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To you, whoever you are, who seeks light in the apparent darkness.
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Introduction


Mindfulness, the art of living in the present moment, of moving from being lost in thought to being engaged in experience, is becoming increasingly popular, and for good reason. As countless people discover the amazing transformation that is possible when you stop taking thoughts so seriously, this way of living is unavoidably and rapidly starting to spread.


And with that spread, it is inevitable that an interest arises in the use of mindfulness in different areas of life: at work, in relationships and in parenting, to name a few. So you may be expecting this book to be a guide to parenting mindfully, to using the skills of mindfulness to become a zen parent, calm in the face of chaos and peaceful through even the wildest tantrum. But you would be wrong.


There are plenty of books like this on the market, and some are no doubt very good, but Mindful Parenting has a slightly different focus, and it’s not to make your life better.


Ultimately, human beings have the world upside down. We believe that the actions we take and the changes we make



are supposed to make our lives better. This is backwards. I know what you’re thinking: ‘Why would I do something if it isn’t going to make my life better? What would be the point?’


So, before you put this book down to email me (feel free to do this as you read this book at oli@peacethroughmindfulness.com.au), allow me to explain.


The purpose of your learning and experience is not to make life easier, but to wake you up to the truth of who you really are. You are not who you think you are, and every daily act of living is there to help you realise this.


This is what inspired me to create the Mindful Living series; I wanted to turn mindfulness on its head. So, instead of showing you how to use mindfulness to live well in a variety of situations (in this case, parenting), this series will show you how to use your life experiences to bring you into a deep state of mindfulness.


Mindful Parenting is not about how to use mindfulness to become a better parent, it is about how to use parenting to deepen your mindfulness practice. Of course, living from this state of alertness and presence will quite naturally make you a more peaceful and skilful parent, so you get the best of both worlds.


But changing the end goal from parental perfection to becoming more present will make a subtle but powerful shift. It will turn your struggles, failures and upsets, as you travel this bumpy road, from disasters to opportunities. And as you discover every old thinking pattern, every unhelpful belief and every way you are stuck, the light of awareness will become your friend, illuminating every corner of your unconscious mind. What fun!


Parenting is perhaps the best way to be challenged, and through the teachings, stories and activities that follow, you will find the tools to make use of these challenges, turning them into compost with which to grow your garden.


How to use this book


There is no ‘right’ way to learn mindfulness, and likewise this book can be used in any way you choose. Mindful Parenting is designed to be a six-week course for busy parents, and so it is broken into six chapters, with a new topic each day. Every day also contains a mindfulness activity to help you to put into practice the skills you read about, and this is essential if you want mindfulness to change your life.


While you can work through the chapters over six weeks, you can equally switch between days and weeks in whatever way feels right for you. There is no progression from beginner to advanced teachings, and every day’s activity is equal, so feel free to try out the activities that resonate with you and to leave those that don’t, for now. Later, you may find that the time is right for an activity that you didn’t want to do earlier.


Finally, I would encourage you, if you want to experience the benefits mindfulness can bring, such as feeling happier and more peaceful, or dealing with stressful situations more effectively, to do a little mindfulness every day. To assist you with this, I have a podcast on iTunes and free apps for iPhone and Android (all called ‘Mindfulness With Oli Doyle’) with hundreds of classes in them, and at the time of writing there is also a closed Facebook group – called ‘Mindfulness With Oli Doyle’ – for friends who want support along the way, and who want to support others. And feel free to email me – oli@peacethroughmindfulness.com.au – with any questions along the way.


So, without further ado, let’s begin this journey together with a hearty smile and a bear hug. Thank you for joining me on the path, and for bringing a little more peace into this world.


Yours,
Oli Doyle









WEEK 1
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Parenting Right Now


Welcome to the beginning of this journey of discovery. As we begin this week together, we will explore what it means to parent in the present moment and, more importantly, how to do this in practice. This week, you will discover how to be present and mindful in your parenting, while still taking care of the daily necessities of family life. You will also learn how to bring a spirit of playfulness and curiosity into your life as a parent.


The activities may seem simple, too simple even, but rest assured that they will require your full attention, your complete awareness, otherwise you will be lost in the mind. So, let’s begin the week by putting down our belief in what is best and stepping into the unknowing space of this instant.


Day 1: Teaching This Instant


As parents, the unspoken rule is that it matters most how our kids turn out. Will he be a rocket scientist? Will she find a cure for cancer? And, lurking underneath those positive hopes are what I sometimes call ‘fears from the flip side’, which are the dark tails to your mind’s hopeful heads. Will he end up like his grandpa? Will she have anxiety like me? And what if he/she turns out to be rude, disrespectful and unkind?


The problem with all of this is that it is happening in the future, which means that it isn’t happening at all! You see, if you look for the future, you will discover that it only exists as a thought in your head! That is to say, there is no future, there is only a thought in your mind, which projects some version of the past into the so-called future. But where is it? Have you ever been there? And if not, if it is just a thought, just imagination, then why do we pay so much attention to it?


There is a belief that drives this fascination with the future, and it’s important that we uncover this at the start of your journey, lest it cause you problems later on. The belief that pushes us to focus on the so-called future is that if we don’t, then things will turn out badly. We believe that we need to plan, to think ahead and to make the future a priority, otherwise we won’t succeed! Let me pull this apart a bit more: your mind believes that thinking about something else (rather than concentrating on what you are doing) will make you successful. Being distracted will lead you to brilliance.


As parents, this leads to future-focused parenting, through which we’re striving to get ourselves and our kids to some better future. Recall a few things you have done ‘for their own good’, so that they grow up to be good people, and you will see what I mean. Ends are supposed to justify means here. It’s OK to yell, to threaten, to be mean, if it teaches them to be a good person.


But how are our children supposed to learn to be kind from someone who is yelling or holding power over them? Who will teach them compassion if we are showing the opposite? This behaviour is well intentioned, but it is insane, and there is another way.


I call it ‘Teaching This Instant’, and it is a simple, freeing way to approach what people usually call ‘discipline’. That word has become synonymous with a clip around the ear, but it is derived from the word ‘disciple’, which means that the child is our student, and we teach through our actions. Teaching this instant means that we do our best to help the child to work the problem out now. We don’t say: ‘If you keep doing that you’ll grow up lonely and miserable’; we don’t say: ‘You’ve been doing that all week, I’ve had enough!’ We just help them to figure it out right now. Here is an example of what I mean . . .




Activity – Teaching This Instant


Recall a time this week when you did something that was future-focused when it came to teaching your child. Maybe you gave them a lecture about picking up after themselves or being nice to their sister. Maybe you pushed them to practise the piano because, by their age, Mozart was already writing symphonies. However petty or grand the future hope behind this action, recognise what it was. How did you hope their future would be better through this learning?


Now take yourself back to the start of the lecture, or whatever it was. Imagine that your only hope was to help your child to learn something right now, to sort through the problem they were having. Imagine that you just wanted to be there as a helpful guide, leaving the learnings and changes they might make to them. How would you be in that moment? Stay with the situation in your mind and feel the difference between the approaches. Which parent would you prefer to be, and which would you prefer to have?





Regularly, I fall into this trap, and I find myself projecting into this imagined future. It is ridiculous to project what my six-year-old’s life will be like if he still behaves in the same way when he’s twenty-four. It’s as mad as worrying about your seven-month-old still crawling when they are fifty, and yet it happens! But since I started to focus on ‘Teaching This Instant’, life as a parent has radically changed. I trust their journey and respect the limits of my role in it. My first job is to be present, to be alert, here and now, and that is for my own sake. From that place, I can help them to navigate the challenges of life, but the future is no longer my business. I guess it never was.


All humans are on a learning journey, and our children are learning fast, so they make lots of what look like mistakes. In fact, they’re doing the best they can with the skills, information and beliefs they have, just like us. If you want to step out of the stress of living in their imaginary future and enjoy your time with them now instead, give this practice a try, and notice how it applies to every other area of your life, not just parenting.


Day 2: Learning Timelessness


Today, I want to start with a short summary of the root cause of every problem that any human ever had: they were lost in time, which is to say, lost in their thoughts about the past and the future. Every piece of stress on the planet is caused by this. Right now, you are OK. You are sitting and reading this book, so things must be all right. You may be in debt – that’s a future problem. You may have made a mistake yesterday – that’s a past problem. What problem is there this very instant? Not in one second or one second ago, but this instant? Email me at oli@peacethroughmindfulness.com.au if you find one. I bet you can’t.


The reason I want to start with this is that every day in homes around the world, parents are passing this basic dysfunction on to their children. We are handing down the belief that time is important, that the past and future are real, and that thinking about them is important. It seems that this stresses children unnecessarily, making them more difficult to live with at the same time. It also appears that, in this area, our children know better than we do.


If children had more power, and adults had less, this problem could end right now, because our children are capable of teaching us how to live in presence, in connectedness with this moment, because it is their natural state. And today, I hope that you will allow your children to draw you into this wonderful way of living, instant by instant.


If you have spent time with small children, you may have noticed that they live entirely in the now. The concept of tomorrow (and it only exists as a concept) has very little meaning for them, and what matters most is what they are doing this instant. As children grow, we school them in the ways of time-based living, from putting things off until tomorrow to bringing up things that happened yesterday. Even the concepts of Christmas and birthdays are time-bound. If you pay close attention to your experience on Christmas Day, it is no different from any other moment, apart from the story you tell about it. Now I am not suggesting that we should not let children enjoy Christmas or birthdays or any other days that have significance in your family, I am merely illustrating some of the ways in which we share our delusions with our children.


We can still use practical time to help children to learn about planning, saving, brushing their teeth, etc., but we can also allow them to bring us into a state of presence when we don’t need to use time for anything practical.




Activity – Learning Timelessness


Today I invite you to notice all the ways that thinking about the past and the future creep into your life (and your parenting) and take your attention away from now. Are you stressed in the morning while you get the kids ready for school? Notice how your attention goes to thoughts about the future and feel the result. Are you dwelling on something your child said or did hours or days after the event? Feel what it is like to cling to that memory and to use it to torture yourself. Pay attention to everything you say, think or do that is past- or future-focused and feel what that way of living is like.


Watch your children, or children in general, and be on the alert for moments when they are completely engaged in what they are doing. I’m not talking about recklessness or disregard for others (which are often driven by trying to get some future result), I am talking about the moments when they are completely concentrating on what they are doing, moments when tomorrow has no meaning. If you can catch them in one of these moments, then just watch for a moment, allowing their state of presence to draw your attention into this instant. Feel the breath in your chest, notice your body, and watch. And when you feel yourself living in the here and now, then go back to your day’s activities, but do each one for its own sake, with as much care and attention as you can muster. This is the art of skilful living.





To live skilfully, we must bring together the ability to plan and reflect with the capacity to live in alert awareness, right here and now. And as most of us have quite enough practice in the planning and remembering part, it is the other side that requires our deliberate attention.


It may be that your children have become cultured in the usual way of existence, and that they are as caught up in time as you are (or maybe more so). If this is the case, simply watch children you see in your daily travels, other children in your family, or others you come into contact with. Watch the way they disappear into a drawing, the way they can paint all day with no sense of boredom or impatience. Watch how they express emotions all of a sudden, then let go of them, leaving nothing unprocessed. Look into their eyes and learn how to reconnect with your true self, which is right there when you stop thinking about something else.


While bringing this awareness into everyday life, you can continue to use the concept of time, but it won’t create problems for you any more.


Day 3: You’re Not a Parent Now


Identity is a key component of the thinking mind, and it is one of the things that keep us completely lost in thought. Of course, identity is a sacred concept for many, but let’s take a look at its elements, and how these can become problematic in the field of parenting.


Identity, at its core, is no more than a string of thoughts about yourself, ranging from the universal, like ‘I am a woman/man’, to the less common, like ‘I am a chemical engineer called Susan and I love to eat Thai food’. If you go through everything you describe as ‘me’, it is generally a thought, either from the past or about the future. ‘I am Susan, I have worked here for five years and soon I hope to finish my Masters.’ We don’t need to argue about whether this story is ‘true’ or not, we can simply agree that it is based on thoughts, which include memories. We can prove this because if Susan lost her memory at this moment in time, her identity would disappear, for her at least.


If you explore everything that you tell others (and yourself) about you, it is all thoughts, beliefs and opinions. ‘I’m no good at chess. My last boss was unfair to me. I have a knack for crossword puzzles.’ It’s all in our heads!


All of these thoughts can cause problems when we identify with them (that is, when we believe them to be true) because whenever something contradicts that story, we are likely to feel upset or disorientated. And, if you are anything like me, you will have discovered that life has a knack for throwing up situations that contradict and challenge those firmly held stories.


As a parent, this happens about 50 times a day because, as I have discovered, our children aren’t that interested in keeping our stories safe and comfortable. They are, rightly, concerned with the task of living, and often this process doesn’t fit into the neat lines the mind creates. Every belief gets challenged, and as a result your entire sense of self can seem threatened. Most people don’t realise that this is what’s happening; they think their children are not being good! The urge to control, punish and manipulate arises strongly, and for many this becomes the foundation of their relationship with their children. What if we relinquished our identity instead?


This may sound crazy, and your mind might react with fear at the thought of losing something so precious. But don’t worry, you will still be you, you just won’t be tortured by painful thoughts, or at least not as often! What if, instead of seeing yourself as a parent and adopting a particular way of behaving because of that, you were merely an older human being, there with these smaller (or at least younger) people to help them through life? What if your job was to help them stay safe and learn, without any investment in the outcome, in who they grow up to be? This is the core problem with seeing yourself as a ‘parent’: you become invested in your version of how your child should turn out, and you try to mould them to fit.




Activity – Other People’s Children


This activity is one that I stumbled upon in my own life when I noticed something curious. I work with other people’s children on a regular basis in my job, and I noticed that those children could throw pretty much any type of behaviour at me and I would stay calm and compassionate. Then, when I got home, I would get upset about ‘my children’ doing things much less severe, and I wondered, why is it so?


I was making their behaviour a part of my sense of self, imagining that it was a reflection on me. I was being ‘your dad’ at home, while at work I was just being with other people’s children, still helping as best I could, but without a hint of taking anything personally.


When every child (including my child) is somebody else’s child, I still want to help them as much as I can. I want to hear them, support them and be there for them, but it becomes their journey, not mine. Of course, it was always their journey, but now I am aware of the fact. This is a relief, and I feel calm, peaceful and focused, everything I need to be in order to be the best parent I can.


Close your eyes and remember a time when you parented at less than your best. A time when you lectured, raved, grounded and generally became a tyrant ‘for their own good’. I hope you have an example, because I have plenty!


Once you have an example in mind, pinpoint the beliefs that drove that behaviour. What were you afraid of, or angry about in that moment? What belief was contravened by their behaviour? What part of your identity was threatened?


Now imagine if that was somebody else’s child. What would you say or do differently without the sense of ownership, of being responsible for that young person’s journey? And how would you feel? Take your time with this and be gentle with yourself. The results can be revealing to say the least!





Today, try something simple and revolutionary: try treating your children as if they don’t belong to you, but are simply there with you. Be present, aware and caring, and let them take the next step as they see fit. Keep them safe, of course, but drop your identity as a parent, stop treating them as ‘my child’ and see what happens next.


Day 4: Together This Instant


So much of our time together as a family can be governed by thoughts about the past and the future. Today we will explore what is possible when we make this instant’s interaction, and our attention in this moment, more important than where we’re heading.


Take a mindful breath and look around. Let thoughts about the past and the future come and go as they will. Focus your attention on this breath, this instant, and be very alert. Listen, feel the sensations in your body and stay here, now. Be mindful.


To be in this state of attention when we are with our children is the greatest gift we can give them. Better than a private school education, better than a shiny car on their birthday; open, alert awareness is the best thing you can give them. Everything else you do for your children is secondary. And the wonderful thing about giving the gift of mindfulness is that you get even more from it than they do. But all of this is easy to forget.


A few days ago, I was at home and was busy, doing some jobs around the house and thinking about the future. I was lucky to get an invitation from my daughter, Freya, to come and jump on the trampoline. Now, Freya is (at the time of writing) three years old, with the sort of fine blonde hair that sticks out all over the place when it comes anywhere near static electricity. So picture me, a thirty-three-year-old (at the time of writing), semi-fit man with no hair, jumping on the trampoline with a little girl with crazy blonde hair. There was nowhere else I was trying to get to, no agenda or future goal. There was nothing but that very instant, watching the girl with crazy hair bob up and down in the sunshine.


My mind would say that I don’t have time for such things (unless it’s part of a fitness regime). I’m an author (apparently) and I have important work to do, like writing this book! Trampolining is for kids, it says, go and vacuum at least! But really, what is the point of living? The point is to live fully, right now, whatever your mind may say. You can chase the future until the end (and we all know how it ends) or you can be here, now, living. As a parent, you too can let your children guide you (deliberately or accidentally) into this state of peace, and it’s easier than you think!




Activity – Instantaneous Parenting


In my books, classes and workshops, I often invite people to test a different way of living, which I call ‘Instantaneous Focus’. This simply means making this instant your primary focus.


As a parent, you can live instant by instant too, making this very second the only thing that matters. Have a go at this activity today and see what it is like to spend time with your child in this state. If you won’t see your child today, practise it for yourself.


Bring awareness to this one breath, the breath that’s happening now, and feel it with as much attention as you can. Feel the sensations, the breath coming in through the nose and mouth, the chest rising and falling. Feel one breath (this one) and then shift your attention to the next breath (also this one).


Look around you and keep feeling your breath. Let it be the silent, background rhythm that keeps you anchored in this moment. Feel yourself breathing and look at, listen to and feel whatever is arising now.


When your child enters your world, keep this instantaneous approach going by feeling yourself breathing and simply listening and looking deeply. What do you notice about them at this moment in time? How do their words sound? What expression is on their face? Take in as much as you can.


Don’t try to keep track of these details, just notice them. This isn’t a process of trying to remember more about what happens, it is about being mindful now. Let the past go, it’s already finished anyway. Forget, for a moment, about the homework they didn’t do yesterday, or the ways they broke the rules. Just be with them now instead.


Keep some attention on the breath and the body at all times, and when you get lost in a thought (which you will), come back to reality as soon as you notice that you’re daydreaming. See what you notice about your loved ones when you really look at, listen to and appreciate them.





Try this activity today. Then try something even more radical: make this instant the primary focus of your life. Take care of the things you need to take care of. Plan and remember whatever is necessary, but make breath awareness the undercurrent of your way of living. As you attempt this, notice how powerful the mind seems to be, and feel the difference between a moment of awareness and a moment of imagination. As you may have already discovered, the distance between presence and absence is short, but they are two very different worlds.


Day 5: When Play Happens


For many people, mindfulness and meditation look like serious pursuits that are engaged in by ‘spiritual’ people. You know the type, they’re dour, intense and they don’t drink coffee. Maybe they wear a robe and spend their summer break in India, or in a jungle in Thailand. And they’re so busy being blissful that they have no time to enjoy themselves.


But if you actually meet people who practise these skills as part of their daily life, be they monks or ordinary folk like us, they laugh a lot. In fact, the whole practice of mindfulness is hilarious when you get down to it. We are practising this seeming technique so that we can remember to be ourselves. When you realise that, and when you see the way you and others behave under the spell of thoughts, it’s often pretty funny.


The key connection between mindfulness and play, however, occurs because they are both expressions of the present moment. To laugh, you must be present. To tell a good joke you have to be paying attention, and when you share friendly banter with work colleagues, you have to be on your toes, alert to join in.




With our children, this attitude is immensely helpful, and living with kids big and small can also help us to cultivate this way of living playfully. Let’s not be confused here though, ‘playing’ does not mean getting down and playing a game on the floor, it doesn’t mean spending all day outside running around or playing Monopoly. Playfulness is an attitude, it’s a way of living in the moment, whether you are engaged in something that seems serious or something seemingly trivial.


In my daily life, I work in the welfare field here in Australia. My colleagues and I come in contact with some horrific stories and we’re often supporting people to stay safe, or keep others safe, in high-risk situations. It may be surprising that there is an awful lot of laughter and humour arising all the time in the midst of these often terrible situations. We take the work seriously, we are respectful of our clients, but also there is a lot of playfulness in the office, and we have some fantastic laughs. This makes the work manageable.


Living in this way, there is an intuitive sense of when a more serious approach is required, and even serious times can be approached with some playful humour.


At home too, we have a lot of laughs, some of which the children understand. And whether it’s laughing later about your three-year-old delivering a flying head-butt to her big brother or giggling at the funny things that kids (and adults) do, it keeps us sane. We make jokes at bath time, we get attacked by carnivorous tea towels in the kitchen and while we’re vacuuming the kids think there is a monster in the house that will eat them if they come too close. None of this looks like ‘playing’, but it represents an attitude of play, a way of approaching life that is lighthearted.


Playfulness is actually your natural state. You can tell what is natural, what is meant to be, because it feels right. Stress and worry aren’t healthy, nor is being serious, and you can know this by feeling what it is like. But if playfulness is natural, then why doesn’t everyone live that way? The answer is surprisingly simple: they think too much. Now let me explain the difference between thinking and thought. Thought arises, it is a force of nature. It comes into your mind, whether you want it or not, and then it disappears when it wants to. Thinking is the act of toying with thought, getting lost in it, disappearing into it. Who gets lost? Awareness, you, life, whatever you want to call yourself. You get lost in thought – I call it thinking. Thoughts coming and going cause no problems, in fact they’re quite cool, but thinking too much is stressful.
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