
     At the height of her excitement, before 
she takes the stage, three feelings come to 
her. “Blessed, Grateful, Humbled,” and then 
there is Beautiful. 
 
     “ ...But I also experienced incredible self-
beauty from my diagnosis. It’s incredible 
when you get to a place when you deal with 
tragedy in your life... you recognize you’re 
resilient. There’s a sense of power that 
comes from that. I wanted to intentionally 
reach out to the world how it felt... As the 
girl who was bipolar, not everyday is 
beautiful. It hasn’t been peaches and cream, 
butterflies and rainbows, ever since, but I 
would never have the opportunities with the 
lessons I have in my life today had I not gone 
through those experiences. My life is 
enriched because of that! ...I feel really 
blessed to stand here and wear my mental 
illness as a badge of pride and strength and 
no longer feel it’s going to limit my 
capabilities in life.” 
  ~ Erin Callinan, author of Beautifully Bipolar  
 
     On a cool Monday evening, the 11th of 
April, 2016, Arizona State University 
Downtown along with M.I.K.I.D, the Mentally 
Ill Kids in Distress organization, and the 
Mental Health Awareness Coalition hosted a 
panel discussion and book signing of author 
and mental health advocate, Erin Callinan.  
 
     “ ...So now I have to live with this title 
forever, like it’s some kind of... dog tag 
hanging around my neck. Is everything going 
to be ‘because she’s bipolar?”’  
 ~ An excerpt from Callinan’s book, talking 
about her most horrifying and humiliating 
experiences of her life 
 
     Callinan sees right through the audience. 
Through her personal story, she lets the 
majority in the crowd be heard. The Irish, 
fiery green eyed Belle with wavy, golden 
blond hair is the crowd’s favorite.  Naturally, a 
storyteller at heart and a genuinely authentic 
and colorful writer, she is a walking, talking 
self-help guidebook for supporting you, 
especially if you still carry a “dog tag” around 
your neck.  
     “My favorite part about writing 
Beautifully Bipolar is the freedom it brought, 
and the validation from others that speaking 
out can free others from societal changes 
that stigma places on us,” Callinan says. 
 
     Callinan is nostalgic: “I grew up surrounded 
by love and pine trees. Flagstaff allowed me  

 
the freedom to  
play outside, skin my knees  
and sell popsicles at the end of my  
driveway. My family was very active and spent 
a great deal of time at Lake Powell, Locket 
Meadow and the Snowbowl. My favorite part 
of growing up was having parents that were a 
constant reminder that having fun was a 
major part of life.” 
      
     Callinan says, “I’ve wanted to be an 
elementary teacher as long as I can 
remember. My parents use to catch me as a 
little girl, standing on my bed in my pajamas, 
holding a book in the air and reading to ‘the 
class.’ I played school with friends and 
allowed no one the role of teacher but me... 
pretty demanding! I have always loved 
working with children and have been inspired 
by their imagination and creativity. It’s too 
bad that so many of us lose those qualities as 
we grow up and immerse ourselves in the 
world of what we view as important. 
Fortunately, I’ve been able to hang on to my 
creativity, which has led me through some 
incredible experiences. In 2007, I graduated 
from the University of Arizona with my 
Bachelors in Elementary Education. Funny 
enough, I no longer wanted to be a teacher. I 
found this out during my senior year of 
student teaching, which felt limiting. The rules 
and guidelines of the classroom, standards 
and restrictions limited my ability to be 
creative. I believe it also limits the growth and 
potential of students.” 
 
     Callinan is also more then her diagnosis: “I 
AM NOT MY DISORDER. I REFUSE to let it 
define me, WHO I am or WHAT I am capable 
of doing.” 
      
     “I feel like I’ve met one of my soul sisters 
tonight!” exclaims Lisa Keogh, founder of 
LiTtLe MeDiTatOrS and MettaCognition.com. 
She shares, “I’m bipolar also. My story’s 
similar. It was really scary cause it makes me 
think of my first episode. The best way to be 
resilient to change is to be empathetic and to 
validate others: make it ok to talk about how 
you’re feeling. People need to learn to talk 
about the problem to socially change it.”  
     Callinan speaks on resiliency and her own 
growth over the years: “I have grown 
tremendously by placing myself (both 
intentionally and unintentionally) in situations 
that are challenging, scary, unfamiliar and 
isolating. You never truly know your own 
emotional   strength  until  it  is  tested.  Even  

 
 
 
 
 
 
when you  
think you’ve got a  
grasp  on resiliency and ability  
to ‘handle it,’ you are tested once  
again. This process  of    testing   and  
re-testing has been a beautiful reminder  
that challenges are always waiting ahead; 
however I’m able to look at my past and see 
that my track record has gotten me through 
each and every one of them.” 
 
     “By the show of hands how many people in 
this room either suffer from some type of 
mental illness ...a family member, your 
neighbor... your friend? ...That’s amazing!!  
Here’s the thing. About 15-20 yrs ago, nobody 
would raise their hand. What that means is 
progress is being made today,” Mike, 
Callinan’s Dad cheers out loud. 

 
     On educating and empowering family in 
return, prolific artist Sandy Toman, speaks 
out: “My family member doesn’t quite 
understand that mental illness is not the same 
now. We have treatment. People come 
forward. He’s not sure. He says...‘shake a leg, 
get up, exercise: you’ll be fine. Don’t use it as 
a crutch.’ He doesn’t understand. That’s why 
I’m here.’ Instead of *me+ talking about it and 
*him+ taking me to get my meds, I want him to 
hear and see from a different perspective.”  
 
     Another wise audience member, Carrie 
Carson observes, “I have a son who is bipolar. 
Parents PLEASE listen to your children and 
hear what they say in sincerity: not to slough 
it off, ‘Oh this is just a phase that Johnny’s 
going through.’ They need help and 
guidance.” 
     Callinan’s Mother, Pril, steps onto the 
stage. She turns personal: “After we took our 
child to 4 different doctors and they say that 
she’s fine, we left. I have to tell you the next 
time we saw her... which always makes me 
cry, was behind a portal at a psychiatric unit...  
She was sitting in a chair with other kids: 
frizzy hair, a floppy shirt, a pair of shorts, 
hospital socks, with DEAD EYES: no 
recollection of who we were. So that is our 
initiation into the behavioral world. At that 
point in time our biggest quest was what do 
we do and how do we fix her.” 
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     Callinan responds, “My family. They are 
honestly the most beautiful people I know. 
Their love is relentless, carries no boundaries 
and is given openly without question. 
Helping, protecting, and loving their ‘me’ is a 
gift that comes natural to them, knowing no 
other way to be in this world. I remember 
doing a speaking event with my mom and 
dad and an audience member came up to 
them afterward. They looked at my parents 
with loss in their eyes and asked them, ‘How 
could you support Erin through all of her 
struggle?’  They responded with ‘How could 
we not?  It wasn’t a choice. Giving up was 
never an option.”’ 
      
     Speaker, author, publishing consultant, and 
Callinan’s friend, Patricia Brooks shares, “I 
was intrigued. I knew Erin first as a human 
being. I didn’t think anything differently 
about her.”  
 
     Brooks continues, “I currently know about 
a situation where the parents are in so much 
denial. Their son keeps threatening to 
commit suicide and another family member is 
trying to help him. Its just classic. Erin’s really 
fortunate that she had her parents behind 
her! I think that’s rare. That’s impressive. 
Although, it doesn’t mean that she didn’t 
struggle and have really dark times.” 
 
     Janice, a successful Behavioral Health 
Mentor, admits, “ The clients’ parents say, 
‘You don’t talk about this. That’s in the past 
and let’s leave it right there.’ We tried 
educating families but majority of them keep 
it hidden. For example, with our Hispanic and 
Latin culture, it’s very, very hard for them to 
agree to seek help. It’s pushed aside waiting 
to see if it gets better. I myself know. I went 
through that for a long time.” 
 
     I ask Janice what she did to turn her 
bipolar challenges around: “I researched it 
wanting to know more about it. I  sought out  
help on my own. I also applied the skills I was 
taught for daily living. It’s so worth it.” 

 
     I further ask Janice if she’d shared her 
diagnosis with anyone: “When that was all 
going on, my parents said we weren’t 
suppose to tell anyone. Nowadays, I’m a little 
more open about it but it’s a long process. To 
stop the stigma, we ought to get educated, 
seek out help and get to know people that 
deal with this challenge.” 
     Despite family and friend’s support, 
Callinan still had her challenges also: “It was  
challenging when people around me  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
providing support went back to their normal  
routine. I had to remember how to be alone 
and not be afraid. I had to invest what little 
energy I had to reach out when I needed, 
because I was no longer surrounded by 
people that had held me up. This was a 
difficult, but incredibly important time of 
growth.” 
 
     When I ask Callinan on how she best copes 
with life’s challenges now, she responds, 
“Support, sleep, and self-care. My needs are 
no different than anyone experiencing a 
difficult or challenging time in life. I just have 
to remain in tune with my body, and be 
intentional about how I handle situations, 
knowing that I may be more vulnerable in my 
responses than others.” 
 
     Laurie, another audience member nods 
her head, “Yes, I can really relate to the 
parts about the highs and lows. It sounds a 
lot like me!” 
 
      “I could pick Erin’s brain forever. We are 
more creative, more intelligent. The highs 
and lows is where creativity is born,” Keogh 
remarks. 

      
     Majority of the public tells me mental 
illness is a demeaning, embarrassing and 
an ill-suited title, perhaps, for what reason, 
other than its disability status. It doesn’t 
nearly suffice for the Genius the mentally 
challenged tend to exhibit, more and more 
empirical medical studies by Nicholas 
Pediaditakis, MD, of Psychiatric Times and 
others are revealing. Kay Redfield Jamison, 
a clinical psychologist and Professor of 
Psychiatry at Johns Hopkins University 
School of Medicine, bravely writes about 
her own bipolar challenges in her memoir, 
An Unquiet Mind. Also, in an 
autobiography, Manicdotes: There's  
Madness in His Method, Chris Joseph 
writes about his struggle between the 
creative energy that gave birth to his 
multimillion-dollar advertising agency, 
Hook Advertising, and the overspending 
climax that came with his bipolar 
challenges.   

 

      Once made aware and educated, it’s 
comforting to remember, bipolar challenges 
are manageable with proper medication, 
counseling, family and friend’s support and 
often including a faith in God, as largely 
illustrated by Callinan.  
 
     Although, there was a time when Callinan 
lost all faith, even in God: “I completely lost 
all faith and belief in God. While being raised 
in a Christian household, I knew that the God 
I had grown to believe in would never put me 
through such horrific circumstances. I felt as 
though He never heard prayers, or turned His 
back on me when He did. I no longer believed 
that God existed. This lasted for several years, 
and I spent a significant amount of time 
reading about God, death and the afterlife. 
Specifically after my friend took her own life. 
After some time my faith was restored and I 
recognized that my pain would in fact be 
used to help others. I just didn’t realize it 
would be on God’s watch, and not my own.” 
 
     Finally I ask if there is another book in the 
works for Callinan and her Beautifully Bipolar 
Life: “I am in the process of writing my 
second book, however I don’t intend to 
publish it for the next few years. This book 
captures my life in the ‘now’ and includes 
experiences and stories from my family and 
friends as they describe the journey my 
illness took them on.  As for now, I’m loving 
the ride I’m on while sharing my first book 
and don’t plan to hop off anytime soon!” 

 
     Owning her “Beautifully Bipolar” 
challenges, Callinan is not only an 
unshakeable force and vocal supporter but a 
MOVEMENT in which those who are 
“Beautifully Bipolar” like her, sooner or later, 
have no choice but to join! This is good news! 
Throughout the world the “Blessed, Grateful, 
Humbled and Proud,” are fastly cropping up, 
unlike sluggish zombies, EVERYWHERE on the 
planet! At last, described as Beautiful, they 
have Themselves to celebrate. Their tendency 
to being extraordinarily creative and 
intelligent, even described as Genius, puts 
them on a high pedestal. And a laborious 
mission. However, being societally validated 
and esteemed takes time and progress. Just 
like any social movement.  
 
     Another “empirically” creative Genius, at 
32 years of age, Callinan is an Inspiration and 
a Voice for those that go unheard! On paper 
and in real life, she is a charismatic magnet 
for social change in our way of thinking about 
mental illness and its future progress. 
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