, never seen before, and never 
to be seen again. Allow that to sink in.“
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How does it feel to let go of all attempts 
to improve yourself, of all ideas of not being 
enough, and of anything that includes the 
idea of your being something other than to-
tally worthy, whole, and complete as you are?

How is it to, just for a moment, accept who 
you are as you are and that you could not be 
otherwise? How is it to regard all your neu-
roses, flaws, imperfections, pains, wounds—
everything you have ever rejected or disliked 
about yourself—and to place them in one per-
fect bundle of imperfection and embrace it?

As in previous chapters, try repeating the 
affirmation, utilizing the mental body to gen-
erate an adjusted felt and embodied experi-
ence: I am grateful for being as I am, and I 
love myself as I am. How does it feel to repeat 
this to yourself? When you say it out loud, 
how does it feel in the body?

Meditation: Loving Your Unique Life
Find a quiet spot, make yourself comfortable, 
and prepare to go on an inner journey. Put 

aside at least twenty minutes to walk through 
your life in imagination and memory. You can 
access audio for this meditation at http://
www.newharbinger.com/42020.

Take a few deep breaths to center and 
ground your awareness in your body here and 
now. We are going to relive your life. We are 
concerned with the broad outline. There is no 
need to dwell in the pain and trauma of expe-
rience but simply describe the facts as though 
you were an impartial reporter.

Begin at your birth, imagining as much as 
you can of the experience, of the medical set-
up of the time, of your mother, your father. 
Imagine the city, the hospital, the time in 
which you were born.

What did you come home to?
Who was your mother at the time; who 

was your father? Did you have brothers and 
sisters? How might they have received you?

How was it to be embodied, to have a body, 
to be hungry, to wet yourself, to vomit, to poo 
in your pants, to need help doing everything?
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Imagine your first birthday. What were 
you wearing; what did you look like? Who 
was there? What was the biggest event of the 
previous year?

Now do the same for your second birthday, 
the third, and so on.

Using your imagination and curiosity, see 
what you can recall, what you can sense or 
intuit, and allow whatever you can perceive 
to be acceptable.

Continue right up until today having gone 
through year by year, piecing together your 
life as best as you can.

On completing the journey, reflect on your 
life. What hardships have you faced, what 
difficulties? What accomplishments, what 
best efforts?

Consider the unique aspects of you too. 
What makes you, you? How did you show up 
to life in ways that you can recognize to be 
somehow “signature” events or responses?

Reflect on the many different ways you 
have behaved. Can you locate being kind and 

unkind, smart and stupid, reactive and re-
sponsive, proud and ashamed, courageous 
and fearful?

Ponder as if you were learning about this 
life story as that of another. How would feel 
toward this character? How much under-
standing and compassion would you bring to 
them? Can you appreciate their efforts, feel 
grateful for the good they have done?

Complete the meditation by giving this 
compassion and appreciation to yourself. 
Take a few moments to cultivate the experi-
ence of feeling gently toward your own being.

Divinely You: Identity 
Beyond Your Self
Curiously, science can find no evidence for 
this sense of self we all have. There is no “me” 
center in the brain. The arising of a sense of 
self, of the doer of actions, the I, appears to be 
a series of parts of the brain firing together. 
Known as the default-mode network (DMN), 
this is naturally active, by default, when 

The neurological basis of the self is dispersed 
throughout the brain and is more of an activity 
than actor.

“
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daydreaming or at rest but especially when 
self-referencing thoughts are occurring, 
when I am thinking about my life narrative or 
my emotions. It has been speculated that the 
enlightened state is the activation of the brain 
in such a way as to transcend the DMN.

In addition to this insight that the neuro-
logical basis of the self is dispersed through-
out the brain and is more of an activity than 
actor, Benjamin Libet’s famous experiments 
cast further doubt upon the veracity of self, 
as we typically perceive of it, or identify as it.

Libet’s (1985) experiments involved re-
search participants flexing their wrists or 
fingers at a moment that they chose while 
researchers measured the timing of three 
things:

 
1. The moment of conscious awareness of an 
urge to flex the wrist (noted by the partici-
pant on a special clock)
 
2. The moment that electrical activity is re-

corded in the brain (using an electroenceph-
alogram or EEG of the motor cortex), indicat-
ing the brain’s initiation of action (known as 
a “readiness potential”)
 
3. The moment that electrical activity is re-
corded in the muscles of the wrist (electro-
myogram, EMG), indicating that the volun-
tary flex was being enacted

 
A commonsense idea of how our actions 

work might cause us to expect that we first 
have a conscious awareness of an intention or 
urge to act, and then the brain activates the 
motor area that sends a signal to the muscles. 
The surprising thing is that this is not what 
Libet found.

A predictable finding was that when aver-
aged across participants, the results revealed 
that activity in the motor area of the brain 
preceded the electrical activity in the muscle 
by 550 milliseconds (ms). Our brain activity 
precedes our muscle activity. Less predict-
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ably, the participants’ reports of their con-
scious awareness of the urge to move were 
only 200 ms prior to the electrical activity re-
corded in the muscle. Brain activity preced-
ed conscious awareness by about a third of a 
second!

What does this imply? The brain uncon-
sciously initiates the process of what appears 
as “voluntary” action. Only following this do 
we become aware.

The implications of these data have been 
debated, with many concluding they disprove 
the idea that we possess free will. For now, 
we can conclude that these oft-repeated ex-
periments do appear to support the idea that 
the sense of self is illusory; that is, it is not as 
it seems. In Bob Berman and Robert Lanza’s 
excellent Biocentrism, we learn of even more 
startling recent experiments:

More recent experiments by Libet, an-
nounced in 2008, analyzing separate, high-
er-order brain functions, have allowed his 

research team to predict up to ten seconds in 
advance which hand a subject is about to de-
cide to raise. Ten seconds is nearly an eter-
nity when it comes to cognitive decisions, 
and yet a person’s eventual decision could 
be seen on brain scans that long before the 
subject was even remotely aware of having 
made any decision. This and other exper-
iments prove that the brain makes its own 
decisions on a subconscious level, and peo-
ple only later feel that ‘they’ have performed 
a conscious decision. It means that we go 
through life thinking that, unlike the bless-
edly autonomous operations of the heart and 
kidneys, a lever-pulling ‘me’ is in charge of 
the brain’s workings. Libet concluded that 
the sense of personal free will arises solely 
from a habitual retrospective perspective of 
the ongoing flow of brain events. (Berman 
and Lanza 2010, 38)

 
The choosing self in the brain is neurologi-

cally not as it seems. Similarly, if we practice 

The brain unconsciously initiates the process 
of what appears as “voluntary” action. Only 
following this do we become aware.

“
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self-inquiry and ask questions such as “Who 
am I?”, common reports are that no self is 
found. Just as the idea of me appears as an af-
terthought in tests, the idea of me is recog-
nized to be just that, an idea. And it’s an idea 
that is constantly evolving in relation to itself 
and other phenomena.

Yet, paradoxically, as mysterious and non-
existent as it is, your self is unique; there is 
no one exactly like you. Look at your finger-
tips. Look at your eyes in the mirror. No other 
body in the entire world has the same look.

We see this uniqueness at the heart of one-
ness. Upon awakening to impersonal, unitive 
consciousness, everyone expresses it a little 
differently. The Buddha says it very different-
ly from Jesus Christ. Ramana Maharshi’s fla-
vor is quite different from Jiddu Krishnamur-
ti’s. You might emphasize the emptiness of 
self, the nothingness; I might emphasize the 
presence. (And on another day, vice versa!)

While every wave is water, each wave 
breaks unlike any other.

Exercise: Becoming the 
Hero of Your Journey
Building on the meditation earlier, you are 
going to explore your life once again, with 
the specific intent of becoming a hero—not 
necessarily plucking children from burning 
buildings or having special powers but sim-
ply recognizing yourself as the leading role in 
this story of your life and honoring the heroic 
qualities you have displayed. Keep a partic-
ular eye out for times in your life when you 
have displayed courage, bravery, endurance, 
kindness, nobility, transcendence, generos-
ity, creativity, initiative, determination, te-
nacity, persistence, discipline, self-control, 
and so on. You may be more accustomed to 
identifying the times you have lacked the 
qualities of a hero, and this balances your 
view of how you have lived your life.

In The Hero’s Journey, Joseph Campbell 
(1990) famously outlined the meta-narra-
tive, the essential story structure that can be 
applied to every myth and fable throughout 

Upon awakening to impersonal, unitive 
consciousness, everyone expresses it a
little differently.

“
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human history across cultures. The book has 
become a framework of screenwriting, and 
just about every movie you have seen since 
has been written with this structure in mind. 
You may like to familiarize yourself with the 
twelve stages of the hero’s journey and look 
out for the parts of your life that move through 
them. The exercise is much like the medita-
tion but using a journal. Allow yourself thirty 
minutes. For this exercise, write in the third 
person. By way of example, I might write:

 
Will Pye was born in Royston, England, in 
May 1979. A month late, he was a big and 
heavy baby and in good health. Following 
a morning delivery, his father and mother 
brought him home to the recently renovat-
ed home with the brown carpet in the lounge 
and wooden beams throughout. His sister 
was a little uncertain about this new ap-
pearance, yet was kind in her curiosity to-
ward her new friend.

At one year old, he was a little less chub-

by and beginning to grow blond hair. He held 
his toy dog close to him and would strongly 
protect his friend from anyone… and so on.

 
On completing the exercise, reflect upon 

the following:
 
 » What did you discover about yourself and 
your life that you were previously less 
aware of?

 
 » What aspects of your uniqueness were re-
vealed through the life review meditation 
and exercise? How does it feel to celebrate 
them?

 
 » How does choosing to see yourself as a 
hero of a story create a change in how you 
feel about you and your life?

 
 » What clarity emerges about how you 
want to show up to the next chapters of 
your life?
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 » How will recalling your heroic nature, 
and the epic nature of your human life, 
affect your life experience moving for-
ward?

 
 » Does regarding yourself as a hero from a 
third-person perspective make it a little 
easier to feel gratitude for your unique 
self?

Being Uniquely Divine
Hopefully, it is becoming clearer how unclear 
we are on what the person is, on what self is. 
We have looked at some ways that the nature 
of self can be regarded and also at a central 
mystery: How is it that you are you, both 
wave and ocean simultaneously, both self and 
awareness of self?

We have looked at how your life, and any 
human life, can be viewed as heroic, and how 
this changes our experience of who we are.

We have explored, too, the overarch-
ing truth of the paradoxical mystery within 

a mystery: how you are patterned, condi-
tioned, just like everyone else, yet at once en-
tirely unique.

For me, this evokes a sense of awe and won-
der for the whole of creation, including my-
self. It gives access to a kind of cosmic view 
from which I can access a profoundly deep 
level of appreciation for myself. Recognizing 
my uniqueness and the uniqueness of each 
life story allows me to experience greater love 
for myself and others.

It even offers a tantalizing view of the hu-
man being as the means—or at least one 
means—by which an ever-expanding uni-
verse evolves and explores itself. Within this 
view, the inherent worth and value of myself 
and every single human being alive are cele-
brated and enjoyed. A feeling of gratitude for 
the entirety of creation and every human life 
throughout eons, including my own, wells 
up in my heart. Great gratitude for the being-
ness or being that we all are, and the singu-
lar, unique human that I and you are, com-

Recognizing my uniqueness and the 
uniqueness of each life story allows me to 
experience greater love for myself and others.

“
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plement each other in a feeling of immense 
well-being.

As you go about your day today, keep in 
mind, whether looking in the mirror or at 
characters encountered in your play of life, 
our uniqueness. Keep in mind the intrinsic 
value we each play in our roles supporting life 
experiencing itself in a multitude of forms. In 
appreciating our uniqueness, the uniqueness 
of each of our family members, our work col-
leagues, and our friends and foes alike, we tap 
into a unifying quality of humanity.

This piece is excerpted with permission from 
The Gratitude Prescription: Harnessing the 
Power of Thankfulness for Healing and Hap-
piness by Will Pye.

Will Pye is a visionary entrepreneur, trans-
formational coach, speaker, and spiritu-
al teacher. In his early twenties, Will em-
barked on an intense quest exploring human 
potential and the nature of reality in order 

to overcome his own suicidal depression. He 
enjoyed business success while raising mil-
lions of dollars for leading charities. A se-
ries of awakenings, and then a brain tumor 
diagnosis in 2011, inspired a new direction. 
Since then, Will has been sharing the pow-
er of presence and gratitude for well-being 
and awakening. He has created life-chang-
ing online programs, including Living Im-
peccably and A Year to Live, The Alchemy of 
Cancer; and the popular podcast The Truth 
Lover. Visit his website willpye.com
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