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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


[image: image missing]ou can read this book straight through or dip in wherever you wish. The Introduction is worth reading first, though, and if you’re not familiar with mindfulness, read Mindfulness: The basics.


At the end of each chapter you will find two suggested practices related to the theme of that chapter.


Scattered throughout the book are more practices and ideas for you to try out.


If you go to www.padraigomorain.com/audios, you will find a collection of short talks and practices related to this book, which are free to download.




INTRODUCTION


[image: image missing]his book is about dropping worry, which means that it is also about changing your relationship with anxiety and stress, as the three are closely related.


Think of anxiety as a source of stress.


Think of worry as the agent that amplifies that stress.


I cannot help you get rid of anxiety and stress. This is vital to understand. Anxiety and stress are an inescapable aspect of the human condition and of living in an unpredictable world. A level of anxiety is inevitable in life.


But I can help you learn to drop the kind of thinking – worrying – that generates unnecessary, extra levels of stress. This can bring enormous relief, as you can lighten the load a little and clear some space in your mind.


WHAT IS ANXIETY?


Anxiety is fear about possibilities in the future or unknown possibilities in the present.


It is fear of the future: Will I lose my job when the company is downsizing next month?


And it is fear of an unknown present possibility: What is in that envelope I have just been handed by my manager?


WHAT IS STRESS?


Stress is a series of physical events caused by anxiety. These events include increases in adrenalin and cortisol in your system, faster heart rate, faster breath, physical tension, and increases in the production of glucocorticoids, which can cause ulcers.


WHAT IS WORRY?


Worry is rumination. It is going over and over possibilities for the future in a way that is based on fear. We can worry about the past, too – What did they say about me when I did that? – and the present – I’m late, this is terrible.


Worry, anxiety and stress can all amplify each other. The inevitable level of anxiety that attaches to many situations can be increased by worry, which then also increases stress, which again also increases anxiety. It can be a vicious circle.


Happily, we can reduce or eliminate the unnecessary, self-generated stress and anxiety by stepping out of the habit of worrying.


Worry is a waste of energy and serves no purpose. For instance, if you are on the way to an appointment for which you suspect you will be late, you are likely to feel anxiety, assuming the appointment matters to you. But most of that anxiety will be from self-generated thoughts that you are turning over in your mind as you hurry along. Thoughts such as, ‘This is terrible, I’m going to be late. What if she doesn’t wait for me? What will they think about me?’ – in other words, worry. These thoughts are unhelpful and make you feel worse. In this book, I am going to show you how mindfulness can help you step out of the loop of exaggerated thoughts and end the cycle of worry. You will learn to accept and live with a certain level of anxiety, but no longer will your mind be crippled by worrying thoughts.


‘HELPFUL’ AND ‘EXAGGERATED’ ANXIETY


Often (though not always), anxiety energises us. I have many items on my to-do list – especially keeping my accounts in order – that I would never get around to unless a little anxiety about the consequences of ignoring them prodded me into devoting time and energy to them. Similarly, although I don’t find exercise terribly enjoyable, a little thread of anxiety about what will happen to me if I let myself go helps me to get down to it first thing in the day.


So anxiety helps to get things done that wouldn’t otherwise get done. However, exaggerated anxiety (in other words, the extra anxiety that worry piles on top of the anxiety that’s already there) might frighten me off getting started on the book-keeping or the exercise.


When I said that anxiety motivates us, I added in brackets ‘though not always’. If I am waiting on the outcome of an important interview about a promotion, and I badly need the money that would go with the promotion, then I am likely to experience anxiety. However, in this case the anxiety doesn’t help to motivate me because there isn’t really anything I can do except wait. The anxiety isn’t motivating me into useful action, it’s just there.


But by mindfully accepting this anxiety without thinking my way into the exaggerated variety that spirals out of control, I can get through this waiting period in good shape. I might or might not use the energy of the basic anxiety to encourage me to clean the house or to go for long walks, and that’s fine. But whatever I choose to do, I need to let the basic anxiety run its course without turning it into something worse in my mind. If I can accept the anxiety, then I can stop it from spiralling.


CREATING EXAGGERATED ANXIETY


So how do we create exaggerated anxiety, and how do we strip it away so that we only have basic anxiety to deal with? Getting the hang of this is fundamental in terms of managing anxiety and worry.


Awfulising


We create exaggerated anxiety by telling ourselves how awful it will be if such a thing happens or doesn’t happen, and by dramatising it in what are, frankly, silly ways. ‘If I don’t get that promotion I will be ruined, I will be hauled off to a debtors’ prison, people will laugh at me, I will be on the front pages of the newspapers, DID NOT GET PROMOTION SHOCK. Even my ancestors will shake their heads with disappointment.’ That’s awfulising.


Physical escalation


We can also engage in physical behaviour that ramps up our anxiety levels. I’m driving along, late for that appointment. I hunch over and grab the steering wheel. I put my foot down, even though I am on a road with frequent traffic lights for which I will have to stop anyway. I curse at other drivers. I double-curse when the light turns red. I punch the steering wheel, sorely tempting the airbag to explode.


We can drop the worries that are behind these behaviours through the practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness is an extremely helpful tool when it comes to overcoming exaggerated anxiety, including awfulising and the escalation of physical tension that goes with it.


TRY THESE


These two techniques can be especially beneficial in preventing helpful anxiety from spiralling into exaggerated anxiety.


Step out of the story and come to your breath. Learn to redirect your attention. If your attention is on the scary story in your mind, then you risk getting lost in exaggerated anxiety. If, instead, you turn your attention to the simple act of breathing, then the exaggerated anxiety will fade. It is important, though, that you do not simply transfer the agitation to your breathing – in other words, breathe as slowly and as normally as you can; gulping the breath can only make matters worse.


Instead of stressing your body, observe it. Remember the physical exaggeration I mentioned before – punching the steering wheel, driving too fast and so on? You will probably find that as soon as you notice this happening, and bring your awareness to your body and how it is reacting to the situation, you will tend to stop doing it. Why? Because deep down you know it is nothing but a waste of time that will get you nowhere and could even potentially harm you. So, in this case, notice what your hands feel like on the steering wheel, notice how your back feels against the seat and notice how your chest and tummy move while you breathe. Of course, if you are doing this in your car you need to give most of your attention to the road, but maintaining a calm background awareness of your body will help you avoid losing control of your emotions and stressing out unnecessarily.





Dodge the second arrow: This is an idea based on the Buddhist metaphor of the two arrows. If you are hit by an arrow, the story goes, you will experience pain. The pain is inevitable. Nothing, including mindfulness practice, can prevent it. But if you react by exaggerating your pain, by revisiting it in your mind again and again long after it has died down, then you have shot a second arrow into yourself. In mindfulness, we work with that second arrow. By practising the mindfulness exercises I outline in this book, you will learn to return to awareness of your breath, your body or your activities whenever you notice yourself slipping into unhelpful ruminations – i.e. the second arrow – about the past or exaggerations about the future.


For instance, if you have an important exam coming up, that naturally brings a certain anxiety with it and that’s the first arrow. But by continually turning those anxious thoughts over in your mind – Oh My God, what if I can’t answer any of the questions? What if I fail? – you are firing a second arrow. When you notice that second arrow, and the feelings and physical tensions that go with it, mindfully return to your preparations for the exam or to your breath or to that cup of tea you are drinking right now.


Every life has its stresses, anxieties and worries. They cannot be avoided. But mindfulness will help you keep the pain of these stresses, anxieties and worries to a minimum. It is an extremely powerful tool that you can keep with you at all times, and use whenever you need it. If you are a ‘worrier’, learning mindfulness will greatly improve your experience of life.







PART ONE: ALL ABOUT MINDFULNESS




MINDFULNESS – THE BASICS


[image: image missing]t’s likely that you will have heard the term ‘mindfulness’. In recent times, it’s been mentioned more and more on TV and radio and in newspapers – and that’s because Westerners have realised the powerful potential of this simple practice, which has its origins in Eastern tradition. What follows here is a brief but useful introduction to the basics of mindfulness, for – as I said above – those who haven’t encountered the term before or those who have, but would like a recap.


WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


In a nutshell, mindfulness is returning your attention, with acceptance, from your thoughts to your experience in this moment.


What is meant by ‘your experience in this moment’?


It means whatever you are doing or noticing right now. Examples could include:




	Your breathing


	What you see


	Your movement as you walk or reach


	Your physical feelings


	What you hear, smell, taste or touch




What is acceptance?


Acceptance means being aware of your experience without immediately commenting on it, analysing it, or criticising it. It isn’t surrender and it isn’t resignation. It is allowing yourself to ‘take in’ the experience as it is for a few moments.


What is the point of acceptance?


Our reactions to experiences and and feelings are often habitual and unhelpful. When we bring mindful acceptance to a situation, and to the feelings we have about it, we can take a fresh look; we are no longer driven by these habitual reactions, and very often we can see new and more useful choices. I include feelings here because sometimes it is our own feelings that we find hard to accept – for instance, feelings of anxiety.


And what is the point of returning your attention?


In order to do what I have described, you have to be aware, and in the moment. Otherwise you could be going around in a bit of a trance.


What do you mean, a ‘trance’?


I mean paying more attention to what’s going on inside your head than to what is happening in reality outside it.


What’s wrong with that?


It means you get caught up easily in worries, anxiety, resentments or regrets instead of dealing with reality. Very often, what’s going on in your head is far more distressing than what’s happening in your immediate, real world. It’s far better to return your attention, with acceptance, to your experience in this moment.


What are some ways of doing this?


Notice your breathing. You might notice the breath against your nostrils, or your chest gently rising and falling. Move your attention from your thoughts to the sensations in your feet. Quietly observe what your body feels like. Listen to sounds in your vicinity, but without judging them just for the moment. When you are walking around, either inside or outside, pay attention to the experience of walking.


Do I have to go around doing this all day?


No, these are just ways of bringing your attention back when it drifts, which it will, a lot. They help you to build up the skill of being mindful.


Do I have to meditate in the lotus position?


No. You might see mindfulness illustrated that way on the Internet and in magazines, but most people who practise mindfulness are unable to do it in that way though I have lots of admiration for people who can. Most people who practise mindfulness do so while going about their everyday business – walking to work, drinking a cup of tea, cooking or washing up, etc.


What if I don’t have the time to spend ages concentrating on my breath?


There are two ways to do mindfulness. Meditating mindfully for long periods of time is one; the other is to build mindfulness into your day with practices that are short and simple. The latter is the method you will learn in this book.


But don’t we have to think all the time?


No. Your thoughts can often be useful or entertaining, but more often than you might imagine they can be useless or stressful or just plain wrong. And spending your time going over and over negative thoughts in your head can trip you into depression. So sometimes it’s good not to think!





 


 





HOW DO YOU BREATHE?


Practice: Notice what your breathing is like: fast, slow; deep, shallow; rough, smooth; tight, free.


Commentary: Why do you breathe the way you do right now? Many reasons: your breathing may be affected by what’s happening to you at the moment; it may be affected by what you’re thinking about – worry can ‘tighten’ your breathing, for instance. Your habitual breathing style could have been influenced by your parents or by the emotions they most often expressed. Checking the quality of your breathing is a powerful way to become aware of these influences and to respond to what’s really happening right now.


Tips: When you check in with how you are breathing, see if you can connect it with your current emotions or with your way of facing the world. A person who mostly faces the world with calm will breathe differently to someone who mostly brings anxiety to his or her relationship with the world. Watch how your breath changes as you observe it.








 


 





SLOW BODY SCAN


Practice: Move your awareness slowly up your body from your toes to the top of your head. When worries intrude, return to wherever you are in the scan.


Commentary: The body scan calms the emotions as well as the body. The act of moving your awareness from your toes to the top of your head can bring about that state of calm surprisingly effectively. Move your awareness from your toes through your legs up through your body and arms to the very top of your head. I would suggest doing this for no more than 20 minutes, but 5–10 minutes is fine. If you feel anxiety instead of calm, gently stop doing the scan.


Tips: As you do the body scan, your worries and preoccupations will cross your mind. When you notice them, quietly return your attention to your body. If worries keep you from sleeping at night, try the body scan, repeating it if necessary. You have a good chance of drifting off to sleep at some stage during the scan.







RETURN. INVITE SILENCE: A MINDFULNESS FORMULA


[image: image missing]nce, at the end of a workshop, a lady came up to me and complained that the whole idea of ‘being in the now’ meant nothing to her. What’s the ‘now’ anyway, she asked? I had to confess that I was not quite sure what the ‘now’ was. It might be the moment you’re in but, as I explained to the lady, by the time you realise you are ‘in the moment’, that moment has gone into the past. It was because of that difficulty in working out what the ‘now’ was that I looked for another way of describing mindfulness practice.


MINDFULNESS IN ALL SITUATIONS


What we need is a method to bring us into mindfulness in all situations and especially when we’re feeling anxious. Here’s a two-part formula that will help you to do that. It sidesteps the not very helpful argument about the ‘now’, what it is and whether it exists at all:


Return.


Invite silence.


Let’s look at what this means.


Return


Returning means returning your attention from your imagination or thoughts. But return to what? You return to the anchor point. We all know that an anchor keeps a boat from drifting away. If the boat begins to drift, then the anchor pulls it back. We can develop a mindfulness anchor to stop us from drifting too far into the stories and worries in our mind. That anchor then helps us to return when we get lost in our own minds.


What is that anchor? For most people, it can be the breath. But more precisely, it’s the breath at a particular spot. So it might be just that point where the breath enters your nostrils. It might be the feeling of the breath inside your nostrils. It might be the back of your throat, your chest, your stomach, the area between chest and stomach, your back … any could serve as the anchor, and which you prefer is really a matter of personal choice.


To find out where the anchor is, or to experiment with deciding where it should be, observe your breathing quietly for a little while. Ask yourself where in your body you are most aware of the breath. It’s probably going to be in one of the places mentioned above. For me, it’s at the entrance to my nostrils.


What you need to do now is establish that anchor point as an object of mindfulness. By an ‘object of mindfulness’, I mean something you bring your attention to when you want to be mindful. So now and then, spend some minutes observing your breath at that anchor point. This is how you establish the anchor point. Then, whenever you want to get into the ‘mindfulness zone’, use that point as your anchor. It takes only a little practice to do this.


Why a specific anchor point? If you asked an archer to shoot an arrow into a forest, she might ask you which tree you want her to hit. From the archer’s point of view, everything works more smoothly if she has a target. Now she knows where to direct her aim, her skill and her effort.


So what you’re really doing in establishing the anchor is choosing a target for your mindfulness.


The more you practise returning to the anchor point, the better you become at quickly moving into mindfulness. That in turn means that you can bring yourself quickly into an enjoyment of the benefits of mindfulness.


You can go to the anchor point at any time. For instance, if you tend to wake up and worry during the night, you can move out of your worries by moving into awareness of the anchor point. If you’re in a business meeting and you’re feeling stressed, you can move from your stressful thoughts and straight to awareness of the anchor point.


But it’s not only a matter of having an anchor point, of how you return to an awareness of the present moment. Awareness on its own isn’t mindfulness. Awareness plus acceptance is mindfulness. So that brings us to:


Invite silence


What is acceptance? It isn’t agreement, or surrender or resignation. It is allowing things to be as they are for a time, to allow yourself to experience the reality of the situation. You do so without commenting on it in your head. In other words, you invite a little silence into your mind during that time.
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