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This book is dedicated to my mother,
Denise Rickman (nee O’Farrell), whose warm
and encouraging smile picked me up and
calmed me down in equal measure.
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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




Introduction


Overwhelmed? Under pressure? You’re not alone. The strife of modern life can get on top of us all. And it’s no wonder.


We’re distracted by a dizzying array of deadlines, chores and social feeds that relentlessly take us away from calm. The buzz of busyness keeps us on edge as we worry about whether we’ve missed something we were meant to do.


Consequently, many of us are like the proverbial swan – appearing serene, yet paddling like crazy underwater.


Serenity is not our current status quo; chaos, expectation and a rising tide of stress levels are.


The tyranny of tiredness prevails as we succumb to our never-ending to-do lists and plough through, striving, winning, losing, learning. It’s exhausting.


And we can’t just jack it all in and sail off into the sunset to meditate for ever. We have money to earn, mouths to feed, dreams to pursue.


But what if there were a way to find calm amid the chaos?


This book will equip you with ideas and gentle pauses to release some of life’s tension and generate more ease; it is a manual to help you tackle the topsy-turviness of life.


It isn’t easy. Constant connection to our electronic devices means we’re permanently ‘on call’, yet increasingly disconnected from the moments that make up our lives.


Productivity and achievement have taken priority over serenity and contentment.


We’re overloaded with a steady stream of stimulation, information and bleeping phone notifications.


It’s a noisy place to live.


A rise in anxiety and depression is the global response to this piled-on pressure. And the crescendo of noise bombards our senses and fills the space where peace, quiet and downtime once lived.


The collection of wisdom across these pages aims to soften the edges of life. Peppered with intentional pauses to help lighten your responses, quieten your mind and awaken your outlook, The Little Book of Serenity is part antidote to pandemonium and part guide to peaceful living amid the mayhem of modern life.


The interventions explained in this book will show you how to build calm into the fabric of even the most frenetic lifestyle, and to regain a sense of balance and ease, so you may stand with confidence at the helm of your boat, navigating stormy seas towards calmer waters.


As you introduce some peaceful practices and mindful moments, you’ll be able to put up less resistance and to flow with greater ease along the river of life.


And. Just. Breathe.


‘Though the bamboo forest is dense, water flows through it freely.’
Zen proverb
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When faced with difficult situations, we have two choices: we can either change them or we can change how we look at them. Given that much of what happens to us is outside of our control, the first option isn’t always possible.


So, I wonder...


What if we viewed whatever’s outside our control with calm acceptance rather than fierce resistance?


What if we chose to let go of past regrets, shook off future worries and focused on what we can control?


What if we accepted that our own personal experience matters more than someone else’s opinion?


What if we recognized the pressure of perfection for what it is – impossible – and accepted ourselves as enough?


What if we accepted the whole spectrum of our emotions – from happiness to sadness and everything in between?


What if we viewed our lives through the ‘ABC’ lens of acceptance, balance and compassion, rather than comparison, criticism and expectation?


Surely we’d enjoy a calmer journey along the river of life? Not always, but often.


This chapter outlines some of the ways to practise accepting the inevitable challenges of life and find a healthy balance between growth and gratitude, between self-improvement and self-acceptance, between betterment and contentment.


‘The best thing one can do when it is raining is let it rain.’
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow





Acceptance


Sometimes plans get thwarted, expectations go unmet and mistakes are made, so we experience discomfort. Yet these are the times when we learn the most about ourselves; the times to practise acceptance and stay open to learning, to control what we can and to flow with what we can’t.


•   Expect the best, and accept or change the worst. Expectation can lead to disappointment, but that’s no reason not to expect good things to happen. Leading with hope and positive expectation creates a good feeling and can attract the best outcome. However, if things don’t go to plan, we can let go and accept the situation (if it can’t be changed) or do something about it (if it can be changed). Maybe it wasn’t meant to be, right now. Or perhaps it’s signalling the need to change course.


•   Accept your own flaws. Accepting and celebrating our differences and imperfections lessens the pressure of social comparison and empowers us to be our unique selves without the exhausting task of maintaining a facade. You can then balance this self-acceptance by considering and celebrating your unique strengths.
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•   Remind yourself that everything counts. Even failures and mistakes have value, as long as we learn from them. In fact, discomfort is a far better teacher than comfort is, because we learn so much more about ourselves when things go wrong than when they go right. We wouldn’t learn much if everything always ran smoothly. Knowing that everything counts makes failing more valuable and less daunting, and it helps us accept uncomfortable moments as they arise.


•   Notice and accept or act. If you get wound up and start to resist whatever’s happening, do the following:


1.   Decide whether the situation causing that reaction is within your control or not.


2.   If it is within your control, do something about it or roll with it: these are the options for leading a calm life.


3.   If it isn’t within your control, consider whether there’s anything you can learn from the situation that might help you keep your cool the next time you face something similar. For example, you can’t prevent poor weather on your wedding day, but you could practise spotting the silver lining (for example, noticing the camaraderie among your guests as they huddle together under umbrellas and canopies). You can’t control your teenager’s mood swings, but you can control how you respond, whether walking away and choosing to talk when they’re calmer, suggesting you each drink some water (giving you both a chance to calm down) or making their favourite dinner with a ‘Can we start again?’ note on the side, to demonstrate your love, however it’s received. (And give yourself permission to be human when you don’t respond in that way.)
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