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"If you are not ahead with your thoughts,
each footstep is not just a means to an end but a unique event in
itself."


Introduction

​


Interest in Eastern philosophy
and ways of thinking has flourished in the western world for some
time now. Meditation and yoga have become commonplace in our
society. Recently interest has bloomed in another aspect of Eastern
thinking: mindfulness.

 


But what is mindfulness? What
is it good for? Where did it come from? This book addresses these
questions and provides numerous mindfulness exercises that are easy
to apply in
one’s daily life.

 


 


1 Mindfulness in a
nutshell

​


What is mindfulness? This is an obvious
question. The word mindfulness can mean different things. For
example focus, consciousness, as well as attentive awareness are a
few words that can be used to explain what mindfulness helps
achieve.

 


Mindfulness can help you to
consciously observe what is happening inside you and around
you. Mindfulness, as it is practiced today, is actually a global
term for a variety of techniques that can help you to be “in the here and
now”. For that reason, mindfulness is also referred to as focus
training. It
is a training that helps you to stay with your focus, or keep your
attention, in the present moment, and helps you to remain aware of
everything that is occurring with and around you.

 


For this cause, many exercises are used in
mindfulness such as physical exercises, meditation exercises,
concentration and awareness exercises and insight exercises. These
exercises will be discussed in various chapters in this book.

 


The beginning

The roots of mindfulness can be found in the
East, especially in Buddhism: a religion that encompasses numerous
consciousness- and awareness exercises. The word Mindfulness
however, as it is used nowadays, has become well known in the
Western world thanks to the American Jon Kabat-Zinn, founder of the
Center for Mindfulness in Massachusetts. In the 1970’s Kabat-Zinn
developed, a program called Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction
(MBSR): a training program based on eastern techniques (with
emphasis on meditation and yoga) for people with chronic medical
conditions such as prolonged symptoms of pain, as well as
depression. The program’s results were so positive that the concept
of mindfulness has spread across the Western world.

 


Zen

The Eastern roots of mindfulness can be
found in Buddhism, especially in Zen Buddhism and Vipassana. Zen
Buddhism, or simply Zen, is a religion that originated in China and
was further developed in Japan. In Zen the words “here and now” are
used frequently. The main purpose of Zen training is to keep all of
one’s attention in the present. It is said that Zen masters have
developed such a sensitive consciousness that they notice
everything. A familiar example is how a Zen masters is able to hear
the ashes fall from an incense stick.

 


Of course that sounds perhaps a bit too
superhuman but Zen is also good in putting itself in perspective. A
good example of this is the story about the Zen master who remains
completely calm during an earthquake and afterwards brags to his
disciple: "Did you see how calm I was? I was even able
to calmly drink a
glass of water." The disciple smiles and says, "That was not a
glass of water, it was a glass of soy."

 


A funny story, but it makes the lessons Zen
has to offer, of course, no less meaningful. Zen asks you to keep
your attention in the present. There is nothing else, only the here
and the now. The past has already occurred, and the future is yet
to come. Try therefore to live in the here and now.

 


Vipassana

Another important source of mindfulness is
vipassana. Not so much a philosophy as Zen, as it is a meditation
technique, Vipassana originated in India. According to some
sources, Vipassana is "The Technique" that was taught by Siddhartha
Gautama Buddha, the Buddha himself.

 


Vipassana is a word from the
Pali1
language that
literally means: to see things as they truly are (and also this
technique’s ultimate goal). An important aspect of this meditation
is self-observation, which aims to free the mind of any negativity
in its deepest layers: feelings such as anger, greed and
fear.

 


If such thoughts are reduced, our view of
the world will automatically become brighter. Moreover, positive
qualities like love, compassion, and joy will naturally
develop.

 


Vipassana is also called “mindfulness with
breathing”, because of the detailed and attentive way the breath is
followed. It would be superfluous to describe Vipassana in its
entirety; various exercises using this technique are explained
throughout this book.

 


 


2 Life on
autopilot

​


An important goal in practicing mindfulness
is turning off the "automatic pilot". To live life on autopilot is
to do things without really being involved. It is a way of living
in which life itself mainly passes you by. You go from one activity
to another without really knowing what you're doing. It’s like
living in a dream.

 


How often does it happen that
you finish your plate without really having tasted the
food? Or, that you
drink a cup of tea, while your thoughts are with the appointment
that you will have later that day, or all the groceries that need
to be done, or the annoying conversation that you had yesterday.
You do several things at the same time, without doing any of them
well, or with all of your attention.

 


Thinking

It isn’t surprising that we do things this
way. We as human beings live mainly in our heads, thanks to our
massive brain capacity. That is one of the reasons why it is so
difficult for us to focus all our attention on one thing at a time.
It isn’t that we can’t do that one thing, it’s that we can do so
much more. We have a brain capacity that often exceeds what is
needed in order to achieve the single task at hand. In other words:
The one thing we do doesn’t require much of our thinking. Therefore
the brain looks for distraction. It wants other things, more things
to dwell on, more things to keep the brain occupied.

 


In addition, we as humans are
very familiar with (our) thinking. Our mind has tremendously
evolved us as a species. Our ability to think ahead, make plans and
develop strategies has helped us to survive and adapt to changing
circumstances. That’s also the reason why many of our thoughts are about
the future: What else needs to be done? What can I expect tomorrow?
It is a way of preparing, a method of survival in order to be ready
when the time comes. "This report should be finished this weekend",
"Soon I’ll have to make dinner. What should I cook? After that I
really have to check my emails."

 


Could it be that we have gone a little
overboard? Perhaps all that thinking ahead isn’t really all that
useful. What is certain is that it doesn’t help us keep our
attention in the here and now.

 


Quire: Zen and miracles

As previously stated, Zen emphasizes the
importance of the here and now. The challenge is to actually do
what you're doing. Can you do it with all of your attention? A good
example is this little Zen story, which says that if you can really
do one thing with all your attention, then that is a miracle in
itself.

 


A monk brags about the skill of his Zen
master: “My master is so talented! If he's on this side of the
river and someone else on the other side, and if you gave him a
brush and the other a piece of paper... Then my master would write
letters in the air and they would appear on the piece of paper."
The other monk listens and says that his master can also do
wonderful things:" When he sleeps, he sleeps. When he eats, he
eats."

 


 


Stop moments

The trick is to bring our attention back to
the here and now. One way to do this, and to break the autopilot
way of doing things, is to create stop-moments: moments where you
do one thing with all of your attention.

 


An example of a stop moment
could be the enjoyment of a cup of tea. Drinking tea as a
mindfulness exercise works as follows: you do a single thing, in
this case drinking tea, with all of your attention.
Gently take the
cup. Feel the warmth of the teacup. Smell the fragrance of the tea.
Look at the color. Taste the tea and then gently set the cup down.
This is one simple exercise that takes just a few
minutes.
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