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To Peggy, a radiant soul










 ‘We sense that something is missing in our lives and search the world for it, not understanding that what is missing is us.’


 


Parker J. Palmer1










Introduction


Today I went for a run, and reached as far as a nature reserve, when, from out of the blue, the skies blackened, and hail and rain started to lash down. This wasn’t the plan! As I looped back along a path that skirted the water meadows, however, the sun suddenly flooded through the falling rain once more, and above the reeds there arched the most vivid double rainbow. It stopped me in my tracks, stirred my soul, and I tried to take it in. In that moment, I felt reconnected to nature and to God; I was lifted out of my petty grievances with the world, and I felt blessed.


Yet no sooner had it appeared, and I was caught up in this reverie, than it began to fade to nothing, and was gone.


We can experience many special and unexpected moments like this; many moments of mini-awakening. Yet so often, we don’t quite know what to do with them, or how to capitalise on that fleeting yet tangible sense of goodness they bring. They speak to us in the moment of more – of a deeper connection to be made with life, somehow – yet all too often, we run home with a head full of distractions, and launch straight back into ­busyness-as-usual, and they disappear, like the rainbow, to nothing.


*  *  *


For some time, I’ve been wanting to write a book that joins some of the most accessible parts of mindfulness – because it’s so straightforwardly and practically helpful – with what I’m increasingly excited about: living with soul!


Mindfulness has helped me hugely: to wake up more vividly to the present moment, for example (such a precious gift in itself!), and to stay calm(er) in the face of a crisis. It helps me now to be more attentive and present to others, and to live more intentionally, and less reactively, while remaining open to the possibilities of life. More than anything, it has helped me to recognise the insecure voice of my ego, which so often wants to control life with a vice-like grip, and to compete selfishly, and to make endless and dissatisfying comparisons with others. I’ve found that some of the simplest, most common-sense techniques of mindfulness have helped me to learn more about my own Christian faith, and in particular how the ego-driven ‘false sense of self’ can mask the true. It’s unearthed for me some of the spiritual treasures that so often end up buried beneath the soulless dogma of organised religion. So in Part 1 of this book, I make an appreciative enquiry into the techniques and benefits of mindfulness.


But I’m also passionately convinced that there is more to each of us than a calmed mind alone – albeit this is a crucial place to start. And that is where soulfulness comes in. Mindfulness can take us to a place of peace, and poise, beyond the stresses and distractions of contemporary life, but here we find ourselves on a tantalising threshold – the threshold of soul – just as we do when we catch sight of a rainbow. But then what? What do we do with this?


I love the word ‘soul’ – it has a rich, warm and inviting connotation for me – and I’d love to step deeper, with you, into the space that ‘soulfulness’ opens up. It’s a space, I believe, in which we can discover more of our own uniqueness and express this lovingly and purposefully through our actions. I don’t want to be stuck in a soulless rut. I want to find the soulful groove, learn to live with energy and creativity, and in the process become a positive, engaging part of the solution at a troubled time! Why ever not?


So we’ll ask how we can press further in, instead of pulling ourselves back into the world of ego once more. How can we step across that soulful threshold? What is soul like? How does it connect us all, what kind of space does it open, and what could a soulful life look like, when it finds expression uniquely through each of us?


It’s almost impossible, of course, to pin soul down, so this is more of an artful exploration than a scientific thesis (though we’ll touch on one or two fascinating insights from neuroscience along the way). But I will describe soul, for the purposes of this book, as an ‘inner aliveness’ that is truly unique to each of us.


In Part 2, then, I will ask how we can learn to reach inwards, to become better acquainted with the presence of our soul, and to become more intentional about welcoming and befriending it, so that we come to understand more of who we are, as a result, and the nature of our own uniqueness. (For we are all unique, despite the roles we play, and the masks we wear, and the personas we adopt.)


By reaching in for soul, we also find ourselves reaching out, through soul, to the world around us. Soul  (re)connects us powerfully to so much more, including to other people, to God, to nature and to culture. That’s what we’ll explore in Part 3: how soul reconnects us, lovingly, and brings us back to life.


Finally, Part 4 asks what the soulful life looks like when we give full outward expression to our unique, inner aliveness. For this is the thing: soulfulness is not about floating off on a spiritual cloud, to a magical place far removed from our day-to-day reality. Instead, it’s a down-to-earth, flesh-and-blood way to embrace, and transform, our world. How can we establish a more soulful rhythm, beyond survival and burnout? How can we learn to welcome life in its fullness, instead of trying to escape so much of it? What does soulful work look like?


I’m sure we all play our part, from time to time, in creating a soulless world, so what can we do to initiate a far more inspiring – more soulful – example within the world around us?


If you would love to cultivate a positive difference, in your own life as well as in the life of your family and friends, your work or business, your community and, wider still, your world, then the most achievable, positive, sustainable and joyful way to do it – I believe, I really do – is to do it with soul.


The invitation does, however, come at a price. It is not a selfish, individualist pursuit. Soulfulness will not necessarily make you rich or even successful in the eyes of the culture we have fashioned for ourselves.


As Jesus, whom I follow, once put it: ‘For what does it profit2 [anyone] to gain the whole world and forfeit their soul?’ Perhaps we might add, as we set off into this adventure, ‘And what might it cost to retrieve it?’


A little more about my own spirituality


I’m passionate about making vibrant connections between everyday life and the Christian faith that lies at the heart of all I am and do. But if you’ve ever heard me on BBC Radio 4’s Thought for the Day, or read my other books, you’ll know that I seek to make those connections in a way that avoids too much talk of religion, while maintaining the integrity and distinctiveness of my own spirituality.


In fact, my life’s work has been about finding ways to explore and express this dynamic relationship between life and faith for myself – but in a way that touches others in the process. So I am not seeking to convert or persuade you. Instead, when I’m making reference to the Bible and Christianity in the pages that follow, I’m ‘showing my working’, as my mathematics teacher used to instruct me.


So this is not a book about belief. Instead, it asks: How can I live with soul?


My mind turns to a lady who has become a dear friend of mine: Peggy. She’s just turned ninety-six years young, and is blessed with the kind of health and energy that means you’d probably think she was seventy if you met her. Peggy has been on some of my retreats, and comes along to an evening called Hush that I run at my local Anglican church. It’s a simple hour, once a month, in which a number of us sit quietly within the ‘space’, and do little else. We may listen to a piece of music, or consider a seasonal theme . . . but the idea is to find a place of stripped-back stillness in which we can catch our breath, and slow down, and become aware again of the ‘presence’ behind life – which I would call the presence of God – that was there all along, if we did but stop to notice it.


Peggy is an artist, who was put off religion in her childhood – she was sent to an overbearingly strict religious school and never quite got over it. Yet she has always been aware of, and appreciated, the spiritual nature of life, and was ever hopeful that she might one day find a ‘home’ for it.


Within that distinctly Christian, yet open, inclusive and spacious setting of Hush, Peggy at last found somewhere to explore and express her spirituality. She does this alongside people who may have attended church for decades, but who share Peggy’s desire to connect with God and life in deep, creative and compelling ways, and that avoid being overbearingly religious.


I’d love you to see this book, too, as a soulful space in which you are most welcome, without hint of duress, to enter, and to catch your breath, and to be still . . . and to reconnect with ‘life in its fullness’3, as Jesus once put it. Nothing more, but hopefully nothing less.


Thank you for joining me.










Part 1


What’s right with mindfulness? An appreciative enquiry
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How do you drink your tea?


The great strength of mindfulness lies in its simplicity, clarity and effectiveness. We’ll touch on definitions shortly, but a helpful place to start is with its opposite. So ask yourself this: when was the last time you did something mindlessly?


Perhaps it was the way you ate breakfast this morning. It might have been a mad rush to get out of the door for work, or to get children ready for school or nursery. Perhaps you weren’t quite as hurried, but you found yourself tuning in, instead, to the morning news on the radio and getting lost in thought, or worrying about the day ahead.


The chances are, like so many of us, you hardly noticed what you were eating, let alone how you were eating it. What did your food taste like?


Even before that, how did you rise from bed? The alarm clock might have been an unholy shock to the system, and perhaps you shot up and out, full of adrenaline, fearing you were behind before you’d even begun. Or you might have felt so dead to the world that it was a struggle to move a muscle. Either way, it’s possible, or dare I say probable, that while you awoke physically (in the end!), you didn’t necessarily start the day fully awake to life itself – to the great gift of ‘being here’ that is given to us, new every morning, if we are willing to receive it.


How about the last cup of tea you made yourself, or the coffee you bought ‘to go’? Did you feel its warmth as you drank it and moved on? Were you able to savour it?


We perform many of the day’s routines, rituals and tasks so automatically that it’s easy to live much of our life ‘mindlessly’. And mindless doesn’t just mean marching through our days like zombies, unthinkingly (although we often do); an even greater challenge is that we can find it almost impossible to stop thinking – so that our restless and often anxious minds end up pulling us back into the past (as we re-live events, over and over) or pushing us forwards into the future (to pre-live them, often fretfully). As a consequence, we can end up caught in a maelstrom of conflicting thoughts and feelings, and it goes without saying that this has serious consequences for our ‘quality’ of life.


In particular, this has three profound effects:


we can miss out on being here, in the present moment;


we can live reactively at the constant demand of our ego;


and we can judge our life continually, with narrow and prematurely made-up minds.


 


Let’s take each one briefly in turn.


(1) We miss out on being here, in the present moment


Just occasionally, we manage to be so wonderfully absorbed in the present moment that all anxious thought subsides, and we relax into the sheer good news of being here, now.


Perhaps you can think of a time when this happened to you: when you were swimming on a hot day in a pool or river and it was truly enlivening; or you were playing sport, and were ‘in the zone’; or you were out for a walk and turned a corner to catch a truly awe-inspiring sight.


Those times are rare, though wonderful. And I’m sure our childhood memories are often so vivid because we were better then at being in the present moment without all that re-living or pre-living (in a sense, it’s only natural, as we had less to plan for or to worry about). So if we close our eyes to summon a positive childhood memory – try it now, if you like – it is usually one that involves being present.


For me, it’s playing cricket with my brother on a sunny day in the school summer holidays; or sledging in the woods on a dusky snow-filled late afternoon; or standing for what would seem like hours watching butterflies land on the purple blooms of buddleia in the back garden.


It might be building a den in the woods.


Or making sandcastles on a beach.


Or constructing a Lego palace.


*  *  *


If you are able to summon a similar memory of being present, why not pause for a moment, to give thanks for it, before you move on. Gratitude and appreciation are crucial ingredients when it comes to our own human flourishing.


*  *  *


The good news is that such vivid memories don’t have to stay locked away gathering dust, because the present is – by its very definition – forever here, ready and willing to enfold us again within this eternal flow of ‘now’. If we let it.


Perhaps we misunderstand nostalgia. It’s not just that we yearn for the good old days: something deep within our soul reminds us that the beauty of the present, which we enjoyed so vividly as children, is still within reach.


(2) We live reactively at the demand of our ego


When our mental chatter draws us away from the present moment, we can deprive ourselves of the chance to live intentionally. It’s like an internal monologue, which might tell us that we’re about to make a fool of ourselves in public, or that we don’t have what it takes, or that we need to look busy (or else!); whatever it’s saying, this voice can quickly and easily become our default setting, because it’s so all pervasive; and we can get so used to it that we end up living much of our life at its behest, without ever fully realising it, reacting unconsciously to its fears and insecurities.


We call this the voice of our ego. And if you want to identify it, just stop to notice when thoughts stream into your head that seem to be controlling, competing, or jealously comparing you to others. Your ego loves to make constant comparisons, so that you are driven to compete for, and to defend, your place in life. Often, too, you will experience a physiological reaction to the mental chatter, as stress rises within you, or you tense up.


*  *  *


(Pause to notice, for a few moments, whether you have any physical stress or tension in your body. It’s easy to go through much of the day with a furrowed brow or a clenched jaw without even realising it. If you locate some physical tension, spend a minute or two relaxing your body before you read on.)


*  *  *


The voice of our ego – which loves to replay the comments once made by those in authority over us, and to mix them in with our own insecurities – takes control and we can end up acting almost exclusively upon the information it supplies, instead of allowing our actions to be informed by, and to flow from, a deeper source within. Soul.


True, we may not be like those typically big, boastful personalities we associate with having ‘ego’; we may not feel forever driven to buy the flashier car or the bigger house. Yet our lives, nevertheless, are often just as affected by the ego’s subtly insecure messages, which can leave us feeling worried, jealous, in fear of missing out, useless, and the rest. The background noise is tiresome, too; it keeps us awake at night. So we might drink too much to quieten the chatter. Or keep talking, to drown it out. Or stay busy so that we don’t have to stop to consider it.


For as long as we act from our ego, then our life will, to a lesser or greater extent, involve controlling, competing and comparing; and, if we’re all doing it, the world can feel like an unsettling and dissatisfying and sometimes dangerous place in which to live.


All the while, the option remains: of moving beyond these self-imposed limitations, to cultivate a deeper awareness of who we really are and what we can truly offer the world around us.


(3) We judge our life continually, with narrow and prematurely made-up minds


Here is the great loss: that if our lives are predominantly informed by the restless chatter of our insecure minds and the feelings they provoke, then we can cease to see the world around us, or our role within it, with any sense of child-like wonder or curiosity. We can narrow the possibilities or potential of our life, pre-judging situations and second-guessing what others are thinking (especially about us).


The upshot is that we live reactively, by pushing things away or pulling them tightly towards us, according to what we believe about any given situation.


When I pick my children up from school, my natural inclination is to ask them, ‘How was your day?’ To which one usually replies, ‘Wonderful!’ and the other, ‘Awful.’ But in even asking them this question, I am already teaching them to judge what they experience according to whether they like it or not. A life- or business-coach, who is trained to ask incisive, open questions, might perhaps alternatively wonder: ‘What happened today? What did you learn? What did you notice? How did you grow?’


When we define each moment according to whether it’s good or bad, and whether we like it or not, it becomes harder to see life, and our place within it, with eyes wide open. With our unconscious thought patterns – what we repeatedly tell ourselves about the world and other people and about what’s coming next – we can thus diminish our sense of who we are and what we can bring of ourselves to the world, and we can end up facing much of life in the brace position, as if the plane is about to crash, instead.


Waking up


So it matters that we wake up to this, and try to stay more fully awake! Not just physically, at the start of each day, but to the gift of life that is ours to receive within every waking moment; and to the gift of being present, which we probably thought we’d left behind in childhood.


The positive alternative to mindlessness, then, is to become mindful. And the practice of mindfulness, which we’ll consider now, is important, as it helps us to break up the mental chatter, and those patterns of insecure, judgemental thinking, so that we can give another voice – the voice of soul – the chance to speak. Mindfulness is, in fact, one of the most helpful ways of awakening, and staying awake, at our disposal, and one of the most effective ways to cope with, and to begin to counter, the world of ego that we are born into.


I said that the strength of mindfulness lies in its simplicity, clarity and effectiveness. Jon Kabat-Zinn4, the man who is credited with developing mindfulness practice in an accessible and credible way for the Western world (and who founded the world-famous mindfulness-based stress reduction programme), defines it like this:


 


Mindfulness means


paying attention in a particular way;


on purpose,


in the present moment,


and non-judgmentally.


 


Which is elegantly simple.


Elsewhere, he describes it as ‘wakefulness and open-hearted presence’.


If you could live your own life more fully awake, with open-hearted presence, think what difference it could make to the world around you.


Try this


At the close of this chapter, why not try to do something really simple, such as making and drinking a cup of tea or coffee, in a mindful way. That is, paying attention to the process – ‘on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally’.


One handy tip is to slow the process down a little, so that you are not rushing through it automatically. As the kettle boils, you might try taking a few slower, deeper breaths. Don’t rush off to do something else meanwhile. Take the chance to pause. When you are ready to drink it, notice its warmth, its taste. Try not to think about everything else you have to do. (It will all be there for you when you get back to it.) And savour this moment, because it is precious.
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How mindful practice can prepare us for the soulful life


You may just have enjoyed one of the best cups of tea you’ve had for a long time.


And you may also be experiencing a small but significant sense of restoration, simply through taking your time, and pausing to taste your drink, and, in a way, taste your life again. The good thing is, this doesn’t cost very much either. (Although we do need to be brave enough to stop properly in the first place, which always costs us something.)


There are many creative ways to practise being ‘wakeful with open-hearted presence’, and we’ll consider a few simple and effective ones to try now. The bedrock is meditation, a word that may evoke unhelpful connotations for you; but meditation needn’t be all ‘joss-sticks and whale-music’, as a friend of mine recently and rather sceptically described it. Instead, it’s something that any of us can practise in a common-sense way.


Professor Mark Williams5, Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology at Oxford University, and one of the most helpful proponents of mindfulness, describes it as this: ‘Calmly abiding in the present moment.’ Which is a very good way of putting it indeed. Calmly abiding in the present moment. Once again, we don’t have to make it much more complicated than that.


Calmly abiding


Of course, it’s not always easy to abide calmly in the present moment, much as though we may like the sound of it. Our mind is quickly distracted, which is what puts most of us off sitting still in the first place. So there are techniques that can help us, and the most common is to use our breath as a focal point, or anchor.


So try this:


Sit peacefully, intentionally, for a few minutes. It helps to shut the door and to create a safe and quiet environment for yourself, free from distractions. Sit comfortably, with your back straight, and feet on the floor.


When you are ready, focus your attention on your breathing. Simply notice your breathing in, and your breathing out. You are not trying to achieve anything more than just noticing your breath. You are sitting still for the sake of it, aware of your breathing.


After a short while, you may notice that your mind has started to wander – and has led you off on a train of thought. That’s OK. Use this as an opportunity to bring your attention gently back to your breathing, and to continue.


Do this each time you find you are ‘lost in thought’. But don’t worry, and don’t feel frustrated with yourself; it’s not a competition to sit for the longest time without mental chatter. Instead, aim to be compassionate with yourself each time you notice that your mind has wandered. In this way, compassion will grow within you, both towards yourself and others. And you will learn, as you go, to be less judgemental – especially because the person we are usually most judgemental with is our own self.


Instead, then, you’ll become more objectively aware of where your mind tends to take you, and what it tends to focus on. And so, through meditation – through this process of calmly abiding – we can begin to notice both what and how we are thinking, and to identify the insecure voice of our ego, and, in time, to find a place of quiet assurance beyond it.


The benefits of meditation and mindful practice


‘Numerous psychological studies’, writes Professor Williams, ‘have shown that regular meditators are happier and more content than average.’ It’s not just about feeling good, however; positive emotions are linked to a longer and healthier life, and so the medical ramifications that follow on naturally are measurable.


Anxiety, depression and irritability tend to decrease with meditation; memory can improve, reaction times speed up, relationships can strengthen, stress can decrease significantly, the immune system benefits, and meditation can even be effective in reducing the impact of conditions such as chronic pain and cancer, Williams suggests – as well as helping to relieve drug and alcohol dependency.


Of course, you don’t have to wait until you are clinically ill to practise mindful meditation – the point is to check in with yourself little and often, especially to break up the compulsive patterns of thinking that can unhelpfully determine our reactions and diminish us in the process. Mindful practice helps us to stand back from our thoughts and feelings: to gain perspective in the midst of the action.


On training courses, I have led all sorts of different people (including roomfuls of sceptical senior managers) into periods of twenty minutes’ silence, which is both a privilege and a challenge. While some remain bemused, most seem to appreciate the opportunity, for once, to sit in stillness without fiddling with a phone or being constantly interrupted. It can feel odd to start with, especially if you’re sitting in silence with others; but push through that initial pain barrier and you soon find that you can settle into the process, to discover a different quality of space opening up around you: a space that was there all along if you had but paused to notice it. I’ve had people I’ve trained telling me that they still, some years on, make sure they ‘press pause’ regularly, to draw deeply again from that well of stillness.


*  *  *


A word of warning on how we view the benefits, however, before we continue. It is easy to fixate so much on what mindfulness can do for me that it ends up reducing the process to a mere self-help quick-fix – or even, dare I say, to a tool we can use for our exclusive advantage when we need it most. In the worst case, we can co-opt mindfulness to serve our ego; to manage our stress levels, for example, as we continue to clamber ever higher over others on the way to the top.


But that is to miss the point entirely. Mindfulness is not a tool to help us to conquer the world without getting too stressed. Instead, it quietens the anxious mind – and in those brief moments of respite, we remember something more of who we were, and who we are, and who we can be. This truly matters.


We remember that we are not our ego . . . and that there is more, far more, to us than the mindless, automatic and unconscious patterns of compulsive thinking that so often drive our behaviour and fool us into living small. The mindful principles we have just considered, and the practices we will explore in the following pages (which are not exclusively the domain of mindfulness, but are shared by contemplatives the world over), take us to a profound and beautiful threshold, I believe, where, with quietened minds, we are better able, finally, to hear the gentle but compelling whisper of the soul.
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Consciousness discipline – and the way the brain takes us deeper


Some practitioners refer to meditation as ‘consciousness discipline’ – not just because the word ‘meditation’ can put some people off, but also because it helps to explain something more fully about what’s going on with the brain during the process.


Meditation can take us into deeper consciousness, which in turn can help us to reconnect with what’s within us – our unique, inner aliveness – as well as what’s without: especially that mysterious sense of aliveness or ‘presence’ that comes from life itself, through nature and culture, through other people, and from God; a presence that we’re often oblivious to, but that is there to experience, nonetheless, and that we connect with more effectively when we are at a deeper level of consciousness.


It’s hard, of course, to describe presence, but it’s as though someone else is close by, even if you can’t see them. You sense the presence, you tune in to it, and while you can’t see it, it feels real enough, all the same. I’ve come to believe that it’s there all the time, even when it doesn’t feel like it; instead, it’s me that isn’t present to it, when I’m busy or distracted. (I love the way that the phrase ‘God is nowhere’ becomes, with the gentle tap of a space bar, ‘God is now here’. It is when I take the time to pause and to open up a little gap that I sense God’s presence most clearly.)


*  *  *


Developments in neuroscience are now providing us with a better understanding, almost daily it seems, of how practices such as meditation and stillness can help us not just to cope better, but to access more of our innate capacity, intelligence and potential. (They can also help us to understand why spiritual practitioners – such as monks, for example – have for millennia woven regular times of meditation and stillness into rhythms of work and communal activity.)


It may sound ‘heavy’ to speak of attaining deeper levels of consciousness, but we actually experience these all the time; the trick with meditation or ‘consciousness discipline’ is simply to find those deeper levels more intentionally, and so to bring extra facets of our being, such as deeper wisdom, creativity, empathy and intu­ition, to the surface more effectively.


Broadly speaking, we operate at four levels of consciousness, and for each level, there is a particular brain-wave that is most active: beta, alpha, theta or delta. (Brain-waves are created by synchronised electrical pulses from masses of neurons communicating with each other, and are detected by electroencephalogram or EEG machines, which measure the brain’s electrical activity from just above the scalp.)
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