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BEAUTIFUL WORDS FOR THE MIND


Each book offers stories and ideas about creating daily habits that are kind to the mind, whether through our connection with nature, our creativity or everyday tasks, or simply knowing and feeling more accepting of ourselves. The books stretch the mind and soul, so that we may colour outside the lines, experience the moments of wonder that are right there in front of us and occasionally venture out of our safe harbours.


Department Store for the Mind is an exciting new creative venture offering a place to explore the world inside your head: a vast and unique terrain of thoughts, ideas, emotions and memories.


www.deptstoreforthemind.com
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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 in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


Swirling beneath the feet of all we do is the vulnerable foundation of our self-belief. The simple act of liking ourselves is the mortar binding the bricks that build our resilience and capacity to cope with whatever life throws at us.


More than that, we want to live a life that’s more than functional. We want a life where a steady calm rests within us, and we can enjoy and, indeed, ride the tidal ebb and flow of emotions that are the essence of the human condition.


There is a wealth of research, practice and thinking that can help us to achieve self-acceptance. Some is easy to discover and understand, while some is buried within more complicated language. This book aims to make this wisdom easy to see, easy to understand and, most importantly, easy to put into action.


Within these pages you will find stories from thinkers, writers, psychologists and documentary makers who know what it is to begin to understand and accept yourself as you are. They are all still travelling on their personal journeys and share a chapter of a yet-to-be-completed story.


In a world where so much of the noise around us suggests we are not good enough as we are and that we must seek to change, these accounts try to do something different. They aim to invite a stroll into the complex pathways of the mind to discover the beauty of our own quirky individuality.


As we become more adept at feeling good about our idiosyncrasies, we may become more able to warm to the same funny ways in others. Through tending ourselves, we may go some way to tending our world.


Each chapter offers suggestions and ideas about how to create simple daily habits. Some ideas might work for you, others may pass you by. This is perfectly fine, as there is plenty for each reader to discover a little gem to make their own.
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CHAPTER 1


START HERE AS YOU ARE


Slowing down to tune in


Ruth Williams | Department Store for the Mind






What if shivers of fear, sinking sensations of dread, the urge to hide away from the world just made you smile?


What if you could roll with it when the average daily ups and downs came and went?


What if something inside your noggin said “It’s just part of you, that feeling. Be curious about it. Get to know it. Explore it. Give it colour. Give it sound. Give it smell! Yes, smell… Relish the moment. Hold the moment for as long as you want to. Give it the time it needs.”


It’s slow living for the mind.


When we slow down we create the space to accept, notice and just let the worry and intensity go.


When we speed up, making ourselves busy and filling every moment with activity, it affects how our brains work. A busy brain with no space to relax and reflect has difficulty seeing the bigger picture.


Most of slow living is good for the mind. This book is an indulgence of the mind first of all. It begins with the mind, rather than the impacts on the mind being the by-product.


Why?
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Simply, because, when we do something consciously, it sticks in our thinking. Have you ever heard someone say the following about presenting to an audience?


•   Tell them what you’re going to say or do.


•   Say or do it.


•   Finish by telling them what you’ve said and done.


When we start and end with the mind (in mind) we do the same thing. We focus the mind to learn in a certain way. Do the activity. Then reflect to reinforce it, make it stick. And…it works! That’s because it reflects how the brain builds its connections: repetition and reinforcement – rewalking our mental pathways – makes them stronger.


Take the idea of beginning a new regime – a morning 15-minute run. Just going out there and running is going to be good for your overall health, reducing stress and giving your body a boost. But to super-charge the benefits for your mind, it’s worth making a little time to reflect beforehand on where your mind is, how you are feeling and what background noise is running through your head today. During the run, bring your attention to these observations again and notice any changes. At the end of the run and during the following few hours, check in again on these three things. Over time, as you continue with this practice you will naturally draw attention to the benefits for the mind and, in doing so, begin consciously to enhance their impact.


KINDNESS
This book is all about a way to be kind to yourself. A way to show self-compassion. It’s a bit like being a coach for yourself. A great coach won’t tell you that you’re right or wrong, they will just listen carefully. They will show you that they are listening and ask questions gently and slowly. They’ll explore and discover with you. They will look for new angles with you, sometimes just to be curious. They won’t push to a solution. Throughout this book we will explore how to do the same thing for yourself.


When Zen Buddhists reach a state of nirvana they are in a place free of judgment. Most of us won’t reach that spot quite yet. What we can become aware of is when we make judgments about ourselves and others. Once we’ve raised this awareness we can start having an inner chat or dialogue with our judgments. As we do this we can find ways to challenge or release them. This book explores all kinds of ways to do this. Some will resonate with you, perhaps, we hope, with earth-moving, toe-tingling, light-bulb-illuminating revelation; others might pass you by or even annoy you slightly. This is fine – there is plenty of advice within these pages. Something for everyone.


“IT’S JUST PART OF YOU, THAT FEELING. BE CURIOUS ABOUT IT. GET TO KNOW IT. EXPLORE IT. GIVE IT COLOUR. GIVE IT SOUND. GIVE IT SMELL! YES, SMELL… RELISH THE MOMENT. HOLD THE MOMENT FOR AS LONG AS YOU WANT TO. GIVE IT THE TIME IT NEEDS.”


HOW IT STARTED FOR ME
A beautiful, curious little boy came into my life. He made me laugh until my sides really ached; he made me cry with overwhelming bafflement; and he demanded that I revisit the idea of who I was in a way that wasn’t too comfortable. Through all this he barely noticed me.


Gyan was autistic, and severely autistic at that. He looked liked any other six-year-old, if the glance was swift. Yet there was far more going on. He showed little interest in forming relationships with anyone, had a strong desire to control and engaged in many repetitious patterns of behaviour. As a first-year undergraduate student, studying Psychology and Drama, I was fascinated.


The Option Institute in the US, led by Barry and Samahria Lyte Kaufman, was working with Gyan and his family, and I signed up to be part of a kind of play-therapy team. We were trained by Gyan’s strong, intelligent, inspirational mum, Zenobia. The essence of what we did was to be with Gyan, in a specially designed playroom, and join him in whatever he did. He led and we copied, exactly. Our job was to immerse ourselves entirely in what he was doing, mirroring every movement, sound, gesture and even eye direction. However, this was just what you saw. The golden heart of this mind-blowing work was about intention – what you were thinking. The intentions we aspired to included:


•   I am free to choose my intention (I have a choice about what I think and feel).


•   I am totally absorbed by our play together (I let all the background stuff go and, in doing so, gradually become more present in the moment).


•   I release judgments as they come and go through my mind.


I struggled with this third one. It wound me up to a point of feeling frustrated and a bit angry. How could you be a human being, going about life day to day, making decisions and keeping safe, without making judgments?
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JUDGING JUDGMENTS!
It took some time, perhaps years, but definitely months, for the penny to drop for me about what releasing judgment really meant. Here is how I see the difference:


Judgments:


•   Fast food is bad.


•   Blonde hair is best.


•   My argument is right.


Observations (in this case considered to be free of judgments):


•   Fast food gives me tummy ache.


•   Blonde hair is popular.


•   My argument is based on what I have seen and believe. Yours is based on your own experience. It’s probably going to be different because our lives have been different.


This difference between judgment and observation is subtle but crucial. When we observe and notice what happens without jumping to judge, we can see more, it’s liberating.


It’s liberating because when we judge we decide certain things are right for us and other things are wrong. We then feel the need to act on these judgments in some way and, in doing so, we run the risk of closing our minds to other options or to other people and our connection with them. It seems painfully obvious, but letting go of judgments keeps your options open and the world feeling more interesting and less scary. The beauty in the detail is less likely to pass you by when your mind is open.


Letting go of judging does so much more, though, for your mindset and daily interactions. In my experience, people almost smell judgment on you, with a power equal to that with which they sense acceptance and honest interest. Perhaps it’s somehow evident from the words we use and the behaviours we portray. I feel it is something more, maybe something that in time science will be able to measure – after all, evidence for it is everywhere. We could call it intention, as psychologists do, but this word lacks clarity and depth for me. It’s belief in part, but it’s more than this, too. It’s how we feel about ourselves as well as what we believe and intend for our world, yet it’s still more than this. It’s what we see and seek to see in that first moment when we make eye contact with another person. When it’s positive, curious and accepting, people share with you the most amazing things. When you seek to see their inner turmoil, insight and journey and the beauty of it all, then they know you are looking and their inner selves speak to you. I find this often happens without conscious processing on the part of either person. The experience lies at the centre of discovering meaningful connection. It has the potential to unearth a grounding wave of calm and a sense of peace and enduring happiness.


IN OR OUT?
As humans, we do use judgments for well-intended reasons, too. We make judgments to show we are part of a particular group, sometimes by rejecting individuals from another group. This is something we needed to do in prehistoric times when threats and dangers meant that being part of a group equalled safety and a better chance of staying alive.


Take the fast-food example given earlier. If I decide fast food is bad I would be likely to inwardly, and probably outwardly, think and say negative things about people who eat a lot of fast food. In doing so, I become part of a group who see themselves as making better eating choices. The group is formed by criticizing people who eat more fast food, and the bonds are strengthened by the level of vigour and commitment that this criticism takes. The question is: Is being part of a group that is formed and bolstered by being critical of others who are “not like them” a happy place to be?


Groups formed through shared negative judgments of others carry a level of risk: you could be the target of criticism by the group at any point and move to being outside, rather than within, the inner circle. Fear of this weakens the chance for genuine constructive connections between the group members. We are familiar with the idea of the high-school “popular” group and what happens to the outsiders. What we often don’t see is how we can act similarly, but on a low-level, daily basis without realizing it. Be vigilant for moments when you offer a negative judgment. If you do catch yourself, consider for a moment the broader ripples that may come from this.


Social psychologists study this behaviour through what is known as social identity theory, which looks at how people construct membership of groups, maintain them over time and the many and varied consequences of group behaviour. There are studies that show how groups form through focusing on their differences to other groups and the negative consequences this can bring. But it is also worth noticing other research, such as that by Tajfel and Turner in 2004, that show how groups can form in a more positive way and in their activities look for similarities and connections (not differences) with other groups. This second version is a more hopeful idea of groups, where the focus is on discovering shared interests and connecting to others rather than excluding them. It is an idea we teach children when we ask them to share, listen to others and not leave others out of play and games. It offers a way to be within a group without the focus being on exclusion. It is, again, a departure from negative judgment of others. These groups are arguably safer for their members as there is a fluidity to the identity of the members where alternative and other influences are of interest. You can be within the group, openly different and still accepted.


BEING PRESENT
Back to my work with Gyan. In the playroom, or maybe after my sessions, it slowly dawned on me that I was stuck in my own head. Before this point I felt quite self-assured that I could think and talk my way out of most things. And, to be honest, into most things, too, if that’s where I was trying to be. The head place just didn’t work here. It was as though Gyan knew I was thinking, anticipating and evaluating rather than just getting into the play. The focus on being only in my head created a block between us.


So, here was all this head stuff about intention from the programme leaders and yet, in a kind of contradictory fashion, it seemed to boil down to letting go of the thinking. Fortunately, I just had to get on and do it, be with him, totally absorbed in his world. Perhaps that’s what most children need from their play companions and Gyan was no exception. Children love it when adults play without inhibition, immersed in the game, just as the children do themselves. By just playing and being fully committed to the playing, the head-focused stuff was released. I was present.


Words often got in the way of connected play, so I was left with my body and my senses. I learned to feel the walls and tap with specific spots on my hands as Gyan did. I learned to listen intently to the pace, intonation and volume of the sounds he made and re-create them. I learned to smell, pause and imagine as he did when aromas of Grandma’s cooking drifted into his playroom. I learned to look at, stare and gaze into the details of fluff balls, dots on the wall, marks on the board and see the detail he saw. In short, I was using my senses.


At the start of these sessions, it felt foreign, embarrassing and uncomfortable. In time, though, it became more my therapy than his. Such playing made the stresses of life drift away. An escape into a more honest world. A world of sensing over thinking. I felt more present.


It was fascinating to discover that the way out of the anxiety in my mind was through awakening the senses and being more “in my body”. This was hugely attractive to me as it was simple and more immediate than any talking therapy.


“IT WAS FASCINATING TO DISCOVER THAT THE WAY OUT OF THE ANXIETY IN MY MIND WAS THROUGH AWAKENING THE SENSES AND BEING MORE IN MY BODY”


These two lessons were so simple, yet so radical for me: releasing judgment and using all the senses to be present. Two decades on, it still astounds me how powerfully these two gems create connection.


More importantly, though, when I did this in the playroom the magic happened: Gyan responded. The whole point of our work was to build social connection for Gyan first. When we joined him in this immersive fashion we entered his world, came alongside him and made human connection as inviting to him as it can get. Imagine, a friend really seeing things from your viewpoint and totally wanting to do whatever you really enjoy, with you. That was who we wanted to be for him. We learned how to be that person for ourselves and for others in the process. Totally present and free of judgment. With you “as you are”.


So, this book is simple – it explores being with you as you are in all different aspects of daily life. It’s an exploration of being free of internal and external judgment. It’s an antidote to the potential damage of social media and life within a competitive society, where comparison and its consequences are far too often the thieves of joy.


THE OPPOSITE OF SOMETHING
Sometimes exploring the opposite of something makes it easier to understand what it is. When I think about being fully immersed in being “as you are”, this is the polar opposite to what’s known as a deficit orientation.


The first time I read the phrase “deficit orientation”, I re-read it then looked it up online. I tried to explain it several times to other people and by about the third time I got it! It’s a complicated but wonderful phrase. So, here is my distilled and tested explanation of a deficit orientation:


An orientation is the direction in which we focus and what we are looking toward. A deficit is something missing, incorrect, at fault, something less than right.


So, what’s the opposite of a deficit orientation?


Simply, it’s focusing on what works, what’s going well and how to build on it. It’s not ignoring what isn’t going so well. Instead, when we look at everything, we notice what’s happening and focus on how to improve it. It’s a big part of positive psychology, a domain of psychology founded by Martin Seligman. It sits alongside mindfulness to an extent, but it leans more toward positive judgment rather than a suspension of judgment. Positive psychology is radical. I find it liberating because, for me, it’s a shift away from looking at mental health in terms of problems and difficulties and what’s not working (often termed pathology). Instead, it encourages us to build and grow the aspects of human character that create happiness, freedom, connection and peace. Examining and addressing the pathology might still be useful, but essentially positive psychology says this is not the only way.
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