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touched by suffering.
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Preface


A few years ago, mindfulness meditation went largely unnoticed by mainstream society. Likely to be thought of as something done by Buddhists, or perhaps an ‘alternative’ health technique for new-age types, it wasn’t widely seen as having a role in fields such as medicine, education, politics or business. Many people would have considered it a bit weird.


All this has changed, and quickly. Thanks to the development and spread of mainstream courses, which teach meditation as part of a non-religious approach to well-being, and a growing evidence base that suggests a range of positive effects on human flourishing, mindfulness has sprung up seemingly everywhere. It is discussed and practised not just in healthcare settings but as a way to wise living in schools, workplaces and even in government. As speed and stress seem ever more endemic, a method that invites stillness, awareness, presence and compassion perhaps no longer looks so strange. We are in desperate need of ways to manage our lives and world.


The benefits of mindfulness rest on the paradox that well-being comes when we let go of battling for it. Mindfulness practice helps us see that grasping for pleasure and running from pain actually lead to discontent. It invites us to understand and unhook from the craving, clinging and aversion that fuel our compulsive search for happiness, and instead connect with life as it is. Things start to shift when we drop the drive to be rid of stress.


This approach goes against the grain. Our minds, bodies and environments are geared to push for pleasure and get away from misery. The idea seems obvious that if we want to be happy, we should hold tightly to what we like and ward off what we don’t like. It can be most perplexing as we try to get to grips with a method that shows us this view is delusional and that a life based on it is unsatisfactory. And as soon as we grip, it is no longer mindfulness.


Nevertheless, if we give ourselves to the practice, things can make sense. Tuning to the truths of life, and acting from what we find, we discover wisdom in this way. When we enjoy the world’s wonders without trying to own them – and work with its stresses rather than shun them – we start to lead a more liberated life. Being with experience, rather than reacting against it, we lay the ground for good choices.


Very few of us get this easily. I know I don’t. Especially at first, we can sometimes mistake mindfulness for a strategy to shut off from fear, dislike and discomfort, or to protect us from pain, uncertainty and sadness – a supposed quick fix for all our ills. These misunderstandings are normal, because we inevitably bring to the training our habitual patterns of mind, and those of our world. So, it helps to explore this way in depth, with support, and repeatedly. This invites mindfulness, not just as a short course or good idea but as a sustained, sustaining way to live. Our habitual patterns are strong, but by gently marinating our minds, bodies and lives in the practice, we can begin to be free.


Meditation transforms unskilful habits by inviting us to see them and by helping shift our relationship to them. By coming back to our senses, back to awareness, again and again, we infuse our minds, bodies and behaviour with presence. In the embodiment of mindfulness practice, we uncover the capacity to live with gentleness, kindness and equanimity. As we let the approach soak in, the effects start to show. We may still take action, but no longer in such a frenzied state.


This has been my experience. Having come to meditation in a desperate bid to be rid of anxiety and depression, I was a walking example of how misery springs from struggle, over-thinking and rejection of pain. Gradually, however, my life has changed. Although I’m still prone to these patterns, I’m more able to unhook from them now. My relationship with old habits has shifted as I’ve become more aware of them, and friendlier towards them. Over time, I’ve come to appreciate these tendencies – and everything else in life – as impermanent and insubstantial processes, rather than fixed essences. This has led to a gentler, more flexible, resilient way of being, in my mind and body. As the relationship with my inner world has changed, life has flowed in a happier direction.


I’ve shared some of my experience in this book. By telling this story, I hope it will become clear that while mindfulness has had a profound effect on my life, it has been no quick fix. Change has come gradually, with many obstacles along the way. Ultimately, however, it seems the extent of my contentment depends on the capacity – deepened through practice – to slow down and open myself not just to pleasure and ease but also to stress and difficulty. The more I’ve continued, the more I’ve found that freedom emerges from meeting and befriending life’s troubles, rather than resisting them.


In our desire to make things easier, we may shy away from the challenges of practice – moving towards difficulty, working with impermanence, accepting limitation. However, great rewards can come from bringing mindfulness to the whole of life, including – especially – its less palatable parts. This is the heart of the way, which is the way of the heart – indeed, mindfulness connects us to our hearts, to our wholeness. If we can give ourselves to it fully, over and over with tenderness, courage and patience, we discover a wealth that already exists in our mind, body and world, but which we miss in our futile, frenetic striving for fast and simple routes to pleasure. With an extended, loving embrace we can rediscover life as a deeply nourishing, multi-textured, heartfelt experience, the beauty and wonder of which does not depend on everything going our way. By journeying into this heart of mindfulness, we instigate a peaceful revolution in our lives.


If this kind of engagement is realised, as mindfulness spreads to the mainstream, it could bring about a much-needed shift. As we open up to our shared heart, our mutual dependency, we are inevitably drawn to expand the practice into the realm of community. We come to understand that true well-being cannot be found in isolation. Seeing how we affect and are affected by the wider world, we realise that contentment comes only by working together. Entering the heart of mindfulness thus means opening to and working with both inner depth and outer breadth, through quiet contemplation, warm-hearted connection and constructive action, usually in that order. With this as our anchor and compass, we could be on course for healthier, happier lives in a healthier, happier world.


In an attempt to express this fully, I begin this book with my own journey, before expanding outwards. The first chapters describe my experience with depression and anxiety, and what happened when I began to meditate. Next, I look at how mindfulness has come to reach many more people, mainly through the work of scientists and clinicians who have taught and researched it in a mainstream framework. I outline some core learnings of a mindfulness course, and explain how these invite awareness and attunement. I’ve highlighted challenging parts of the training, which can get glossed over in cursory guides, and which take us into the core of the practice, offering a rich and deep experience that goes beyond a typical search for happiness. Finally, I explore how mindfulness can bring appropriate action, not as a frantic struggle for betterment, but as an organic outcome of awareness, presence and kindness. Because the training points us to a skilful relationship with our inner and outer world, I suggest this also leads to a greater care for the people and environment around us. Thus it sparks potential for a wider movement to well-being, found and practiced collectively. Throughout the book, I include guidance on some of the core practices that might inspire these changes.


Mindfulness can help us find happiness. However, we may need to alter our view of happiness, and prepare to live life in a rather unusual way.


I hope you enjoy the book, and that it proves helpful.




CHAPTER ONE


Only Half-Awake






Compared with what we ought to be,
we are only half-awake.


William James1








Thigh muscles throbbing. Stomach somersaulting. Shoulders locked. Fingers quivering. Feet twitching. Teeth clenched tight. Pressure in the bridge of the nose. Hot and cold simultaneously behind the eyes. Pangs of panic gripping the chest, heart pulsing fast and hard. Anger, like a scream bellowing out from the midriff. A shield of hard depression encasing the skin, walling off the body from the outside world. Thoughts circling round and round, the same ruminations over and over again: ‘Why am I stuck like this? Is it ever going to end? Why can’t I be more like other people? Why can’t I cope? What’s wrong with me? I hate this, I hate this. I’m scared, still scared after all this time. This is never going to work. I am never going to get better. It’s useless. Useless. Useless!’


I’m learning to meditate. Perched atop a square, hard cushion in the corner of my bedroom, trying to pay attention to the movement of my breath, and this is what I’m noticing. It’s the same kind of anguish that’s accompanied every waking hour for the past two and a half years. The fear, the rage, the helplessness. But there’s a subtle and crucial difference this time. I’m beginning to observe these patterns of thought and feeling from a different place, from somewhere I didn’t previously know existed. Rather than feeling caught up entirely in the mental noise, the exhaustion, the tension, I’m beginning to watch what’s happening. Perhaps not yet with equanimity – as is meant to be possible with enough practice – but at least without feeling that my life is nothing but pain. A sliver of space is opening up between ‘me’ and the tormenting thoughts and sensations that are surging through ‘me’. Hmm, this is interesting …


Then – bang! I’m right back in it: ‘You stupid idiot! You’ve lost it. You’ll never be able to do this properly. It’s a waste of time. You’re sitting doing nothing when you should be sorting your life out. Ow, ow, ow, my head hurts, my legs ache, and as for my stomach … Oh, stop it, please stop it, I can’t stand this any longer. It’s not fair. Why is this still happening to me?’


All right, hold on a minute. What am I supposed to be doing? I’m meant to label it, right? Okay. ‘Thinking’. It’s thinking. Not facts, just thinking. Let it be. Come back to the breath. The mind is wandering. No problem. Just bring it back gently. I can do this. I am doing it. Following the breath in, then out, in, out. Let thoughts and feelings do whatever they want. I don’t have to try to make them go away. It’s okay.


Bang! Once again, the gentle voice is drowned out by the goading of my old tormenter. ‘Oh come on! You don’t believe this stuff works, do you? You’ll never change. This is who you are. This has been going on for years, so why would meditation help when nothing else has. You’re wasting your time. It’s another fad. This is ridiculous. You’re messed up, you’re …’


Okay, drop it. It’s still just thinking. Pause. Breathe. Now inhaling, now exhaling, back with the breath. It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay. Just look; just watch. No big deal.


So here I am. Sitting on a cushion, following the breath, watching the crazy ruminations, allowing the tension, getting caught up and then letting go, again and again.


I’ve been practising for a couple of months now – daily doses of five or ten minutes, as agreed with my meditation teacher. Initially, even this seemed too much – the invitation to experience just a little stillness, and its implied tolerance of anxiety, was too overwhelming for me. So we started with mindful tea-drinking. My challenge was to drink one cup a day, paying attention to all the sensations of taste, touch and smell, and returning to these whenever I noticed my mind descend into tangles of thought, as it desperately tried to crack the problem of ‘What is happening to me and why? And what can I possibly do about it?’


What was happening to me? Before the depression set in, life had looked and felt pretty good. In my mid-twenties, I had been deputy editor of one of the best-selling magazines in Europe, having graduated with flying colours from what is generally regarded as a top university. I had good friends, sometimes girlfriends, and the kind of lifestyle that many people my age would have envied. I worked long hours, but that included travelling to fancy hotels in exotic locations to organise photo shoots, attending parties with complimentary drinks, interviewing actors and actresses, sports stars and musicians, and coming up with ideas for stupid stories to amuse young men. Then, between games of pool, I’d commission writers to draft the features that my colleagues and I had dreamed up on a whim – whatever tickled our cynical and deprecating senses of humour.


This was the late 1990s, when men’s lifestyle magazines were at the height of their popularity, and there was a kind of unthinking fun to be had by those who worked on them. But while the free clothes and watches, the glamour and the prestige, the careless laughter, the buzz of thrill-seeking all satisfied a certain shallow craving for pleasure, under the surface my life was not so enjoyable. I had a series of romantic relationships, but they rarely lasted more than a few months. I had a seemingly fabulous career, but it masked an undercurrent of yearning for something more, although I had no idea what that something might be. I frequently batted away feelings of hollowness and melancholy, as well as vague premonitions of a fearful future. I was lonely, and when the parties ended I’d try to keep the worry away by playing myself at darts, drinking vodka and spacing out with Sky Sports News on the TV. But the more I tried to fill the days and nights with pleasure, the more the darkness loomed at the edges of my mind. Questions about the meaning of existence started to creep in, accompanied by nervous rumblings in my gut, especially during rare moments of quiet, which I tried to keep to a minimum.


Frightened of silence, I surrounded myself with noise. Frightened of change, I worked hard at a lifestyle that lacked the lively curiosity I’d nurtured through my university days. Finding a harsh outside world when I left the academic cocoon, I reacted by shutting down feelings and becoming hard of heart. Frightened of being hurt by others, I no longer shared any sense of vulnerability. Instead, I threw myself into ever more frantic activity, be it buying clothes, going to the gym or creating dramas with girlfriends. Or I’d try to dull the unease by drinking alcohol or smoking dope.


I seemed to function well enough most of the time, surviving on the surface. Only a few times did the veneer crack, usually after a girlfriend’s rejection. Whenever this happened, anger and fear would shoot through my body, along with the sudden racing of a mind yelping from hurt, desperately searching for an exit from suffering. This sudden and scary automatic reaction would usually last for a few weeks or months, during which time I would barely eat or sleep, consumed by obsessive thoughts about how to put things right. The volcano of emotion would eventually subside, sometimes as a result of a new relationship, or by resurrecting the old one. Or there might be another form of distraction – perhaps a promotion or a holiday in the sun.


But the patch jobs and distractions ultimately failed to do the trick. Soon after the millennium turned, another fledgling relationship came to an abrupt end, and this time my escape tactics couldn’t divert me from the pain. There was no one new on the horizon. Attempts to throw myself into work projects didn’t satisfy: the conveyor belt of gadgets, models and puerile jokes was starting to lose its appeal – something in me called for an engagement of heart. A comfortable flat share with an old friend was also coming to an end, and I was secretly scared of living alone.


Loss of girlfriend, loss of companionship, loss of professional identity. Combined, it all felt too much to bear. It was like I’d been strapped to an out-of-control helicopter: my stomach lurched up and down as catastrophic thoughts (‘You’re going mad. This is a disaster …’) rattled through my head in a crazed, repeating loop. Muscles were frozen in terror, fingers trembled, and my breath hardened to a shallow pant.


Seeing no way out, I collapsed. Or rather, the rickety façade that I thought was ‘me’ collapsed. After several weeks at work trying to pretend everything was fine, I called in sick, unable to face another week of going to the bathroom every twenty minutes to cry, fruitlessly berating myself to ‘get it together’. At home, things only got worse. Now I had all day to lie in bed or pace up and down, fretfully running through what was going wrong and how I might put it right. I passed the time chain-smoking (another futile diversion technique) and calling friends, family and even the Samaritans, hoping someone might offer an antidote to the poison that was eating me. Was I suicidal? No, but I desperately wanted the pain to stop.


It didn’t stop for quite a while. I moved into a new flat and, as expected, felt very lonely in it. I sobbed myself to sleep on many nights (on the others, my brain just whirred and whirred until unconsciousness came as precious relief). After several months off work, and still unable to face a return to the office, I went freelance, basing myself at home (and thus deepening the isolation and loneliness). I made a living, but found no joy in the work.


All I could really focus on was the depression. I went on a frantic quest to discover the cause of my symptoms, and how to be rid of them. The first stop was my GP. ‘I’m having a breakdown,’ I told him. ‘My girlfriend left me, I’m in the wrong job, I’m scared to live alone and I can’t stop crying. All I can think about is how terrible everything is and I can’t eat or sleep. Please help me.’


‘You’re upset,’ he replied softly. ‘I’ll give you some antidepressants, but what’ll really help is counselling. It sounds like you’ve been shoving everything under the carpet and that’s not working any more.’


‘Yes,’ I replied meekly. ‘But now what?’


‘You have to start looking at what’s under the carpet. Counselling will help you to do that.’


Before I left my job, I’d been invited to see an occupational coach who was also a psychotherapist – the company agreed to pay for a few meetings. I learned a lot during the sessions about the workings of my mind. I realised I wanted to be seen as successful, attractive and clever, and came to understand that this self-image was held in place by a range of circumstantial props, such as job status, money, material possessions, and feeling wanted and loved in a romantic relationship. This seemed like useful information, and the counselling provided a supportive way of processing it, so when my employers’ funding ran out, I paid for more sessions out of my own pocket. Yet no matter how much I talked, reflected, probed and analysed (and I did a lot of all four), I still felt no better. After two years of traipsing in and out of the consulting room, I was just as miserable as before.


Why wasn’t the therapy shifting my gloom? With hindsight, it’s clear that while I grew familiar with what wasn’t working, I didn’t learn the skills to untangle myself from it. My therapist suggested that I ‘over-identified with emotions’. Actually, I over-identified with everything: thoughts, feelings, people, work, property, clothes. Life – in terms of the things I desired and the things from which I wanted to escape – weighed heavily on me. Yet, the more I focused on the problem, the worse it became. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to change.


No matter how hard I tried …


And I was trying very, very hard. Within weeks of starting therapy, one wall of my bedroom was stacked waist high with psychology and self-help books. Among many other topics, I was reading up on how to forge a successful relationship (Women who Love too Much, Games People Play), manage mental states and emotions (Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway, I’m Okay, You’re Okay), be more purposeful (The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People), understand the past and its effects on the psyche (the works of Freud, Jung and Winnicott) and explore spirituality (The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying). Several times each week I attended meetings of Co-Dependents Anonymous and other ‘twelve-step’ groups that focused on addiction to relationships. I was also working my way through a chemist’s shelf of antidepressants, one brand after another. I tried alternative treatments like acupuncture and biodynamic massage, and toyed with lifestyle changes: should I move to Australia or perhaps share a flat again? Even my writing reflected this desperate, scattergun approach to life and recovery – as I searched for new paths, I wrote travel pieces, business analyses, book reviews, real-life stories, psychology features, confessionals, even an agony-uncle column.


It was a frantic search for contentment that must have been exhausting. But as I was already so very tired, I didn’t notice how hard I was driving myself. My mind and body were stuck in a cycle of fear and regret, and I had lost all touch with the effects of my actions. I couldn’t see that each time I rushed into the next support group, therapy session or self-help treatise, I was actually pushing away the peace I craved. I was trying to force myself into a future state of calm, but the forcing itself kept the tension in place. The more I tried to fight or run from fear and rumination, the more I fuelled a pattern of aversion, a hatred of the present that made me feel worse, impelling me to fight or run even more. No matter what I changed in my external life, no matter what I tried to change in my psyche, I remained stuck in a pattern of resistance to the moment. And just as that cycle of behaviour kept repeating, so did my cycle of experience. No matter what I tried, I woke up each morning and went to bed each night depressed, scared, frustrated and tired.


At times, from the outside, it would look like I was holding up. I managed to meet most of my deadlines, smile at interviewees and colleagues, pay the bills, and appear to enjoy playing football, watching a film or attending a party. At others, I couldn’t find the energy to keep up appearances, and I would break down. Shattered from all the striving, and exasperated at finding it impossible to escape from misery, I’d drop into a wailing heap, crying impotent tears of rage. Other times I was so angry and dissociated that I couldn’t cry. I’d just go to bed and lie there frozen, mummified by muscle tension, stuck in relentless thinking. Letters went unopened, dishes sprouted mould in the sink, and days went by as I hid from an outside world that rudely signalled its ongoing presence through shaking bedroom walls as lorries thundered past outside. I was often so lifeless I’d only make it to the fridge once or twice a day, surviving on the occasional can of beans, washed down with fruit juice. My weight yo-yoed. During the periods of mad activity, I’d shovel down a dozen bowls of cereal a day. Along with cigarettes, I used eating as a way to avoid feelings, and I quickly piled on the pounds. Then, in times of lethargy, I’d hardly eat and the weight would fall off. It was the same boom-and-bust pattern, written on my body, that played out in my psyche.


When nothing changed after days under the duvet, I’d eventually drag myself up, issuing mental threats to myself of house repossession or death from malnutrition. I’d grit my teeth, trudge to the shops for supplies, and get on the phone in the hunt for work. Or I’d start a new round of fruitless solution-seeking, ringing the surgery for an emergency appointment, or leaving a trail of messages for my therapist or the members of my latest support group: ‘Help me, please help me. I think I might be dying. I can’t do this any longer. Please help me now.’


When these pleas failed to generate an immediate response, I’d show up at yet another twelve-step meeting – in London, a new group seemed to launch every other week – and sit and listen to others’ tales of struggle or recount my own, hoping for salvation through sharing stories. Occasionally, I’d make the trip to Accident and Emergency at the local hospital and demand to see a psychiatrist. The best they could usually offer was a friendly (or sometimes not-so-friendly) chat, another antidepressant prescription, and an explanation that I wasn’t sufficiently ill to be admitted to a ward, which – they said – would probably make me worse anyway. On one occasion, I answered a straight-faced ‘yes’ to the question ‘Are you suicidal?’ as I knew that would leave them no option but to admit me. However, warnings about the dire state of the wards rang in my ears, and I bottled it at the last minute, changed my plea and begged to go home.


At my times of greatest despair, I leaned heavily on my family. I’d decamp for days, weeks or even months to my parents’ house. Ostensibly, this was for rest and recuperation, but really it was a retreat into childhood. A long way from my own home, with no work or friends near by, I’d try to distract myself from the whirring of my mind by filling in crosswords. Once again, there were times when I never got out of bed. With no obligation to go to the shops for food (my poor parents – not knowing how to help – had issued assurances that they would never let me go homeless or hungry), I’d hole myself up in a bedroom until the isolation started to feel worse than the prospect of getting up. Finally, I’d crawl into the shower and try to face the world again. Each of my brothers and several friends also provided sanctuary at times. But I was hardly in a state to be supported: I was too closed down.


Deep in the depressive’s cave, I could see the core problem and how it might be relieved. Before I started therapy, one of my brothers had given me a book on Taoist healing, which included advice on ‘people-surfing’, breathing and letting go. I was intrigued by these concepts as they seemed so far removed from how I lived my life, which was all about people-craving, breathlessness and holding on. The book recommended meditation as a means of Taoist training, and I intuitively felt this was important advice. But, although I grasped the idea (and appreciated the possible benefits), all I felt when I tried to meditate was a surging heart rate, a wrenching gut and mental spaghetti. Surely, this wasn’t what was supposed to happen? Where was the promised relaxation? After a handful of one-minute sessions, I branded myself a meditation failure and gave up.


But as I continued to search for recovery, certain themes kept recurring in my reading and in suggestions from others: ‘stop trying so hard’, ‘accept yourself’, ‘open up’, ‘allow yourself to feel’. To me, these were trite phrases that described experiences I’d never had and that I had little inkling of how to access. Before long, whenever someone told me to ‘let go’ or ‘accept myself’, I would answer with a glare. What do they even mean by ‘let go’? How dare they offer such facile remedies for the excruciating pain I’ve endured for so long?


Truisms and self-help advice were getting my goat, but there was one view of my predicament that I couldn’t fault. As I bounced from one set of supposed answers to the next (each time I finished a volume, I’d scan through the bibliography and order more), a certain way of seeing, being and acting started to make sense. Buddhism. In diagnosing the problem of human suffering, the Buddha offered a straightforward outline of the cause, an optimistic prognosis and a practical treatment plan. Humans experience stress, he explained, because we become attached. We want to be happy, to hold on to pleasure and to steer clear of pain. We want to feel permanent and secure. In a futile attempt to create happiness and security, we cast delusions on ourselves, others and the world around, believing at a deep emotional level that if we try hard enough, we will succeed in preventing the flow of change in life. We think, with sufficient effort, that all of our ducks can be set in a row. Unconsciously, through force of habit, we cling to people, possessions, substances and ideas, haplessly clutching at whatever straws seem to promise pleasure.


But the permanent pleasure we crave is a fantasy. Life can never be one long high. Rather, it is a dynamic journey through the ‘ten thousand joys and ten thousand sorrows’ – with death, another transition, waiting at the end. None of us wants it to be this way, so we reach out and grab for something else – anything else – that might return us to the safety of our illusions, to soothe our discomfort at the unpalatable truths of existence. This may work for a time, but only until the next awakening jolt – such as a sudden illness, redundancy, or the end of a relationship. Then, once again, the fantasy and the reality jar, leaving us reeling. And so it goes on – a constant struggle to avoid painful truths and grab pleasant illusions, a clinging to whatever objects of desire seem within reach, followed by inevitable suffering as those objects slip from our grasp, exposing us yet again to suffering.


This was precisely how I had lived my life. My attachments were indisputable. I was desperate for happiness, yet everything I did to achieve it ultimately threw me into turmoil. My apparently successful career had offered a temporary protective bubble, but the blissful ignorance had now been torn and there was nowhere to hide. I had fallen prey to what the Buddha called the ‘Eight Worldly Concerns’ (Praise and Blame, Gain and Loss, Fame and Disrepute, Pleasure and Pain), determined to secure the first of each pair and prevent the second. This pursuit had left me floundering in a self-sustaining eddy of stress – trying to find what I didn’t have and trying to rid myself of what I didn’t want. Grasp, run away, grasp, run away, grasp, run away. Buddhist terminology describes this as samsara – life’s wheel of suffering.


The more I read of what the Buddha had taught, the more I felt a deep resonance. This wasn’t something I had to ‘believe’; it was what I already knew. Poring through Buddhist texts was like re-encountering maps of understanding I had lost and forgotten existed. Sure, there were elements of Buddhism that sounded like religion – suggesting what may happen beyond this life – but the core of its doctrine was immediately applicable to the here and now. My here and now.


What’s more, there was a prescription to follow – and a seemingly simple one, too. In order to be free of suffering (the Buddha’s first noble truth), one had to stop clinging (the second noble truth). This was exactly what everyone had been telling me – just let go. But the Buddha went further. Not only was this letting go possible (the third noble truth), but there was a path to achieve it – a ‘how-to guide’ – which came in the form of a clearly outlined set of instructions. Through cultivating skilful ways of living (right view, right intention, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration – the eightfold path), it was possible to free oneself from torment. We could – I could – be happy.


This prescription was different from all the others I had tried or studied. First, it was 2500 years old, so it had clearly stood the test of time. Moreover, despite the substantial claim that liberation was possible for everyone, it didn’t have the odour of snake oil. The Buddha explained that the path can – and probably will – be difficult: our habits are tenacious, so it’s not easy to let them go. Nevertheless, the Buddhist view is that we are deluded and unskilful, rather than intrinsically broken, so we are capable of change. It’s really up to us. No god or higher power is required, although we must be willing to learn and practise, preferably under guidance and with support.


This does not mean contorting ourselves into a new shape. The Buddha’s understanding was that a wise way of being can be found within each of us, beneath the cloak of illusion. The path is not about the attainment of goals, so much as about letting go of unhelpful habits, so a more harmonious relationship with life can unfold. We don’t need to strain and push, hammering ourselves like a blacksmith working with iron; instead, we can connect to a wisdom that’s already present, albeit obscured. Rather than trying to change our circumstances – which may not be feasible, and certainly isn’t a lasting cure – we work to change our relationship with our circumstances. This enables us to perceive the world in a different way. As Marcel Proust put it: ‘The only true voyage of discovery … would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes.’2 In this analysis, I needed not so much a change of situation, but a change of heart.


If there was no need to strive for transformation, there was no need to struggle. Indeed, struggle, I learned, served only to block the path. If we focus continually on trying to create a better future, then we aren’t in a good position to understand and relate well to the present (which, after all, is the only thing that is ever truly happening). Therefore, the first step on the journey is to explore carefully what’s going on right now. And to do that, it’s important to learn how to meditate. Mindfulness meditation, say Buddhists, is an essential tool for seeing the truth of what’s happening, enabling us to develop the skills to free us from helpless habit, cultivating our capacity to live wisely.


So, painful though it promised to be, I vowed to try meditation again. Beginning on my own, using written instructions as a guide, I devoted five minutes or so each day to following my breathing. It was just as tortuous as before – every few seconds I would feel the urge to leap into (distr)action, anything to take me away from the agony of sitting quietly with mind–body turmoil. But as I gradually started to accept that there are no quick fixes, I began to give in to the process, allowing myself to experience, without resistance, the sensations and thoughts that were coursing through my body and mind. For these short periods of time, I bore witness to them, in spite of the flow of thoughts that continued to label the exercise pointless.


I was reminded of one of my early therapy sessions. Tangled up as usual in some mental drama with an ex-girlfriend, and flying into a panic over how this made me feel, the therapist had said: ‘Ed, could you just observe the experience?’


‘Could I what?’


‘Observe the experience. Just watch what’s happening, as if you’re looking in from outside. Be interested in what’s happening – what you’re thinking, how you’re feeling.’


I found this idea somewhat mind-blowing – even the possibility that I could do such a thing. But on my journey home to Battersea, clambering aboard a bus, I dutifully tried to ‘observe my experience’. And you know what, I managed it … for a while. I watched myself pay for a ticket and talk to the driver. I noticed the feeling on the soles of my feet as they walked to the upper deck. I saw myself sitting down and looking at the people below. I looked at my thoughts: the stream of raging, whining thoughts that were cascading through my head. I saw my body – its locked-in, tight rigidity (clenched teeth and jaw, hunched shoulders) and restlessness (trembling hands and knees, tumbling gut). And, for the first time ever, it struck me – all this stuff that’s going on inside me isn’t actually me. Or, at least, it isn’t the whole of me. If it were, how would I be able to watch it like this? So what – or who – is watching? Hmm, curious.


The semi-mystical bus experience was over in a matter of minutes, but I remembered the flash of insight and the warm feeling it produced, even though I never managed to replicate it through conscious effort. Later, as I began to practise meditation, every so often it would happen again – a momentary glimmer of an experience that was bigger than my pain, a little space around the crush of distress. Something told me I was on the right track, but I knew I couldn’t go very far on my own. Surfing the web for suitable support, I saw there was a Buddhist centre ten minutes’ walk from my house. Gathering all my courage, I decided to pay it a visit.


So began my mindful tea-drinking.


Recognising that her student was extremely stressed, my first instructor proposed a very gentle regime. I followed it to the letter and, for the first time since I had toppled into depression, felt like something might be shifting. The gloom didn’t lift immediately, but I could sense that my mindset was starting to move. Instead of always trying to improve a situation through struggle or avoidance, I began to understand that there was possibly no need for so much to happen. Maybe my challenge was not to push with grit and determination, but to learn to be with whatever was happening – to allow anxiety, helplessness and racing thoughts, rather than try to shove them out of consciousness. This still seemed a tall order, but ‘letting be’ and ‘acceptance’ were no longer entirely alien concepts. I experienced little glimmers of them during meditation.


And so I continued, first with more mindful cups of tea, then with two, five, ten or even sometimes fifteen minutes of sitting each day. I tried to allow whatever thoughts and feelings were present, using the breath as an anchor to which I could return, whenever the mind wandered off. I tried to remember that there was no goal, so it was impossible to fail. All I had to do was keep returning to the breath, with gentleness and patience, noticing what was happening without making judgements, seeing the experience as neither good nor bad.


Every other approach I’d tried had seemed to be about someone offering a fix or about me learning how to repair myself. Here, the view was that nothing was really wrong, so there was no problem to be sorted out. At worst, I was merely confused about how to live well; and the first step out of that confusion was to realise how it functioned, through the practice of mindfulness meditation.


I could manage this for a few minutes each day. But the rest of my life was still manic. I was scooting from support group to support group, frantically jumping from one assignment to the next, trying geographical cures (a new rented office was the latest attempt to find some company) and analysing my life to death in therapy. I was still latched on to a range of self-diagnosed psychiatric conditions – one week I was a relationship addict, the next bipolar, then an obsessive–compulsive, and after that I had generalised anxiety disorder. Each, of course, had its own treatment regime, and my vain hope was that if I could make the correct diagnosis, recovery would follow. The Buddha’s diagnosis – that I was a normal human being experiencing normal human suffering (and reacting to it unskilfully) – was certainly appealing. But his meditative medicine seemed too slow whenever I spiralled into another frenzy.


In the summer of 2003, I started work as a volunteer in a charity’s press office. This was my latest wheeze – redemption through ethical employment. As usual, I dived in head-first, working like crazy to make a mark. And, as usual, it didn’t work. Although it looked like I’d be offered a job, I was going home at the end of each day and falling straight into bed, exhausted by the stress of appearing calm in the exposed environment of an open-plan office. I was almost back at square one, toughing it out in the workplace.


Then a chance conversation with one of the researchers revealed that she too was looking for health after a breakdown, although her recovery was going better than mine. Also a former journalist, she had developed fatigue while working at a newspaper. Conflicted and compromised by some of her assignments, she had forced herself to work through it, even though her body was telling her to stop. Recovery, for her, meant taking a year off to learn how to go more slowly and authentically, gradually pacing herself back into life. Bedridden at first, she had gently progressed to meeting friends for coffee once or twice a week, then to a few part-time projects (only those that made her heart sing), and finally back into office life (she was now working four days a week and cared deeply about the charity’s mission).


On hearing all of this, part of me fixated on her diagnosis: ME. Of course – that’s it! I must have chronic fatigue syndrome, too. After all, I’m always exhausted; my legs feel like lead; my head’s scrambled. But another, deeper part of me recognised the patterns behind the label: the drive to succeed, the faking, the willingness to suppress symptoms and overcompensate by trying even harder. And, of course, I also now recognised the remedy: slow down, let go, stop trying to make it better with even harder graft. Give up the fight.


I was nearly ready. After three weeks in the new job, shunting myself through yet another day of saying one thing and feeling another, I knew I wouldn’t go in the next morning. ‘Yet another failure,’ said the thoughts in my mind. But this time, I didn’t spiral down into self-recrimination. I looked up ‘chronic fatigue’ on the web. Some of the symptoms fitted me; others didn’t. But the treatment plan resonated:




	Don’t try to make yourself better through willpower.


	Accept how you feel.


	Stop struggling but don’t wallow – don’t retreat to bed for ever.


	Slow, small steps – pace yourself.


	Expect to take as long to get better as you’ve already been ill.





Expect to take as long to get better as you’ve already been ill? I’d already been ill for two and a half years. Yet I thought, ‘I can do that. Because I know I can’t carry on like this any more.’


I broached the subject with my (new) therapist at our next session. ‘I think I might have ME,’ I said.


‘In that case,’ he replied, ‘you’ll probably be disabled for the rest of your life.’


His words hit home, but I didn’t feel dispirited. I felt relieved. If that’s true, I reflected, then it really is okay to let go, to do nothing. There may be nothing I can do to change the way I feel. Okay. I’m ready to let go.


This wasn’t a weak surrender. I didn’t return to bed, at least not in the same way as I had before. I started resting on the bed, lying down without mentally beating myself up, neither hiding under the duvet nor pressurising myself to get up and seek a new job or treatment. I stopped attending the support groups and instead went for short, gentle walks, maybe just to the bus stop and back. Every other day or so, I would arrange to meet someone for tea. I had started to connect with a few people at the meditation centre and our discussions were light and optimistic, rather than focused on depression or addiction, as tended to happen at the support group sessions. I stopped looking for work and applied for sickness benefit, accepting that now was not the time for a new career. I stopped searching for new information and support, and I mostly stopped reading books, except for a few pages at a time (as recommended in the guides to pacing). I stopped ringing the Samaritans to tell them how awful I felt, and started telling myself that it was okay to be me, just as I was.


And I meditated. My day became infused with the approach to life I had learned over the previous few months. The literature on chronic fatigue explained that it was exhausting to think or talk constantly, and that conversations, reading and activities that required intense concentration or induced stress should be carefully rationed. Meditation practice, I realised, had already shown me a way of managing this. Instead of rushing to do or think, I just let myself watch my breath and feel my body as I moved slowly, gently, through each moment. Although I still felt the symptoms of depression – dissociation, restlessness, body tension, negative thoughts – I didn’t sink into rumination or despondency, as I knew the stress of that would sap even more energy. Crucially, I now had an alternative – I followed my breath as my emotions swung back and forth. For the first time, outside of my formal meditation practice, I allowed myself to live slowly and deliberately, offering kindness to myself and my predicament, without expecting anything in return.


Around ten days into this experiment – on a Friday morning in late August – I was lying in the bath. Suddenly I noticed something odd. I was relaxed. My bones weren’t aching. My muscles weren’t tense. My heart wasn’t racing. My thoughts weren’t on a loop of impending disaster. I felt okay!


It had been thirty-five months since I’d experienced anything like this. ‘Oh my God,’ I whispered to myself, ‘I remember this.’ Gingerly, I stepped out of the bath and got dressed, very slowly, unable quite to believe what was happening. I still felt okay. I decided to go out for a walk. Stepping outside my flat, onto the pavement, I looked up. It was a beautiful late summer’s day. The sun was shining, and I could feel its warmth on my face. It was wonderful, even though I still felt physically fragile. ‘Wow,’ I said to myself, mouthing the word silently, ‘this is amazing.’ I turned around, shuffled back inside, and burst into floods of tears. But these were tears of relief, joy and sadness – all mixed together – rather than of rage. As I wept and wept, falling to the floor, letting out great sobbing, heaving wails, I thought the crying might never stop. A chink had appeared in the chain mail of depression.




Practice to try: Mindful tea-drinking


If you are feeling very depressed or anxious, even short periods of meditation can seem overwhelming at first. So bringing mindfulness to everyday activities such as drinking a cup of tea, cleaning your teeth or going for a walk is a gentle way to begin. It’s also a helpful way to develop your practice. Below are a few suggestions on how to practise mindful tea-drinking. Obviously, you can make and drink the tea in any way you like, or you can replace it with another regular activity. The important thing is to let go into seeing, feeling, tasting, touching and hearing, and to return gently to the senses whenever you notice the mind straying into thought.
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