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Make your own bible. Select and collect all the
words and sentences that in all your readings
have been to you like the blast of a trumpet.


RALPH WALDO EMERSON




INTRODUCTION


In 2017 something momentous happened: a British Attitudes Survey showed that for the first time, the majority of people living in the UK (53 per cent) didn’t belong to a religion. Another study has shown that only 1.4 per cent of the population now attend an Anglican Church service on a Sunday morning. This shift away from the Church isn’t unique to the UK. Between 1979 and 2011 the number of Roman Catholics attending a weekly church service in Ireland fell from 91 per cent to 30 per cent, and a 2015 survey showed that only 15 per cent of Irish Anglicans attend a Sunday service. A similar decline is happening on the other side of the Atlantic. Various studies have shown that less than 20 per cent of Americans now attend church services and in 2013, Southern Baptist researcher Thom Rainer estimated that between 8,000 and 10,000 churches were likely to close that year.


However, the hordes of people turning their backs on religion aren’t necessarily turning their backs on spirituality. In fact, a growing number of people (20 per cent in the UK and 25 per cent in the US) now refer to themselves as ‘spiritual but not religious’. This book is for those people – the ones who, for whatever reason, have turned away from or could never relate to religion, but still believe there’s Something More to this thing called life; people who desire a spiritual anchor in what is becoming an ever more turbulent and fast-paced world. I am one of those people. Having been raised as a devout atheist, in 2011 I set out on a quest to see if there was anything in this spiritual business – if it could bring me a lasting source of strength, love and joy that had so far eluded me. Although I knew next to nothing about religion and spirituality, I had had two experiences at rock-bottom moments in my life when I’d inexplicably felt the presence of something far greater than me.


My quest to find out what this ‘something’ was took me down some fascinating, unexpected and occasionally hilarious paths. Over a seven-year period I chanted up a storm with Buddhists, joined – and promptly left – a Christian church, fell foul of a false guru, studied the teachings of ancient Jewish scholars and the poetry of the Sufis, danced with the divine, tuned in to my inner goddess, had a passionate encounter with a soulmate and made true soul friends. I took part in a Mayan cacao ceremony and ended up talking to trees, met my shamanic spirit animal and had part of my soul retrieved. I also studied mindfulness and became a Reiki-healer-tarot-reader and much, much more. In short, my exploration of different spiritual traditions was a revelation to a devout atheist like me.


Once I cut through the dogma that had put me off before, I found certain teachings and practices that I’ve come to view as superpowers, beautiful in their simplicity. They form the basis of my life today – the basis of my inner joy, strength and peace, and the basis of this book. This book is for spiritual misfits like me, who have had enough of the doctrine of separation and fear. It is for those who look around at the world today – at the politics of division, the hashtags of hate and the spiralling mental health crisis – and think, surely there has to be a better way?


Numerous scientific studies are now showing the benefits of a spiritual practice. In an article titled ‘The neuroscience of spirituality and religion’, William Sears MD, a doctor with fifty years’ experience, says that science has now shown beyond doubt that spiritual people have ‘happier brains, healthier bodies and longer lifespans’. Focusing on something greater than ourselves and on a sense of connection with others helps lift us out of negative thinking. Pathways are created in the brain that enhance our sense of self and our empathy. Studies have also shown that a regular meditation practice reduces blood pressure, stress and anxiety, and boosts our immunity. Neuro-imaging techniques have shown that meditation stimulates the brain’s compassion centre. Mindfulness also has a calming effect on the amygdala, the part of the brain that produces fear responses. Sears concludes his article by urging everyone to make a spiritual practice part of their health routine.


So, if the word ‘religion’ sends you running to your collected works of Dawkins muttering, ‘Out-of-date mumbo jumbo,’ I would urge you to take a small step rather than a giant leap of faith, and invest a few hours reading these pages, absorbing the lessons I’ve learnt and trying the practices I recommend. This is a book about finding deep inner joy and peace, and most of all, a love that unites and guides instead of divides; a love that doesn’t care if you’re male, female, straight, gay, black, white or purple; a love that frees us from fear and revolutionises the way we view ourselves, each other and the world.
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SIGNS OF SOMETHING MORE


All shall be well.


JULIAN OF NORWICH


In the beginning (in my beginning) was the Word, and the Word was with atheism and the Word was atheism. Both my parents had been brought up in religious families (my father, Catholic, my mother, Protestant) and both rebelled against their religions in their teens. When my parents got married (in a religion-free register office, naturally) they agreed that there was no way any children of theirs would have to endure enforced Sunday school or weekly confession. Instead, we would be left entirely free to choose our own faith, if we so wished, once we’d reached an age when we were able to make such an important decision. However, this wasn’t quite how it turned out. Rather than being brought up neutrally – in a ‘spiritual Switzerland’, if you like – my three siblings and I were brought up to see the Church as something to be avoided at all costs. In our house, religion and capitalism were seen as twin evils, designed to indoctrinate and oppress. When I became a Girl Guide I was banned from going to church parades on Sundays, the way other children might be banned from taking drugs or from talking to strangers. My parents even discussed forbidding me to attend school assembly. This horrified me – not because I particularly enjoyed having to sit cross-legged on a cold hall floor singing ‘Morning Has Broken’ for what felt like hours on end, but because there was only one other person who was banned from going to assembly. She was a Jehovah’s Witness and as every kid in our playground knew, Jehovah’s Witnesses didn’t agree with blood transfusions and therefore believed in letting sick babies die. If my mum and dad banned me from going to assembly, people would think that I killed babies too, or so my panic-stricken eight-year-old self thought. Thankfully, after much begging and pleading on my part, they succumbed.


Of course, as a result of all this ‘just say no to religion’, the Church took on a hugely elicit thrill to me. I craved Sunday school the way other kids craved sweets. And when my Catholic best friend had to go to her first confession I was eaten up with envy. The thought of sitting in a velvet-curtained box with an unseen priest, fessing up to how you’d stolen your little brother’s Action Man figure and drawn rude pictures on its naked body seemed so dramatic and exciting. Why couldn’t I be a sinner too? One day, on the way home from school, I found a small crucifix pendant on the pavement. I smuggled it into my bedroom and hid it with a photo of my grandad Bob inside an envelope marked ‘Private. Keep out!’ – which as any savvy child knows, is guaranteed to ward off prying parental eyes. This envelope became my secret link to the divine – well, kind of. At night I would take the crucifix and photo from the envelope, carefully place them on my pillow and say a prayer to Grandad Bob. He had died earlier that year and had been a deeply religious man. He’d kept a bottle of holy water by his front door and went to mass every single day. He was the closest thing to Jesus I’d known so I prayed to him – usually about some terrible transgression my parents had made, or asking if he could help me sort out a friendship drama.


However, by the time I reached my teens and my parents’ marriage had broken up, my resulting disillusionment at the world took in everything, including God. I binned my holy envelope and stopped praying to Grandad Bob. Religion is the opiate of the masses, I’d think to myself without a hint of irony, as I bunked off school to get stoned in a friend’s flat. Even when I became an adult and mellowed a bit, I still avoided church like the plague. After growing up on a news diet of ‘The Troubles’ in Northern Ireland and, more recently, ‘The Global War on Terror’, religions had become inextricably linked to conflict in my mind. They also seemed way out of touch when it came to issues like women and sexuality. But then I had the first of what I now refer to as my ‘Something More moments’.


I’d just turned thirty, was mum to a young son and my marriage had taken a very dark turn for the worse. I spent every day and most nights plagued by fear and riddled with anxiety. I’d started having panic attacks, and my despair that I’d never be able to escape my situation had begun manifesting as self-harm. One cold winter’s night, when I was out with my husband and a friend, the issues in our marriage, which had until then been hidden like a dirty secret within the four walls of our home, became public in the most humiliating way imaginable.


As I trudged home through the icy fog that night, feeling lower than I’d ever felt before, something strange happened. I was suddenly and dramatically lifted from my despair. It doesn’t get any worse than this, an inner voice told me. But instead of this seeming a bad thing, I felt strangely reassured. It doesn’t get any worse than this, so therefore it has to get better. It has to get better and it will. I had no idea where this inner voice and its resulting feeling of peace and calm was coming from, but I let it fill me. The next morning I told my dad the truth about my relationship. He stared at me across the table, a horrible montage of shock, anger and sorrow playing out upon his face. Finally he spoke, his voice deadly serious.


‘No one should have to live like this. You should not have to live like this.’ The curse of silence, fear and shame I’d been living under had finally been broken.


It took another few months for me to find the courage to end my marriage, but what happened to me that cold, dark night was the catalyst and I never forgot that strange sensation inside – and yet outside – of me. I never forgot how it reassured me that all would be well and gave me the impetus to break fear’s spell.


I wouldn’t experience this strange feeling again until some eight years later, when I was six years into a relationship with a guy called Steve. It was the middle of January, peak flu season, and Steve was taken seriously ill. What was at first wrongly diagnosed as the winter vomiting virus turned out to be a brain tumour, which turned out to be an extremely aggressive form of cancer. The day Steve had to have life-saving – and life-threatening – surgery to remove the brain tumour, I was distraught. Unsure that I’d ever see him again, fear floored me. The hospital he was having surgery in was right around the corner from Great Ormond Street – a specialist hospital for children in central London. My sister had been to Great Ormond Street many times and she’d told me that if it all got too much I should visit the chapel there as she’d always found it somewhere peaceful to escape to. Now, at this point in my life, I was still in my ‘religion is the opiate of the masses’ phase and hadn’t set foot in a church apart from for the occasional wedding. But as I waited for the outcome of what I’d been told would be an extremely lengthy surgical procedure, I was desperate – so much so that I found myself stumbling into Great Ormond Street and following the signs to the chapel. The first thing that hit me when I walked in were the cuddly toys. Soft and furry and every colour of the rainbow, they lined a shelf all around the wall. The sight of them was strangely reassuring. I sat down on a polished wooden pew and, for the first time since my holy envelope days, I began to pray – really pray. It was a very short and simple prayer, consisting mainly of one word: ‘Please’.


Please make it go OK. Please let him be OK. Please don’t let him die. Over and over again. Then, all of a sudden, my fear was gone, replaced by the most beautiful sense of calm and knowing. It’s all going to be OK. Just as on that cold dark night that had signalled the beginning of the end of my marriage, this voice and this knowing seemed to come from a place deep within me but it wasn’t of me. Or at least, it bore no resemblance to my normal inner voice and its rolling script of fear. It’s all going to be OK. I sat there for a while, bathing in the stillness, the warmth and the certainty. Then I got up and went to a cafe, where I sat for a further few hours, drinking coffee, reading and knowing, just knowing, that it was all going to be OK. Eventually, I returned to the hospital to see how the surgery was going, even though a member of staff had recommended that I go home for the day as the operation would take so long.


‘Oh, he’s out of surgery,’ the duty nurse told me. ‘You can come and see him if you like.’


She took me through the Intensive Care Unit, past a room marked ‘Relatives’, with an ominous box of tissues on the coffee table. And there was Steve, sitting up, smiling and singing football songs, off his head on morphine.


There’s a line in the Leonard Cohen song ‘Anthem’ that perfectly sums up what I’m trying to describe here. It talks about a crack being needed for the light to get in. It’s during our dark nights, or days, of the soul that something deep inside us cracks open, allowing a deeper understanding to slip in. Many people talk of having spiritual epiphanies when they hit rock bottom. A cancer diagnosis, the death of a loved one, a prison sentence, a job loss, a marriage break-up – all bring us to our knees and offer us the opportunity to sense that maybe, just maybe, there’s something more at work here. Some people might choose to ignore these signs of Something More, some are instantly converted to a spiritual path, and others – like me – put them on the back-burner for a while, not exactly sure what to do with them.


I wrote the first draft of this chapter during a meeting of a writing group I belong to. When I read it to the other members of the group, one of them told me it reminded her of someone called Julian of Norwich and her famous quote: ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.’ I’d never heard of Julian of Norwich, so I made a mental note to investigate further. Less than an hour after the writing group ended, I was sitting in my kitchen and felt the sudden urge to flick through one of those advertising supplements that come with the Sunday papers. I never normally read these supplements – weirdly enough, I have no desire to own a china doll that ‘looks just like a new-born baby’ or a royal wedding commemorative plate. But as I opened the supplement at a random page, my eyes were drawn to a photo of a silver pendant inscribed with a quote. The caption above it read: ‘Julian of Norwich, All Shall Be Well Pendant’. I mean, seriously, what are the chances?


I took this as a definite sign that I should investigate Julian of Norwich further, so I immediately consulted my trusty research assistant – Google. Here’s what I found. Julian of Norwich was born in 1342 and was a Christian anchoress – someone who set themselves apart from society, devoting themselves entirely to God, and confining themselves to a cell attached to a church. There was a window in her cell that looked out into the church it joined on to. People would come to the window seeking spiritual advice, as if she were a hotline to God.


When Julian was thirty she became seriously ill – so ill that she had the last rites administered to her. She then experienced what today might be called a near-death experience, during which she had a series of spiritual revelations. In one of these, Jesus came to her and told her not to worry at all, reassuring her that: ‘All shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.’


When Julian of Norwich recovered from her illness she vowed to be joyful in all circumstances, however dire, because she’d been shown and more importantly had felt a love that transcended all fear, and reassured her that all would be OK. Now it could be that if you’re an atheist, you hold no truck with the concept of Jesus. But that doesn’t matter. I believe that what matters here is what Julian of Norwich felt rather than how she saw or described it. It was the same transformative sense of reassurance and peace that I felt on that cold winter’s night which signalled the beginning of the end of my marriage, and on that awful day Steve was having brain surgery. Julian of Norwich was a devout follower of Christ, so it makes sense to me that she should have seen Jesus as a symbol of love. It also makes sense to me that I didn’t see Jesus when I had my own overwhelming sense that ‘all shall be well’. I’d been a confirmed atheist my whole life.


We humans can get so hung up on needing to explain everything away with concepts, labels, stories and rules, but in this book I’d like to peel away those layers to look at what lies beneath. I think Julian of Norwich magically worked her way into these pages via my fellow writing group member and a Sunday supplement because she’s proof that people have been experiencing this mysterious ‘Something More’ for centuries. We might attach different explanations to what happens in these moments in the darkness when the light pours in, but ultimately that deep knowing that ‘all shall be well’ is exactly the same. The question is, where does it come from?
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All shall be well


Perhaps you’ve had a similar experience to mine. Maybe you once had a dark night of the soul and suddenly and for no apparent reason felt awash with peace or hope. Maybe your inner voice spoke to you with an authority or wisdom that felt alien to you, and although it was coming from within you, it was not of you. Take some time to reflect on how this made you feel. Or, if you’re currently going through a difficult time, take some time to sit in silence and stillness and invite in that feeling. Don’t force it, just be. If it helps, try repeating the mantra, ‘All shall be well’, silently or out loud. Make a note of what happens and how it makes you feel.*
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CHANTING UP A STORM
WITH THE BUDDHISTS


Peace comes from within. Do not seek it without.


GAUTAMA BUDDHA


Sadly, a year after Steve’s recovery our relationship came to an end. It was an extremely loving end and to this day we remain the best of friends, but nonetheless I was heartbroken. My son and I were in desperate need of a fresh start, so I did the modern-day equivalent of sticking a pin in a map. I hovered my cursor over Google maps and found us a new home in a village in a completely different part of the country.


We arrived in the village in autumn 2010, exchanging the noise and grime of London for the fresh air and breathtaking landscape of the Chiltern Hills. The first night we were there I hated the pin-drop silence. After the constant London soundtrack of sirens, drunks and car horns, I found it unsettling. That was soon to change. I quickly grew to love the tranquillity, which was broken only by the whistle of birdsong and the rustle of leaves. We lived in a tiny cottage overlooking a valley. At night the sky was velvety black and the stars shone like diamonds with no light pollution to dim them. Although our house didn’t have an open fire most of the neighbours’ homes did, and the fires perfumed the village with the sweet smell of wood smoke.


My son thrived in our new location, as did our dog. We’d got Max from a rescue centre and he’d always been jittery due to his previous owner’s mistreatment. But now he had open fields to run around in he was transformed. And me? I felt myself relax and unwind with every cheek-glowing walk and starlit night. I’d always believed myself to be a city girl, but once the stunning landscape started seeping into my bones I never wanted to return to London life again.


After a few months of country bliss I had the idea to write a book on the secret of true happiness. It was something I’d always wanted to do as an extension of my motivational speaking and life coaching but there was just one small problem, which became a major problem when I sat down to write. While it was true that I was feeling a lot happier since moving, I certainly wasn’t in any position to advise others on how to be happy. On many nights I cried myself to sleep. The main reason? Single at the age of forty, I felt like a failure romantically – a feeling that was exacerbated by some excruciating internet dating experiences. I’d read enough self-help books with cringey titles like Women Who Love Tattooed Men Too Much to know that I was looking for a romantic relationship to heal some kind of inner wound. I’d had enough counselling sessions to know that this inner wound had probably been caused by events in my childhood. But I was sick of blaming my parents. I was forty, for Christ’s sake. Like wearing leather hot pants, parent blaming becomes slightly unsightly after a certain age. I decided that I couldn’t write a book on finding true happiness until I’d actually found true happiness. The trouble was, I’d run out of places to look for it. Or had I?


Memories of my Something More moments had left huge question marks in my mind. Had they been some kind of spiritual experience? Did they hold the key to the inner peace that was eluding me? Did true happiness lie in spirituality? For the previous couple of years I’d witnessed a friend of mine undergo an incredible transformation. When I’d first met her she’d been plagued by health issues and unsure of what she wanted to do with her life. But subsequently she’d started to glow with vitality and had landed her dream job. The thing she credited most with her transformation was becoming a Buddhist. I was such a spiritual novice back then that I didn’t know the first thing about Buddhism. I quickly did some background reading and discovered the following key facts:




• Buddhism began in India in around 500 BC.


• The word Buddha means ‘the enlightened one’.


• Buddhism is based on the teachings of an Indian prince named Siddharta Guatama, who became known as the Buddha.


• Guatama was so shocked by the poverty and hardship he witnessed outside his palace that he gave up his life of luxury in order to find out how to eliminate human suffering.


• Eventually Guatama discovered the answer and spent the rest of his life teaching his findings.


• Buddha’s teachings centre around Four Noble Truths:







1. Existence is suffering.


2. The cause of suffering is craving and attachment.


3. If we can give up our craving, suffering will cease and turn to Nirvana (bliss).


4. There is a path to Nirvana which is made up of eight steps, also known as the eight-fold path.





Buddhism, it turns out, has many different branches. My friend had chosen to follow a branch called Nichiren Buddhism. Nichiren was a thirteenth-century Buddhist monk from Japan. He believed that the mystic law which led to spiritual enlightenment was encapsulated in the Buddhist Lotus Sutra (one of the most important sacred scriptures in Buddhism). He named this law Nam-myoho-renge-kyo. The definition of this phrase can be broken down as follows:




Nam To devote or dedicate oneself.







Myo Mystic.







Ho Law.







Renge Lotus flower. The lotus flower is used because Buddhists believe that it symbolises the beauty of humanity in spite of the sufferings of daily life, just as the lotus blossom is untainted by the muddy waters in which it grows. The lotus also flowers and produces fruits at the same time, thereby symbolising the immediacy of the principle of cause and effect. Nichiren believed that we don’t have to wait to bring forth the power of the mystic law, but can access it at any time.







Kyo Sutra or eternal truth.





So, put together, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo means to dedicate oneself to the mystic law of the Lotus Sutra.


The Lotus Sutra’s key message is that Buddhahood – the potential for limitless love, compassion, wisdom and courage – exists within all of us, regardless of race, sex, intelligence or class. Although it originated in Japan, there are now many followers of Nichiren Buddhism all over the world. The singer Tina Turner credits it with transforming her life for the better following her marriage break-up with Ike. Tina Turner and my friend, both transformed – perhaps there was something in this Nichiren Buddhist malarkey. Could it transform me for the better too?


A key practice in Nichiren Buddhism is chanting the mantra: ‘Nam-myoho-renge-kyo’. When I expressed an interest in finding out more my friend slipped a piece of paper containing the mantra into my hand. ‘Try chanting this every day and focus on what you’d like to achieve in your life,’ she told me. I felt as if I’d been given the secret password to a magical kingdom. Part of me was excited … and another part was deeply cynical. How could chanting some random words in Japanese possibly bring about true happiness? But I figured I had nothing to lose so I might as well give it a go.


One day when my son was at school – and all the windows were firmly closed – I sat cross-legged on a cushion and began chanting the words over and over again. Once my dog Max had got over his initial shock and stopped barking along with me, I started getting quite into it. I even created a little tune to sing the words to, to make it more enjoyable. As I sang ‘Nam-myohorenge-kyo’ over and over again, I thought of all the things I’d like to achieve: success as a writer, enough money to live comfortably and, of course, a romantic relationship. There was something about the rhythm of the chant that really helped get me focused and, weirdly enough, I also felt quite empowered. Even though I was only sitting there sing-chanting and freaking out my dog, I felt as if I was actually doing something towards achieving my dreams. It felt good. So I began carving out some time each day to have a little sing-song on my cushion and focus in on my dreams. At the end of each session I’d feel energised and determined, and sometimes I’d get fresh ideas popping into my head where I’d previously been blocked. After a while I decided to take things a step further and got in touch with my local Nichiren Buddhist group. It turned out that it met in the street just behind mine. I wondered whether this could be a sign. Was this meant to be?


The first Nichiren Buddhist meeting I attended was hugely embarrassing on several counts. Firstly, I discovered that I’d been pronouncing the chant wrongly – completely wrongly. The only word I’d managed to say correctly was ‘nam’. All the other words bore no resemblance at all to what I’d been saying. I couldn’t believe it. Had all that chanting I’d been doing been in vain? Had my poor dog been traumatised for nothing? I couldn’t help thinking that was the case. After all, if you’d been told that the secret password to an enchanted kingdom was Cabernet Sauvignon and you turned up hollering ‘cabinet sew-vye-ig-non!’ there’s no way anyone would let you in. But this wasn’t the only thing I’d been getting wrong. Rather than gently uttering the words in a softly lilting sing-song voice the way I’d been doing, it turned out that followers of Nichiren prefer to yell – or at least, that’s how it seemed to my untrained ears, as the group’s participants set about chanting at the tops of their voices, and at about one hundred miles per hour. There was no melody to their chanting. It was rapid fire and monotone. Another key difference was that, instead of chanting to a confused-looking dog, as I’d been doing, they chanted to a scroll housed inside a small wooden cabinet. Instead of focusing on what I wanted to achieve as I tried to chant along (quietly, oh, so quietly), I found myself obsessing over what the neighbours must be thinking at the sound of seven adults yelling the same five words in Japanese over and over again. What did they think was happening in here? Some kind of protest, with only one slogan? However, the members of the group all seemed really nice, and once the thirty minutes(!) of chanting were over I really enjoyed chatting to them. They seemed so energised by their practice and they all had incredible tales of how chanting had helped them, so I decided to stick with it for a while and see what happened.


What happened was that I found a great way of getting focused on my goals and quietening my mind, but I didn’t really feel closer to the Something More I was seeking. Of course, I still didn’t know exactly what I was seeking, I just knew that I hadn’t found it. Although all of the followers of Nichiren Buddhism I met credited their practice with transforming their lives, it wasn’t quite working for me. I had, however, made an important first step on my journey.
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Nam-myoho-renge-kyo


If you feel you could benefit from more focus in your life, peace in your heart and clarity in your mind, try chanting ‘Nam-myoho-renge-kyo’. There are loads of recordings on YouTube that will help you with pronunciation, pace and rhythm – so you don’t make the same rookie error as me. I particularly like the videos by Tina Turner and Deva Premal. When you’ve found a recording that you like, take some time when you won’t be interrupted, sit in a comfortable upright position and begin chanting along. It can help to have something to chant to, just as the followers of Nicherin chant to a scroll. You could focus on the flame of a candle or the picture of something that symbolises love or peace. I like to chant to the picture of a lotus flower, as it reminds me of the core teachings of the Lotus Sutra and the power of cause and effect. While you chant think of an effect that you would like to bring about. This could be some kind of personal goal, or a broader desire for love and peace. Whatever you chant for, don’t get bogged down in specific details. Chant for the highest possible outcome for all concerned. Once you’ve finished, jot down any interesting thoughts or reflections from the experience in your journal.


Try chanting for at least five minutes every day for a week and make a note of any changes you observe, both internally and externally. Did you experience any breakthroughs? Did you have any weird moments of synchronicity? Do you feel calmer and more focused? If you’re going through a difficult time, try chanting for longer than five minutes, and again, make a note of any differences this brings. You can find out more about Nicherin Buddhism at www.sgi.org.
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WHAT WOULD JESUS DO?


Love your neighbour as yourself.


JESUS


Just as I was realising that I still hadn’t found what I was looking for, posters started going up in the village advertising the Alpha Course. The course was run by the Christian Church as an introduction for non-followers and the curious. I’d recently read an article about Alpha by a journalist who’d been very cynical about religion but who had been impressed by how open and relaxed it had been. They don’t try to brainwash you and you have total freedom to say and ask whatever you like, was the gist of his piece. Due to my parents’ earlier hostility towards religion, it had never even crossed my mind to attend a church service – not even after my experience in the Great Ormond Street Hospital chapel. But in more recent years both of my parents had returned to faith. My mum had become a Christian again and my dad, who’d been so angry towards the Catholic Church throughout my childhood, had started studying spiritual teachings. I’d seen the mellowing effect this was having on him and part of me was intrigued. When I saw that the Alpha Course also included a free, home-cooked meal, I was sold. What do I have to lose? I thought to myself as I signed up for the course. It turned out that I had nothing to lose and a lot to gain. However, as was to happen so frequently on my quest for Something More, the gains were nothing I could have ever forseen.


There were two Christian churches in the village – an Anglican High Church one and a Baptist one. A couple of weeks before the Alpha Course started I decided to give one of them a go. For the first time in my forty years on the planet, I entered the lion’s den and attended a Sunday service. Going purely on aesthetics, as I had no other, deeper spiritual knowledge to base my decision on, I picked the High Church. The church itself was a beautiful medieval building, all grey stone and stained glass, filled with that musty incense fragrance unique to old churches. As I took my seat that first Sunday I felt nervous, self-conscious and very alone. No one said hello to me and as a single mum, with tattoos and piercings to boot, I felt that I stuck out like a sore thumb. Most of the parishioners were snowy-haired pensioners, and to quote the renowned spiritual guru Bridget Jones, ‘smug marrieds’. For some weird reason, sitting among all these glowy faced, sensibly dressed families, I felt my single status acutely. My bare ring finger seemed to shine like a beacon. And of course it wasn’t just that I was single – I was divorced. I wasn’t exactly sure what the Bible had to say about divorced people, but I knew it wasn’t good and probably involved sin. I could feel all of my old anti-religion hackles rising. How dare these sensibly dressed, non-pierced people judge me? So what if I was divorced? What was their problem anyway? Of course, no one had actually said any of these things to me – these were all my own fears and insecurities playing on a loop inside my head.
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