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      What if you could take a pill that could improve your health, make you relaxed and happy, build your confidence, and help you sleep? What if it could get rid of depression and anxiety, along with reducing blood pressure, heart disease and a whole lot of other physical, mental, and emotional issues?

      What if it could reduce or eliminate problems with addictions, eating disorders, and a long list of other health concerns?

      Better still, what if that little "magic pill" had no toxicity or side effects?

      Well, it’s not a little pill but it’s possible to achieve all of that and more with regular meditation.

      Did you know that numerous studies prove that when compared with their non-meditating counterparts, people who meditate regularly are healthier and live longer? Did you know that MRI scans show that there are physical changes to the brain after just six weeks of regular meditation?

      It’s even becoming more common in the workplace. Employers understand that regular meditation makes happier, healthier employees and thereby reduces absenteeism and the cost of benefits and treatments, while increasing productivity and profits. With so many amazing and positive results, it is no wonder that meditation has become mainstream.

      I struggled for years to get the hang of meditation. I gave up more times than I care to remember. Since I was a young girl, I heard that meditation was about “stilling the mind.” I kept trying to empty my brain, to have absolutely no thoughts, and I just couldn’t make it happen.

      It was especially frustrating because although I didn’t know it at the time, I had a pretty severe case of Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). It was always like a pinball machine on steroids in my head, even on a slow day. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how to slow the rush of disjointed and chaotic thoughts, let alone stop thinking altogether.

      I remember feeling further frustrated when after a few treatments with an acupuncturist for my numerous health issues, he said, “You think too much.” First of all, I was quite surprised, to say the least. How did he know that? I hadn’t said a word about the incredible busyness in my head. But what frustrated me was when I asked him what to do about it and he said, “Stop thinking.”

      With that advice, I felt utterly defeated. So it was true. I was supposed to stop having thoughts altogether. I really was a complete and utter failure when it came to meditation. Still, over the following years, I continued to try here and there, always giving up after several unsuccessful attempts. But I’m tenacious, if nothing else, and I kept hoping that on one of those attempts, someday I would finally have it licked.

      No matter what I tried, no matter how many books I read or how much advice I got, I just couldn’t get there.

      Then the universe did me a huge favour and somehow ended up stumbling into "mindfulness" meditation. I listened to this instructor tell me that it was okay to have thoughts wander into my head. What I did with them was the important bit. He said to simply acknowledge and accept them, and let them go, without judgment. That’s the difference between “having thoughts” and “thinking.”

      When I tried it on my own, I struggled. But my instructor’s voice and direction were like the rails that keep a train on its track.

      I kept listening to my instructor, following his directions as I meditated with him. Eventually I learned how to have some measure of control over my thoughts. I realised that I had got much better at the discipline required to keep from grabbing onto them and letting them run like a hamster on a wheel in my head. Or, in my case, a whole load of hamsters and wheels all at once.

      Then came the day when I did it all on my own. I was keeping the train from derailing, all by myself. My life was about to change in ways I could never have imagined.

      Whether you’ve never meditated before or you’ve been doing it religiously for years, it is always good to evaluate or re-evaluate your practice. Although I’ve been meditating and teaching it for years, I still enjoy reading new information about it, learning new techniques, and checking out new meditation recordings. There is always something to learn because there are as many ways to meditate as there are people who are doing it.

      Meditation should be enjoyed. It should be interesting. It should stretch you, move you, inspire you. As long as you are benefiting from what you’re doing and you feel yourself making progress, that’s great. You can add something new or change your practice if the spirit moves you, so to speak, but it’s okay to be of the “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” school of thought, too.

      However, if you’re bored with your practice or you’re no longer growing or learning or even just enjoying it, then it is most definitely time to change it up and do something else.

      Otherwise, you are wasting your time and you’re also more likely to just stop meditating altogether because it won’t be working for you. That’s definitely not a good plan.

      So the first thing to know about meditation is the importance of keeping your practice fresh.

      Another key element in regularly evaluating your practice is to ask yourself why you want to meditate, and what you hope to gain from it. What are your goals? Be honest; no one has to hear them but you. What would you like to see improved or changed in yourself or your life? 

      If you have trouble answering that last question, try this: Look ahead five or ten years. What do you want to see as the truth of your world, in all aspects? Whatever is different in that vision will show you a place to begin making changes now. Regular meditation can give you the focus, clarity and direction you need in order to achieve your goals.

      Perhaps you just want to enjoy the peace and serenity that meditation can add to your already wonderful life. Maybe you’re in a huge mess, feeling lost, stuck, or hopeless and you have no idea how to change any of it. Or maybe you’ve got some significant health issues you’d like to work on.

      Whether you are just setting out on this path of meditation, or if you’ve been doing it for years, before you begin you must be clear about whatever it is you would like to achieve. You wouldn’t set out on a journey without knowing where you were going and figuring out how to get there. This is no different.

      Even when you set off for an aimless drive in the country just to relax and enjoy it, you still need to know that’s your plan and generally where you’re headed before you turn the key in the ignition.

      Knowing your destination or the reason for your journey will help you discover the route you need to take to get you where you want to be.

      Don’t worry about the “how” right now. That will come in time. For now, just think about the “what” of the things you want to change. There will be exercises like this with each section that follows. If you really want meditation to work for you, I would strongly urge you to do the exercises and to keep a journal about your experiences with them.

      Examples from various sources will be given for each exercise.

      Example: I want to find a way to deal with stress and anxiety without using drugs. I want to feel more centered and calm. I could use more self-discipline in a few areas of my life and I've been told meditation can help me with this.
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      The first thing that usually comes to mind when people think about meditation is that it is about sitting in the lotus position, eyes closed, repeating “Ommmmmm” and being in a very relaxed and almost trance-like state.

      It’s true, it can look like that. But it can also be someone seated in a chair or on a sofa, or standing in a queue, or sitting cross-legged on a desk at work—eyes closed, being still and silent.

      However it looks on the outside, meditation is about focusing your attention on a single “something” in order to achieve a particular result. You might be hoping to relax, to stop feeling anxious, or to lose weight.

      Perhaps you want to find a better way to deal with stress. Or you might want to explore the depths of your inner world on a journey of spiritual discovery. The possibilities are endless, whether very simple or complex.

      It’s all about unlocking the power of your mind and using it to your advantage, whatever that might mean to you in your circumstances.

      You might think you don’t know how to meditate, but chances are that you’re doing it without realizing it. For example, whether a complaint, a regret, something you want, or even just repeatedly wishing you were thinner, if you’re constantly or frequently thinking about something in particular it is an “accidental” focus.

      If it’s a negative topic, you are reinforcing that energy in your life, which is definitely not helpful.

      A “deliberate” meditation would involve focusing on an object, thought, or idea that is intended to uplift or enhance your life, or help you to achieve a particular goal.

      Meditation is not difficult in its concept and essence, but it can present challenges for some. One of the most common is in having the discipline required to stick with it and do it every day, no matter what.

      The good news is that discipline is not something you either have or you don’t. It is something you develop. It is a choice. You become disciplined by making the decision, every day, to sit down and meditate, even if it’s only for a few minutes. You become further disciplined in each meditation session as you learn to focus your attention and ignore distractions.

      An interesting and positive byproduct of regular meditation is that this self-discipline often comes into play in other aspects of life.

      We spend our time and energy on whatever matters to us. If you value yourself and your life and you want to experience the many benefits that meditation has to offer, then you will make time for it.

      Exercise: Write about how you are currently spending time and energy that could better be spent enhancing and improving your life with meditation. What are you willing to trade in order to learn this life-changing tool?

      Example: I spend way too much time watching TV and hanging out on the Internet. I read a lot of junk novels and magazines. People keep telling me I'm just avoiding my life and my problems and maybe they're right. It sounds scary to give it all up at once but I am willing to give up 30 minutes of my reading or television time each day so I can learn to meditate.
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