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


Relationships are wonderful, aren’t they? They bring joy, happiness and love into our lives . . . except when they don’t. And when they don’t? Oh wow, they are absolute hell, aren’t they? Pain, sorrow, sadness, grief . . . It’s a horror show!


In the midst of all that horror (or all that joy, for that matter), it appears as if the other person is the cause of it all. If only they would . . . or if only they would stop . . . then I could be . . . You know how it goes. But what if the whole thing was happening in you, and what if you had total control (and total responsibility) over whether it was joyful or horrible? What if nobody else needed to play along?


Imagine if you could be happy and peaceful now and always. Imagine if you already were at peace and experiencing happiness now, but you didn’t know it! Well, that is how it is.


For many years I chased along the well-worn path of seeking happiness through approval, love, acceptance and all that stuff. It was exhausting and unstable, with highs when everything worked out and crashes into the depths when they didn’t. And eventually I realised that it was all in my head. The whole thing was made up of stories, of thoughts saying, ‘You did well. They all love you,’ or, ‘That was terrible. Everybody hates you.’ It was that voice that controlled the ups and downs.


So gradually, I began to wonder, what if no one else needed to do anything different for me to be happy? And I began to investigate.


When I looked deep within, I discovered that I was at peace all along, happy and content. I was just a little confused about who ‘I’ am. I believed myself to be the mind, the thoughts, and I identified with what they said. And it was the unsatisfactory nature of the world (when viewed from that perspective) that pointed the way home. I’m so glad now about everything that didn’t ‘work out’.


The fact is, we have it all upside down and backwards. Relationships are not there to make us happy, and this is not a book on how to be ‘mindful’ in order that your relationships will work. In truth, relationships are mindfulness practice, and they can point us to the obvious fact that we are already complete, peaceful and content. We just don’t notice because we are so lost in mind stuff.


The old way of living, as if others are in control of our happiness, is both disempowering and frustrating. It leads us to try to control the world around us, especially our loved ones, in the hope that, if they change in the right way and it sticks, or if we can find and keep the right one, the one for us, then this aching in our heart will dissolve.


As it turns out, though, the aching in your heart is only there because you are off seeking happiness outside yourself. Out of this belief that you are not enough, all sorts of madness arises, and as your attention moves out from your perfectly wonderful self to the world out there, a yearning arises, urging you to come back.


The mind sees this yearning as evidence that something in the world needs to change, that you don’t have enough of something, and as it seeks, the body follows. And you know where all this leads.


This book is here to show you the way back to yourself, back to who you were prior to thinking, concepts and that image your mind has created of ‘you’. Relationships are great fuel for this homeward journey because they are fickle, unpredictable, and often unsatisfactory to the mind.


But if you use the opportunities that your relationships bring to keep looking within, to keep finding out who you are underneath all those thoughts, then the journey is greatly rewarding. You will find yourself in love every moment, with yourself and your world, and what others do won’t matter so much anymore.


How to read this book


This book is designed as a six-week course, and you can use it that way if you wish, reading a passage each day and doing that day’s activity. Alternatively, you might like to choose a day at random, or read a few days at once. My only suggestion, though, is to make sure you take the time to try the activities, which is where the words become yours, so to speak. As you read, the words may make sense or not, but in the practice itself, you will be able to check what is real and true for you.


I am more than happy to support you on this journey, so feel free to email me at oli@peacethroughmindfulness.com.au, check out my closed group on Facebook – Mindfulness with Oli Doyle – or track me down some other way. I am on this journey too, as you will read, and I love to hear from fellow travellers.


So, without further ado, let’s begin our journey together. Make sure you have supplies (a cup of tea will do) and that you are ready to dig up some old truths and look at them under the microscope. The road can be a bit bumpy, but you are as safe as can be right here, so let’s start on this adventure of discovery and exploration.


This is the most rewarding trip you will ever take – the trip into yourself.




WEEK 1
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Together This Instant


Relationships, as we think we know them, don’t exist. That is a bold statement to start a book with, but there it is: what you think is happening isn’t. And this week, we will explode some myths (pop!) about relationships, myths that keep you constricted, trapped and dependent on others for your happiness.


You see, almost every belief that we are taught as we grow up is limiting, unhelpful and a little bit crazy. But because everyone else believes the same thing, those beliefs seem quite legitimate. I won’t try to replace those beliefs this week, but I will ask you to question them, based not on belief but on your direct experience. Here are a few of the beliefs we will examine:


1) Relationships exist primarily as shared experience over time.


2) I need good relationships with others in order to be happy.


3) What my loved ones do affects how I feel.


4) I have relationships with other people.


Now I know what you may be thinking. These do indeed seem to be universal truths, but as you will discover this week, there is more to your experience as a person than you may have realised. So let us begin with the belief that underlies all the others: the belief in the reality of time.


Day 1: Together This Instant


As I sit here and type, I am aware of movements in the rest of the house. My wife and three-week-old son, Ezra, are in the next room doing their night-time dance and I can hear the rustle of Liam and Freya, my six-year-old son and three-year-old daughter, in their bunks every now and then. My mind can tell the story of my relationship with each of them, especially my wife Ren, whom I have known for many years, so we have a lot of shared history, or so it seems.


But where is this history? What evidence is there that anything has ever occurred between us? In truth, it’s all a story. Right now, there are no thoughts arising in my awareness, no stories, and therefore there is only this. There is no relationship with anyone. For a human to say this is strange, to say the least.


Human relationships are based almost entirely, it seems, on shared stories, on memories and plans. ‘Remember the time we . . .?’ and ‘I can’t wait until we . . .’ are the two basic formulae, and all relationship stories are a variation or a combination of these two. To have a relationship, then, we need to roughly agree on our story of the past, we need to both believe that this story is positive (or positive enough, anyway). And because the past is the driver of each person’s view of the relationship, we can spend more time analysing what happened and what it means than we do experiencing our time together.


‘What did she mean by . . .?’


‘Why didn’t he smile when I suggested that?’


‘She doesn’t like me, I’m sure of it.’


These stories are often stressful, because your thinking mind believes that you are not good enough, and that it is only a matter of time before everyone else realises that too. If you have ever watched every reaction, every facial expression of the person you seek to please, you will know what I mean. I lived like this for many years, monitoring the responses of others to what I said and did, and keeping mental score of who liked me and who didn’t. It was exhausting.


Today, that seems a distant memory, but I remember what it was like. When I meet people now, I actually meet them now. I’m not planning our future together or analysing our past, I’m enjoying being with them this very instant.


And so it is with my family too. Of course I remember their names and birthdays, but the primary focus of my time with them is what is happening now. And when they aren’t around, I focus primarily on who I am within that instant.


This is the essence of a life of mindful relationships: you only ever relate to those you are with now, and when they are not around, you leave them alone mentally. I still organised a Mother’s Day present for this weekend and started getting Liam’s birthday present ready, as memory and planning is fine when it comes to practical matters. But the heavy, fearful, angry and stressful stories about what did or didn’t happen and what I need (or what I need to avoid) in order to be happy simply do not arise, or at least I don’t believe them.




Activity – When?


Close your eyes and think of someone who is important in your life. In your relationship with that person, is the main focus your present moments together, or the past and the future? Take a moment to consider this.


Feel the breath in your lungs, become alert and aware, and picture yourself interacting with this person as if there were no past, no future. Imagine what that relationship could be like if the fear and the desire that come along with those thoughts could not pollute the connection you share.


Ask yourself where your shared past exists. Beyond a thought in your head, what evidence do you have that this story is true? And what about the future you hope to have with this person. Where does it reside? Is it a real thing, a solid experience, or a thought, a projection?


Sit with these questions and allow the past and the future to reveal themselves for what they are: helpful concepts that we can use to organise our lives, not the holders of truth, nor of salvation.





These are the roles we assign to our time-based stories. The past is the truth, it’s what happened and I know what it meant. The future is what I need to complete me, to be happy. Both these roles are false.


Time will not bring fulfilment, as it doesn’t exist. Your whole life happens now, and the thoughts we call time (memories and projections) are merely tools we can use to plan and learn. In relationships, our focus on time can deaden our experience with others. Actually, ‘time’ can be substituted here for ‘thinking’; they are the same thing. And if you are busy thinking while you are with another person, you miss really being with them.


If, on the other hand, you are mindful when you are with them, if you look, listen and breathe with awareness, then you will find your experience together coming alive.


Day 2: I Don’t Need Your Approval Now


The second belief that rules most relationships is that we need approval in order to be happy. Many people (myself included) have grown up feeling that they were somehow not ‘good enough’ and have learnt to seek approval from outside as a way to cover up that feeling. The satisfaction that is derived from this type of approval is very shaky indeed, as it hinges upon the continuing participation of other people, who are generally more concerned with their own lives than with our need for their validation.


This approval-seeking puts everyone in an uncomfortable position. It puts unreasonable responsibility on the other person, whom you rely upon to give you a steady stream of recognition. It also puts you in the awkward and difficult position of trying to figure out what the other person wants and doing what is needed to please them, even if it contradicts what is right for you. All of this manipulation can lead to resentment when the other person doesn’t live up to their end of the bargain, when you bend over backwards and it still isn’t ‘good enough’.


And the curious thing about approval is that it is tied up in the thinking mind’s desire for the perfect future, the ‘happily ever after’. The mind believes that once enough approval is acquired, the feeling of unease that lies within will disappear, and you will finally be happy. And when will this event occur (hopefully)? In the future, of course!


And so, we can end up in a real pickle, doing things now that we hope will lead to approval and recognition in the future, and constantly evaluating the responses of others to see if we are on the right path. How exhausting!


But what about this very instant? Do you need approval now? What if that imagined future dissolved and you only lived to enjoy this moment? Would you still feel the need to chase approval from your loved ones?


What you will discover, if you go deeply into your actual experience, is that approval-seeking relies on time and on thinking in order to survive. To chase that recognition in the first place, you have to examine the past, make a plan that will lead to being accepted in the future and then keep analysing what happens to measure your progress. These are all thought-based activities, so if you live in the now, they dissolve.


If you are with someone without thinking, just there as awareness, there is no possibility of getting lost in this process. You will simply enjoy being with them in the moment, without worrying about what they may think of you, or whether they might stay with you or leave you in the future.


And when you connect with other people in this way, two strange and counterintuitive things happen. Firstly, there is a deep sense of peace and contentment. Actually, this feeling is natural when you are not seeking anything outside of what is now. And secondly, people tend to like being around you. After all, who wouldn’t want to spend time with a calm, peaceful person who listens well and can accommodate any point of view? That sounds like a good time!


And although it may sound as if you need some complicated and gruelling training in order to relate to others from this Zen-like state, the truth is (thankfully) much simpler. All you need to do is replace your seeking with a little curiosity.




Activity – I Don’t Need Your Approval But . . .


Close your eyes and bring to mind a recent interaction in which you were desperate for the other person to think well of you. This might have been at work or at home, but take a moment to find a situation in which you were checking the other person’s responses, thinking about what to say next and hoping that the future outcome would be favourable.


Remember how you acted and how you felt in that situation. What did you say and do to try to curry their favour?


Open your eyes and shake out the tension of that situation, breathe with awareness and smile at your mind’s antics for a moment.


Perhaps we could sum up your guiding belief in that situation as ‘I need your approval’ and we have seen where that led. Next, I invite you to replay the situation, but with a different philosophy in mind. Say to yourself, ‘I don’t need your approval but I’m fascinated to see what happens next.’


Close your eyes and revisit that scenario, but this time bring curiosity about what the other person was saying and doing. Imagine that you were watching a riveting movie, completely absorbed in what was going on, enjoying every moment and watching with alertness and clarity. Take a few minutes to relive what happened with this new approach, and to notice once again how you would have felt and behaved with this different attitude in your heart. What difference does a little curiosity make?





If I don’t need your approval now, I am free to do my absolute best in every situation without worrying about what will happen next.


Play with this shift this week and see what happens when you put down the search for approval in your relationships. You will be amazed how freeing this small change can be.


Day 3: Knowing What You Really Need


In relationships, especially those that are intimate, a widely held social belief hides and causes all sorts of problems. We believe that we need others to love us and to show that they care, in order for us to be happy. Each of us has different requirements around this, a different story about what ‘love’ looks like, and when your partner doesn’t meet that so-called need, conflict is often the result.


If your partner is quiet and reserved, and you want them to talk, ask questions and look into your eyes when they speak, you will be disappointed. If you want your partner to give you some space when you get home from work, to leave you to yourself at certain times (and to guess when those times might be), and they are intense, extroverted and energetic, you will be disappointed. And when that disappointment arises, your mind will blame the other person.


In truth, these beliefs and expectations create a gap, because they are unrealistic, they do not match up with life as it actually happens. The mind then tells you that life is the one that should change. ‘I know what’s best,’ says the mind, ‘and that’s not it!’ He should speak in this tone, with that look in his eyes, not like that!


This gap happens everywhere in our lives and, until we start to notice what is happening, the mind sees life as the one with the problem. In this case, life is represented by your partner, who is clearly getting in the way of your happiness. The mind says, ‘If only he would do such and such, then I could feel happy again.’ This approach is hopeless.


To believe you need another to change in order for you to find happiness is a trap. It puts you at the mercy of the other, and it makes them responsible for your inner state, which is insane. Who else could be responsible for my inner state but me? If I am the one who feels angry, or sad, or disappointed, that feeling is arising in me, so why would I ask someone else to manage it for me? ‘Please don’t do that because I don’t want to deal with that feeling,’ says the mind.


This is equivalent to my son Liam’s insistence that it is his sister’s fault that he pushed her, because she didn’t move when he asked her to. I understand this reasoning in a six-year-old, but I feel a bit embarrassed when I notice this pattern arising in me.


My wife Ren and I have very different styles of being. Where I want to talk and explain and question, she wants to get the job done. Many times I assumed that this meant she didn’t care, that she wasn’t interested, and I moped around with that ‘nobody loves me’ face. I thought, believed, in that moment, that if only she would change to be more like my image of how she should be, then I would be happy.


In fact, if she had changed, I would have found something else to be unhappy about, because unhappiness is the underlying state of the human mind. Seeking is the movement of the mind and dissatisfaction is both the cause and the effect of that seeking. When you look for something outside of now to bring happiness, you move out of alignment with life and it feels uncomfortable. This discomfort justifies more seeking because it seems as if there was something missing from this moment.


What you need, what we all need, is not a life of perfection (according to your mind). What you need is to live in alignment with the present moment. This is why life doesn’t give you what you want, but instead forces you to look within yourself to find that happiness. For this reason, nothing and no one can ever really fulfil you.




Activity – What I Really Need


All your life you have probably believed that what you needed to be happy was something that would come from outside of you. Today, for 24 hours, try something different: act as if you needed yourself instead.


Close your eyes and take attention deep into your body. Notice your breath coming and going, and sense the peace that is there underneath the turmoil of thinking and emotions.


Say to yourself, ‘What I need is to be here now’ and stay present and alert. Stay with this practice for a few minutes.


This week, whenever you believe you need someone else to change, close your eyes, say, ‘What I need is to be here now’ and breathe mindfully. Watch what happens when you take the responsibility away from others, and grab hold of it yourself instead.





It turns out that your partner can’t make you happy or unhappy. They do certain things, you tell a story about those happenings and then you make yourself happy or unhappy. When this was unconscious, you had no alternative, so don’t regret the past hurts you could have avoided. Celebrate the fact that now, in this moment, you have a choice. You can continue to blame others for your unhappiness and to suffer. Or, you can come back to what you really need, to what you want deep down.


And if you take this path, you will discover that everything you wanted is what you already are. Nothing else is needed but a simple shift from seeking joy in the things that happen to noticing the joy that is in you already when you return continually to your life in this instant.


Day 4: Only One Relationship


Although it seems, from a conventional point of view, that we have many relationships with many different people, the experience of life is a little different. Your mind may not like to acknowledge it, but in reality, your only relationship is with yourself. Everyone else comes and goes.


Think about it. Who do you spend your entire life with, every single second? Who is there when you wake up and when you drift off to sleep at night? It’s all you.


Now I am not denying the existence of other people, nor making some philosophical argument about the nature of the world, I’m just saying that you are the only consistent person in your life.


Of course, it doesn’t seem like this. It seems as if your best friend is there with you too, sharing your life, but she isn’t. It feels that way because the stories we tell about other people seem to keep them alive in our minds, even when they are somewhere else. The person who is with us is actually a collection of memories, of thoughts, not a real person at all.


If you watch closely, you will discover that, in fact, there are only three types of people in your life. One type is yourself, the eternal friend (or enemy) you spend your whole life with. The second type is the person you are with right now, the one you appear to be relating to. And the third is the imagined people, the ones constructed in your mind.
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