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HOW ARE YOU REALLY DOING? 

By 

Ivan Oosthuizen 

 

OUR TWO FACES 

 We all have a story, well two stories; one we tell everyone, and our true story. 

No one illustrates this better than famous YouTuber Thoraya Maronesy1. Her 

channel is based on recordings of random people she meets and she then asks 

them hard-hitting questions. She has 1.3 million followers 169 videos, which I think is 

no co-incidence. What I enjoy most about these encounters is the rawness and 

authenticity of the responses. No editing, no make-up, just real people giving honest 

answers. In one of her videos, Thoraya asks this very question, “How are you really 

doing?” and the result is a kind of dual response. At first the person would give the 
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polite, socially accepted answer of doing fine or okay, but then they think about the 

question in a more contemplating manner and that’s when respondents give truthful 

answers. You see their facial expressions change, their moods, their eyes, their 

voices. It is a moving experience to be true to oneself and how you really feel. An 

honest and frightening moment to be precise. 

 As we real, spin, tumble and re-adjust to deal with the devastating impact of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, we have to admit that coping with our changes 

circumstances is outright difficult. To put things into perspective, consider that on  

23 March 2020 we had more than 2.6 Billion humans in some form of lock-down2 or 

restricted movement regulations – that’s more people than who were alive to witness 

World War II. 

 Wearing masks have become commonplace and clothing brands jumped at 

the opportunity to create stylish, hip, practical and user-friendly masks for us all to 

wear as we head to our local grocer like thieves in the night to buy our weekly 

supplies. In a strange twist of irony, or fate, we are now forced to wear real masks, 

we don’t have to fake them, and there are a number of humorous memes doing the 

round on the entire mask issue, but if we have to be honest with each other, and with 

our society at large, we need to admit that we have been un-masked by this 

pandemic. We have to admit that our legacies, personal, societal and economic, all 

balance precariously on a knife’s edge, and in some sense, have already toppled 

over. 
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 Mia Jankowicz, Business Insider, 25 March 2020. https://www.sciencealert.com 
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THE GRIMACE BEHIND THE MASK 

 I recall during the few days preceding the first lockdown, as we were all 

making the necessary preparations for a country-wide hibernation, a first for many of 

us, that it was something of a novelty. We all understood what our leaders were 

telling us about the illness and wanted to be good citizens. What started out to be 

funny, strange and in some cases even welcomed, slowly made way for a change in 

our sentiment during the past couple of weeks. Co-operation and support has been 

replaced by pessimism, fear, negativity, conspiracy theories and lately, societal 

anger and desperation. 

 Behind our masks our smiles have been replaced with a real concern for our 

future and a loss of faith in our leadership to get us through this situation. Even well 

established businesses and industries are now starting to face harsh economic 

realities, and as more people are losing their livelihoods – fear is changing to anger 

and rebellion. 

 But now is time to find resolve and to be honest with ourselves and one 

another – to search for deeper meaning and to contemplate our realties. We can no 

longer simply be patient and hang in there; we have to come to better terms with our 

situation, if just for the sake of those we lead, care for and support. 
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 Famous author of “Finding Meaning: The Sixth Stage of Grief”, David Kessler3 

explains that what we are now witnessing and experiencing is our inner mourning for 

the life we used to know, we are grieving the loss of our world, grieving the loss of 

the control we had over our lives, we are saddened by the deaths of many people 

close to us. The way for us through this unfortunate reality is to find meaning in our 

lives again. David offers a few perspectives to find meaning again: 

 We need to acknowledge our current reality and get back into an authentic 

moment-by-moment way if living, accepting things as they unfold. 

 We are experiencing trauma and loss and it is unique to us all. 

 We need to focus on how we can keep each other safe; wash hands, sanitize, 

maintain social distance and work from home. 

 Social distancing does not mean we cannot care and love those around us, 

we can still show our care in different ways. 

 At the end of grief, although it is painful, is always the promise of meaning – it 

is our duty to identify this meaning. 

 Be kind! We are all fighting battles that no one knows anything about. 

 A dear friend and mentor, who actively work in the bereavement and end-of-

life care space, shared a story with me about the death of a man, not related to 

Covid-19, who leaves behind a wife and two young children. This made me realise 

that in truth life continues; death still comes to us in numerous ways. In conversation 

                                                           
3 Amanpour and Company, “We Are Grieving the World We Have Now Lost” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pSOZAnbzFuA&feature=youtu.be 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pSOZAnbzFuA&feature=youtu.be
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my friend said the following which made me think and become aware, once again, of 

our own frail existence: “It's working with this kind of reality that demands attention 

and compassion on the edge of that other world that is always just a breath away”. I 

still contemplate this statement. 

HOW LONG IS A PIECE OF STRING? 

 What will see us through this time pandemic we ask. More importantly, why is 

this becoming harder and harder on us we wonder. Besides the obvious social 

isolation and loss if income in many instances, it does seem to become taxing on our 

mental health. The answer lies in the uncertainty of our situation. How long before 

we are out of lockdown completely? How long before we will find a vaccine? How 

long before we can join a concert again? And the list of “how longs” continues, all 

without giving us tangible answers and timelines, as are so accustomed to in our 

pre-Covid automated and immediate world. 

 John O’Donohue suggests that we may find meaning in stillness, and that, 

from this perspective and frame of mind, we can make sense of ourselves and re-

think our reality. Stillness is different from silence; silence is not speaking, stillness is 

not just the absence of speaking, it’s also a non-response to thoughts and feelings, a 

process of waiting, accepting and connecting on a deeper personal level. In his 

famous book Anam Cara4, John offers us the following insights into the value of 

stillness: 

                                                           
4
 John O’Donohue, Anam Cara, https://johnodonohue.com/store 

https://johnodonohue.com/store


6 
 

  Stillness is vital to the world of the soul. If, as you age you become  

  more still, you will discover that stillness can be a great companion. 

  The fragments of your life will have time to unify, and the places where 

  your soul-shelter is wounded or broken will have time to knit and heal. 

  You will be able to return to yourself. In this stillness, you engage your 

  soul. Many people miss out on themselves completely as they journey 

  through life. They know others, they know places, they know skills, they 

  know their work, but tragically they do not know themselves at all. 

 Stillness and deep thought is hard personal work, it requires discipline, 

patience and consistency. Our reward is a deeper connection and understanding of 

our own reality and a discovery of our inner resilience and purpose. Andy Andrews 

said it best: “Everybody wants to reach the peak, but there is no growth on the top of 

a mountain. It is in the valley that we slog through, the lush grass and rich soil, 

learning and becoming that enables us to summit life’s next peak.” 

CLEANING THE CUPBOARDS AND SHELVES OF OUR MENTAL STOREROOMS 

 Our situation is unfolding in three stages: Stage 1 was the announcement of 

the virus, and the build-up and preparations required, as the virus started spreading 

and government agencies and health organisations started to prepare for the 

onslaught. This was followed by Stage 2, which is where we are at present, and it is 

the management of the pandemic as it goes through its various stages of contagion, 

death and new outbreaks. Then, eventually, we will move into Stage 3 which will be 
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opening up of borders, lifting of all lockdowns and the unfolding of a post-pandemic 

world in terms of work, socialising, sport, culture and every day activities. 

 In all of this we have to understand that it is within this before, during and after 

unfolding of the situation, in which we need to somehow manage our own mental 

health. We find ourselves in a conscious space with an uncertain timeline and 

outcome. In this total loss of control we need to somehow find the control, but in truth 

our centre doesn’t hold, our grief is ambivalent as we are torn between the positive 

and negative poles. Our expectations are anticipatory because we don't know when 

our turn will come of illness and losses, but it is also vague as our personal 

boundaries are determined and adjusted by new cases and numbers, as we hold our 

breath! 

 Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression and anxiety are the mind 

states that settle upon us. Anger, irritation, impersonal interactions and fear based 

responses can end up determining our connection in our socially distanced gaps. 

Sadness is plural and omnipresent says Victoria Chang but grief is singular and 

corroding us of our instinctual resilience on the face of the threats confronting us. 

 A woman who writes of her mother's death says in the course of the 

nightmare of her illness and hospitalisation “grief became my clock, our space 

becomes narrower and narrower as we meet on screen just listening”. Antony Osler 

refers to this as “Having to find our own seat – just listening, sitting upright in an 
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upside down world. There is a song on the wind we can't quite catch” he says “to 

hear it we have to stop, set ourselves aside and listen.” 

 We have in fact now stopped – completely. How best can we now take care of 

ourselves, maintain our sanity and promote our mental health during times of such 

turbulence and emotional exploration? How can we reset values, priorities and give 

attention to what we can take control of in order to reboot, re-orientate, recalibrate. 

Below I want to offer a parcel of meaningful acts, ideas, concepts, behaviours and 

habits, taken from a range of sources, stories and people5, many of which have 

contributed as anonymous contributors: 

 We can be kind and share food, resources and skills with those less fortunate. 

 Be kind and thank those that serve you in these times by adhering to safety 

and sanitizing precautions at public places. 

 Employ your power of personal discernment and be selective in what you 

spend time thinking about. Be vigilant to conspiracy theories and don’t spread 

them. 

 Focus on the shape you give to your day; create a healthy and attainable 

exercise program, meal plan, sleeping schedule and personal care and 

hygiene practices. 

 Acknowledge your own opinions, beliefs and potential miss-interpretations 

thereof. 

                                                           
5
 Special mention of Peter Fox, Pastoral Clinician and Counsellor, on the sections on Mental Health Care, https://peterfoxcounselling.com/ 

https://peterfoxcounselling.com/
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 Be sure to go slower, taking responsibility for your safety and deal with fear 

and sadness that can paralyze you. 

 Perform an authentic and honest evaluation of your game plan for survival 

and continuity. 

 Relationships are harder work, cut out people who drain you unnecessarily, 

and detox the contaminants of disconnected relationships and from bullying 

and manipulative people. 

 Live more consciously and become aware of how your choices impact others. 

 As we cannot easily embrace one another now, we need to relate to nature in 

a more tactile way and welcome beauty to calm our restlessness. 

 Monitor the amount of time you spend on social media and respond with 

words, instead of emoji’s and quick texts which can potentially let us miss an 

opportunity to listen to ourselves. 

 Be sure to know and stay connected with your real friends, and have a regular 

heart-to-heart check-in with them. 

TRANSFORMED – A BUTTERLFY SHALL EMERGE 

 We have to accept, that if we can manage our way safely through this storm, 

we will be changed; the global economy will be changed, the workplace will be 

changed and our understanding of how the world works will have changed. We can 

either express this transformation as an immense loss to us, or we can emerge as 

changed individuals – reborn entirely of a different order with a new purpose. 
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 The image that comes to mind on rebirth is the way imaginal cells in the 

caterpillar hold the secret of its transformation into becoming a butterfly. We must 

trust that within us are the imaginal cells of our rescue from ourselves and the 

greedy self-enrichment of those who, through fear, hold captive a narrative that 

separates us from the source of our healing and peace. Again we find respite in the 

wise words from For the Interim Time,
 6

by John O’Donohue: 

  What is being transfigured here is your mind, 

  And it is difficult and slow to become new. 

  The more faithfully you can endure here,  

  The more refined your heart will become  

  For your arrival in the new dawn. 

ENCOUNTERING A FORK IN THE ROAD 

 There can be no integrity to our process, if we cannot acknowledge that for 

some of us, some of our family and some of our friends, Covid-19 will be the end of 

their life journeys. While death is usually managed discreetly, in its presence among 

us, but it is now impolitely undressed, and raucously evident in our midst, walking 

our hospital corridors and homes without our permission or capacity to stop it. 

  What are we to make of death, while we can barely hold our capacity to 

self-care? Dr Zach Bush (MD) Hospice and Palliative Care specialist offers his 

perspectives on death as experienced in the department where he works during a 
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 Debbie Thomas, 28 October 2018, For the Interim Time (John O’Donohue – 1956-2008), 

https://www.journeywithjesus.net/poemsandprayers/2123-for-the-interim-time 

https://www.journeywithjesus.net/poemsandprayers/2123-for-the-interim-time
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Rich Roll podcast7. He specifically recalls 3 incidents of death (on different cultural 

and non-related individuals) with successful resuscitations, and how they all share a 

commonality in their immediate responses to being resuscitated. 

 All three individuals said that they experienced complete acceptance and 

love, and that they wished they had not been resuscitated. It appears as if we 

possess a natural longing to go beyond. Dr Bush shares three powerful thoughts on 

his personal encounters and revelations from his patients and their experiences of 

death, while working in this field of medicine: 

 Our world today sterilises and separates us from the death process – our view 

of death is skewed – we think it represents an end but it is more expansive 

than that. 

 We are all lonely – death is a transitional moment into a greater space – our 

current social death of the way we live is an opportunity for us as a species to 

transform ourselves and the way we live on this on planet. 

 We should completely accept each other and we should re-think our entire 

existence and how we live with each other and with our resources. 

LET US DANCE TO THE SONG OF LIFE 

 One avenue available to us and a way out of our entrapment is to realise that, 

although restricted in our day-to-day enjoyment and experience of what we used to 

know, we can still decide how we wish to respond to our new reality. Do we hide 
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 Rich Roll Podcast, 19 January 2019, Guest Zach Bush MD, “Best Monologue Ever”, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aLaVutWXju0&feature=youtu.be 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aLaVutWXju0&feature=youtu.be
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away in fear, or do we live boldly and with personal conviction and motivation in the 

presence of such impeding danger. 

 In 1948, living during the threat of the atomic bomb, the much loved and well-

known C.S. Lewis8 wrote “In one way we think a great deal too much of the atomic 

bomb. “How are we to live in an atomic age?” I am tempted to reply: “Why, as you 

would have lived in the sixteenth century when the plague visited London almost 

every year, or as you would have lived in a Viking age when raiders from 

Scandinavia might land and cut your throat any night; or indeed, as you are already 

living in an age of cancer, an age of syphilis, an age of paralysis, an age of air raids, 

an age of railway accidents, an age of motor accidents.” 

 It is clear that our situation is unique and requires real solutions and creativity 

in order to survive, but we won’t be the first generation of people that live through a 

fearful and uncertain time. Life will continue along its path, good things will 

happened, bad things will happen and sad things will happen. But let us not be 

drawn into a life devout of meaning and love.  

 C.S Lewis ends his famous essay with such tenacity and genius when he 

writes “If we are all going to be destroyed by an atomic bomb, let that bomb when it 

comes find us doing sensible and human things—praying, working, teaching, 

reading, listening to music, bathing the children, playing tennis, chatting to our 

                                                           
8
 Feld Thoughts, 13 March 2020, Wise Words from C.S. Lewis in 1948, https://feld.com/archives/2020/03/wise-words-from-c-s-lewis-in-

1948.html 

https://feld.com/archives/2020/03/wise-words-from-c-s-lewis-in-1948.html
https://feld.com/archives/2020/03/wise-words-from-c-s-lewis-in-1948.html
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friends over a pint and a game of darts—not huddled together like frightened sheep 

and thinking about bombs”. 

Allow me then, dear stranger, to ask you again, how are you really doing? 
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