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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





EXPLORING THE WORLD MINDFULLY


When I was a child, I used to love wandering along the beach and picking up the brightly colored pebbles I found along the shoreline. I always wanted to take them home and would return with my small pockets bulging heavily. When I got my stones home—such a disappointment—no longer slippery with seawater, my beautiful pebbles had faded and I could hardly see the colors and patterns at all.
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I was reminded of this the other day as I walked though a wet morning after a meditation session with some friends. The fallen leaves glowed yellow, orange, and green, their colors heightened by the rain. It is my practice—my Stop Look Breath Create™ mindfulness practice—to notice these gifts cast in front of me so regularly by life. And it struck me then that mindfulness is very much like seawater or rainwater; when we are living mindfully, our mindfulness—that open, spacious state of awareness—holds everything we experience within it, soaking it like water. Through mindfulness, the brilliance, the beauty, the extraordinariness of things is revealed quite naturally to us.


When there is no “water,” no mindfulness, when we’re rushing and busy and caught up with the thoughts in our heads, the color and beauty can leach from life and we lose our sense of connection with them and with the joy and peace they bring. When this happens, we also lose the rush of energy and inspiration that comes from within and urges us to express ourselves creatively.


Stop Look Breathe Create is a simple creative mindfulness practice in four easy steps that I use to keep me connected to the rich waters of life and creativity. It has developed over more than twenty years of meditating, making art, writing, and creating, and I’ve shared it with countless people as a creative mindfulness teacher too. Like all good mindfulness practices, it’s very simple and yet extremely profound. Practiced regularly over time, it has the potential to transform how we live, how we see, how we experience, and how we create. It can become, in other words, the clear water that reveals the beauty around us, and, indeed, the beauty within us, too.






WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


Before I share the four Stop Look Breathe Create steps with you, it might be useful to ask the question, what is mindfulness? I often start my courses by asking this, and even if we know a lot about mindfulness it can be interesting to reflect and write a short definition. In class, we usually do this on Post-it notes and put them on the wall. People tend to come up with very similar answers to this question:





•   Mindfulness is being present in the moment.


•   When I’m mindful, I feel peaceful.


•   Mindfulness is emptying the mind of thoughts.


•   Mindfulness is being aware.


•   Mindfulness is meditation.


•   Mindfulness is watching the breath.
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These are some of the common definitions and expectations of people who come to my classes. Perhaps yours are similar. The most simple and helpful definition of mindfulness I’ve found is this: mindfulness is a process of noticing what our experience is, whilst we’re actually experiencing it. However even this description may leave us with unanswered questions about how we practice this ‘process of noticing’ and how it relates to creativity. So what follows is my definition of creative mindfulness. It won’t quite fit on a sticky note, but it’s as short and simple as possible.





MINDFUL DOING: In the “doing” part of mindfulness, we focus with kindly attention, on our breath, body, or sensory experiences. This gentle-hearted, active focusing helps us to become more mindful, moment-by-moment, of our thoughts, feelings, physical sensations in our body, and things in the world around us. When we’re practicing creative mindfulness, this focus also includes an activity like drawing, writing, or taking photographs, which may enhance our focus. We gradually get better at focusing, becoming more absorbed and calm, and also more aware of the rush of thinking and reacting that habitually accompanies most of our experiencing.


For many of us, this calmer state of mind is a great relief, and may even be the reason we take up mindfulness practice.


However, it’s important to remember that eliminating thinking or blocking out difficult emotions is not what mindfulness practice is for. The aim of mindfulness is to be aware of exactly what our experience is in the moment we’re experiencing it, learning to self-compassionately make space for it. This may include noticing that we are thinking a lot, or an awareness of relaxation, joy, sadness or anxiety. When practicing creative mindfulness it means noticing the thoughts and feelings we have whilst we’re creating too.


This intention to notice and gently hold our experience is much more powerful—and potentially much more liberating—than simply eradicating thinking and feeling, which is actually impossible to do since our brains are designed to think and our bodies and hearts made to feel. If we’re aware of what we’re thinking and feeling, we can begin to choose which thoughts we continue to think, or let go thinking, resting in the calm that comes as our mind quiets. We can do the same with our emotions, too.


That’s the doing part of mindfulness: a practice of active and kindly focus and concentration that helps us become more aware of our thoughts, feelings, sensations, and experiences in the moment. These actions are the equivalent of turning on the faucet to let the water of mindfulness flow. As we practice, we may also notice in the small spaces between thoughts that start to appear, that we are beginning to experience a different way of being.





SIMPLY BEING: As our busy heads are calmed through a more sustained concentration, we begin to access a state of relaxed, open, mindful awareness that feels very different from our normal way of thinking and experiencing. Even more extraordinarily, this awareness seems able to observe that thinking and experiencing are happening without getting caught up in them!


Mindful awareness has been described in many different ways, but to give you some idea of what you’re looking out for, let’s say its presence can be noticed in a sense of spaciousness and openness; of stillness, inner quiet, and peace; or of alertness, absorption, and relaxation. It’s sometimes also noticed as a feeling of gentleness, gladness, or emotional warmth that is very peaceful. This awareness seems to contain the entirety of our experience—our thoughts, emotions, and sensory experiences—yet at the same time isn’t separate from them but closely, intimately connected to them.


When we’re just resting in this awareness, simply being with each moment of our life without analyzing or thinking about it, we are effectively bathing in the water of mindfulness, resting in mindfulness as a state. In the “being” part of mindfulness we are in presence, open to the beauty of the world and our own creative inner nature. We’re deeply connected to the experience of silky, sea-splashed pebbles on a beach, or luminous rain-washed leaves on the cement, to a feeling of joy or a feeling of sorrow, to the warmth of the sun or a cool breeze, to the experience of drawing quietly, the flow of writing a poem, the stillness as we capture something of beauty with our camera. In the being part of mindfulness, all these things can appear and pass away, floating by within the water of mindfulness, there and then gone.


Being follows naturally from doing in mindfulness practice. Mindfully doing leads to being mindful. Turn on the faucet, and the water will flow. When you do this, I’m sure you’ll find, as I have, that the beauty of the world and your own natural creativity is suddenly much easier to connect with.
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Before I describe Stop Look Breathe Create in more detail, let’s have a quick look at these four easy-to-remember steps:





1.   STOP: Press the pause button on life, slow down, and find some stillness.


2.   LOOK: See what’s around you. Listen, smell, taste, and touch, too. It’s all about noticing the beauty of the sensory world and the peace you can find in it.


3.   BREATHE: Connect with the tide of life, the breath as it moves in and out of your body.


4.   CREATE: After some time connecting with yourself and the world around you, express your experience with a doodle, a drawing, a photograph, some creative writing, or any creative expression that calls to you.





Now, let’s break the practice down into its four parts so that you really know what you’re doing. Then, we’ll put it back together as you start the projects.












STOP


The Stop part of this practice is a reminder that we need to slow down and push the pause button on our lives. We rush around with our bodies tense and our minds whirring, ticking off things on our to-do lists—picking up the kids, finishing that report for work, going to the gym or the mall or that long-distance meeting—winding ourselves up into such a maelstrom of busyness that we lose touch with the small and nourishing pleasures in life, the beauty and peace of the world around us, and the deep satisfaction of being playful and creative. All acts of mindfulness, creative or otherwise, start with pausing and reminding ourselves that there is another way: the way of simply being.





MINDFUL STOPPING TIPS: Experiment with stopping at various times during your day and just doing nothing—a couple of minutes between emails every now and then, a couple more in the car before you hit the supermarket, and so on. You could also try stopping when you’re walking somewhere and just stand for a minute. Slow down. Pause. See how that feels. Can you observe the spaciousness it provides amidst an otherwise busy day? Do you notice the whirr of thoughts and emotions more when they’re not covered up by lots of rushing about? Try this for a week and write down anything you observe about your experience of stopping.
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LOOK


Once we’ve stopped, the next thing we need to do is focus mindfully on one thing. We’re entering the doing part of mindfulness here. Start with a sensory focus by looking, by noticing what’s around you. What can you see? What is there in your environment that you haven’t really paid attention to? Perhaps there’s a tree outside the window, leaves shivering in the wind. Perhaps it’s a painting on the office wall that you’ve never stopped long enough to really look at. Even the lines and whorls on our own fingertips are filled with minute and amazing detail that we can see once we pay attention.


The Look step is a reminder to come home to all your senses and really notice and be present to your direct experience of the world. As such, it’s not just about looking but also about listening to the sounds around you, tuning in to the sensations in your body (hot or cold, tense or relaxed, etc.), smelling what there is to be smelled, even tasting with renewed attention to what you are tasting. That swig of coffee may never have tasted so good! When we tune in to our senses and our immediate experience of them, we instantly create an opportunity to move into that spacious feeling of simply being.





MINDFUL LOOKING TIPS: When you next Stop during your day, make a conscious effort to tune in to the world around you; Look, noticing what you see. What’s there? Let your eyes rove around and come to rest on whatever seems to pull your attention. It might be anything—a stray leaf, a peeling poster on the wall, a bunch of flowers, the patterns of light and shadow on the ceiling. Notice what an incredibly rich visual world you live in, then try this with all your other senses too.


What can you hear, touch, taste, or smell? How does this sensory mindfulness alter how you relate to your world? What effect does it have on your body, mind, and emotions? This practice of tuning in through the senses is incredibly grounding and reassuring because it takes us out of our headspace and into the solidity of the sensory world around us. Try this for at least a week and write down anything you notice about your experience.
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BREATHE


Once we’ve stopped and looked, then it’s time to bring our attention to our breath and just Breathe. The breath is a great focal point because our body automatically breathes for us, which means our minds don’t have to control it. I can remember sitting in meditation during a particularly stressful time of my life and feeling incredibly grateful that breathing was something I didn’t have to figure out or fix. It felt like such a blessing to be able to hand this over to my body and sit as a silent witness to it. Whatever is going on in our lives, however busy we are, our breath is always there for us, flowing in and out like a wave, like the tide. Bringing our attention to the breath is a fast, simple way to ground ourselves in our direct experience of the present moment, to move into a more mindful state of being.
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MINDFUL BREATHING TIPS: Now that you’ve practiced stopping and looking, the next step is to add in mindful attention to the breath. Stay with this stage for a few minutes and follow these simple instructions:





•   Pay attention to the breath as it moves in and out of your body and find the place in your torso where you can feel it best. This might be different from day to day—sometimes the lower belly, sometimes the solar plexus or the chest—so it’s best to check in each time. That’s part of the practice.
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