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Jan Bidwell writes from the kind of experience few of us ever collect in a single life a deep commitment to activism in the messy business of politics matched to an equal ardor for the value of contemplation and self-inspection. Her experience alone would commend the wisdom she offers but there is more than that too. There is both gravity and tenderness, ferocity and faithfulness, and in grappling with our humanity, there is a chance to learn more about ourselves from all that she teaches.

– Douglas Brooks, PhD

Professor of Religion

Jan is an old friend and a long time dedicated practitioner. Her sincerity, discipline and knowledge are all offered here in her writing. Take advantage of this wonderful opportunity to share space with her.

– Krishna Das

Devotee of Neem Karoli Baba

Jan has years of experience guiding individuals towards greater self-awareness and emotional balance. She integrates practical techniques with a deep understanding of the psychological and physiological benefits of mindfulness, empowering her clients to cultivate peace and resilience in their daily lives. Jan offers accessible strategies for transforming mental habits and achieving lasting well-being. Having worked with Jan, I can personally attest to her thoughtful, compassionate approach, and the positive impact of her work.

– Lori Taggar, PhD

Psychologist
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By MARLENE MAHEU, PHD

The room buzzed with the energy of colleagues reconnecting after the summer break. As I stepped into the doorway—a young graduate student, hesitant, and quietly panicking as I entered an already formed group of seasoned therapists—I froze. The lead trainer had intercepted me on the way to the door with a pointed comment: “Welcome to Gestalt therapy. Just know you are expected to stand on your own two feet.” The words landed hard as she disappeared into the crowd. I was still trying to absorb their meaning when I noticed Jan looking right at me. She smiled warmly, then slid over and patted the bench seat beside her.

That small gesture marked the beginning of both a rigorous three-year Gestalt and Bioenergetics training program at the Hartford Family Institute—and a lifelong friendship. From that moment on, Jan became a steady presence, like a big sister in the midst of my intense professional development. She made room for me in more ways than one, helping me navigate the social and clinical world I was just stepping into.

Jan’s journey was already well underway by the time we met. After earning her BA from Michigan State University in 1974, she enrolled in the same training at the Hartford Family Institute, where our paths crossed in 1976. That formative period launched both our clinical directions and cemented a friendship that has lasted for decades. After Hartford, Jan went on to complete her MSW at New York University in 1984 and continued to expand her clinical knowledge through advanced training at Gestalt Associates for Psychotherapy in New York City, and the Gestalt Institute of Washington, D.C. These experiences grounded her professionally, but it was meditation that ultimately shaped her life’s work.

Starting in 1985, Jan began formal meditation training—logging more than 10,000 hours in structured practice. And that’s just the beginning. Her personal commitment has gone far beyond that, with over 20,000 hours of seated meditation over the years. Meditation, for Jan, isn’t something she does—it’s how she lives. It grounds her, brings clarity, and has shaped her presence as a therapist in ways you can feel the moment you sit with her.

Jan also embraced yoga with the same commitment. From 1996 through 2008, she trained extensively in Anusara Yoga, completing more than 500 hours with founder John Friend. Around 1999, she joined the Siddha Yoga Hatha Yoga Training Program, spending an immersive summer deepening her understanding of embodied spiritual practice. Over the years, Jan has drawn wisdom from a range of powerful spiritual teachers—Krishna Das, Dr. Douglas Brooks, Swami Chidvilasananda, Sister Joan Mary, and Swami Vishnudevananda, among them. Each one has left their mark on her, contributing to the uniquely integrated way she blends psychology, bodywork, meditation, and spiritual insight.

This book is a beautiful reflection of that integration. Jan brings together the latest neuroscience, deep somatic awareness, and decades of contemplative practice into something both personal and useful. She doesn’t just describe theory—she lives it, and she’s figured out how to teach it in a way that sticks. In chapters like Polyvagal: The Entryway to Even-Steadiness, Co-Regulation, and What We First Offer Another is Our Inner State, she shows how we can literally reshape our nervous systems through daily mindfulness.

Other chapters like Tactical Mindfulness and The Power of Daily Routines give structure to the process, while The Science of Breathwork, Whisper Breath, Box Breathing, and Diaphragmatic Breathing walk readers step-by-step through practical tools to calm the body. In Gratitude, Savoring, and Prosocial Behavior, Jan shows how even simple, heartfelt actions can create lasting emotional shifts. And when she gets to Meditation: It’s Not What You Think, Walking Meditation, and The Power of Awareness, she opens the door to a relationship with attention that’s grounded, flexible, and alive.

What makes this book stand out is how human it is. Jan never reduces meditation to some self-improvement project or wellness checklist. She gets that life is messy, unpredictable, and sometimes overwhelming. That’s why she keeps reminding us—what we first offer another is our inner state. And that state can be shaped. Not overnight, and not perfectly, but with breath, movement, mindfulness, and the smallest daily commitments, it can absolutely shift. That’s the real heart of tactical mindfulness. And Jan brings that heart to every chapter.

This isn’t an academic textbook. It’s a guidebook for steadying yourself in a shaky world. Whether you’re a clinician looking to be more present with your clients, a longtime meditator looking to deepen your practice, or someone just trying to find your footing day to day, this book has something for you. Jan doesn’t talk down to you or pretend to have all the answers. She sits with you—honest, grounded, and full of care.

It’s a joy to introduce this work—and a deep honor to call Jan my friend.

BY DARYL GREEN, PHD

When Jan Bidwell first stepped into the Lansing Police Department to build Michigan’s first embedded social worker program, she entered a world that is naturally guarded. I was there when she arrived in 2017 and I had the privilege of watching her navigate this uncharted territory. I observed Jan face the initial skepticism of the rank and file, and I watched her dismantle most of those walls not with force, but with an undeniable passion for humanity and a steadfast dedication to service.

In policing, the badge represents a promise to show up when the world feels like it is falling apart. It is a relentless calling that demands we stand firm in the midst of chaos. Jan did not have to carry that weight, yet she chose to walk that line beside us. She recognized that true service isn’t just about responding to a crisis; it is about bringing a sense of calm and capability to the moments where people feel the most hopeless.

I observed her work tirelessly, and I often found myself concerned for her safety—not just physically, but mentally and spiritually. The emotional landscape of policing is rugged terrain, and the trauma we witness leaves a mark. I wanted Jan to protect her own well-being because she was so busy pouring herself out for our officers and our community.

This is why her insights on Tactical Mindfulness are so vital. This is not abstract theory; it is a roadmap for resilience. I watched Jan apply these very strategies to remain the calm center in a storm of distress. She demonstrated that to truly serve others with compassion and integrity, one must first master the art of internal steadiness.

Jan Bidwell earned her place among us by proving that strength comes in many forms. Her work here offers a powerful tool for anyone brave enough to stand on the front lines, reminding us that clarity and mindfulness are the ultimate armor in the service of others.

Daryl Green, PhD

Associate Vice President & Chief of Police, UAB
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It became crystal clear to me in 2016 that people need a way to feel safe, to feel connected, and to find inner strength throughout each day.  I had been teaching meditation and already knew relatively few people can, or want to, take time out of every day to sit still.

I began to see more and more clearly that people can find the way to steadiness if they are shown how it all fits together. Tactically choosing times throughout a daily schedule to insert mindful practices lightens the burden of having to add extra chunks of time to a schedule.

I have continually studied and refined ways to offer people manageable options to soothe themselves in a rocky time as I wrote a first draft. That draft became a manuscript that continually morphed with each new study.

When I met Dan Good, I realized I had found a gem of an editor. I have had the great good fortune to have Dan give me the 30,000-foot view and help me with the details of the structure. He is an incredible editor, very hardworking, as well as being funny and supportive.

My husband, James, always made the path clear as I dove into writing between work hours. If I needed help, he was, and is, there. My gratitude is deep and wide and eternal for his never-ending support.

This book is born of science and traditional wisdom that I have studied for decades. A number of people have shown me a clear path to both, though I am much newer to neuroscience than traditional and ancient wisdom.

For decades, I have sought guidance from spiritual teachers. What they have given me is practical and deeply sustaining, and there are no words to convey my thankfulness. The most impactful have been Sr. Joan Mary, VHM, Dr. Douglas Brooks, PhD, Krishna Das, Sharon Salzberg, and Swami Chidvilasananda. All are deeply humble, and regardless of how many might want to put them on a pedestal, they have kept their feet on the ground of a well-worn path. They credit their teachers for what they have attained, so much so that I feel deep gratitude for their teachings, as well.

None of what I offer is something I just read about or something I saw in a video. When I practice in a certain way and see palpable changes, I understand what I have been taught; only then can I teach those practices.

I am very grateful to have learned from my clients, the citizens I’ve served, my meditation students, and my friends who meditate and practice mindfulness. They have shown me, step by step, year by year, what is needed, what can fit where in a schedule, what works, and what doesn’t work at all.  It is an honor beyond words to be trusted enough to walk alongside a person as they find a safe path that leads within.
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“Both the happinesses and the sorrows of the world will pass away,

So it is better to remain peaceful throughout.”.

Hafiz​[1]

“The path is beautiful and pleasant and joyful and familiar.”

Meister Eckhart​[2]

FROM OXFORD LANGUAGES

tac·ti·cal

/ˈtaktək(ə)l/

adjective


    relating to or constituting actions carefully planned to gain a specific end. “as a tactical officer in the field he had no equal”


    (of a person or their actions) showing adroit planning; aiming at an end beyond the immediate action.


    “in a tactical retreat, she moved into a hotel with her daughters”

  

mind·ful·ness

/ˈmīn(d)f(ə)lnəs/

noun


    the quality or state of being conscious or aware of something.


    “their mindfulness of the wider cinematic tradition”


    a mental state achieved by focusing one's awareness on the present moment, while calmly acknowledging and accepting one's feelings, thoughts, and bodily sensations, used as a therapeutic technique.

  

po·ly·va·gal

/pŏl-ee-VAY-gəl/

/adjective/


    A theory that explains how the autonomic nervous system responds to perceived safety and threat, influencing our social behavior, emotional regulation, and even physiological functions like digestion.

  

strat·e·gy

/ˈstradəjē/

noun


    a plan of action or policy designed to achieve a major or overall aim.


    “time to develop a coherent economic strategy”


    the art of planning and directing overall military operations and movements in a war or battle.

  

cul·ti·vate

/ˈkəltəˌvāt/

verb


    prepare and use (land) for crops or gardening.


    “the peasants who cultivated the land became its owners”


    try to acquire or develop (a quality, sentiment, or skill).


    “he cultivated an air of indifference”

  

stead·i·ness

/ˈstedēnəs/

noun


    the quality not shaking or moving.


    “I admire the steadiness of her hands”


    the quality of being regular, even, and continuous in development, frequency, or intensity.


    “the relative steadiness of prices during 2013 was an indication that the market was adequately supplied”
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Steadiness is an intangible quality that may be hard to define, but inner turmoil is easily described and understood.

We all have times of disturbance and upset. What is critical in finding a steady inner state is having a good plan to cultivate the ability to feel safe and land softly after being tossed and turned.

This ability to end right side up is the ability to be resilient, to have an ongoing sense of well-being, and then to be able to find even-steadiness, or equipoise.

Maybe you are struggling with the state of the world and the country. Maybe you are facing stress involving a chronic illness. You may have just lost someone or have financial difficulties. Whatever your situation, the strategies in this book can help you find steady ground despite these or any stressors impacting your life.

Difficulties will come and go, but we can be rooted in a strong inner state. It takes attention and time to find a clear path for ourselves.

The forging of this path is slow and steady. We need to be smart, using whatever strategies fit for us in ways that work in our daily lives.

We all have built-in obstacles that we need to set aside. This path is one without harsh (or even mild) judgmentalism. It is a journey of developing awareness in each moment, being able to calmly acknowledge where we falter and where we thrive.

There are many factors in developing steadiness—but from my experience with these strategies dating back to 1976, developing the capacity to consistently feel centered comes down to having the means to be fully present in the here and now without criticizing ourselves, no matter how much turbulence there is in the external world or our internal experience.

I'm not a scientist. I’m a therapist and social worker. I sit and listen to people.

I’m not a religious scholar. I’m a meditator. I sit in meditation. I practice one-pointed awareness.

I’m not an elected official. I’m a social worker, and my code of ethics includes advocating for policies and practices that address systemic inequalities and promote equity.​[3]

I read current scientific studies that help me explain to my clients the benefits of developing mindfulness practices. In this book, I am focusing on the vagus nerve and how we can strategically target ways to tone it, thereby soothing our nervous system.

This book is not a deep dive into science. I repeat, I am not a scientist.

I study with yoga, meditation, kirtan, and mindfulness teachers and read ancient texts, and I have for 50 years. This background helps me explain how we can approach mindfulness practices.

This book is not a deep dive into religious knowledge systems. It provides the broadest of outlines and a small sampling of the science and the ancient wisdom. They both define and refine what helps and why it helps.

This book is in no way a replacement for psychotherapy. Please do not think I am saying that this is all you need if you have suffered trauma or need expert guidance for any reason. What I offer here is one way to begin to corral your mind and your reactions in a world that can be very upsetting.

I listen to people when they tell me what they need as they walk their paths on their journey. I know what has helped me the most. Those strategies are my main focus.

I do not make claims without the ability to back up what I say. There are volumes and volumes that have come down to us through the millennia of ancient wisdom, and thousands of studies offered by science. I will provide a sampling.

My focus is on the “how” to meld helpful practices and exercises throughout your days.
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I like the idea of cultivating a sense of steadiness and safety. The process of developing an ever-growing ability to be soothed parallels the steps needed to tend seeds, seedlings, and plants.

Seeds require attention so they can grow. A garden's journey from seed to plant involves distinct phases. Each stage requires specific care to ensure a successful and abundant garden.

Germination is the initial stage, where a seed absorbs water. Some seeds require light, some don’t need much light, and some require darkness. Just like seeds, we are all different and need different focus and attention when we are intent on becoming more internally steady, or regulated.

With the right care, the germinated seeds begin to grow after planting. Shoots emerge from the soil, developing roots and their first set of leaves. They are tender things and need attention and nourishment.

And so, when we begin to develop daily practices that strengthen us and help us feel safe, we need to attend to learning the practices we are weaving into our day. All the practices I will cover in the book are things you probably already do in some form. Making them mindful practices only requires that you pay attention to the present moment when you do them.

The next phase of growth is just like that of the plant. The seedling sprouts and develops its roots, stems, and leaves, preparing for the reproductive phase. Then, buds begin to form, signaling the plant's transition. The plant can then produce flowers, which provide our environment with pollination and seed production. The fruits or seeds are mature and ready to be harvested.

Every practice you choose to use throughout your days will flower in time. They will all bear fruit. You will change as you let yourself pay attention in the present moment, nurture your inner state, and carefully tend to your daily practice.

There are scientific reasons why you will change, just like there are reasons the seed changes. And those around you will be able to see the bloom of your flower and taste the sweetness of your fruit. Because humans need other people in order to flourish, those around you will be impacted by your shifts in mood, attitude, and behavior.

The exercises and practices are not new to you. Paying attention to them and prolonging them may be new.

It can be as simple as:


    	Doing slow, deep breathing when you are in the car.


    	Practicing gratitude for everything you see in the room every morning as you wake up.


    	Savoring your first taste of coffee or tea in the morning.


    	Doing walking meditation when you walk your dog or walk from your car/bus to your office.


    	Doing deep breathing as you go to sleep.

  

It is simple to be mindful, but it’s not necessarily easy.

The impetus for me to cultivate some consistency in my sense of steadiness was, and is, made up of my desire to grow my ability to soothe myself and to feel a part of something greater than myself. From that sprang the determination to find practices that would “stick” and that I would repeat.

We have to find the best, most helpful way to grow our garden so that we can protect and expand our growth. I understand that I need to have routines and rituals that support me in my daily commitment to steadiness.

The intense focus on the seedlings shifts over time as the practices grow and develop roots. Still, we need to protect what we have grown. We need to accurately perceive how the cultivation needs to change.

Over the decades, the initial vigilance to begin practicing is less intense because the garden’s inhabitants are established. Much steadiness, peace, and joy spring from this garden. There is a soft place to fall now woven into my consciousness...if, and only if, I practice every day.

There have been times when I needed to revisit my focus on the rituals and routines and adjust them after a change of residence, work, and daily life necessities. The garden needs weeding, watering and attention.

I’m not a saint. I am not always calm. Some things throw me off balance. I get cranky, impatient, angry. Life is hard and I never pretend that it isn’t. It’s so much easier to navigate rough waters when I can get back in balance sooner.

Our current social climate is particularly unstable as I write this in late 2025. Our future is uncertain. Some things we have depended upon throughout our lives may slip away. Wherever you fall on the political spectrum, you may be struggling to find a safe harbor in your own mind.

This sense of inner well-being always needs cultivation. If you are new to developing mindfulness practices, you simply need to make a start. If you are familiar with being one-pointed and steady, you may need to double down. Everyone needs to put in effort and time to gain a safe inner space.

It takes time. It requires motivation. There needs to be a number of options to develop a steady state. We are building a set of habits, rituals, and practices that will allow us to take agency of our responses and our inner life.

I have done some vocal and musical recordings to provide my clients with playlists so they can mold these exercises, or practices into their days. There are soothing instrumentals and also guided breathing, loving kindness, gratitude, savoring, progressive relaxation, and meditation.

The recordings can be part of the tools you can use to help tend to your seedlings.


    	https://www.janbidwell.com/tactical-mindfulness


    	https://www.janbidwell.com/call-heart


    	https://www.janbidwell.com/tactical-mindfulness-2-0

  

You can also find them on all streaming platforms, such as Spotify, Apple Music, YouTube, Amazon Music, and many more.

As I outline the exercises/practices, I will provide a link to the recording. You will just need to scroll through the album to find the cut.
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... not about being happy all the time. We can come to an inner experience of steadiness while navigating very painful realities. We can also expand and strengthen joy and contentment. We live in a capricious world. Our foothold in a sense of well-being need not be precarious.

This book is about doing very specific practices every day that will change your nervous system and brain’s ability to soothe and restore you. We can learn to deepen joy and navigate discomfort by targeting a certain part of our nervous system, the vagus nerve. We will take a deeper dive into that.

This work isn’t complicated. The research and historical wisdom tell us to do these things:


    	Pay attention


    	Ensure your safety


    	Breathe slowly


    	Make sure you are around people


    	Say “thank you”


    	Enjoy what you have


    	Share when you can


    	Smile


    	Listen


    	Speak your truth


    	Be nice to the people around you


    	Be nice to yourself


    	Exercise


    	Sing or hum


    	Sit quietly from time to time


    	Don’t avoid difficulties; tend to them

  

The image on the cover of this book is a cairn. Cairns are rock piles that are not just about balancing stones. Cairns serve the purpose of marking trails and paths through woods so hikers don’t lose their way.

They keep people going toward their destinations on paths with challenging terrain or where traditional trail markings might be less effective. Cairns mark the safe path. You can find them all over the world on trails so hikers don’t get lost.

It is my hope that what I offer here can help keep you on a path that allows you to be present and peaceful, alert and responsive.

Mindfulness is not a flighty or spacey state. It is a state of being aware of this moment without scary stories or numbing platitudes.
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TACTICAL MINDFULNESS
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Tactical mindfulness is an approach that can help you weave mindfulness practices throughout every day so you can remain on your path.

Being tactical means we develop strategies with adroit planning to accomplish a purpose. If we want to develop the option to be calm and steady, we need to employ a plan that fits for us, every day.

The strategy, the plan, is not to change your daily routines. Its purpose is to provide a means to train your brain to pay attention and develop the habit of staying aware of the present moment, without drifting into worry and stress.

I have used these practices for decades before I began to study neuroscience. I was taught them by my Gestalt trainers, as well as meditation teachers, who drew from Eastern wisdom that is thousands of years old.

It is not my goal to instruct on neuroscience or the in-depth tomes of spiritual scripture and commentary. My goal is to help you understand what helps us feel better, why it makes us feel better, why we get in our own way, and how to implement soothing strategies in your life every day.

I’ve seen people navigate incredibly difficult realities while developing inner strength that allowed them to live their best life. I have also seen people stumble hard over smaller difficulties because they have not practiced the capacity to steady themselves.

It is not “one and done.” The practices are enjoyable and simple, but not exactly easy, as they go against our hardwiring to skew negative and let our minds wander. I will clearly explain our built in obstacles.

Most often, people start, then stop, then restart in their attempts to soothe themselves. They stall. They think they are done. Then, they come into sessions distressed and we discover that they stopped soothing themselves consistently.

There are scores of great apps, YouTube videos, books, and music that can help soothe you in the moment. I have seen good things come from using them. I’m grateful there are so many available. However, they generally don’t offer structure or explanation. The “why” and “how” are lacking. But understanding those elements are crucial to any training you put into practice.
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    Chapter 1
WHY AND HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
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Some people want to know all about the neuroscience behind the practices and exercises in this book, and I’ve included supporting information in the footnotes and the appendix for readers who are interested in gaining that insight. I will give a summary of the positive impacts of each practice and cite research for every claim made.

The ancient texts actually offer a much deeper understanding of how we benefit from being one-pointed and focused. There are many resources in the footnotes and appendix for that as well.

In each practice I will be giving some history of how the practice has been used through the millennia. Until approximately the16th-18th centuries, the world was viewed through the eyes of religion. There was no secular society.

The strategies and practices I offer here are for everyone, regardless of your affiliation, belief system, or lack thereof.

Throughout all the millennia, people grew their communities framed by the understanding that a deity created, supported, and dissolved everything. All the gatherings, music, singing, breathing, taking care of one another—everything—was filtered through the lens of drawing closer to the divine, serving the divine, surrendering to the divine.

The advances of science and the Enlightenment demystified the practices of religions to some extent. And though science and intellectualism began to erode the total reliance on a God-centered worldview, the practices developed since humans gathered together remain effective in helping people self-soothe and feel supported, regardless of any religious beliefs.

I am not advocating any religion or non-religion. I aim to help you understand how long each practice has been a part of the human community because the practices are helpful and effective.

I provide reference material to explore, should you be interested in the ancient wisdom. Almost every practice I suggest has a backing in science and traditional wisdom.

Go right to the HOW sections if you aren’t interested in neuroscience or ancient wisdom and just want to focus on the exercises. I’ve structured the book in a way that will make that easy.

The HOW sections provide instructions and suggestions on how to incorporate the practices into a daily routine. I want this information to be accessible to you.

My goal is to keep things simple. It’s easy to feel lost and overwhelmed by the amount of information available to you. It’s hard to home in on what suits you best, and then do the exercises consistently, without some motivation and understanding of how it comes together.
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    Chapter 2
THE POWER OF DAILY ROUTINES
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Training implies repetitive practice, which supports learning more and more deeply over time. So, it is important to determine where to start and how to create a daily set of practices.

Repetition is needed to help us train the brain.

If you do 100 push-ups every day for a month, you can’t expect to be able to stop your daily push-ups and then continue to have the benefits of that month of push-ups for the rest of your life. You have to work consistently to make a difference in muscle tone. There is no difference if you want to tone part of your brain and nervous system.

Consistency in soothing yourself by calming the nervous system is primarily accomplished by paying attention to your inner state, with the intention of becoming calm. Turning your awareness to the present moment and becoming aware of what you are feeling, seeing, hearing, and/or sensing is essential in making changes in your life.

I help people weave their practices into their established daily routines. I generally start with box breathing (breathe in, hold, breathe out, hold) and have clients try to do it as they brush their teeth. There isn’t anything magical about the brushing of the teeth, it’s simply something people already do every day. I know box breathing can be done then because I do it every time I brush my teeth.

When you practice this way, you develop a structure, a ritual. We are able to learn when we have the intention to learn and we learn better with structure.

My experience is that generally, people will not take extra time to go and do an extra thing. But, they will do it if you can find a way for them to do it every day as they shower, dress, shave, put on makeup, drive, walk, or make their morning tea or coffee.

Being tactical and smart about developing a daily strategy is what is really critical. I can present the most brilliant way to attain the most uplifting inner state, but if it is too hard to do, it won’t get done.

People also have to really want to do it because of a need arising from some desire, conflict, or discomfort—or all three. There has to be motivation and intention.
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    Chapter 3
MY MOTIVATION
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My motivation to write this book arose from seeing how hard it is to be consistent with mindfulness practices every day. We have to train every day to do anything well. I see clients struggling to be consistent with their practices. I know they can’t integrate a practice well unless they have a workable structure, a deep desire to feel better.

My husband has been playing bass and percussion for over 65 years, and he practices daily. It’s called “shedding” (going to the woodshed). But when he doesn't have an instrument with him, I see him doing finger exercises. He keeps time with a turn signal, a passing train, or a barking dog by playing beats with his hands. When we watch TV, he picks up a bass and tries to pick out the bass line of the musical score of commercials or shows. He has basses on every level of the house. They are right there if he wants to play. He also listens to music, particularly pieces he is performing. He does deep listening. He doesn’t listen to the words in a song; he is very focused on the rhythm and melody.

He’s good because he works at it.

He works at it because he loves it.

He has threaded it through every day. The music is always with him because he has made it a part of the way he thinks.

There needs to be a passion to train. No one would spend hours working hard to do something unless they love it, or unless they really need it.

We don’t have to spend hours every day practicing mindfulness, though. We can begin with short bursts throughout the day. If we do it in short bursts, we develop a habit. We can train our brains. Eventually we see that our efforts are having an impact and we just pay attention throughout every day.

But, the more time we do spend doing any practice, the more adept we become and the more powerfully we can maintain a steady inner state. It’s cumulative. We attain a deeper level of peace when we expend the effort to find even a small chunk of time in our day to engage in a practice that resonates for us.

Your inner state prompts how you process your thoughts and feelings. Part of the training we will discuss is becoming aware enough to hear the inner prompts from your gut.

When I started training to be a therapist, we did not have the neuroscience available that we have today. In my seven years of Gestalt training, we were taught to focus on the present, pay attention to the client’s breath and our own breath, because it was effective. It worked.  We helped clients become aware of what they experienced, here and now​[4].

About the time I was training in Gestalt, Eastern meditation was making inroads in the U.S. Neuroscientists who were meditators began measuring people’s response to mindfulness. Soon after this research began to expand, polyvagal theory was advanced.

Science is “discovering” the effectiveness of what people have done since we have gathered together in groups. Humming/chanting, drumming, saying “thank you,” breathing deeply, smiling, being kind, playing music, protecting ourselves and our clan, being honest, and meditating all make us feel better. They help us feel a sense of well-being. Now I can explain to clients the reasons why I’m asking them to do these activities.

We no longer sacrifice goats to make it rain because that didn’t work. The practices that survived the ages have survived because they work.

My focus is on doing the practices. I want to help you find ways to do these things every day.

You don’t need to know why something works to get the benefits of practice, just as my husband doesn’t need to understand the history of music or why a bass resonates in order to play. He needs to know that he needs to practice. He doesn’t even need to “know” that. He experiences the benefit of it, so he continues to do it. He has the intention to learn more, and he has developed the structure to make that happen. He tactically weaves it throughout his day, and throughout his practice sessions.

Every day.

We all need to practice finding our own ways to be our most effective and aware selves.

Every day.

This may sound simple, and it is technically simple, but it is not easy. It can seem impossible if you think you have to find more time in your day to do another thing.
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    Chapter 4
YOUR MOTIVATION
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Try to be clear with yourself about why you want to either begin, or deepen, a mindfulness practice. If you suffer from anxiety, depression, lack of focus, have chronic pain, are disturbed by current events, or any other definable condition, my first suggestion is to get help from a mental health provider or physician. It is true that mindfulness will make all those burdens lighter, but I’m a psychotherapist, and I know it is better to get help when you are suffering.

There are some people for whom these practices are very difficult, or even agitating. People who are diagnosed with schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, major affective disorder, bi-polar I, bi-polar II, or any person with a diagnosis of a severe condition may need their mental health professionals to sign off on every practice. We are all different, and I believe we all benefit from guidance.

If you simply want to begin to practice mindfulness, or your therapist or doctor is suggesting mindfulness, it might be helpful to understand why it isn’t seamless and easy to incorporate the exercises into your day.

People don’t tend to do things unless they make sense, are accessible, and are time-efficient. You may have good intentions to do time-consuming practices, but life is busy.

The practices I offer in this book require you to change the way you pay attention.

You may also need to change what you pay attention to.

Your behavior, for the most part, does not have to change. Very much.

There is so much noise in my field about being mindful, and I will break that down for you. I often refer to being one-pointed or being aware in the present moment, without judgment. That is mindfulness.

Cultivating the ability to be one-pointed and being patient with yourself is the basis of developing the ability to feel safe, to self-regulate, to calm ourselves, and to connect well with others.

Toning the ventral vagal nerve, as I will soon explain, is the means to reliably call up a sense of steadiness and safety. Mindfulness is the means of toning the ventral vagal nerve. Every practice I will outline here will be based on being mindful of the thing you are doing.

Meditation is the last thing covered in this book. Being mindful makes meditation easier, and meditating makes mindfulness easier. But there are many, many ways to focus your mind as you go through your day that do not require that you sit still in meditation. However, meditation is very impactful.

This is the thing, you breathe all day long. You think all day long. You are aware all day long.

There are shifts you can make every day in how you breathe and how you focus your thoughts that are very powerful.

Each practice I suggest changes your neural pathways because our brains can change. My hope is that you can develop habits so you can experience the impact of the incredible power that you have available within yourself.

But you have to keep doing it. You have to pay attention to the seedlings. You have to make sure they are getting what they need.

And just like musicians, athletes, scientists, mathematicians, therapists, and gardeners, you have to want to do it. You have to intend to get better through practice, and you need a structure for your practice.

As it turns out, there are reasons it is hard to be consistent. All humans have some hardwiring that is challenging, and I explain what those obstacles are. I’ll also explain how to overcome those hurdles.

The initial goal is to select times in your day to incorporate practices that work best for you. I find that people often need to choose one practice at a time, then stack more as they feel comfortable.

Using your focus and intention regularly and repetitively will make the exercises easier and easier. They will become natural and will therefore be available throughout each day, and especially when we need them badly.

Don’t expect to be able to learn methods to find inner steadiness in the middle of a crisis. You have to have cultivated some habits that can kick in when you are under challenging conditions.

You don’t practice a Beethoven sonata for the first time while on stage in front of an audience. But if you have studied and practiced, you will be able to perform under stress.

We need to repetitively soothe ourselves to develop the muscle memory of soothing ourselves.

We will look at how the brain develops muscle memory. We will see why we pull away from the practices and why we pull away from being present in the moment.

We need to practice skewing toward the good that is right in front of us without trampling on emotions that need to be processed. We also need to be gentle with ourselves when our progress doesn’t come at a breakneck speed.

If you’re struggling with this process on your own and wish to discuss it further directly with me, feel free to reach out to me at https://www.janbidwell.com. There, you will find contact information, workshops, guided practices, soothing music, and a weekly journal sheet you can download to keep track of your practices.

We can change our patterns of thought because our brains have plasticity. Our brains can learn things.
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    Chapter 5
PLASTICITY/HEBB’S PRINCIPLE
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“Though the number of neurons may decline with age,
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