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WHERE THE MESSAGE 
AND THE MESSENGER 

ARE ONE



HI, I’M DARREN.

I live in the West of Ireland with my wife and 2 young children. 
I pride myself on being both happy and healthy. 

However my story from a young Sports & Fitness Studies 
student to chronic end stage kidney disease has been one of 
difficulty and adversity. 

This is a journey I’ve been on for over 20 years.

Today I am on the other side of two transplants and over 1,800 
hospital visits. 

I plan to share with you the insights and impactful lessons which 
carried me through this challenging journey. Overcoming adver-
sity, developing resilience and pushing towards your potential 
can all be achieved through following some of the lessons I offer 
you here. 

This is genuine real life advice that will enhance your thinking 
and attitude. Importantly, it will never go against the thinking of 
doctors and healthcare professionals. A true win-win.

I hope these insights encourage you to follow me on my journey 
to sustained health and a good quality of life. It is because of 
these experiences with adversity that I have been gifted with a 
terrific attitude towards health and wellbeing. I now see adver-
sity as a gift which has unveiled a character and attitude I never 
knew existed within me. 

I hope these lessons will do the same for you.

Yours in health
Darren Cawley
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AFFIRMATIONS

One area of health and wellbeing which can prove incredibly 
useful is affirmations. This technique can be a key tool in the 
transformation of your mindset and your perception of health. 
Affirmations can be in relation to specific goals or in building up 
areas of your character. It has no negative side effects, costs 
nothing and has genuine research and neuroscience behind it. 
https://positivepsychology.com/daily-affirmations

Either writing or speaking the affirmation both seem to work. A 
written example is to write down 15/20 times a day your affir-
mation such as “I Darren Cawley will be the healthiest dialysis 
patient in Ireland.” Affirmations can play a big part in rewiring 
the brain towards positivity. 
When reading books on popular psychology, spirituality or 
religion gratitude is always mentioned. Gratitude can be loosely 

defined as a positive emotional state where you recognise and 
appreciate the good things you have received in life. People with 
health issues often see the negatives and forget the good things 
that are happening around them.
When using gratitude in affirmations it is important to under-
stand you are giving thanks, in the present tense, to things you 
do not have. I was receiving dialysis three times a week to keep 
me alive while awaiting a transplant. I was using affirmations, 
giving thanks for my transplant for years before I received it! 
Mentally I expected to receive a successful transplant and felt 
prepared and able to deal with any issues in a positive way for a 
positive outcome. 

In relation to affirmations, mantras to good health can be 
included. An example from the Indian tradition of medicine and 
wellbeing, Ayurveda, is included. 

     “Every molecule, every cell, every tissue of my 
       beautful body constantly renews itself, in perfect health.”. 

Affirmations have proven very valuable to my health over many 
years, although I may not understand how or why they work. It 
is important to remember what works, works. Just because you 
do not understand something does not mean it to be ineffectual.

The key aspect to affirmations
• Affirmations must be written or spoken in the present tense. 

• They must be repeated regularly. 

• It is important to really feel and believe what you are saying.

• I am. I love. Gratitude. Health enhancing Mantras, 

   are all forms of affirmations.

Click here, for a full account of Darren’s day to day affirmations.

https://darrencawley.com/adventures-with-affirmations/
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ROLE MODELS

A role model is a person other people look up to in order to help 
determine appropriate behaviors.

Are Doctors role models? Rarely, because they are very much 1 
+ 2 = 3. The medicine was 1, I was 2 and if things worked, suc-
cessful treatment proved the answer. The answer was physical 
health or more appropriately lack of physical disease. Doctors 
treat the physical body very effectively but ignore the other 
mental, emotional and social aspects that come with a disease. 

People with similar health issues and those who have suffered 
adversity in life are where you find role models. Why? They have 
suffered as you have and came out the other side. You can look 
at their life with empathy and understanding knowing you’re on 
a similar path. 

The Transplant & Dialysis Games are an opportunity to en-
counter people with the same health issues but with a positive, 
proactive mindset. You realise you have a specific health issue, 
kidney failure. The rest of your body IS working. Well, it has the 
potential to work. Before this I viewed myself as being “sick” as 
in I’m a sick person. The potential to be much more than a sick 
person but a healthy person with certain health issues became 

evident after competing. This created a paradigm shift within me 
and has been a major influence in creating the person I am today.

Seek out those who have suffered adversity or illness similar to 
your own. They are easy to identify as they have come out the 
other side stronger, healthier and thankful for the experience 
and lessons that adversity has revealed for them. 

Adversity does not create character, it reveals it. Resilience is an 
attribute that is important to foster and found in abundance in 
those having overcome adversity. Through their greatest chal-
lenges resilient people are looking to a time when they will be 
well again, and knowing through experience that this will be so. 
A valuable lesson in self belief.

      ”Always preach the gospel, but only when absolutely 
        necessary use words.”  St. Francis of Assisi  

Each of us need to become a role model for others. Not by 
talking and preaching but by our  daily actions. Showing pos-
itivity in adversity. Being proactive in taking responsibility for 
personal health. Constantly striving to beat the negative effects 
kidney failure can have on life, be that physically, mentally, emo-
tionally or socially. 

If you need a role model, be a role model. 
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POSITIVE MINDSET 

When faced with adversity we learn a great deal about our-
selves. 

A positive mindset becomes vital as life continuously challenges 
us.   Many years ago I made a conscious decision to create the 
type of character and personality I wished to have. Through that 
journey I’ve come up with these guiding principles

1. Treat everyone with respect
This is obvious but often ignored. If you meet someone much 
older or younger you may feel, due to their age, you will have 
nothing in common. The reality is often so different, we learn 
from everyone. Treat young and old with respect and you will 
earn it in return.

2. Always look forward
Before kidney failure I had my life planned out. I was to become 
a fitness professional, maybe a Physical Education teacher. 
Upon being diagnosed I was lost. All my dreams, goals and 
ambitions fell away. It took years to leave that imaginary life 
behind and concentrate on creating the best version of my-
self possible, with kidney disease. This could only be achieved 
through looking forward.

3. My health, my responsibility
We continuously ignore the right path in favour of quick, easy 
choices or a lazy attitude. Over time, while on dialysis three days 
a week, I realised 2 things. 

Firstly my current health had a direct impact on getting and 
living with a successful transplant.

Secondly, my health was very much within my own control ‘if’ I 
chose to accept the responsibility. I set myself the goal of being 
the healthiest dialysis patient in Ireland and to improve my 
quality of life.

“YOU’RE GOING TO BE HAPPY,”  
SAID LIFE, 

“BUT FIRST I’LL MAKE 
YOU STRONG.”



4. Be in the room
With the introduction of smartphones it appears we all suffer 
from attention deficiency disorder. Talking, while checking the 
phone is a common example and very disrespectful. 

We need practice to ‘be in the room’. To look people in the eye 
when conversing and to listen attentively. Consciously concen-
trating on one thing at a time is becoming more important to 
our health and wellbeing.

5. Meditation and mindfulness.
Relaxation and music are very important in maintaining good 
health. High blood pressure is part of the course when you have 
kidney disease. 

Practically all patients on dialysis take medication for blood 
pressure. I was one of the few exceptions. I credit this to con-
sciously taking time to both meditate and relax with music. 
There are hundreds of techniques, styles and teachers available 
to guide you in this area, go explore.

     Make the time, make a start. 
     Clear the head and calm the heart.

6. Continuous improvement
The reason you are reading this is to continuously learn and 
grow as a person.

When diagnosed with kidney failure I set out with an ambition 
to complete an educational goal every year. Although difficult, 
the end result gave me a richer perspective on life. you must see 
education as a gift to your future self.

Click here, to read Darren’s insights on the 
“Importance of Continuous Education”

7. Make a difference
When diagnosed with kidney failure, over 20 years ago, I was of-
fered help from family and strangers alike. This left an indelible 
mark. Making a difference has become a driving force in my life 
due to the kind gestures of others in my time of need. I learnt 
that if you want to make a difference start with one person. 
Keep doing your best to encourage, inspire and motivate the 
one person, then grow from there.  Doing good does you good.

Click here to read the inspirational and motivational Starfish 
Story

https://darrencawley.com/Importance-of-Continuous-Education/
https://darrencawley.com/direction-from-a-starfish/
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BENEFITS OF READING

Why Read?
Most people never learned to read for pleasure but merely for 
purpose. Ill health can change all that. With kidney failure you 
can develop a love of reading especially if you are on dialysis.

During the transformation from 20 year old sports student to 
kidney failure patient, reading became the catalyst for mentally 
removing myself from the noise and endless technicalities of
dialysis. Escapism at its best.

If you feel deflated and lost at a particular time in your life, 
books can become a refuge and one of the most powerful influ-
ences on your life.

Rules for reading;
Read for at least one hour while on dialysis and of course as 
much as you can besides!

Read non-fiction books.
Read positive, inspirational or books useful to future growth, be 
that mentally, physically, economically or educationally.

Take notes and underline important insights.

Why Non-Fiction?
The wealthiest and healthiest people in the world tend to read 
non-fiction books, especially autobiographies. There is great 
wisdom and inspiration to be found in the lives of others.

Heartening to read how facing adversity, battling through it and 
then finding growth, wellbeing and success on the other side.
Unquestionably there are many benefits to reading including 
diversion, delight and distraction. I seek to learn, over pure 
entertainment and escapism. For this reason it is important to 
read with a pen in hand to underline what you see as striking, 
useful or interesting.

When finished, use a notepad to write out all the underlined 
sections manually and therefore save the key points in this 
simple way. After a few months you will have a treasure trove of 
knowledge, wisdom and inspiration at your fingertips.

Benefits of reading
Benefits, in relation to health and wellbeing, include decreased 
depression, increased wellbeing, lower blood pressure, lower 
stress, decreased anxiety and is credited with keeping the brain 
young and slowing the rate of cognitive decline. 

Reading also helps you feel more emphatic and connected to others.



Examining the list you realise that reading can have a positive 
impact on your health. Several of the benefits stated above 
are actually issues those with kidney disease face and seek to 
overcome.

Benefits for a patient
Through reading you gain knowledge on your own health issue. 
When illness strikes remaining passive and just lying there being 
acted upon is of no benefit. Healthcare practitioners need pa-
tients to take an active role in their treatment.

Why? To help understand your condition better, to verbalise 
effectively how you feel, to understand the medication and any 
implications. If you strive to take ownership of your care, and 
you should, you need greater knowledge. Reading can help with 
this. It can also decrease dependency on others and allow you 
to become more involved in the decision making process.

Sounds empowering right? It should be. It is your body being 
acted upon and doing everything you can to aid in improving 
your health should be a priority. In this way reading around your 
particular health issue is both valuable and useful in promoting 
better health outcomes.

Continuously learning is one of the greatest gifts we can give ourselves. 
Let reading be your greatest teacher.

To conclude
Reading helps us to glimpse the realities and possibilities out 
there for the mind, body and even the soul. Reading shows us 
what’s possible and our potential capabilities. 

Things I have enjoyed reading as a patient
1. Anything by Paulo Coehlo. “His books have a life enhancing 
effect on all who read them.”

2. Religious/spirituality books. Such as the “Tibetan Book of Living 
and Dying” or “Conversations with God” as examples. How you feel 
about death can be incredibly useful in removing the fears you may 
have in life..

3. Biographies and Auto-biographies. You realise that everyone’s life 
is filled not only with success but also with incredible challenges that 
have to be endured and overcome.

4. Popular psychology. From authors such as Malcolm Gladwell, 
Edward de Bono, Prof Richard Wiseman.

5. Self improvement books. Such as those by Stephen Covey, 
Tony Buzan, Roban Sharman, Dale Carnige. There’s an unending list. 
Explore, learn and grow in whatever field you wish.
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EXERCISE

Our bodies are designed for movement. 

With ill health we are told to slow down, relax, “...nothing strenu-
ous.” To use a car analogy we are essentially telling ourselves to 
move in first & second gear only.

The problem is that our body’s primary function is to move. To 
get up, get out and get active. What we appear to do is override 
this natural urge out of a sense of fear and caution in case we 
may cause further complications.

Long periods of inactivity can lead to other illnesses. The body’s 
functions are intertwined and movement plays its part in main-
taining health. You may start with one health issue, however, 
this can morph into other health issues.

Lack of movement becomes a self sustaining habit. It is easy 
to do no exercise, to sit and watch TV, take drugs for blood 
pressure and vit D due to being indoors. Sitting at home, being 
‘served’ by others, because you are “sick”, can be an easy trap 
to fall into.

After my first transplant at 23ish this was my mindset. The issue was 

brought home to me all the more clearly when I went to my first Trans-

plant Games in Kobe Japan, 2001. Before the transplant I had spent 

the previous two years on dialysis every 2 days. The average person I 

encountered was probably between 60 and 70 years old and so after I 

got the transplant and decided to attend the Games I assumed I would 

be racing against patients of that general age. I had assumed wrong! 

My first and most memorable event was the cycle race. I had been real-

ly looking forward to this as a way to see Japan and have a chat while 

cycling with fellow transplant athletes. I had the expectation that even 

with very little cycling training I would probably do very well and maybe 

get a medal. I assumed the competitors would be older. What a shock 

when I arrived and realised there were over 50 competitors. Due to my 

preconceived ideas I again assumed all the young people in attendance 

were merely helping their aged parents. Once again I was wrong. The 

race was, for me, over in the first two or three kilometres as almost ev-

eryone disappeared off into the distance. I eventually finished the race 

sprinting to the line with a gentleman who must have been over 60 to 

finish third. Third last that is. What an eye-opener!

Moral; I realised that day that I had kidney failure being treated by a 
successful transplant. My heart, lungs, liver, legs, arms and brain were 
all in working order or should I say the potential to be in working order. 
It was my mentality which maintained the facade of being a “sick per-

son”. It was a shocking realisation.

Click here, to read Darren’s full and life changing account 
of his experiences at the Transplant Games.

https://darrencawley.com/from-chronic-disease-to-gold-medal/


Attending the Transplant/Dialysis Games I realised my body’s 
potential was judged on a mentality based around people in a 
dialysis ward. 

My personal expectations were built on my surroundings and an 
attitude of someone who was sick. Indeed, I did have a health 
issue but my negative perception of ill health was overriding the 
fact that even allowing for kidney failure, I could do more.

The Transplant Games created a paradigm shift that changed 
my mind-set, my expectations and in the long term, my life.
Sport and exercise was the major catalyst for this.

Unfortunately, most people with kidney failure believe they 
cannot exercise. The truth is the vast majority CAN exercise. 
Regular exercise has the potential to make you feel “normal” 
and greatly improve the quality of your life

Exercise helps you to reclaim the ability to perform day to day 
activities that were enjoyed prior to being diagnosed. This is not 
only beneficial physically, but also emotionally and socially. The 
simple act of going out for walks with friends and having a chat 
is vital to physical and mental health.

Other benefits of exercise include:

• Helps with digestion
• Increases your energy level
• Reduces cholesterol levels
• Helps control your blood sugar and blood pressure
• Lowers the risk of heart disease
• Helps you to sleep better
• Helps to decrease stress
 
Summary
• Remember, nearly every dialysis patient can do some type of 
   exercise. 
• Always ask your doctor before you start any type of exercise    
   program. Your doctor can help you decide what is best for   
   you and give you ideas on what kind of exercises you can enjoy.
• Start slowly. Good to talk with fellow patients to see and learn 
   what works for them.
• Exercise will help build energy and reduce risk for other illnesses. 
• Exercise can help you to feel, eat, think and sleep better.

Talk to your healthcare team and start exercising now. 

Get up. Get out. Get active. 
Regain your life one small step at a time.
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