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Introduction
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As long as you live lost in thought, you are not really living – you are a ghost. A life experienced only through the mind and its stories is like a black and white picture of a beautiful sunset: drab and dreary. If you are sick of this dreary life, stuck in pain and suffering, wondering where to go, what to do … congratulations, your journey has just begun. Mindfulness practice can free you from this painful, confusing life. But what is mindfulness, and where did this practice begin?


Two thousand six hundred years ago, the Buddha discovered something that had been right under his nose all along: freedom from the mind. The Buddha is not mentioned much in the coming pages, but his discovery and the practices that arose from it are the basis of this book, i.e. mindfulness. The question Buddha asked, and the topic of this book, is ‘How can I free myself from the pain of this world?’ The answer is simple: Be here now. Putting this into practice, however, is difficult because of our conditioning and because we are so accustomed to listening to the thoughts that pass through our minds every day. This book is an exploration of the human mind, detailing its current state of dysfunction and describing the path to health and happiness.


Part One explains in simple detail why it is that humans are so very unhappy in the first place. It will take you on a journey through the dysfunction and confusion that lead to such suffering on this planet every day, discussing the fundamental problems in our dealings with thoughts and feelings that create that unhappiness in the first place.


Part Two details the path of mindfulness in everyday life, describing what life in the present moment is like, and how you can begin this journey today.


As you travel on this journey, you will find simple mindfulness exercises that are designed to give you a taste of mindfulness practice, a foundation from which to start. They are not a definitive list, as mindfulness can be practised anywhere, any time, regardless of what you are doing, but you may find it helpful to have some written guidelines as a starting point. Written exercises can never replicate the power of working with an experienced teacher, but they can give you a taste that may inspire you to continue. There are also ten free audio classes that accompany this book. These classes are designed to deepen your mindfulness practice and are available for you to download at www.mindfulnessplainandsimple.com.




It is also worth noting that, although the exercises are segmented, divided into specific activities, they also overlap. For example, mindfulness of breath, walking and listening can all be done at the same time, although you might find it easier to focus on one aspect at a time in the beginning.


As you move through the chapters, I suggest pausing to try each exercise, at least for a few minutes, then looking for opportunities in your daily life to practise that aspect of mindfulness. Return to reading when the time feels right, but be sure to make space to put these skills into action. Through applying what you learn, you will find that mindfulness slowly but surely becomes a part of your everyday life.


When you practise mindfulness, there are some important principles and practicalities to keep in mind, and I would like to outline these before we begin. Understanding the points below will help make your adventures in the present moment all the more enjoyable.


Formal and Informal Practice


Formal practice means the deliberate practice you set time aside for in your day, like sitting mindfully for ten minutes in the morning. Informal practice means being mindful at work, with friends, or anywhere else in your normal, day-to-day life. They are really the same thing, but for the purposes of explanation, it helps to create a distinction between the two.




Formal practice is the platform for bringing mindfulness into your life because it allows you the time and space to deepen your practice, while continuing to practise informally in your everyday life can strengthen your awareness as you stay connected to the moment in more challenging situations. In this way, formal and informal practice continually support each other.


If you sincerely want to be mindful in daily life, then regular formal practice is very helpful. This is why going to a regular class or meditation session is beneficial, as it gives you the support and encouragement to continue practising. Alternatively, CDs, DVDs, podcasts or other online resources can provide an opportunity to practise with incredible teachers without leaving home. But, regardless of which resources you use, the most important thing is that you keep practising every single day. And the tips below will make daily practice a whole lot smoother.


Consider Your Timeframe


•Before you start, decide how long you plan to spend on your formal practice. Consider starting with a shorter amount of time (ten to twenty minutes) and building up to a longer period of time if you wish.


•Formal practice should support your life, not overtake it, so beware the urge to meditate instead of taking care of your life. All those daily activities are an important part of life and of mindfulness practice, so watch that you aren’t neglecting anything.


•Each period of mindfulness practice is as it is, and forty minutes is not necessarily better than ten. What matters is that during that time you are focused and aware – as much as you can be.


•Consider setting an alarm to mark the end of the session. This allows you to focus on the practice instead of checking your watch. This is especially helpful if your time is limited due to other commitments, like getting ready for work.


Remove Distractions


•Remove as many distractions as possible. Turn off or unplug your phone, make sure televisions and radios are switched off, and make sure no newspapers or reading materials are visible.


•Try to practise at a quiet time of day in your house.


•If someone wishes to practise with you, make sure you are both clear on what you are doing to avoid distracting each other.


•Talk to your housemates or partner about what you are doing and ask for their support in not distracting you during your formal practice.




Awareness vs Concentration


•Awareness is not a skill, it is something that grows organically over time given the right conditions. Every time you notice a daydream, you are returning to this state and helping it to grow within you.


•Awareness is open, it takes in everything, whereas concentration implies sustained focus on a particular thing. Awareness is like listening to a song, while concentration is like listening intently to the words without paying much attention to the whole composition.


•We practise awareness by allowing everything to be as it is, including our thoughts and feelings. We let everything come into our open awareness, and we notice when we have become fixated on a particular thought.


No Right, No Wrong


In the workshops I run, people often seem worried about practising mindfulness ‘right’, but there is no right or wrong as long as you continually return your focus to the present each time your attention drifts away. The suggestions about how to practise and what to pay attention to are there to support your practice, they are not commandments, although your mind may try to turn them into rules that you must follow in order to be ‘good at it’. All you need to do when this happens is to notice what your mind is doing and return your attention to your body, your breath and your mind. Continually doing this is mindfulness; there is nothing else to it. Get lost, come back, get lost, come back – this is peace and joy.


As you read the following pages, take notice of the old patterns of dysfunction in your own mind, see the stories that keep you lost in thoughts of the past and the future, and spend time practising the exercises, which are the heart of this guide.


Finally, before we start, congratulations! You are undertaking the most rewarding and amazing journey there is, the journey into yourself. It is challenging, and you will get lost at times, but just keep going, just practise. Freedom is waiting, and finding it is easier and simpler than you ever imagined.













PART ONE


The Great Conspiracy
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Hello, and welcome to an exploration of the great conspiracy, the greatest myths and fabrications ever created by the human race. Over the coming chapters, we will explore and debunk the most popular myths about what causes the pain and suffering experienced by humans everywhere, every day. Freedom from pain can only start when that pain is seen as unnecessary, and when an alternative, peaceful and harmonious way of life comes into view. When this new way of life is experienced and understood, the old, apparently normal, way of life can be seen as a life of unnecessary suffering and confusion. You may already see this, and maybe that is why you are reading this book in the first place. Alternatively, this book may strike you with seemingly new insights, but in fact they are things that you already know. So, welcome to freedom from pain; welcome to the beginning of a mindful life.













CHAPTER ONE


What Is Wrong with Us?: The real cause of suffering
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The human world is filled with pain, confusion and suffering on an individual and collective level to the point where it almost seems normal, even inevitable. Humans become more miserable as a species every year, while the self-help shelves proliferate with books promising the answer, the miracle cure, like the snake oil sellers of old.


In the West, we have more psychologists, counsellors, social workers and mental health professionals than ever before, but the number of people suffering from depression, anxiety and other mental illnesses continues to rise. In the midst of all this, more and more people are seeking a way out of pain and suffering as it becomes more unbearable. However, as you may have already discovered, changing your diet, your job, your partner, your appearance, or some other external thing, does not bring peace. And efforts at changing your thinking, improving your self-esteem, or altering your patterns of behaviour still leave you feeling empty, wanting more change, needing ever more improvement.


So, what’s going on here? What is it about humans that makes happiness seem so difficult to attain? The rest of nature co-exists in balance and harmony, why are we so different? The answer, in short, is this: humans listen to, believe and follow the instructions of their thoughts. We are lost in our thoughts, they consume our attention most of the time, and they are made up of scary stories about what will happen in the future, or pain and guilt about what happened in the past.


Listening to and believing these stories is the source of our pain, whatever your mind may say. The rest of this chapter will explore what this means and look more deeply at the problems it causes. As we do this, see if you can spot these patterns in yourself as well as in others. Seeing the confusing mess your mind creates is the first step towards untangling the confusion.


The Human Condition


The majority of humans live in a state of emotional discomfort most of the time. This can range from mild, insignificant worry to more extreme suffering that can lead to nervous breakdown or even suicide. Most of us sit on the milder end of the spectrum with problems perhaps involving body image or self-esteem, never quite feeling secure or good enough. We swarm around in ceaseless activity, searching for the one thing that will make us feel whole and complete, desperate to avoid the negative, self-deprecating thoughts and painful feelings hidden within. Boredom, sadness, guilt and anxiety are seen as an inevitable part of life, to be managed with medication or covered up with distractions and entertainment, but why do we experience these feelings in the first place?


We walk around smiling, terrified that other people (who are actually doing the same thing themselves) will find out that we haven’t actually got it all together. This is why someone can commit suicide without those around them having any idea that they were anything other than perfectly happy: their mind told them that no one would understand, that everyone would think they were crazy, that this was the only way out. Thoughts compel people to hide their pain as they drive them to self-harm, a behaviour that is uniquely human. People only hurt themselves because the pain seems inescapable and inflicting physical pain provides temporary emotional relief. Mindfulness can provide lasting relief from this same pain, with no negative side effects.


The way we relate to others is also marked by problems and pain. A ‘normal’ human relationship is a battleground filled with competition, conflict and suffering. This is not always true, but more than half of all marriages end in divorce, and relationships where some conflict or disagreement is not a regular occurrence are very rare. The same goes for families and workplaces, where conflict of some sort is often seen as the norm. Indeed, the most common perpetrators of violence are members of the victim’s close family, meaning that, as a species, we attack those closest to us. This is bizarre behaviour, which would be unthinkable in the animal world – with the exception of minor disputes that establish social position. Why do we physically, emotionally or psychologically attack those we claim to love?


The way we relate to the natural world is equally hard to comprehend. Why do humans seem to insist on destroying the environment we live in? We exploit natural resources far beyond what we need to survive. Millions of us starve while millions more eat just for comfort, damaging their health through excessive consumption. We poison our bodies with all sorts of toxic substances in a desperate attempt to escape the ‘inevitable’ pain, the pain that seems borne of the frustrations of life, and this is the great conspiracy:


It is not what happens to us that causes our suffering. Our suffering is caused by believing the stories our minds tell us about what happens to us.





Let me explain in a different way. Believing painful thoughts causes pain, even when our lives are wonderful and nothing that happens can prevent us from being peaceful and happy. Only listening to the voice in our heads can bring pain, and that is the human condition. We listen to, believe and identify with every thought that goes through our minds, and this leads to frustration, anxiety, worry, fear and suffering as we give all of our attention to these stories of the painful past and the frightening future, neither of which has any tangible reality except as a thought in our heads. Even when you are lying in a warm, safe, comfortable bed on a mild summer’s evening, you can be sweating from fear and anxiety, from thinking about ‘what might happen’. The fear is totally in your mind, which means the antidote is also within you.


Let’s look at this in more detail.


The Fearful Future


Fear of the future is seen as a normal and natural part of being human, but if we pay close attention, we can see some scary, painful thoughts at the root of that fear. Without these stories, there is no fear, but if you believe those stories, you will scare yourself stiff! Fear, which includes tension, nervousness, anxiety and worry, is seen as normal and even helpful by many people, who believe that without it we would lack motivation, becoming listless and lazy.


This is partly true: fear motivates many people to do many things, it is the driver behind much of our activity. Some of us continue to go to work out of fear of losing our job, we buy our partners gifts, scared they may leave us and, as a species, our fear of losing economic wealth drives the continuing push for growth at all costs. I believe that much domestic violence is driven by fear, as people who use violence try to maintain control of their partners and children because they are terrified of losing them.


This example shows the destructive effect of action that is motivated by fear, but because our fear of negative consequences motivates so much action, it seems logical to the mind that this fear is needed and useful. This is based on the assumption that without fear, we would not be motivated to do things, which is not the case in my experience. What if your best, dearest friend invites you over for dinner? You know they will completely understand if you can’t come, so there is no fear. Will you go, or will you lie at home on the couch? No fear is needed for motivation here, but fear might drive you to go to that boring, dry work dinner instead of seeing your friend, worried about what the boss would say if you weren’t there.


In my experience working with mental health issues, in particular anxiety, it appears that fear is what keeps people from doing things they want to do. Fear of negative consequences keeps people in the house, keeps them in the same job, keeps them from talking to new people and making new friends. Fear of the future is a limiting factor, not a driver for growth and activity, and it is also absolutely unnecessary. Without this fear, you can pursue activities not to avoid unpleasant consequences but to enjoy yourself, which fundamentally changes the character of your life. This change is the focus of mindfulness and it will be explained and demonstrated as this book continues, but for now, let’s look at another example of the Fearful Future…


Imagine that today is Friday, and that on Monday you are starting a new job that you really want to go well. It would be considered ‘normal’ not to sleep much and to spend time feeling worried and nervous over the weekend, but what causes all these feelings and this loss of sleep? The mind projecting into the future, imagining what may happen on Monday causes these feelings.


While you are lying awake at 3 a.m., your mind may spend time playing mental movies entitled ‘What Will Happen on Monday’, movies that unfortunately bear no relation to what will actually happen when Monday morning arrives, although they feel very realistic in the middle of the night. Your mind may also torture you with painful and fearful thoughts about the future such as, ‘I’m not sure I can do this job’, ‘it’s way out of my league’, and ‘it’s only a matter of time until they find out I’m no good’. If you look closely, you will see that all these stories cause you pain and that the fear you experience has nothing to do with the new job itself, but is caused by the mind projecting into the future.
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