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			Praise for The Mindfulness Effect

			“Dr. Dena Samuels teaches with radical authenticity, courageous vulnerability, and deep wisdom.  The Mindfulness Effect is a rich and practical manual for personal and collective healing, empowerment, and profound social justice.” ~ Rabbi Jessica Kessler Marshall

			“The Mindfulness Effect has changed how I interact with the world and myself. I love how immediate and interactive it is! I’ve been unsure how to meditate in the past, I felt like I wasn’t doing it right. I had no idea that meditation/mindfulness was so useful in self-healing. The practices really pulled me in and I ended up writing a meditation journal which was a useful tool of introspection. I see so much more clearly how mindfulness can help me lead a happy and more meaningful life. A life that I’m choosing. Also, the way the book seamlessly connected mindfulness and social justice changed my whole schematic. I wouldn’t have thought of the connection before, but now I don’t know how we would even try to resolve social justice issues without mindfulness and self-healing. Teaching people mindfulness helps them see their own biases and can soften their views on those who are different than themselves.”  ~ Jaime Pederson, physical therapist

			“So much wisdom and caring is felt in these words and the simplicity with which the information about mindfulness is related is easy and inspiring to receive. Samuels’ storytelling is an integral part of diving into the material, as it demonstrates the ideas and concepts in experiential form. As a kinetic learner, that helps me a lot. It also brings a rich creative hand to the book, moving it from instructional to “felt.” … Samuels brings a most heart-satisfying, wholeness and healing gift to the world”  ~ Norma Johnson, social justice poet & performing artist

			“So much to absorb and ponder. Thank you for this wonderful book! It’s such a wise and also humble offering.”  ~ Debbie Zucker, anti-racial activist and educator

			“This beautifully written and insightful book helps me understand more and more clearly that through mindfulness, meditation and decluttering practices, I am happier, healthier, more connected, more awake and conscious and aware. The practices Dr. Samuels encourages her readers to engage with are a journey toward personal freedom that also enables me/us to be of better service for social and environmental justice work.” ~ Kristen Suttles, writer
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			​Preface: Cultivating Freedom from Within

			May the feeling of freedom you cultivate be so powerful that others feel free when they are in your presence.

			You know that feeling you get when you’re on vacation? When all your anxiety seems to dissipate and you can just be in the present moment, enjoying whatever experience comes along? Your vacation doesn’t have to be a trip somewhere; sometimes it can happen in your own backyard, or in the next town over, or in visiting a park, or going for a hike or a bike ride, if that is available to you. When you get back home, you feel like you’ve been somewhere and you have a whole new perspective on your life. That feeling of freedom – that is the benefit of mindfulness. It is accessible any minute you choose throughout your day. And it doesn’t cost a penny!

			Mindfulness is an experience that in the midst of a busy day and a busy life, allows you to pause and focus on the present moment. It is an experience that is more easily understood through practice than words, and so this book provides 25 practices to get you started or move you forward on your journey toward freedom, peace, self-empowerment, culturally inclusive leadership, social justice, and environmental justice. In short, this book offers liberation: to achieve freedom through mindfulness practices. Mindfully connecting to your inner wisdom promotes: self-healing, belonging, and empowers you to discover your life’s purpose and live a meaningful life. Mindfully connecting with others decreases unconscious bias, and promotes cultural inclusion and social justice. And mindfully connecting with the earth promotes environmental justice. 

			Let’s meet on the leading edge: Are you ready to take your life, your organization, and the world, to the next level?

			My Journey: From Breaking Down to Breaking Free

			I have not always had a mindfulness practice. My background is in sociology and educational leadership. My career has been focused on cultural inclusion and social justice, and teaching about the importance of freedom from systemic oppression (racism, sexism, heterosexism, ableism, ageism, among others). Through my own harrowing journey from hell to healing, I realized the importance of personal freedom, and how to acquire it. My mindfulness practices provided a sense of serenity I had never before known or experienced. 

			Although this book is not a memoir, I share my experience here to provide a sense of how I have come to live a life of freedom from within. I had no idea when I was going through my journey, the impact mindfulness practices would have on my life, and how they connect perfectly with and enhance cultural inclusion and social justice practices. Every time I share my story, listeners seem to gain a better understanding of the tangible benefits of an effective mindfulness practice; they become curious to see how it might benefit their own lives.

			Looking back on my life, I can’t remember a time when I felt free. My first memories as a child are of being told to look pretty for the camera; already being forced to conform to the female standards of society. Standing on a large rock in the backyard of our house, I had on a yellow dress with a white bodice, little white socks, and patent-leather shoes, and I remember feeling like I had better measure up to whatever image my father, the photographer, had of what I was supposed to look like. I mustered a little grin on my face, stretched my dress out to the sides with my hands as if I were about to curtsy, and he snapped the photograph. Apparently, I passed the test. I was just four years old.

			Despite the societal pressures of femininity that were already weighing down on my tiny body, that photograph stands out as being reminiscent of a relatively happy time. Unfortunately, it was extremely short-lived. My childhood home was not a safe place. I was subjected to severe trauma and every form of abuse (emotional, physical, and sexual), which trapped me in a continuous state of detachment, disconnection from my body, and disorientation. After my parents’ divorce, my mother, with whom I lived, was incapacitated for two years. Fear and anxiety were my constant companions. And as our household wealth dwindled, I worried constantly that I wouldn’t have light, heat, or food. I developed Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder as a coping strategy (needing to repeat behaviors an even number of times, as just one of so many symptoms), which I hid from everyone because I didn’t want anyone to think something was wrong with me.

			The only place I felt somewhat free was at school, where, fortunately, I excelled. I worked hard, sought out and received positive attention from my teachers, which motivated me to work even harder. Mercifully, throughout my adolescence and young adulthood, my clever brain blocked out much of my childhood torture and trauma as a means of self-protection. I had developed excellent strategies to erase any bad memories from my mind. My very effective coping techniques mostly centered on striving to be the best at everything I did. This strategy served me well in terms of meeting and exceeding the standards society sets for us. 

			Excelling meant I did not have time to stop and think, or feel. Thus, my time in college was jam-packed with activity: in addition to a full course load, I directed the entire dance program which included coordinating and teaching dance classes, and directing the largescale dance productions held on campus twice a year. In addition, I held three jobs to pay for college, and even made the dean’s list. No downtime; no pauses in my over-filled days.

			I met and eventually married Steve, a brilliant, grounded man from a two-parent, fairly normal, financially comfortable household, and we lived a very happy life for the next twenty years. It felt like a dream come true; I was living the life I had worked so hard to obtain. I was constantly moving at warp-speed because for me that felt like happiness. Stopping to feel what my body was shielding me from was not an option. 

			Throughout that time, I managed to keep the nightmares I consistently experienced at bay. When my stress would overwhelm me, the nightmares would get worse, and made me terrified to go to sleep. They were so disturbing that once in my twenties and once in my thirties, I deliberately sought out short-term therapy in the hopes of relieving them. I just wanted them to go away, and although I did some important self-work both times, and learned some very important coping skills, I only went as deep as my conscience would allow at the time. I even hid my obsessive-compulsive tendencies from both counselors – and my husband – out of embarrassment for my behavior. 

			Instead, I continued to live at warp-speed, using my newly acquired coping skills when needed. By the time I was forty-five, I “had it all.” I was the mother of two phenomenal children, whose classrooms I volunteered in every year; I was a faculty member at the university, had many good friends, and a loving relationship with my husband. I also volunteered as a conference coordinator for a national social justice conference, and was on the board of directors of my synagogue. I even had a freshly minted doctoral degree that I had completed in three years. Every day was a whirlwind of prioritization, coordination, and list-checking. In the United States, this is what “success” looks like. 

			And suddenly – unexpectedly – it all came crashing down. 

			With the challenging work of the doctoral program recently behind me, my brain was finally free to take a break. It wasn’t long before my nightmares got so bad that the thought of getting into bed filled me with dread. My OCD-tendencies began to escalate, and my healthy coping strategies were no longer sufficient. I was exhausted from lack of sleep, and I felt triggered by too many of the things Steve unknowingly said or did. It became abundantly clear to me: It was time to return to therapy. 

			Since I did not understand why I was triggered by so many of Steve’s actions and behaviors, I figured it was a marital problem. I was in such denial of my own suffering that I actually sought out a marriage counselor, and a male one, specifically with the hopes that Steve might be more comfortable with him. After sharing some of my history with the counselor who I thought would be our new therapist, the counselor gently suggested that he and I work together for a while, first. 

			It was time to unpack the nightmares. Suffice it to say I quickly discovered the nightmares I had suffered from for so many years were not dreams, but rather childhood memories of severe prolonged abuse both from family members and family friends. At one point, I remember my therapist giving me a book on survivors of incest. In spite of all the examples of it that I had already shared with him, the abhorrent behavior had been so normalized in my household that I never perceived it as incest. I looked at him, dumbfounded, saying, “Why are you giving me this? What’s this got to do with me?” He simply paused, and calmly recommended I take the book home.

			I reluctantly did so, carefully hiding it so neither Steve nor my children would find it and ask questions I couldn’t answer. But it beckoned from underneath the stacks of paper I had put atop it, and so, several days later, I found the courage to open it. I was stunned that in the first pages there were lists of behaviors that fell under the category of childhood sexual abuse, and the tears streamed down my face as incredulously, I found I could check off every one.

			That first year of therapy was filled with the pain of acknowledgement. Yes, this is in fact what happened to me. I could no longer ignore or even minimize it. The nightmares were real. And it was my experience. Just digesting that alone almost broke me. 

			Throughout that time, Steve was a rock for me. I cannot imagine how hard it must have been for him to see me shaking uncontrollably every night; my body trying to release the trauma it held. My biggest fear through it all was the impact my suffering would have on my children, so I tried, desperately, to hide it all from them. I can remember once my daughter walked into the bathroom where I was on the floor sobbing, trying not to vomit, gasping for air, remembering one of many torturous episodes of abuse. Steve was sitting next to me, serving as an anchor for me, seeing me through it. Even in my stupor, I was horrified that my daughter had witnessed this display of what I perceived at the time as weakness. I knew she always thought of me as strong, and strong meant capable; able to do everything, every day no matter what, and as perfectly as possible. That’s what I strove to teach her. That was the message I had wanted her to receive. This was not that.

			The next few years brought about more internal pain and suffering. Through it all, I did the best I could to provide as much stability in the home as I could. I took everything else off my plate aside from my kids, my part-time job teaching about sexism and racism at the university (no small feat during this time), and healing myself. As suicidal as I might have been when I woke up each morning, unable to decipher between my perpetual nightmares/memories and my current reality, by 3:00 when the kids got home from school every day, I made sure, at the very least, to have gotten up and showered to welcome them home. 

			Many Indigenous and First Nations communities tend to practice restorative justice for healing from personal harm inflicted by another/others; however, in westernized society, we are taught to blame. Some of my close friends wanted to blame my perpetrators for the pain they had caused me. And it was a healthy step for me to take along my healing journey. And when the time came to forgive, I did so for my own health and well-being. I no longer wanted to carry around the anger and hurt that I was feeling toward my perpetrators. It took me several years of deep inner-work and healing, but I was finally able to forgive – not for them, but for me. “For-giving” is “giving-for” me. It is for my benefit; no one else’s.

			At this point, the reasons for my experience are continually unfolding to me, and I am confident that the situation that caused my pain showed up specifically for me in the service of my own growth and learning, and perhaps in service to others as I share my experience. I love the saying, “Life doesn’t happen to us; it happens for us.” Even if we can’t see the big picture at the time, sometimes we get a glimpse later of what we perceive to be the real purpose of experiencing what we had to go through to get where we are. 

			I do not believe I would have made it through the Post-Traumatic Stress I endured without the help of therapy, my devoted husband (a close friend now), a few of my nearest and dearest friends, my kids who gave me hope and a reason to stick around, the teachings of yoga, and a newly acquired mindfulness practice. Although I was raised secularly Jewish, at this point in my life, I was much more drawn to eastern and Indigenous philosophies, and Buddhist practices. I began to study deeply about the nature of our existence, and what/who we really are that goes beyond the bodies we inhabit. I began to understand that we are spiritual beings in physical bodies as opposed to physical beings who sometimes have a spiritual experience. 

			As I began to see myself differently, I began to see the world differently, and I could finally envision a way out of all (or at least most) of the suffering. With all of the guidance I received from my support team as well as the studying I was engaged in, I was able to let go of the unhealthy coping strategies I had utilized my whole life: never slowing down, OCD, among others. I emerged a few years later, healthier and more peaceful than I have ever been in my whole life. Scholar and author Dr. Brené Brown aptly refers to her own “breakdown” as a spiritual breakthrough. This fits my own experience perfectly.

			I learned that in order to live healthy lives, inside and out, we must recognize the sacredness in ourselves. If we can see ourselves as part of the greater Universe, as holy beings, it is less likely we will harm ourselves or treat ourselves poorly or in unhealthy ways. This does not have to be a religious perspective at all, though it can be. It is not religious for me, though I respect it if it is for you. It doesn’t even have to be a spiritual idea, even though it is for me. It can simply be the idea that we are much more than the sum of our parts. In other words, who/what we really are, is more than the emotions we are having, or the bodies we inhabit, or our judgments about those bodies. Yes, those are facets of what we might experience on a daily basis in the physical world, but it is not the sum total of who/what we are. 

			These notions of how we perceive ourselves will be covered in much greater detail later, but for now, consider it this way: If we reduce ourselves to the fear we feel, or the shame we experience, or the number on the scale, or the boss’ feedback, we are missing out on the rest of our life’s experience. We get completely immersed in the emotional or physical pain we are suffering through, and cannot see beyond it. On the other hand, conscious awareness of our full expansiveness at any given moment (one of the mindfulness practices that will be described in this book) is the antidote to human physical or emotional suffering. It’s that simple. 

			My foray into mindfulness practices started with a daily meditation in the morning. I used a meditation app on my phone, which I found to be quite useful. I could set the length of time I wanted to meditate and also found that there were so many guided meditations which helped me to get quiet, be still, and focus on my breathing for a while. In the beginning, I was motivated by the fact that the app tracked my daily practice, so I felt compelled to see how many days of meditation I could achieve in a row. Although my practice has since shifted away from grasping for an attachment to the outcome, the app helped me develop, and even get excited about, a consistent practice. 

			Through studying about meditation and mindfulness practices, I learned that many teachers (especially those in the Zen tradition) insist on sitting up when one is meditating. I found I was much less likely to get out of a warm bed to meditate, however, so I began to meditate lying down in my cozy bed. Some would say it is problematic that I would sometimes fall asleep. I never saw it that way, though. I always figured if I fell asleep, then my body needed sleep more than the meditation. Additionally, it was a very peaceful sleep, which was a welcome change for me! When I awoke, I would simply start my meditation again, even if I was left only with a few moments before I had to get out of bed and start my day.

			Within a few months, I noticed the effect that mindfulness meditation was having on my life. I started to notice my breath throughout the day, not just during my meditations. If I was focusing on my breath, it usually meant I was pausing in a potentially stressful situation before responding, as opposed to immediately, and often irrationally, reacting. This increased the likelihood of peaceful solutions rather than an escalation of tension. This made driving in traffic a reflective time instead of a stressful time. And because I meditated in the morning when I first woke up, I was able to clear my head of any lingering horror from my nightmares, feel any emotions that were arising, let them go, and set an intention for the day ahead. 

			When I first started setting an intention, it was often as simple as to stay grounded as often as possible that day. This is what I needed during that time. As I began to heal, and discover who/what I really am, my intention was to remember who/what I really am as often as possible throughout my day. More recently, my intention has transformed to become both inward and outward-focused. It is to connect to my expanded awareness as often as possible throughout the day, and to seek out opportunities to be of service to others.

			In addition to clarifying my life’s purpose, and healing from trauma, my mindfulness practices also allowed me to reframe my lived experience: what I considered to be reality and what I considered illusion. During the time of dealing with my trauma, I lived in the illusion of my past story as though it were still happening; as though I were still in danger for my life. Closing my eyes used to bring up my trauma and horrible memories; fear and terror would rise in me to the point that I was frightened to go to sleep. As I began to heal from Post-Traumatic Stress, I found comfort, solidity, and deep gratitude when I opened my eyes. The four walls and ceiling were grounding for me – a reality I could grasp that assured me that I was here now in this moment and no longer trapped in the terror of my past. 

			It has been a long journey, but I am proud to say that now when I close my eyes, I find that in place of terror is serenity. I immediately remember my expansive sacredness. I have learned to connect to who I really am. This is my reality. This is where I find everlasting peace and unlimited possibility. This is my resource: where I re-source myself, finding invigorating energy and intention. 

			And the incredible thing is, mindfulness practices now allow me to feel and be connected to who I really am even when my eyes are open. Even when I’m in the midst of a conversation with someone, my practices serve to make my words authentic. They sharpen my listening skills and free me to live in and put forth peaceful, healing energy into the world and toward those around me. 

			Through my practices, I began to uncover my life’s purpose. I had known for a long time that I was called to teach, for it has always been in the classroom, connecting with students that I have felt most useful and most of service. Over time, it was more than just in the classroom that I noticed feeling in alignment with my spiritual calling; I feel it now whenever I am connecting with others, on a call from a friend or family member in need, facilitating a keynote or workshop, teaching a yoga class, or offering personal or professional coaching. My ego dissolves, and love, peace, and the encouragement of infinite possibility flows out of me.

			Over time, I was finally able to acknowledge and verbalize my life’s intention/passion/purpose: To be of service to others by elevating consciousness and supporting people in their search for internal empowerment so they can live intentional, liberated, healthy lives, and engage in authentic, deeply meaningful relationships, especially across social differences. 

			More succinctly stated: my intention is to alleviate suffering by: elevating spiritual consciousness (guiding people on their journey toward becoming awakened) and elevating social consciousness (guiding people on their journey toward becoming “woke”). 

			I do not profess to be awakened or woke because both are lifelong journeys, but I have dedicated my life to both of these paths, and have watched them intersect. Hence, this book was born in the hope of providing a path for you to tap into your own healing, empowerment, vision; in short, to live a more meaningful life, and to connect deeply and authentically with others.

			This book offers some of the ways I have found to use mindfulness practices to transform my daily lived experience into a healthy, joyful, abundant life in which I am aligned with my highest purpose and a true sense of meaning. If we consider ourselves as holy, sacred, valuable (insert the word here that resonates with you and throw out the rest) beings, we will treat ourselves as such. This has substantial consequences for our personal health and well-being. 

			Moreover, as we use mindfulness practices to connect with/get to know, understand, and appreciate people whose social identities (race, gender, sexuality, age, physical or mental capacity, etc.) are different from our own, we begin to increase our compassion. And if we consider others as holy, sacred, valuable (again, insert the word that resonates with you and throw out the rest) beings, we will treat them as such. This has substantial consequences for cultural inclusion and social justice. It is harder to ignore injustice or the mistreatment of others if we see them as precious beings connected to our lives, right? 

			Finally, we can use mindfulness practices to heal the planet. For if we consider the Earth as cherished or sacred, it is difficult to hurt it. More so, if we mindfully connect with the Earth, we can promote healing for it and all of its inhabitants for generations to come.

			The title of this book is purposefully reminiscent of the concept known as “the butterfly effect.” In 1992, chaos theorist Edward Lorenz coined the term to describe the potential impact of the minor flap of a butterfly’s wings in one part of the world on the weather patterns in another part of the world. Although difficult to predict, even minor actions can have serious consequences. If we each engage in mindful behavior as often as possible, consider the tremendous effect we could have on the planet.

		


		 


		
			​Introduction: What is Mindful Liberation?

			In this moment, there is plenty of time. In this moment, you are precisely as you should be. In this moment, there is infinite possibility. ~Victoria Moran

			I was at my dear friend Norma’s house recently. Over a potful of scrumptious oatmeal that she was lovingly cooking for us, we were engaging in a conversation about life, our place in it, and our connection to current political and environmental events. She made a profound statement that stuck with me. She said, “We’re on the precipice of a new frontier. We need something more. We’re all looking for a new answer; a new way of thinking, of being. It’s time to evolve.”

			We are in need of both individual and collective liberation from the social and systemic ties that bind us. We need to feel empowered in ourselves, and gain a sense of belonging that allows us to explore and expand our innate and powerful creativity that can move mountains, and solve the world’s inequities. Mindfulness offers a sense of personal and collective freedom. 
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