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INTRODUCTION


The phrase “mindfulness on the go” might seem a contradiction. However, we can cultivate mindfulness in more ways than just sitting still, and this book will show you how.


People who already practice mindfulness often find it challenging to take the skills learned while meditating “on the mat” into their everyday life—the busy-ness of the office or family is distracting and they fall into familiar patterns of automatic behavior.


We can find ourselves compartmentalizing mindfulness into something we do at home for 15 or 20 minutes at a time, rather than face the challenge of doing it throughout the day. This book has been designed to encourage you to practice mindfulness anywhere and at any time. The more you do it, the more it will become second nature, and you will find yourself practicing it instinctively throughout your day.


Whether you have never meditated before or do so regularly, I recommend you read Chapter 1 first because it explains what mindfulness is and its origins, and how it can help us in our everyday lives. The focus is primarily on how to practice mindfulness, both formally and informally. It helps to be familiar with the terms used.


o Teasing Apart Our Experience (see page 22) explains what makes up our experience.


o The Light of Awareness (see page 23) explains how we can use our attention to explore our experience.


o The Power of the Breath (see page 24), Breathing Into (see page 26), Tuning Into (see page 27), Being With (see page 30), and The Power of the Body (see page 32) explain how we can use the breath and body as vehicles for our attention, helping us to access and relate to our experience in a different way.


o Turning Toward All Experience (see page 28) explains how mindfulness teaches us to be with all our experiences (even the ones we would rather not be with).


o Much of our suffering is self-created. We weave complex stories about our experiences, which we continually replay and embroider in our minds, thereby influencing our mood and behavior. Noticing the Narrative (see page 34) explains how we can free ourselves from believing these stories and thereby free ourselves from unnecessary suffering.


There is also information on the key attitudes to cultivate (see pages 36–43), guidance around practicing (how to take care of yourself, paying attention to your posture and managing discomfort, and dealing with the wandering mind—see pages 44–51), and core meditation practices (see pages 52–61).


Chapter 2 offers a variety of exercises, divided into activities and practices, that are all designed for you to be able to use daily and “on the go.” You can find out more about them on pages 64–67.
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WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


Mindfulness is commonly defined as deliberately paying attention to your experience as it unfolds, without judging it. Bringing kindly awareness is crucial.


When we practice mindfulness, we use our attention like a flashlight, shining it onto our experience (see The Light of Awareness, page 23).


Our experience refers to changing internal states, such as thoughts, physical sensations, and emotions (see Teasing Apart Our Experience, page 22) and includes how we relate to them as well as to our external experience, such as sounds, smells, other people, and our immediate environment. These internal and external factors are all interconnected.


We are interested in how we relate to our experience: wanting more of it, resisting it and trying to make it go away, or tuning out from it. Much of our suffering arises as a result of not liking what is arising and trying to make it different.
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How we pay attention is important. Intention is crucial—we deliberately choose to pay attention to our experience and, most importantly, we pay attention without judging and with a dollop of kindness, if possible. These are two of the core attitudes we deliberately cultivate through practice and which are also cultivated by practicing regularly (see pages 37–39).


One of the ways mindfulness helps us is by teaching us to be with whatever arises. We don’t chase a particular experience. We don’t pick and choose and only pay attention to those parts we like (see Turning Toward All Experience, page 28). Paradoxically, it is only when we accept things as they are—that is, we stop resisting our experience—that our relationship to that experience changes. We learn to do this by accessing The Power of the Breath (see page 24) and The Power of the Body (see page 32) and by cultivating specific attitudes (see pages 36–43). Other benefits are described on pages 13–21.


Mindfulness is a natural trait that we all have to some degree. Children are inherently mindful but it is a trait that we often lose as we grow older. We can cultivate mindfulness through meditating, either formally or informally.


Formal meditation refers to meditation practices such as sitting, movement (for example, yoga or walking), and body scans. There are different variations and types of practice within each of these. Formal practices are commonly done at a chosen place, at a particular time, and for a certain duration. There are instructions for some formal practices on pages 52–61.


Informal meditation refers to practices integrated into our everyday life. This means doing an activity and knowing what we are doing while we are doing it, rather than thinking about something else or multitasking. For example, eating a meal mindfully can become a meditation. The majority of practices in Chapter 2 are informal practices. Some of them are mini meditations and others are more about developing an awareness of habitual patterns of behavior.


It is recommended that you explore a combination of both formal and informal practices. The former can be kept quite short if time is pressing. Both types of practice are beneficial and cultivate different things as well as supporting each other.


It is important that you explore your experience for yourself, rather than take anyone else’s word for it—and do take care of yourself (see page 45).
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ORIGINS OF MINDFULNESS


Mindfulness has its roots in Buddhism and has been practiced for over 2,500 years. However, its secular form was developed by Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn and his colleagues at the Center for Mindfulness at the University of Massachusetts Medical School Hospital, USA.


Kabat-Zinn wanted to find a way to help people learn to live with chronic health conditions and the associated psychological problems, such as depression and anxiety. In the late 1970s he developed an eight-week program called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR).


Since then, this program has been adapted to help people with a range of specific medical and psychological conditions, including cancer, anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and addiction. These adapted forms of MBSR—each with a specific name, such as Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) for the prevent of relapse in depression—are commonly taught in groups where the specific vulnerabilities of the group will be addressed and the teacher will have experience of that particular context. This is unlike a general MBSR group, where people may be attending for lots of different reasons. In both contexts the focus is on how we relate to our problems rather than the problems themselves.


As the benefits of mindfulness were revealed (see opposite), people became interested in how to use it in a nontherapeutic context. Today, mindfulness is practiced in many areas of society, including schools, prisons, the sporting world, and the workplace.


Although mindfulness is commonly taught in groups (and that can be a really helpful way to establish your own personal practice), it is perfectly possible to practice on your own, particularly in the informal manner emphasized here. If you are practicing on your own without the support of a teacher, do pay particular attention to the cautions on page 45.
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HOW MINDFULNESS CAN HELP


People come to mindfulness for many different reasons. Sometimes they are looking for ways to manage a chronic health condition, such as pain, depression, or anxiety, or they may want to learn to meditate or simply be more present in their life.


Certainly the evidence suggests that we are all more distracted, with many of us leading complicated lives, perhaps juggling family demands with work, which can be physically and emotionally draining. Whatever the reasons, it seems that people get out of mindfulness what they most need, as it helps each of us to find a better balance in our lives.


Mindfulness is not a magic cure-all that will make all our problems go away. However, it can help us to relate to our problems differently. Studies have shown that as well as psychological changes, physiological changes take place as a result of practicing mindfulness meditation, and these include changes in the brain as well as blood pressure and an improved immune system.


Reducing stress


It is common for people to report feeling less stressed after mindfulness meditation. The level of stress we feel is determined by whether we believe our resources are sufficient for the demands placed on them. Therefore, if we can change our perception of whether we are able to cope, we will feel less stressed. This is supported by the neuroscience that shows that the amygdala (the area of the brain that activates the stress reaction) is less active in those practicing mindfulness. Mindfulness also activates the body’s internal calming response, which is the antidote to the stress reaction activated whenever we feel threatened.
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Letting go of additional suffering


How we perceive our experience is determined by our interpretation of it—the story we create about it. This story is often the source of much of our suffering (see Noticing the Narrative, page 34). While we often can’t do anything about the original issue, we can do something about the extra stuff we pile on top. Once we realize that a lot of our suffering is self-created, the skills we learn through practicing mindfulness help us to let the stories go. They may still come into our minds but we do not believe that they are true.


For example, if we can’t sleep, we might lie awake worrying about how tired we will be the next day and how that might affect us. We get mentally exhausted as the anxiety grows; we might become cross or frustrated and perhaps blame ourselves or others for our sleeplessness. The mindful approach would be to notice the stories we are telling ourselves (whose fault it is, the crystal-ball gazing, and so on), acknowledge them, and take our attention to the body, noticing the breath and the sensation of contact with the bed and the covers. Every time our thoughts pull us away, the invitation would be to bring our attention back to the body and remind ourselves that we can still rest without being asleep.


When we experience physical pain, we often tense up around the discomfort, thereby creating additional tension elsewhere in the body. Notice how you brace yourself against a cold wind or as you walk into a room where you anticipate a difficult situation. Every time we do this we are storing up tension in the body, which can have long-term health implications. If we can bring these moments into awareness and soften into the bracing, we are preventing the tension from arising in the first place.


Accepting things as they really are


Our seeing is often clouded by judgments or our mood. By tuning into our experience, we learn to see things as they really are (even when that is not what we want). We spend a lot of time fantasizing about the future or living in the past. It is only by acknowledging where we actually are (rather than where we think we are) that we can move forward.


Creating a personal early warning system


Practicing mindfulness helps us to become more aware of our thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations. It allows us to develop a personal early warning system, alerting us when things are not quite right, such as when we are feeling low or physically unwell. This feedback can help us to take care of ourselves before a situation worsens.


Waking up to life


Although mindfulness can have a therapeutic element, there are other benefits too. It can help us to reconnect with being alive. Many of us operate on automatic pilot. We zone out from an unpleasant commute or dull household chores, for example. However, this can quickly become our default mode of living. When we are on autopilot, we operate from the more primitive parts of the brain and so we are more likely to be reactive, because the higher, executive functions of the brain are not engaged. Since we are not alert, we are also more likely to miss things—both internally (how we are feeling) and externally (our environment and how others are feeling). We are no longer present; it is as if we are sleepwalking through life.


Sensory awareness


When we pay attention to our experience, we become more aware of the senses: taste, smell, touch, sound, and sight. As well as making daily life richer, this can have a major impact on the food we eat. When we eat mindfully, we savor each mouthful, exploring textures and noticing aromas and tastes, and the experience is made richer because of it. Similarly, if the food we are eating is processed, we will notice how it actually tastes, rather than just swallowing it without awareness. This may influence the choices we make going forward. When we eat more slowly and are attuned to the body, we pick up physical cues when we have had enough. Mindfulness brings unconscious behaviors, such as reaching for another cookie or an extra glass of wine, into our awareness so we can make a choice about what we really want.


Being kinder to self and others


People often report being kinder to themselves as a result of practicing mindfulness. Realizing that we are only human with all the associated vulnerabilities can be liberating. Practicing mindfulness regularly has been shown to increase activation in the area of the brain that is linked to compassion and empathy.
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