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			Preface


			This book has come out of years of trying to find a way out of a life dominated by stress and anxiety, tormenting repetitive thoughts, false beliefs, low self-esteem from endless negative self-talk, and a constant sense of not belonging that dominated my mind way too often and for too long. Only when I discovered meditation, mindfulness and self-enquiry, and was led to teachers who could assist me to reclaim my beautiful life and establish regular mindfulness practices, my drained, depleted mind and nervous system calmed down and was strengthened and restored. I shed all the false beliefs and conditioning I had been taught and replaced them with self-acceptance, self-love, and love of the Earth, others and life itself. This has led to working with people who also want to learn these simple, effective mindfulness strategies. 


			Intentionally developing present moment awareness and recognising and letting go of repetitive, unhelpful thoughts, emotional reactivity and conditioned behavioural patterns can lead to many great ongoing outcomes and eliminate many long-held beliefs that undermine our ability to be present and in contact with life in a vibrant and joyful way. I can still not believe, after 30 years, the ‘miracle of mindfulness’ which Vietnamese monk and author, Thich Nhat Hanh, writes about. It is such a simple, effective strategy to see through the many learned behaviours and beliefs that society conditions into us – that we dutifully believe and live, and then suffer endlessly. Being taught the simple strategy of mindfulness has changed my life from the not-so-good to the great (mostly); it has been like recovering a lost precious gem. Inner peace and insight are there for all who are willing to realign their values with wholeness and heartfulness.


			Many, if not most, people experience so much ongoing mental and emotional suffering and over-anxious and aimless thinking they get worn down. They are trapped on a treadmill of demands and expectations that they, while being rewarded materially, are often left drained and disconnected from the ongoing good that life is. When we are in contact with life and have present moment awareness – all that is naturally occurring, nature, each other, and qualities of compassion, kindness, love and empathy – we have a deeper sense of belonging and rightness. But when we lose contact through the endless demands of the world and the business of living and doing, we numb our connection to the vibrancy of life energy. Recognising and purposefully reconnecting with life energy leads to a balanced awareness of the mind’s emotions and life itself, and that opens the door to inner calm, emotional balance and the resilience to deal with the inevitable challenges we all have to face. 


			Most people have never had any training on how to be aware of their emotional selves to be able to deal with their hurts, misunderstandings and behaviours. They have become emotionally stuck; trapped by the past unprocessed emotions that flare up when triggered by stress, anxiety or unhappiness. 


			Mindfulness is a simple strategy, a ‘tool’, that you can use to intentionally train yourself to be present and self-aware, and to self-regulate.


			In our fast, busy, demanding times, the nervous system is on overload for too many people, including children. We have too much to do, too many distractions, too much external noise (the noise of living), too much time spent on devices, too much disconnection (not belonging), not enough contact with the outdoor world and the calming natural world, too much trying to fit into expectations that may not align with our strengths or needs, and too much people-pleasing at the cost of our own wellbeing. 


			We ask children to pay attention all day long yet fail to teach them how — Amy Saltzman


			If we can begin to recognise that our thoughts are mental events that cross the screen of our minds, that we are not our thoughts, and that they are separate from us, we get a glimpse of the possibility mindfulness training offers. By regularly observing, naming and allowing our thoughts and feelings to simply be there, we will come to know ourselves in a deeper more meaningful way. We will start to understand more about our mental behaviours, and that can lead to freedom from sadness, unhappiness and non-self-acceptance. 


			In this book, we will uncover the strategies and practices that help people from all walks of life to have better emotional balance and resilience.


		


	

		

			


			 


			Introduction


			If you have found yourself with this book in your hands, can I suggest a couple of things? As you read, keep an open mind. If thoughts arise like, ‘This is so hippy 70s and airy fairy’, ‘It can’t be true’, ‘I am too old for this’, or ‘This can never work’, let those thoughts go and keep reading. 


			If possible, drop all judgement, and follow the practices to try out mindfulness and see what it is first-hand before you judge it. 


			After you have read the book, you will be in a better position to see if the mindful way of being present in your own life, along with the increasing clarity of mind and calmness in the body, is for you. If it is, great! If not, that’s fine. At least you gave it a fair go.


			From birth we are conditioned by the world around us to have beliefs and ideas that we learn from family, school and the society we live in. They sit inside us, directing our every thought and movement. Yet often we find ourselves with a sense of the unreality, a sense that these beliefs are inauthentic, and we don’t really believe all we have been taught and told to believe. When we put the spotlight on our inner world of thoughts and feelings, and fearlessly begin to examine them with 100% honesty, it can be startling to realise that you believe things and behave in ways that are contrary to your gut feelings. This can sometimes account for the sense of ‘fraud’ that we label ourselves with when we say one thing but in our heart of hearts believe another. We often do this to fit in, so we won’t be ‘outside’ the group or the general consensus.


			The Western world – indeed the whole world – is under the spell of technology, capitalism, materialism and intellectualism. This fragments and compartmentalises all aspects of life to the point that so many people are feeling disconnected, discontent and longing for relief from the incessant overload of mental distractions, often inaccurate and over-stimulating. 


			People find different ways to self-calm and self-regulate. Some do sports, play music, write poetry, garden, knit – whatever. With mindfulness – or attention training – we learn to recognise and observe all that is going on around us and inside us (our thoughts, feelings and sensations) and notice our reactions and responses. 


			Integrating mindfulness into all areas of your life leads to so many great outcomes: present moment awareness, emotional regulation, honest, loving relationships, presence, better focus and attention and listening skills, better quality sleep, and more.


			By practising mindfulness, we begin to recognise that we have a choice of where we put our attention, and the more we practise present moment awareness and strengthen the attention ‘muscle’ (by noticing thoughts, feelings, reactions and distractions), the easier it becomes to shift our attention, especially when we get stuck in repetitive, troublesome thinking and feelings. It’s not a magic bullet, nor necessarily easy – we have to practise the attention training that focuses on developing the ability to be present. 


			We can learn to allow emotions and feelings and thoughts to be simply there in our minds, in our bodies, without reacting to them, by noticing and naming them and not becoming trapped by them. 


			Though this might seem impossible when you begin, it’s surprising how quickly we become skilled at being mindful, being fully present for whatever shows up in our lives. By training ourselves to recognise, name and allow thoughts and feelings to just be there, without reacting, they lose the power to overwhelm us.


			Mindfulness is . . . 


			

					It’s well known that in the twenty-first century, humans have been conditioned to believe that every minute should be active. We have become a race of human doings and no longer human beings – being present in the here and now and engaging moment to moment with ourselves, others and the Earth around us. We are over-stimulated and living in a device-, light-, and noise-filled environment where the expectation is to be active, excited and ‘on’ all the time.


			


			

					This race to get more, achieve more, connect more, and be ‘on’ more has led to many people experiencing burnout, disconnection, chronic distraction and a generally lower state of wellbeing, mentally and physically, with constant negative self-talk. We live in disruptive times and our collective nervous systems are over-stimulated. We have lowered resilience and flexibility to deal with the many challenges we face daily.


					Even a simple practice of listening to the sounds of nature, looking at the blue sky or watching the ocean can be soothing to the over-stimulated nervous system. Just as we co-regulate with other people and making eye contact is important, we can co-regulate with the natural world.


					Humans are wired for connection and belonging, which are a biological imperative. Without this we are often lost, disconnected and feel ‘less than’, which all impacts on our wellbeing – mental, emotional and physical.


					Training ourselves to recognise our inner world of thoughts and feelings, to reflect and regulate and be authentically, fully present in our lives leading to present moment awareness. 


					Many people have lost purpose and meaning in their lives and live day-to-day on autopilot in the world of doing and not being present, never taking time to stop for even as little as 5 minutes to reflect and recharge. 


					Recognising and naming your purpose and meaning daily encourages a deeper connection and aligns your choices with something bigger than yourself. Having regular 5-minute brain breaks throughout the day is known to encourage higher engagement, productivity and a balanced mental and physical state.


					Bringing a level of awareness to the impacts these social behaviours have on much of the population is a beginning to putting the spotlight on where changes need to be made – which is not always easy, as humans are creatures of habit. 


					When we recognise that changes are needed in our mental and emotional behaviours to limit the robotic behaviours we too often fall into, we can establish a new way of being – being alert, present and aware, accepting and welcoming the present moment with whatever it brings with calm and equanimity. We can connect with others from a heartful place of genuine interest, caring and concern.


					Mindfulness offers a restorative practice to return body and mind to connection, balance, awareness and presence.


					Reconnecting with ourselves, others and the world around us offers a sense of balance, safety and a normally functioning nervous system as well as healing the learned stress state so many people are in – even young children.


					Humans rely on social connection to survive as well as physical connection. We co-regulate with each other simply by making eye contact with others, speaking together or eating together while not distracted. Our bodies are ‘reading’ each other at an unconscious level – looking for signals of connection or disconnection. Being fully present (with no mind-wandering or critical inner thinking) is an important part of making healthy connections.


					Mindfulness is about bringing attention to present moment awareness and being fully present as life unfolds without having expectations or an agenda or trying to interfere to get a particular outcome you ‘want’.


			


			

					Acceptance of what is, is a large part of living mindfully. Too often we want things a particular way and try to influence people and events because we think we know best or want a particular outcome rather than just letting life unfold in the moment. 


			


			What is mindfulness?


			

				

					Many people believe that meditation and mindfulness are about not thinking. That’s not possible, as the mind is constantly throwing up thoughts in response to simply living in the world of noise and distractions as well as having an endless stream of thoughts. 


					Mindfulness is a mental training that helps us develop the ability to be aware of our thoughts and feelings as well as recognise that we don’t have to be frightened by them or stay trapped by them. 


					Humans have the unique ability to ‘train and tame the brain’ – to notice thoughts and feelings and shift our attention, especially when repetitive or unhelpful thoughts and feelings take over. We can train ourselves to notice these feelings and reactions and, more importantly, intervene escalation and redirect attention to self-calm.


				


			


			Mindfulness is a very old (about 3,000 years) mind training that has been practised by many cultures – mostly Eastern – that recognises that every day humans experience numerous mental distortions: fears (mostly unfounded), worries, wrong perceptions, misinformation, misunderstandings and anxiety. 


			Mindfulness is training to recognise that going over the past keeps us stuck in the past, and thinking about the future either anxiously or hopefully for better times to come is mentally draining and takes us away from being fully present in the moment. 


			Mindfulness is not a therapy. However, when practised regularly it has many therapeutic benefits, including self-calming, self-awareness and self-regulation.


			Mindfulness is both a practice and a way of being. ‘Being mindful’ – what does that mean? It means that we are fully present, moment to moment, so that we notice our thoughts, notice how we feel in the body (sensations), notice where our attention is, and most importantly recognise when unhelpful thoughts and memories threaten to tip us over into emotional reactivity. 


			Let’s face it – living is challenging.


			As Barry Long (Australian mindfulness teacher) frequently said: ‘Life is easy, living is hard.’ Barry’s definition of life was all that occurred naturally; the rhythms of the natural world, the elements, the sweetness of simply being present and aware and connected to the Earth, ourselves and each other with open hearts and presence.


			The world is everything human-made, like a super-structure placed over the naturally occurring planet, including the overwhelmed mind and the constant business of human doing without a pause to connect with ourselves and the Earth around us. In a sense, we have lost touch with human being and become human doing – we’re busy all the time, every minute is crammed with activity and productivity, and we wear ourselves out and become mentally and emotionally frazzled. 


			Learning to allocate time each day to your wellbeing is important. Taking time out from the incessant demands of the world to purposefully connect with nature and yourself, calmly and quietly, is hugely rewarding and deeply healing.


			As we practise mindfulness, we begin to shed unhelpful thoughts, feelings, reactions and beliefs that keep us hostage to ongoing unhappiness. 


			Too often we believe it’s the world or other people causing unhappiness, but we need to take a good, hard look at ourselves, our beliefs, motivations and conditioned reactions. When we learn to realise that our own mental conditioning, beliefs and behaviours are often the cause of our unhappiness, we can start the process of recognising, facing and eliminating the behaviours that cause conflict, separation, discord and unhappiness in our lives.


			It’s easy to react in the moment when something happens that we don’t like or want. We may say something hurtful, turn away, throw something or shut down. There are so many different reactions. Mindfulness trains us to recognise that when something happens that we might not like or want there is a moment of time – a moment when we have the option to either react, or to pause, reflect and respond calmly.


			When we begin to investigate our own minds in this way, we begin to recognise that a lot of our unhappiness and discontent is self-created by wanting something to be a particular thing that suits us, trying to get something not intended for us or hoping for an outcome that suits us. In other words, we try to interfere with situations to get a desired outcome that we think we want, often creating discord, unhappiness and separation.


			It’s not always easy facing your own self – putting the spotlight of awareness on ingrained behaviours that are self-interested. But it’s not about being unkind to ourselves. Often we will recognise that these behaviours have developed as a way to feel safe or in control when perhaps we were in environments that made us feel insecure and unsafe.


			So much of our self-management is through learned experience of the code of conduct we learn from a young age. However, the inner workings of thoughts and feelings are seldom addressed directly, so most people are left without a navigation tool or strategy. Mindfulness is that tool – the missing link that is mind (and emotion) management that leads to so many positive evidence-based outcomes. Everyone should be taught mindfulness, present moment awareness and emotional intelligence from a young age. Our inner world of thoughts and feelings dictates how we live, react and respond to the world around us and inside of us. Embedding the skills to understand and navigate our thoughts and emotions through regular attention training anchors us in a safe and steady place to manage all the life circumstances that we all individually experience. 


			The quieter you become the more you are able to hear. — Rumi


			Mindfulness is not a magic bullet. It is experiential, it’s a first-person experience, something you do rather than get, and this could be why it is not practised more widely. In our age of instant gratification, speed and multiple technological distractions, it’s a big challenge for people to turn away from the outer world and intentionally put their attention on the body – breath, sound, smell, taste, touch and sensations. Yet it is by doing this that we activate parts of the brain that lead to self-calming and having the ability to observe life events as they happen to us, around us, inside of us in a way that we activate the self-observer so that we don’t become overwhelmed and go into anxious response mode. 


			When we begin to recognise that our thoughts are mental events that cross the screen of our minds, that we are not our thoughts, and they are actually separate from us, we start to see the possibility mindfulness training offers. By regularly observing, naming and allowing our thoughts to simply be, we come to know ourselves in a deeper more meaningful way; we start to understand more about our mental behaviours that actually can lead to freedom from sadness, unhappiness and non-self-acceptance.


			The power to choose


			One of our greatest skills as humans is our power to choose. We have an inbuilt ability to choose where we put our attention at each moment. We also have the ability to react or respond to our thoughts and feelings as well as life circumstances and events. How do we do that? By choosing to notice (purposefully putting our attention) our thoughts and emotions, especially unhelpful, negative, repetitive draining thoughts and emotions, and to train ourselves to interrupt the escalation of this behaviour so that we do not become overwhelmed. It takes discipline, patience and sometimes a lot of internal work (daily mindfulness practices) to look for a different, calm and positive perspective, but the ability to do it is within all of us. And when we make that choice, we are rewarded with a calmer way of facing all life circumstances. 


			Why do we need to practise mindfulness? 


			We are often trained in values, intelligence, education, understanding relationships and behaviours. Generally, basic guidelines are shared: learn right from wrong, think of others’ needs, be kind to yourself and others, be compassionate, be aware of self-care, don’t indulge in over-emotionality. However, the finer nuts and bolts of the balanced behaviours and habits of the mind and emotions are largely ignored. Why is that?


			It’s not easy to answer such a question. There are many attempts to provide a ‘working manual’ to help people to have strategies to deal with life’s inevitable challenges and stressors and to live aware, responsible and joyful lives. But by and large, as shown by the increasing stress, anxiety and mental health issues and loss of purpose and meaning for many people, this is not widely successful or fails to reach the very people who need instruction the most.


			If human beings were educated from a young age in how to ‘operate’ the human body and mind, we might have a different outcome. Education in emotional awareness, self-regulation, emotional intelligence and mental resilience are a missing link in the rising stress and anxiety that is alarmingly witnessed everywhere across all age groups.


			Many people all over the world are turning to the scientifically proven, evidence-based mindfulness practices to retrain the brain (mind) from the mental and emotional behaviours and learned habits that lead to so much suffering and the feeling of being trapped and in despair. 


			Why is that? 


			With the invention of brain-imaging machines and MRIs, neuroscientists and researchers have been able to observe the brain in action in detail, and have learned to understand how the human body, brain and nervous system ‘work’. This, in turn, has led to confirmation of what contemplative practitioners have known for centuries: training the mind in a specific way (attention training) engages the parts of the brain that exercise and strengthen the ability to observe the mind’s activity objectively and in doing so recognise that it is our thoughts and feelings – or more specifically our attachment and reactions (often robotic) to our thoughts and feelings – that generate so much distortion, misperception, unhappiness and mental and emotional imbalance. This learned, unhelpful behaviour can be unlearned and replaced with a self-management skill. 


			Learning to be aware of and ‘read’ the body’s sensations and thoughts is a big part of learning to pull back from the many outer distractions that are happening around us in the world (and our own minds) and to be intentionally alert, moment to moment, to what we are thinking, to where our attention is, and to how we are reacting or responding as well as to check whether we are slipping into unhelpful reactivity or rumination.


			

				

					Overthinking


					Many people have developed the habit of thinking too much – being anxious, or having aimless thoughts and overthinking, usually about something in the past or the future. In our society, thinking is like a sickness; it is habitual and is often unconscious, emotionally and physically draining, and alarming (fearful). We have learned patterns of repetitive, incessant, unhelpful thinking. 


					What does that mean? 


					It means that we have lost contact with what is happening right here and now – we are ‘somewhere else’ for much of the time. 


					‘Now’ is a pretty good place to be.


					Of course, things happen that we would rather didn’t, but that is the living reality. Life happens right here and right now, but when the incessant thinking mind constantly takes us away from the present, we get caught up in ‘what if’s’ and memories that drain our joy and the ability to enjoy the present moment. 
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