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Introduction


The art of being with “what is” – the ability to be mindful – is perhaps more important than ever before in these changing times. With mindfulness we can truly help ourselves, even when we are alone, to remain strong, reduce fear, find our focus and discover moments of joy. If we can manage to meditate for even as little as ten minutes a day, if we can truly enjoy the meals that many of us are able to consume, if we can look out of the open window, breathe in the fresh air, look at the sky, the clouds, hear the birdsong and other sounds of life, feel the rays of the sun or the splatter of rain, the touch of wind, the smells that are offered freely, if we can sing songs out of our open windows … if all of this is accessible to us, then we can create moments of pleasure within ourselves, purpose in each in- and out-breath we take, and reasons for being alive!


The recent pandemic has brought about a reconnection to nature: local woodlands, parks, riversides and beaches. This is our rebirth, a new emerging consciousness that recognizes our intrinsic closeness to nature and what it can teach us about being present in our lives when there is instability around us.


I became most deeply aware of the fine line we must not cross if we wish our planet to survive while watching David Attenborough’s film A Life on Our Planet. In this beautiful yet unsettling documentary he declares himself to be a 93-year-old witness who has been observing the miracles of nature for more than 60 years. And it is with great sadness that he shares how humankind has taken over the wilderness, the savannahs, the seas, the great woodlands and the rainforests. He states without shame how we have blindly exploited planet Earth and explains that if we want her to recover – and yes, there is still a chance – we need to change drastically! In fact, Attenborough is so outspoken that I remember some of his invitations by heart, like, for example, changing to a mainly plant-based diet. He emphasizes that only if we care for nature, will she care for us. And thus, I perceive mindfulness and compassion to empower us not only to benefit ourselves but all living things.


It is my deep hope that this companion to mindfulness will help you find your feet, and your passion, in this new way of being alive.
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How Mindfulness Changed My Life


My original training was in stress-coaching, a diploma that incorporated many skills akin to meditation, such as relaxation, self-hypnosis, visualization and affirmations. A long stay in the Far East (Hong Kong and China) also offered me the opportunity to study Tai Chi, Chi Gong, yoga and meditation. Furthermore, for as long as I can remember I had a desire to understand creation and all “that is”, and despite the fact that nobody in my family prayed or believed in anything, I started to attend Christian services from the age of six years onward. This became another foundation of my personal awareness and compassion.


My first degree in literature and the Arts from Oxford helped me to understand the art of writing more deeply, so I did not experience any inhibitions toward the written word, and to date I have published 12 books and many academic papers. In my late twenties (after a few years of focusing mainly on motherhood) I was able to complete my PhD and numerous theses for diplomas in psychotherapy, including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Multimodal Therapy, Rational Emotive Behaviour Therapy and drug and alcohol studies. By the time I ventured into my personal discovery of Eastern philosophies (mindfulness, yoga, Buddhism and Taoism) I had a wide knowledge base to draw on, to which I could connect my new insights.


Upon returning to London from Beijing in 2000, I started studying Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT). While I had been far away developing my own yoga and meditation practice, mindfulness had found its way into medicine and Cognitive Behavioural Psychotherapy. In 200I I founded Entermindfulness, which is an expansion of my original company Stressminus, which I created in the 1990s.


It was a cumbersome journey to meet the scientist and meditation teacher Jon Kabat-Zinn (I trained for six week-long intensive courses with him in Europe), and I bumped into him again in 2005 in Gothenburg at a conference called “Making Sense of the 21st Century”. This conference was a pivotal moment for me, because it was there that I realized my calling was to move more closely into the development of MBCT for the general public, rather than working solely with a clinical population or with university trainees in psychotherapy.


I completed my teacher development in Mindfulness-based Interventions at Bangor University. Although I am an accredited cognitive behavioural therapist, I felt drawn to offer Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Training for stress reduction to the general public. I also co-founded an Austrian organization called Achtsamkeit Leben (Living Mindfulness) and brought together the best of MBSR and MBCT in courses that helped people to deal with stress, low mood, fear and other destructive emotions. This was how mindfulness changed my life and continues to direct it today.


How to Use This Guide


Each chapter in this book can be read and processed on its own. If one theme interests you more than others, you can read ahead, but if you are new to mindfulness I would suggest that you really focus on the first few chapters, and in particular on A Mindful Day, which includes several short meditations. It will help you develop your own “everyday practice” and become familiar with meditative skills. Please reread this chapter regularly (maybe once a week or once a month) and simultaneously try keeping a journal, monitoring step-by-step how mindfulness neuropathways (connected nerves along which electrical impulses travel) are growing and affecting your day-to-day behaviour and wellbeing.


If you are already practising mindfulness meditation, you may find the chapters on relationships and mental wellbeing particularly useful. Even if you simply intend to deepen your own practice, the chapter entitled A Mindfulness Journey, Week by Week offers insights into how to work with certain meditations more deeply, how to use them to cope with life’s challenges, and other aspects of mindfulness that the very committed student will hopefully consider enlightening.


Each chapter includes poetry to support the theme in question. I feel strongly that poems can help us develop a sense of being fully present, and can engage us in sustained attention. Kindly read each poem at the end of the chapter and then sit with it. Maybe read it more than once, and see whether it helps to deepen the insights offered in the text.
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Directory of Meditations and Mindfulness Practices









	Practice


	Duration







	Body Scan (1)


	30–40 minutes







	Body Scan (2)


	10–15 minutes







	Breathing In for Me, Breathing Out for You


	20 minutes







	Connecting with Loss


	20–25 minutes







	Going for a Mindful Walk


	at least 10 minutes







	Guided Walking Journey


	10–15 minutes







	Invoking Joy Meditation


	5–10 minutes







	Lake Meditation


	5 minutes







	Loving-kindness (Metta) Meditation


	10–15 minutes







	Meditation to Reduce Cravings


	10–15 minutes







	Mindful Breathing


	5–10 minutes







	Mindful Minute


	a few minutes







	Mindful Self-compassion Break


	5 minutes







	Mindful “Soften/Soothe/Allow” Meditation


	15–20 minutes







	Mindful Walking (1)


	10–20 minutes







	Mindful Walking (2)


	10–20 minutes







	Mindful Yoga


	20 minutes







	Mindfulness Wheel


	5–10 minutes







	Mountain Meditation


	5 minutes







	Mountain Pose


	about 5 minutes







	Mountain Pose with Arms Up


	about 5 minutes







	Pleasant-event Diary


	5–20 minutes







	Raisin Exercise


	5 minutes







	Self-compassion Writing


	20 minutes







	Simple Sun Salutation


	12–15 minutes







	Sitting with Your Thoughts (1)


	15–20 minutes







	Sitting with Your Thoughts (2)


	10–15 minutes







	Sleep Meditation


	15 minutes







	Spinal Rotation


	5–10 minutes







	Three-step Breathing Space (1)


	3–5 minutes







	Three-step Breathing Space (2)


	3–5 minutes







	Upright Body Scan


	5–10 minutes







	Viewing Mindfulness


	10 minutes







	When Big Feelings Are Present Meditation


	10 minutes







	Yoga to Find Your Centre


	at least 20 minutes












How to Approach the Mindfulness Practices


Starting any new activity or practice can be daunting, especially if it is something that you have never tried before. Luckily, to start living more mindfully you don’t need any prior knowledge, special clothing or expensive equipment. All you need is a desire to change.


Essentially, mindfulness is about living in the moment without judgement and accepting as best as you can “what is”: the pleasant, the difficult and that which is simply neutral. The mindfulness practices in this book can help you find more balance and a sense of acceptance for whatever life presents you with at any given moment. There is no right or wrong way to becoming more mindful; your connection with this new “you” will grow organically. However, there are some things you can do to make your mindfulness journey go more smoothly.


Find a Regular Space at Home to Practise


Choosing a particular spot at home for your mindfulness practice will help your subconscious to connect this space with feelings of peace and stillness. If you have a spare room with a favourite chair for seated exercises, or space on the floor for a yoga mat for lying down, that is wonderful. But not everyone has this extra room – so instead you may choose to use your bedroom or your living room; where is not important, you just need to feel comfortable. However, I would avoid rooms where you work because they can be unconsciously connected to “job” activities and you may find it more challenging to switch off.


Furthermore, it could be useful to gather together a few props to help you feel comfortable: you may wish to have a warm blanket to hand; if you want to lie on the floor some cushions to support your head or back will be helpful; and a candle or a beautiful stone can be used to settle the active mind. Finally, it can be a good idea to dim the lights when you are practising mindfulness – this will send a message to your subconscious that you are slowing down and taking time to connect with your inner self.



Buy a Mindfulness Journal


Writing a journal will help you to keep a record of your experiences, and it can be an important tool for tracking your voyage and transformation. It will serve as a wonderful reminder of your journey into mindfulness. Kindly be inspired when you select your journal; choose one in a colour you love or decorate the cover with photos, stickers or even dried flowers to create something that in itself is a piece of mindfulness.


How often should you journal? It is up to you; you may write a little or a lot. But when you do write, note down your feelings, your reactions to the exercises, how you experienced them and anything else you feel is important. Even writing itself can become a mindful activity: jot down why you want to be mindful in that moment (including why you long for more mindful awareness into your life). You can also use your journal to set an intention of when you want to “be mindful” during a regular daily activity (walking the dog, washing up, hanging out the washing – whatever suits you). Alternatively, you may wish to set a time and day for a more formal, meditative practice – again note this down in your Mindfulness Journal. Even if you start with writing for just five minutes a day, a journal is the perfect way to support your mindfulness journey.


Read the Practices First and Record Them for Playback


Please do take your time and do not rush when reading this book or practising a meditation. Apply mindfulness at every step of your journey! Simply be, moment by moment, step by step.


Kindly read through any exercise first, let it sink in and then gently start practising. You may find it helpful to read them aloud slowly – this way you can clarify any instructions beforehand. If appropriate, you may also wish to record yourself reading a particular exercise aloud (using your mobile phone). You can play this recording back as you do the exercise – this will help you to fully immerse yourself in the mindfulness practice without having to keep checking this book for instructions.


Dealing with Disability


Some of the exercises ask you to stand, but you may find this position difficult for different reasons. Many of the practices, however, do give alternative options: you can sit, lie on the floor or relax in your bed in a prone position. What is important is that you feel comfortable, and safe, so use your knowledge of your body to pick a resting, meditative pose that is right for you.


When to Practise


You may choose to connect with your mindfulness practice early in the morning before you begin your day, perhaps setting time aside to do one of the ten-minute techniques. Due to family, animals and work commitments, though, this morning slot may not feel like it is possible for everyone. However, just spending a few moments connecting with the breath before you get out of bed, or mentally listing three things that you are grateful for (see Developing a Gratitude Practice) are mini-mindfulness practices that can set the right intention for the rest of your day.


As time progresses, mindfulness will become a natural way of being throughout your whole day. For example, you may find yourself doing a short mindfulness breath practice on the commute to work as a quick intervention when normally you would feel stressed. And, after a particularly hard day, you may wish to do the Body Scan to release stress and tension, even though you may have already completed some practice time that morning. But really, there is no good or bad time for mindfulness, just make it part of your everyday life.


Practice Techniques and Terms


Throughout this book, you may come across some unfamiliar terms. Here, I have outlined a few of the most important concepts of mindfulness to help you grasp the basics; as you progress through this book these ideas will become more familiar.


Anchoring


When you begin any meditative practice, it is natural for your mind to wander. Buddhist scholars would call this restlessness the “monkey mind” – describing the mind jumping from thought to thought like a monkey jumping around a tree. But there are simple ways to stop the mind wandering, to anchor yourself in the present. Connecting with the breath can be an effective and quick anchor. Alternatively, you may feel your sitting bones connected to the chair or your feet to the floor.



Attention


What do we mean by “attention”? For example, in the Body Scan you will be asked to bring attention to your feet, knees and so on. Some of you may visualize this body part, whereas I would like to encourage you to mentally bring awareness to it and sense or feel it as best as you can.


Points of Refuge


Your home should be your sanctuary, your safe haven, and as part of this journey you are going to create a special place (a refuge) in your home to practise your mindfulness exercises. In the wider world, there are other points of refuge where you can experience mindfulness: on a retreat, in a favourite wood or spot in nature, perhaps even at a close friend’s home – enjoying the present moment in good company. See mindfulness as opening a door to refuge in your life – whatever form it takes.



Some Words of Caution


Mindfulness is a wonderful tool, but practising on your own may not be appropriate for everyone. If you suffer from any mental health issues, or you are feeling vulnerable or have recently experienced a bereavement, please find a properly trained teacher and study mindfulness meditation under supervision. Like any new skill, it takes patience and repetition in order to reap the rewards and change your mental and physical wellbeing and it is best to do this in a safe way.


Learn to Enjoy Life


You are about to take the first important steps on your mindfulness journey. Don’t try to measure your “progress”, mindfulness is all about “being” and not striving for goals. See this book as a guide, and an invitation, to enjoy your life through slowing down and appreciating the small things.


Enjoy!


Patrizia Collard







An Invitation to Unity and Love


From the oceans to the seas, to the rivers and the brooks


The love of life in the seas, upon the Earth, the land is purely rejoicing.


We celebrate the gift of living!


For prana is the notion to be rejoiced around the nations,


With movement of the mind to the blessings of the hearts,


With actions and intentions of kindness, the world can reunite in love,


Bringing soul-filled peace and harmony from the skies above to the core of Mother Earth and beyond.


So enjoy these special moments to re-create our global world with peace and harmony throughout the nations.


Breathe deep, breathe kindness, celebrate prana!


No matter what our surface differences may be – all elements of diversity – We are all one, connected by source, with the blessings of Earth, Fire, Water and AIR!


Each one of us has a responsibility to “BE” the best we can “BE”.


Through all walks of life, wherever one may journey, we are all connected as one!


Celebrate prana, celebrate life, rejoice in connectivity through the passages of life!


Breathe deep, be strong, love well!


– Georgina Hunter, healer, holistic therapist and yoga practitioner1
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Mindfulness: Spirit and Science


The ancient concept of learning awareness through the practice of meditation has been discussed for thousands of years in Vedic and Buddhist texts, and more recently in books and research papers written by psychologists, psychotherapists and teachers of mindfulness and compassion.


Siddhartha (the Buddha) decided early on in his life to learn more about how to overcome suffering. First, he practised Shamata meditation (creating a blissful state), but when he returned to normal life he still felt emotional pain and observed misery. Thereafter he experimented with the yogis (those who were proficient in yoga) who inhabited the woods. They stood on one leg for hours, ate hardly anything (just bark from trees), and Siddhartha experienced this practice as another form of suffering, rather than as insight. So he started to look for the middle ground (Vipassana) – a balanced approach, with no escape into suffering or bliss, but rather observing life moment by moment as it unravels. Here he felt alert, had more focus and was aware of his thoughts and feelings and able to implement wise actions. By connecting with compassion for others he eventually reached a sense of identity – he became “awakened”.
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Understanding Mindfulness


I recently attended a private viewing of the movie The Last Dalai Lama? Not only did the film director Mickey Lemle research why the 14th Dalai Lama decided to choose to leave Tibet for good in 1959, but he also invited us to observe the true humanity of this unique person. His Holiness the Dalai Lama tells us how he inherited compassion from his mother, and his sense of humour and occasionally his tendency to experience anger from his father. He shares with the viewer that when he feels anger now, he can quickly let it go, thanks to his rigorous daily meditation practice (at least six hours per day). He was one of three founder members of the Mind and Life Institute, which is based in Charlottesville, Virginia.


The idea for this institute arose in 1987 from a meeting of three great scholars and visionaries: Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, who is still the spiritual leader of the Tibetan people and an advocate for compassion toward all beings; Francisco Varela, a Chilean scientist and philosopher; and Adam Engle, an American lawyer and entrepreneur. The Mind and Life Institute states that its aim is to bridge science and contemplative wisdom, and to foster insight and inspire action toward flourishing, in order to better understand the mind and create positive change in the world.


The Dalai Lama invited neuroscientists to join him and analyse what Tibetan Buddhist teachings had endorsed for centuries, and what science was now able to prove. He wanted to genuinely promote meditation in the secular world, but not as a Buddhist practice. He was convinced that research could show the benefits of mindfulness, both physiologically and psychologically. Ever since the beginning of the institute, he and a group of highly reputable researchers have been meeting for one week each year to deepen their understanding of what happens in the brain and the body when we meditate. Numerous books and papers endorse what scientists have found out about the practice of mindfulness, and how scans show that the meditator’s brain changes in certain areas to display a developed sense of peace and focus. As the Mind and Life Institute states:




Our mission has evolved in response to a global crisis of disconnection: from loneliness and isolation to racism and tribalism, our disconnection from one another is causing tremendous suffering for people and the planet. We believe that this crisis starts in the human mind – and that the solution can start there, as well.1





I believe it is here that the true source of secular mindfulness can be found: at the meeting point of compassion and science, where scientific research and deep ancient wisdom can explore their common ground and share any important findings with the world at large.


Of course there were other pioneers who made invaluable contributions, such as Jon Kabat-Zinn. He initiated the Stress Reduction Clinic and the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care and Society at the University of Massachusetts Medical School and started research into the effects of MBSR in the 1990s and has published more than 120 papers to date. (He defines mindfulness as a “radical act of love and sanity”.2) But in the background the annual meetings between the 14th Dalai Lama and researchers at the Mind and Life Institute laid the foundation for deepening the world’s interest in mindfulness. If science can prove it, there must be something special to it! Slowly the world began to listen.


After approximately 25 years of research more and more evidence indicates that the regular, consistent practice of mindfulness leaves lasting physical traces in the brain; several neural networks can be enhanced, and some parts of the brain connect more deeply. The physician and wellbeing consultant Dr Parneet Pal says: “Buddhist monks whose brains get researched in labs … are Olympic champions … They have practised for more than sixty thousand hours. So, the sky’s the limit … But I would say start small and build from there.”3


This phenomenon is called neuroplasticity, and it is the astonishing capability of our brains to continue to change vigorously throughout our lives. And on top of that, there are a multitude of physical benefits that we can experience when integrating mindfulness into our daily life.


At this point it is important to emphasize, to avoid disappointment, that practising mindfulness will not lead directly to a state of regular blissfulness, relaxation and absolute peace – either in your individual life or on a global level. It’s more about letting go of the goal of bliss (if you want it to happen, it might not) and seeing what arises. These states of being might be achieved through meditative practice, but they are not the only goal of mindfulness.


What I feel is most important at this point in human history is attempting to reach insight – with mindfulness offering us a deep “knowing and seeing” of what the actual moment we are experiencing right now is all about. We may thereby reach a deeper understanding of what needs to be done in a potentially dangerous situation – both for the planet at large, and on the micro-level as well. In addition we may become fully awake to the little gems of joy and beauty that life offers to us throughout our waking and sleeping hours.


By learning to slow down and live in the present moment – be it good, bad or neutral – we will deepen our experience of being alive here and now. We will comprehend that nothing lasts forever and that everything passes at last. Once we can really grasp this and commit to it, we may no longer strive for more power, more possessions. We may truly understand that NOW is all there is, and that this suffices.


Of course it is the human condition that triggers the attitude of holding on to all that we enjoy and love, and pushing away all that is unpleasant. But we can learn that the ever-changing patterns of being alive offer us different forms and shapes of experience: here now – gone later. This impermanence is true for every living organism.
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And now you ask in your heart, “How shall we
distinguish that which is good in pleasure from that
which is not good?”


Go to your fields and your gardens, and you shall learn
that it is the pleasure of the bee to gather honey
of the flower,


But it is also the pleasure of the flower to yield its honey
to the bee.


For to the bee a flower is a fountain of life,


And to the flower a bee is a messenger of love,


And to both, bee and flower, the giving and the receiving
of pleasure is a need and an ecstasy.


People of Orphalese, be in your pleasures like the flowers
and the bees.


– Kahlil Gibran, Lebanese-American writer, poet,
visual artist and philosopher (1883–1931)4
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Why We Need Mindfulness Now More Than Ever


“The education of attention would be an education par excellence.”


– William James, American psychologist (1842–1910)


Does your mind wander? Mind-wandering happens when our thoughts run from one topic to the next – and it can be the cause of feelings of dissatisfaction. While some mind-wandering is normal, if we find ourselves in a constant maze of thoughts we can lose focus and motivation.


Research by Harvard psychologists Matthew A Killingsworth and Daniel T Gilbert) suggests that mindfulness can reduce mind-wandering.1 Just imagine if you could get back at least one hour of your time a day by practising a short meditation. I believe it’s worth ten minutes of daily practice to develop your mindfulness muscle and create new neuropathways.


Neuroimaging studies have demonstrated that mindfulness increases activation in the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) of the brain, an area that is involved in decision-making and attention. Through better control of attention, it can become easier to focus on a present task, rather than being distracted by worries. Mindfulness practice is like a “workout” for the brain. The cortex becomes thicker, which improves long-term memory; our level of compassion (to ourselves and others) increases, and the amygdalae (clusters of grey matter in the brain that play a key role in emotion and behaviour) reduce in size and activation. We can observe these facts when we look at the brains of Buddhist monks who have meditated for thousands of hours. They tend to be much calmer when, for example, loud noises occur very near them. This proves that the benefits that happen during their practice continue in everyday life as well.


There is emerging evidence for ordinary people (as opposed to clinical populations) gaining statistically significant benefits from ten or more minutes of mindfulness practice a day. These ten minutes can lead to multiple improvements in efficiency, relationships and general wellbeing.


With practice, you will find that mindfulness offers an entirely new way to live; beyond soothing life’s stresses, you may find it invites you to shift your whole way of thinking. You will begin to understand yourself more deeply, recognizing your thought-patterns, and will find that you relate to others in a more authentic way – with kindness and compassion.


Many people have tried to capture what mindfulness is. It could be defined as the basic human aptitude to be completely present, conscious of where one is and what one is doing, and in a mind-state that is neither overly reactive nor overcome by what is happening around us; it is observing “what is”, right here and right now – free of judgement. In short, we could call it an experience of sustained awareness in the present moment, breath by breath!


Our modern definitions of mindfulness tend to over-focus on the aspect of attention and alertness, whereas the qualities of mindful awareness – such as acceptance, loving kindness and compassion (including self-compassion) – are important ingredients too, which should not be forgotten. I will include some compassion practices in this book, as this will offer a more balanced and truthful picture of what mindfulness is all about.


The clinical psychologist Chris Germer (who co-created the Mindful Self-Compassion training programme with educational psychologist Kristin Neff) trained me as a Mindful Self-Compassion teacher. He explained in one of his lectures that it is partially our language and the challenge of translation that may have contributed to a one-sided, almost sterile view of mindfulness. He clarified that “the word mindfulness is a translation of the ancient Pali word ‘sati’, which refers to awareness, and it is associated with (another) Pali word ‘citta’, which literally means ‘heart–mind’.” This latter word is absent from English and most other European languages, although we do use expressions such as “I feel something deeply in my heart” or “in my gut”, which is in turn represented in phrases such as having a “heavy heart” or a “gut feeling”. Germer and Neff’s 2019 guide for professionals Teaching the Mindful Self-Compassion Program goes into more detail about the origin of the word “mindfulness”.2


Most of us can vividly remember childhood memories when being mindful was natural – a given – whether we were totally absorbed in licking an ice cream or rolling down a grassy hill, experiencing every bump and this innate joy and laughter, the feeling of simply being alive. In those early years of childhood we were truly curious about life. But over time we generally lost this natural connection and it was replaced by expectations, tasks, even dreams, which as soon as they were achieved shed their fascination and tended to be replaced with new ones.


For most adults it is natural to experience life in “automatic pilot mode”. We go about our business, are ruled by to-do lists and duties connected to our job or our relationships. Even when we think we are “free” and we engage in exercise or hobbies, often we are driven by goals that have to be achieved: how far we need to run, how much weight we need to lose, how to be at the top of the tennis-club table … and the list goes on. By practising mindfulness, our intention is to reconnect with our ability to experience life as it unfolds, moment by moment. To be human, rather than a programmed action-machine.


You may find it rather odd to observe your breath, for example, because initially you are probably going to find out how active your brain is and how many thoughts – often negative ones (NATs = negative automatic thoughts, see here) – but also random memories or planning thoughts you have. In a word, there is a lot of mental chatter going on, while you are trying to focus on a “specific anchor of awareness”, which might be your breath, sounds or walking.
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