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Audio Resources: Guided Meditations

The meditation tracks that you will need to carry out the programme can be found below and are linked to throughout the text. For best results, we suggest that you first read through the meditations found in each of the eight practice chapters to familiarise yourself with what’s required. Then, it is best if you carry out the actual meditations while listening to the corresponding tracks. You can also stream these online or download them from https://soundcloud.com/hachetteaudiouk/sets/mindfulness-for-women/s-tvwPP


The Body Scan with an Emphasis on the Breath meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.

To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Compassionate Body Scan meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here. 


To read the meditation guidance click here. 

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."

	
The Breathing Anchor meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.


To read the meditation guidance click here. 

“There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above.”


The Compassionate Breathing Anchor meditation.  This track is also available to stream and download here. 

To read the meditation guidance click here. 

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Self-compassion meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.

   
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Connection meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 

To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Open Heart meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."


The Three-minute Breathing meditation. This track is also available to stream and download here.
 
To read the meditation guidance click here.

"There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please stream or download this audio using the link above."




[image: Illustration]



INTRODUCTION



Why Mindfulness for Women?


‘Busy.’ How many times have you answered a ‘How are you?’ with this word?


If your life is crazily busy (is there a woman whose life isn’t?), your first reaction to the idea of mindfulness for women is likely to be something along the lines of ‘sounds great’, swiftly followed by an incredulous ‘But who on earth has time for that – definitely not me!’ Whether it’s professionally, socially or psychologically, almost all of us feel too busy. And none of us, it seems, even has the time to take time out.


Life these days can feel pretty relentless. It’s multi-faceted, multi-layered; a melting pot of opportunity and choice in our personal and professional lives. You want to travel the world, find a fulfilling job, meet the man (or woman) of your dreams. Simple. No, wait, make that a board position, five children and a house in the country. Why not? Even finding time to so much as make a list feels stressful, let alone carving out enough hours in the day to tick things off it – and still fit in some time for doing nothing. If it’s not work, home, children, family, new friends, old friends, working out, renovating, upsizing, downsizing, gardening, internet shopping or box sets, then there are texts to reply to, Facebook statuses to update, a Skype call to make, a LinkedIn connection to respond to, a Pinterest board to add to or some other social media platform to interact with. And those are just the fun things!




Do you want to feel:


•    Happy


•    Relaxed


•    Calm


•    Confident


•    Resilient


•    Full of vitality


•    Self-assured?


Then mindfulness can help.





MINDFULNESS OFFERS PRACTICAL SUPPORT


Given your already lengthy to-do list, you’re probably thinking, How on earth can mindfulness make me calmer – and what is it precisely anyway?! We describe mindfulness in detail in the next chapter but, for now, think of it simply as an ability to be quiet, calm and still in your inner and outer worlds. Sounds good doesn’t it? One of the most exciting things about mindfulness is how it can help any of us, anywhere, at any time in our lives. It can not only make things more manageable now, but it can help you navigate the often dramatically changing roles and identities that all women inevitably encounter as the years pass.


Take your teens or twenties, when you go through the exciting process of starting out. Launching yourself into a universe of possibilities with minimal boundaries can be exhilarating, especially when juxtaposed with the daunting process of establishing yourself in a noisy, sometimes aggressive world. But, growing up, girls are not always given the same faith in themselves and their opinions as boys, and even the strongest foundations can be knocked by the way we are encouraged to shout loudest, compete ferociously and elbow our way to success, when inside we are often still oh-so-fragile and at odds with the confident persona expected of us. And this isn’t helped by having to navigate the uncertain, inconsistent ‘pretend-ships’ offered by social media and the internet, which seem hell-bent on encouraging a sense of insecurity. Staying true to yourself, it is said, is a key building block to success and happiness but, in such a relentless environment, how do you find out what ‘yourself’ is in the first place? The sense of calm and stillness that mindfulness brings about helps you develop an inner compass where you are in charge of your life, rather than feeling like a helpless victim of circumstances.




Do you dream of:


•    Finding work or hobbies that are fulfilling and satisfying


•    Having time and energy left over for the fun things?


Then mindfulness can help you identify and stick to your goals so that you can create a sustainable and enjoyable life.





The chance to shine in your choice of career or lifestyle is a welcome facet of the modern world, yet many women are still struggling to find a work–life balance that feels sustainable – to achieve career satisfaction without compromising the many other things that are important in life. An appropriate work–life blend is essential to wellbeing, and mindfulness can help you identify and prioritise the things you most cherish, so that you can keep your perspective and a strong sense of self, despite a very busy work or home life.


When, whether it’s in your twenties, thirties or forties, you add the roles of partner and mother to the already very complex – albeit fun – business of living, time (or the lack of it!) can really start to define your life. Living with someone else and having children not only make very practical demands on your inner resources but bring with them a changing sense of self that can further complicate things. Importantly, mindfulness will help you to be calm, loving and non-reactive with your partner, deepening your relationship with them. The joy of parenthood can also be a wonderful opportunity for mindfulness. You can learn how to be fully present for your kids – really there emotionally and mentally – which is so much more fulfilling than having one eye on the children and the other eye on your mobile phone.


Of course, in the so-called sandwich generation, many women have their own parents to look after, too, with their parents’ failing health and increasing dependence changing their identity from daughter to carer. This is another new role for women to learn, often at the busiest time of our lives. Again, mindfulness can help you stay ‘present’ to all these differing demands, and help you love and care from a place of kindness and gratitude, while continuing to ‘deliver’ at work and at home.




Would you like to:


•    Enjoy more time with your children


•    Develop a calmer approach to parenting


•    Strengthen your relationships


•    Have more fun with friends


•    Gain a closer bond with your parents?


Mindfulness can help you prioritise the things that matter to you.





Even the previously quiet haven of ‘old age’ no longer exists. Instead of a time for rest and reflection, the age at which many people used to retire has become an increasingly dynamic period (and hardly retiring!). If you are at this stage in life, you may feel that you are expected to carve out a fulfilling existence based on your life experience, vitality and wisdom. The generations of more digitally savvy, apparently confident younger women can be intimidating and you may strive to keep up in an attempt to stay relevant. Maybe this is enjoyable and stimulating, in which case mindfulness will free up the mental energy to embrace new things, and enjoy the digital revolution. Or perhaps you’re not interested in striving, in which case mindfulness will help you feel confident enough to carve out the lifestyle you want, no matter what external pressures you may feel.


Ageing will naturally bring periods of increased dependency. Many women aspire to age gracefully with a deep sense of inner contentment, but how do you do that in a failing body? Mindfulness, awareness, kindness and acceptance are all key to being truly comfortable in your own skin, whatever your physical state. Mindfulness has been shown again and again to increase inner wellbeing, even in those suffering from chronic health conditions.1



MINDFULNESS FOR MODERN WOMEN


Whoever you are and whatever you do, it’s a fact that life is moving at an ever-faster pace. And the need to escape that ‘hamster-on-a-wheel’ feeling every once in a while and find some peace and quiet for ourselves is a cultural trend that transcends age, creed, colour or class. And it is something women in particular relate to. Why? Because we wholeheartedly buy into the idea that if you want something doing properly, you must do it yourself. And the ever-increasing number of tasks before us and techy gadgets at our disposal make this philosophy all too easy to adopt. The irony is that every time-saving gadget you own seems to leave you with less time – and for every job these techy miracles help you complete quicker, they create another that a few years ago you’d never even have thought of.




Why are there so many things to be done that only you can do properly? Mindfulness can help you let go of the belief that you must do everything.





So the crucial question becomes how do you stay sane in the midst of such massive cultural and practical transformations? While it’s exhilarating to be busy, challenged and part of a digital revolution, riding the waves of historical change, we need to balance this with its direct opposite. We need to embrace ancient qualities, like mindfulness, to provide balance and peace. Mindfulness, it seems, is needed more than ever.



MINDFULNESS FOR EQUALITY


This is a time of sweeping cultural changes in the roles and identity of women in society. There are still women around who lived through the suffragette movement of the early twentieth century, and it is only a few decades since the majority of women were limited to ‘girls’ jobs’, despite their capability and ambition. Many will also have experienced the sense of hope and optimism of the 1970s feminist movement, whose message was ‘the world is your oyster, you can do anything’, and fought for equal opportunities for women.


The trouble is, society forgot to factor in a key characteristic of women’s nature: if women are able to do something they often feel duty bound to do it. Career? Children? Busy social life and a fulfilling hobby? Of course! We’re natural-born multi-taskers, after all. Learning a new instrument – oh go on then. A committee position – why not! Thus the message of hope and opportunity of feminism has morphed from ‘you can do anything’ to ‘you should do everything’. And, before you know it, embracing the opportunities open to women today means you create excess pressure for yourself as you try to juggle multiple roles and identities: careerist, lover, wife, mother, daughter, friend, housekeeper, nursemaid, chef, administrator ... And those gadgets of the digital revolution – you know, the ones designed to make life easier – start to become tormentors: whispering, shouting and seducing 24/7, creating an exhausting merry-go-round of permanently being ‘on’.




How do you balance:


•    Taking on too much with


•    Not taking on enough?


Mindfulness allows you to live with a sustainable sense of ease and wellbeing.





LETTING GO OF COMPARING YOURSELF TO OTHERS


There is no doubt that the sense of being über-connected that social media offers can be addictive. It’s a new world to be part of, a ‘scene’, a platform that, on its best days, can be liberating and empowering, offering you a voice and a new way to feel good about yourself. It provides enhanced social ‘capital’ that satisfies the innate human need to belong. But there is, inevitably, a price to pay for all this digital freedom, and research shows that it can also make you less satisfied with your life. If for any reason you feel shunned or ignored, quickly that sense of belonging can be turned on its head and act to lower your self-esteem.


On less-than-positive days, other people’s activity can make you feel you’re not quite matching up: you’re not popular enough, slim enough, successful enough. As much as it can help us validate opinion, social media can also be harsh and judgmental, a micro-climate of the externalised world we live in, where what we are doing, wearing, looking, listening to, saying is more important than how we are feeling, what we are connecting to or our sense of self.


‘We’ can all too easily become an amalgamation of other people’s judgments. Our boss. Our friends. Our family. Strangers. And when we judge other people – if we think she is too loud/fat/selfish – what does this say about us? We must therefore be x, y and z, too. Are we really going on that fad diet because we want to lose ten pounds or because we think we should?


If we take time out early on in our working lives to have a family, we’re somehow giving up and letting the side down. If we wait until later in life to have children – or, shock horror, decide not to have them at all – we are selfish and self-absorbed. If we go back to work as a new mum, is it because we want to or because we’re scared of what will happen to our career if we don’t? Do we honestly care or are we more worried about what other mums will think of us if we do? Or what work colleagues will think if we don’t?


Are we really the only people who can organise play dates, family routines, a city break ...? Does it really matter? And why do we even care, when just one glance at the news, at the papers, or at Twitter is an often humbling reminder of what is going on in the wider world. Wars, famine, deprivation, inequality and abuse – all of which can make us feel, at best, depressed and, at worst, helpless.


But there is hope. And there is help – within each and every one of us ... welcome to mindfulness.


AND YOUR GUIDES ON THIS JOURNEY ARE ...


Of course, it always helps to be on a journey with someone. So when we started co-writing this book, Vidyamala decided to set Claire off on her own voyage of discovery into becoming more mindful, so that you, the reader, could share Claire’s journey as you embark on your own.


It was the start not just of an incredible voyage of mindful discovery for Claire, but a surprising friendship and beautiful bond. On the surface, we could not be more different. We were born thirteen years apart on opposite sides of the world for starters.


Vidyamala’s life was initially high-achieving – sporty, bright, with an expectation she would go to university, achieve career success, find the perfect partner, perhaps have kids. But spinal injuries in her teens and twenties meant her life veered off on an altogether different trajectory. Although she was a film editor in her early twenties, which she loved, her body soon made it clear that it couldn’t work sixty-hour weeks, so she ground to a halt when she was just twenty-five, and had to abandon her career. Soon after, she took up yoga and meditation as she tried to adjust to such radically changed prospects. Thirty years later she is an ordained Buddhist, leads meditation and mindfulness retreats around the world, and has found a way to channel all the passion and enthusiasm she felt before her injuries into exploring her mind – and, by extension, what it means to be human at this point in time, with all its particular challenges and opportunities.


Claire’s life is fairly symptomatic of modern women: a time-pressed working mother of two, she embodies many of the pressures of modern life. If it’s true that the more you’ve got going on, the more you can benefit from mindfulness, Claire, in Vidyamala’s opinion, would be the perfect case study: ‘I instantly recognised the benefits that mindfulness could bring to Claire’s life, and who better to demonstrate how this book could change your life than one of its target readers. As a busy magazine editor and journalist, Claire was attracted by the “buzz” of mindfulness. However, convincing her to commit to getting started was, of course, another matter. Initially Claire would almost physically recoil at the words “practise” and “fit it in” and it took weeks for her to get started.’


And where did the practice take Claire? Well, you can follow her experience in the diary entries in the relevant chapters and discover how she has integrated mindfulness into her life. We’re on this journey together so we’d love you to check-in with both of us on social media with your own experiences and questions. (You’ll find details on page 324.)


Now let’s look at some practicalities.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


There are two ways that you can use this book. It can be viewed as a structured course that you follow, which obviously requires your commitment over a set period of time (see the guidance on page 14), but you can also use it as a ‘friend for life’, simply dipping in and out, depending on which aspect you feel the need to focus on.

The first three chapters of the book are devoted to explaining how mindfulness works, how it can improve your life and how to get started. Please, do read these before beginning the sections that follow them, as this will help you understand the concepts that underpin the practice itself. The ‘practical’ part is broken up into sections to help you on your journey:

•   Part One – Love Your Body

•   Part Two – Find Peace of Mind

•   Part Three – Let Kindness Make You Happy

•   Part Four – Mindfulness in Everyday Life

These chapters contain several different elements.

•   Inspiring case histories: these are based on interviews with women who have practised mindfulness in a range of contexts (their names have been changed to protect their identities).

•   Background information on the theme of the chapter.

•   Mindful metaphors to help you get ‘in the zone’: meditation is a non-rational activity and it can help to use images or metaphors to get a sense of the various ways we can relate to our thinking processes.

•   Habit Releasers: these are intended to help you ‘unwind’ some of your negative habits and replace them with more positive, creative ones. We have designed these to be enjoyable – something to look forward to and re-engage your energy and enthusiasm for life. Typical Habit Releasers consist of going to the park and soaking up nature or committing some random acts of kindness each day.

•   A ten-minute meditation focusing on the theme of that chapter. The meditations are short, accessible and portable, to fit in with the busy lives we all lead. You can listen to whichever audio track suits you at any given time and you can run audio tracks together if you want longer periods of meditation. If you wish to follow the book as a course, see the box on page 14.

•   A concise chapter summary: these are useful if you’re in a rush or need to check back.

Part Four also gives extra guidance on ‘staying the course’ – that is, really making mindfulness a part of your life, and how you can use it not only to change your world but the world around you.

Taken as a whole, this book is solutions-based. And you don’t need to devote months to it before you start to see results. Evidence shows that a little bit of mindfulness goes a long way. After just a few sessions you will start to feel more settled, connected with yourself and others, and ‘whole’ (although, like everything in life, the more you put in, the greater the benefit).

For best results, we suggest you first read through the meditations to familiarise yourself with what’s required. Then it is best if you carry out the actual meditations while listening to the corresponding tracks. You can also download these as MP3 files from https://soundcloud.com/hachetteaudiouk/sets/mindfulness-for-women/s-tvwPP or the mindfulness4women website (see page 324).


Using Mindfulness for Women as an eight-week course

This is the ideal if you have the time to commit to two ten-minute meditations a day for eight weeks. The material in the book builds on itself, so following it as a course will progressively deepen your experience of mindfulness and compassion towards yourself and others.

Simply start at the beginning and work your way through. A chart showing how the book can be structured as a course can be found in Appendix 1, page 298.



Now let’s find out how mindfulness can help you shine – rather than just exist.
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CHAPTER ONE



Don’t Just Exist – Shine!


So, back to you, because that is, after all, where the journey begins. No matter what has brought you to mindfulness, it is likely to have a solution for you. It is possible to feel comfortable in your own skin. It is OK to be who you are. It is possible to feel authentically connected with your inner world, as well as feeling connected in a real and genuine way with other people. It is possible to base your inner compass on what is right with you, rather than what is wrong with you. And it is possible to extend this beyond your day-to-day existence, so you can genuinely flourish.


This is not a new realisation. Writers, poets and philosophers have been inspired by this very realisation over the centuries. ‘I wish I could show you, when you are lonely or in darkness, the astonishing light of your own being.’ So said the Persian poet Hafiz.1 After decades of meditation and contemplation, writer and social activist Thomas Merton wrote: ‘As if the sorrows and stupidities of the world could overwhelm me now that I realize what we all are. I wish everyone could realize this, but there is no way of telling people they are all walking around shining like the sun.’2 More recently, the spiritual author and poet Marianne Williamson wrote: ‘It is our light, not our darkness that most frightens us. We ask ourselves “who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, fabulous?” Actually, who are you not to be? Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.’3


This is all very well, of course, if you have the time to focus on ‘shining’ rather than simply existing. But here’s the good news: the busier you are, the greater number of things you juggle and the more people you have in your life, the more mindfulness can help you. Rather than it being yet another addition to your already lengthy ‘to-do’ list, practising a little mindfulness can help you manage the more tricky elements of your day-to-day existence, and make you calmer, happier and more efficient, too. It will also make it easier to experience what are surely among the most elusive of aspirations in our crazy modern lives – head space and heart space.


FINDING PEACE AND STILLNESS


Do you constantly feel the need to ‘fix’ something in your life or inside of you? If so, mindfulness can help you change your fundamental attitude. Mindfulness is rooted in a profound and liberating perspective: instead of looking at yourself as damaged, broken or inadequate, mindfulness, just like the quotations above, asks you to recognise that, deep down, we are all basically whole and OK. It is a way of escaping the surface chaos of your life and entering a calm stillness underneath. Imagine your life is an ocean – one that is turbulent on the surface. Now think about the vast, still depths beneath. Really feel that stillness and peace. Try to taste it! It seems familiar, doesn’t it? That’s because your subconscious recognises it as a place you can trust. This perspective has been there all along, but at some point in your life you forgot to listen. (And yes, everyone does it.) You may have moved far away from that still and peaceful place but, no matter how lost you feel, mindfulness – and all the skills outlined in this book – will teach you to reconnect with yourself. As you learn how to tune into stillness and inner peace again, it will feel like coming home.




Mindful metaphor:
The one about the waterfall


Mindfulness is a very pragmatic tool: it requires you to examine your experiences as they happen and then employ the practical techniques it provides accordingly. It recognises that, at times, life can feel very chaotic and confusing. To use an analogy: a metaphor for life is that it pours through the moments like a waterfall as a combined flow of impressions and experiences. Sometimes physical experiences may run stronger, at other times mental or emotional experiences will make a more thunderous roar. But all are just different streams into one continuous flow of experience that includes body, mind and heart. The different sections in this book will help you navigate these streams and teach you specific skills to transform your whole life.





BECOME YOUR OWN BEST FRIEND


As explained in the Introduction, we have structured this book into four main sections: body, mind, heart and daily life. However, each of these sections builds upon the previous one and weaves into a whole to help you develop a deep and rich awareness of what it means to be human, and how to fulfil your potential.


Part One of this book looks at body awareness. Although today’s media-led approach suggests that we should love our mind so that we can accept our body, it is very practical and effective to work with the body first. Mindfulness is central to the 2,500-year-old tradition of Buddhism (see box opposite) and all Buddhist meditations start with body awareness, in order to create a stable foundation, before moving on to the more subtle and ‘slippery’ mental and emotional aspects of each moment. Think of starting with body awareness as a strategy to help you cultivate a strong, grounded basis as you begin your mindfulness journey. However, it is important to bear in mind that a fundamental principle of mindfulness is that body, mind and heart are deeply interconnected.


If you think about it, you will quickly recognise this. Notice how your stomach tenses when you are anxious or your breathing constricts when you’re angry. And if you are angry there will be lots of thoughts going on alongside the actual emotion ... It’s not neat and tidy. Being alive can feel messy, but mindfulness will help you become more aware of all these different dimensions in each moment. And this awareness will act like a little marker in the sand, where you can make choices about how you respond. Rather than being swept along by the tide, you can ‘step back’ a little and gain perspective. Think about that waterfall in the mindful metaphor on page 17: can you imagine a little ledge behind the water? When you’re mindful, it is as if you are sitting on that ledge behind the waterfall of life, still and calm, rather than having the water crashing on your head and sweeping you helplessly away. Yes, the waterfall is still pouring endlessly by, but you are no longer at its mercy. On that ledge, you are in control. You can learn to look at your thoughts, not from them. You can learn to be still and calm in your body. You can learn to respond rather than react to what life (the waterfall) throws at you, and that is the key to freedom. The various chapters in this book will teach you lots of techniques to achieve this.




Mindfulness and Buddhism


We mention Buddhism occasionally in this book because it is a religion, philosophy and approach to life in which mindfulness and compassion training play a central role. Buddhism arose as a discipline following the teachings of a sage who would later become known as Buddha – the awakened one. He is thought to have lived in northern India around 2,500 years ago and discovered, through meditation and other disciplines, how to liberate his mind and heart from reactivity and live with a deep sense of freedom, ease and loving connection to others.


Buddhism has been adopted, and adapted, by many different cultures over the millennia. In the West it shares much common ground with science and psychology, as well as poetry and the arts. Many leading psychologists and thinkers are experimenting with innovative ways to apply the core teachings of Buddhism – of which mindfulness is absolutely central – to the unique stresses and strains of the modern world. It has struck a chord with many who seek peace and stillness in the chaos of our modern hyper-stimulated lives. Although mindfulness is often taught in ‘secular’ contexts, and it can be applied to almost any circumstances, the key principles draw on the experiences of the Buddha who lived all those centuries ago.





A mindful approach to life is also a less lonely path to travel. It teaches you how to be your own best friend. It enables you to tap into your own self-compassion and come not just to like yourself but love yourself, too. That’s not necessarily an easy concept to grasp. But when you love yourself, you’ll find loving other people becomes easier. You will improve not just your emotional intelligence, but your romantic, vocational and social relationships – and who doesn’t want help with any or all of those?


MINDFULNESS IN DIFFERENT CULTURES


Still sceptical that mindfulness has so much to offer? Well, we’ve got history with mindfulness – literally. The ancient teachings and practices of Buddhism (see box on page 19) use mindfulness as a method of awareness training, but it also has a long ancestry in the West. The Stoic philosophers of ancient Greece prized the quality of ‘attention’ or ‘concentration on the present moment’ and, according to the historian Pierre Hadot, their practice involved ‘continuous vigilance and presence of mind; self-consciousness which never sleeps’. Like the Buddhists, the ancient Greeks believed that ‘by encouraging concentration on the minuscule present moment, which is always bearable and controllable, attention increases your vigilance’, and such attention enables you to see ‘the infinite value of each instant’.4


THE PROVEN BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS


There is a growing body of scientific evidence showing the benefits of mindfulness and how it can not only help overcome difficulties – such as anxiety, depression and the mental suffering that arises with ill-health – but optimise your life by increasing focus, positivity and creativity. Unsurprisingly, the number of studies being undertaken has risen greatly now that mindfulness is taking root in the developed world.


Mindfulness was first taken out of religious contexts in the late seventies, when Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn taught it at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center as a method of reducing physical pain and suffering. Since then, mindfulness has also been proven to be an effective stress-reduction technique. Clinical trials show mindfulness meditation techniques to be at least as effective as drugs or counselling for relieving anxiety, stress and depression. One structured programme, known as Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), is now one of the preferred treatments recommended by the UK’s National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE).5 Mindfulness is a potent antidote to anxiety, stress, depression, exhaustion and irritability.6 It leads to a greater sense of contentment and can also reduce addictive and self-destructive behavioural patterns, including illegal and prescription drug abuse and heavy drinking.7 Mindfulness-Based Pain Management (MBPM), the programme founded by Vidyamala and taught through Breathworks (see Resources page 324), has been shown to improve self-management of pain and improve quality of life across all scales measured.8 Another area where mindfulness can be powerful is in childbirth. Several studies show that using mindfulness to calm the body and mind at this very intense time leads to beneficial outcomes for the mother and child.9


Mindfulness can also be very beneficial for children and teens. If there was ever a need for young people to learn how to cultivate calm and perspective it’s now in our fast-paced, digital world. One great initiative, the ‘Mindfulness in Schools’ project in the UK, teaches kids to text ‘.b’ to one another throughout the day. The ‘.’ stands for ‘stop’ and ‘b’ for ‘breathe and be’. It’s both fun and grounding for the kids to be regularly reminded to ‘stop, breathe and be’ in this way.10


It doesn’t stop there. Mindfulness can improve working memory, creativity, attention span and reaction speeds. It also enhances mental and physical stamina and resilience.11 It increases grey matter in areas associated with self-awareness, empathy, self-control and attention.12 It soothes the parts of the brain that produce stress hormones and builds those areas that lift mood and promote learning.13


So, rather than taking up more of your time, mindfulness will not only give you some back – by helping your mind work more efficiently – but help you make the most of the time you spend on other things, too.


The good news is that you can be mindful at any time, in any place. It is only a breath away. You can learn, right now, to be comfortable with your body, know and understand your mind and love your heart. Achieving this isn’t difficult, long-winded, or complex. In doing so you’ll feel happier in your own skin, less stressed, more confident, more capable and more at ease with yourself and your life.


This book is a practical guide to catching yourself and bringing yourself back to a set point in each present moment; to finding that ledge behind the waterfall; to resting in the depths of the ocean rather than being tossed about by surface waves. It is a manual for your whole life; a friend who can help you conquer whatever you want to, whenever you need to. It will fit into your life and your priorities now and as they change over time, and will still work years into the future.


But first you must take that initial step. It is often the hardest but you deserve this. You’re worth it. This is the unfurling of the true you. Give yourself a gift – the present moment.


Here’s how Gill did just that ...




Gill, aged forty-two


‘In my early thirties, I had a great life. But it was busy. I was living in London, I had a job that was just taking off, and a life full of lots of things that I loved, including being a single mother. In so many ways, it was an exciting and interesting life. I certainly wasn’t troubled! I was conscious, however, of my busy, overactive mind and of the danger of that tipping me into being a bit frenetic – which brings with it the risks of being so caught up in your own life that you are a bit thoughtless and a bit insensitive because you’re not really noticing other people sufficiently. But then I encountered Buddhism. It was only when I started practising that I became more conscious of that phenomenon. I really embraced the whole framework – the truth, the accuracy, how Buddhists regard how the mind works, and I found the tools and training effective and helpful. Almost immediately, I felt better, calmer, more aware, and that this was a good thing that I wanted more of.


‘My journey since has been very gradual, but when I look back I can see an enormous amount of change in terms of how I relate to myself and other people, and the amount of sensitivity, equanimity and calmness I’m able to bring to nearly all situations that I encounter.


‘I now work in a very senior role in an international, not-for-profit organisation. I often have large numbers of people reporting to me, and I deal with significant numbers of influential stakeholders, so, in the course of my working life, I constantly encounter people who have very substantial needs and concerns that they need me to help them with, or who are used to being able to operate in a certain way. I use my mindfulness skills to establish empathy and a connection with them. Mindfulness gives me an enormous capacity to nearly always meet those situations with a clear mind, genuinely listening and noticing what’s happening, rather than creating a narrative based on my subjective interpretations. It also helps me to meet people with warmth and communicate to them that I’m genuinely interested. This may well happen in the context of me telling them something they find painful or difficult – it doesn’t mean I’m saying ‘yes’ all the time. People often comment that I’m remarkably calm, regardless of what’s happening. They often say ‘how do you do that?’ There’s no quick answer! It’s down to many years of practice.


‘I am also much happier in my own skin, and more confident in my own emotional responses to people. I trust myself a lot more. I trust my motives a lot more. This means that when I go home in the evening, I have the feeling that I’ve been true to myself; that I haven’t been carrying around feelings of ‘I wish I’d said that’ or ‘I wish I’d had the confidence to be more honest in that conversation’. That said, mindfulness does help me spot a lot more quickly where I haven’t been entirely authentic, or honest, when talking to someone.


‘On the whole, most people are good and they want other people to be good and happy. Often lots of us struggle with conflicting feelings that get in the way of that. It’s beneficial to discover that, on the whole, your mind is compassionate and kindly.


‘As somebody with a busy mind, I’ve always struggled to sit still on a cushion and meditate. But, over the years, I’ve found that my mind is less busy than it used to be. I’m much better at being in the moment with whatever it is I’m doing. Meditation has helped me be more like that in the rest of my life – and being like that in the rest of my life has helped me with meditation.’
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CHAPTER TWO



What is Mindfulness?




‘The whole path of mindfulness is this:
whatever you are doing, be aware of it.’


Female Buddhist meditation teacher
Dipa Ma1





 


 


The best way to get a sense of mindfulness is to experience it directly. So, here’s a short exercise that will give you a taste of mindfulness right now, before you begin the meditation programme. You can go through it on your own after reading the description or you can access a guided audio version on the website that accompanies this book (see the Resources, page 324).




Exercise: A taste of mindfulness


Get yourself into a comfortable posture. You can be sitting or lying down, it’s up to you. Relax for a moment to allow yourself to settle.


Now, notice how your body feels. What physical sensations are you experiencing at this moment? Maybe you feel pressure between your bottom and the chair you’re sitting on or the floor beneath you. What does this feel like? For a few moments, just be open to any sensations in your body, experiencing them with an attitude of kindly curiosity.


Now take a moment to listen to any sounds you can hear. Observe their quality, register and volume, and how you instinctively respond to them. You may feel an urge to try to identify where they are coming from, but try to park that for a moment and instead simply notice the sounds as sounds. Your mind might also ‘fly out the window’ towards the sounds. See if you can let the sounds come towards you instead, keeping your awareness inside your body as the sounds flow in through your hearing sense. If you’re in a very quiet environment, then notice the silence.


Now notice your breath. What does it feel like? What parts of your body move as you breathe and how many different movements can you feel? See if you can rest your awareness ‘inside’ the movement and sensations of breathing, rather than observing them as an onlooker. Is it pleasant or unpleasant to inhabit your breathing in this way?


Now allow your awareness to focus on your emotions. How would you describe how you are feeling overall? Are you happy, content, sad, irritated or calm – or is it hard to be entirely sure what you are feeling?


Take note of any thoughts that pass through your mind. Ask yourself, What am I thinking? Rest your attention on your thoughts for a few moments: see if you can look at your thoughts as they flow through your mind rather than from them.


Now spend a few moments resting quietly as you allow your awareness to rest inside the sensations and movements of the breath in your body; and any thoughts, sounds and feelings as they come and go. There’s no need to look for a special experience. Simply notice what is actually happening, moment by moment.





OK, so this may not have been the most extraordinary of experiences, but, if you have engaged with this exercise on any level, congratulations – you have just had your first experience of mindfulness, and have started your journey towards enhancing your awareness of life. The implications of this are immense. It means you can move from ‘autopilot’ – being driven by habits as you drift from one thing to the next – to experiencing life as a stream of creative possibilities and choice. You can only choose your response to things if you are aware of what is happening, so mindfulness training consists of becoming aware, over and over again.


MINDFULNESS IS FOR EVERYONE


In twenty years of practising mindfulness, social worker Amanda, 39, has stopped feeling lonely, begun to feel genuinely happier, less selfish, with an increased awareness of others, is more confident in other people’s company and calmer. Oh, and the pain of her rheumatoid arthritis has eased, too.


Amanda’s transformation is extraordinary, in many ways, because of its ordinariness. Amanda is not famous or ‘otherworldly’ but she has the relaxed, light-hearted and confident nature typical of mindfulness devotees. And it is perhaps these qualities, as much as the philosophy, that appeal to so many of us, resulting in the current mindfulness boom. Even Members of Parliament are meditating! As of June 2015, 115 MPs and members of the House of Lords in the UK have completed an eight-week mindfulness course run in Parliament. An All Party Parliamentary Group has also published the ‘Mindful Nation’ report, which makes recommendations on how mindfulness can be applied to health, criminal justice, education and the workplace.2


Most new recruits to mindfulness say it is like suddenly feeling more awake, more alert – in other words, being mindful as opposed to on autopilot. It’s hardly surprising that mindfulness is often described as wakefulness or alertness. Imagine what life would be like if every moment you continually felt alert, alive and awake: wise, clear, receptive and able to engage with, and appreciate, the world around you. (OK, so maybe forget newborn sleep deprivation, the odd hangover and jet lag ...) But on other days, who wouldn’t want to be living in a state of heightened awareness; to be worrying less – or not at all – about the past or the future? Imagine what life would be like to be aware of what you are thinking and feeling all the time with balance and perspective? Imagine what it would be like if you really noticed the colours of the leaves on the trees, the flowers you walk past on the way to work, the smells of the coffee shop and even enjoyed the rain against your skin, rather than regarding it simply as something that makes your hair go frizzy or flat. But practising mindfulness is not just about appreciating your physical environment. By being present and aware you can make internal choices about how you respond to events. You can break habits. You can take control of your mind. You can drive forward in your life – instead of being a passive passenger.
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