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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.





PART 1


BEFORE YOU BEGIN
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INTRODUCTION


If you are new to meditation, you will feel comfortable here. And if you are an experienced meditator, you may find renewed inspiration. Whether you are a beginner or have been meditating for some time, this book offers you a broad collection of simple, effective meditations for enriching your daily life and deepening your spiritual practice. All are clearly explained, with easy-to-follow instructions.


For each entry, you will find a short explanation and its unique benefits in bullet form. Below that you will find a paragraph or two with further information followed by a shaded box with clear, step-by-step instructions on how to do the meditation including the best time to practise, and how to prepare.
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The book is organized according to how the meditations can help you. For example, meditations for calming and centring feature in the first section. These practices lower your stress levels and help you feel balanced and centred in your body and mind. If you have a tough day at work or you are simply feeling overwhelmed by your kids, your spouse and endless lists of things to do, these meditations will help you calm down and return to sanity. But before you start, you will be introduced to basic breath meditation, the original meditation taught by the Buddha 2,500 years ago. This ancient form of meditation is a great starting point if you are new to meditation. Because breath meditation is so powerful and effective, it is the basis for many of the other meditations collected here.


Meditations for living mindfully follow the introduction. If you are feeling distracted and out of touch, if you are doing too many things at once, these meditations will help you be more mindful of what you are doing, and thinking. A meditation on doing the dishes will teach you how to be mindful of every aspect of a task. You will learn that slowing down and practising mindfulness will enrich your life and ultimately makes you more productive.


Meditation is a very powerful tool for healing body, mind and spirit and this aspect is featured next. Here you will learn to use the power of visualization to promote healing and prevent illness. If you struggle with addictions, if you have unhealed childhood trauma or you suffer from depression, you will find a great variety of meditations to help you on your healing journey. Try meditating on a great old tree to regain your physical health after illness, or try visualizing the female Buddha Tara as she heals your fears and grants you longevity.
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You will discover that meditation is not just sitting on a cushion – you can meditate on the move. Try walking a labyrinth, whirling like a Dervish or sweeping your floor as meditative practice. You will learn how to turn anything you do into a meditation for improving your life and deepening your spirituality. If you are a couch potato this section is for you.


We all want to be loving and compassionate, but it takes effort and practise. Meditations for love and compassion bring these concepts into your consciousness and help you to manifest them in your daily life. Learn the very powerful and beautiful Tibetan Buddhist practice of tonglen for generating love and compassion for yourself and others. You will find meditations on overcoming prejudice, understanding true love and exploring your heart chakra.


If you are in debt, if you need help but have trouble asking for assistance or you are faced with an ethical dilemma, let the problem-solving meditations support you in facing your difficulties. When you feel your problems are insurmountable, meditation can help you overcome your anxiety and discover creative, effective ways to remedy your situation.


Meditations for manifesting your dreams are explored. Through focused attention and visualization, you can engage your mind and heart in creating the life you want. You may want to clear out your past to make room for the new; you may visualize clearly the work you would like to do or manifest your dreams for the benefit of every one on the planet. You will learn that meditation can be a powerful tool for making your dreams come true.


Connecting to the Divine through meditation completes our exploration of this ancient practice. Meditations inspired by a variety of spiritual traditions, both Eastern and Western, help you to experience the Sacred. There is no requirement for faith or belief. Let these meditations introduce you to or deepen your own notion of something or some being, greater than yourself. Taste your own potential for spiritual growth.
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WHAT IS MEDITATION?
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You may think that meditation is an exotic practice connected with Eastern religions. Or you may think it has to do with a special sitting posture, requiring your legs to be folded pretzel-like and your hands arranged in strange ways. You may think it has to do with being ‘holy’. Fortunately, none of the above is true.


Meditation is simply making a choice to focus your mind on something. In fact, reading a book is a form of meditation, as is watching a movie or advertising on TV. Thinking about your argument with your spouse this morning and the pile of work awaiting you at the office as you drive to work is meditation. Listening to a CD is meditation. Focusing carefully on which bunch of bananas to buy is a form of meditation.


Your mind and your external reality are in a constant state of flux. Every second of your life you are creating or constructing your reality through what you think about and what you take in from your environment. Over time you develop habits regarding what you think as well as habits regarding what you take in. For example, you may find that you are a worrier and like to watch violent crime programmes on TV. You may find that you fantasize about what you would like your life to be and read romantic novels on a daily basis. Since you are meditating all the time, the question is, ‘what are you choosing to meditate on?’.


Many spiritual traditions utilize this tendency of human beings – always to be thinking, taking in information and creating experiences – to help create better lives. As long as you are always thinking, they conclude, why not consciously focus your mind on positive and beneficial subjects? Why not use meditation to learn how your mind and emotions work and develop positive habits of mind, body and spirit? In this way you can develop your potential as a human being – mentally, physically and spiritually.


Practise for a happier life


Meditation is not mystical, otherworldly or inaccessible. It is not reserved for the ‘elite’ nor those steeped in knowledge of Eastern or alternative religions. Meditation is very down-to-earth and practical and it is available to everyone regardless of what religion you currently practise. Although many of the meditations are inspired by ancient and modern spiritual traditions, none requires faith or belief. If you have no spiritual practice, or do not believe in a god or higher power, try these meditations with the motivation of simply creating a happier life for yourself.


You can meditate by simply creating special time consciously to focus your mind in positive and helpful ways, but it helps to have some direction and guidance as to how to do this. After trying out some of the meditation techniques found here, you will discover what feels right for you; from this you can create an ongoing meditation practice of your own. If you want to learn more, find a meditation teacher who will help you deepen and strengthen your practice. A teacher will often have a group of students associated with his or her practice. Besides having ongoing meditation instruction, you will have the support and companionship of your fellow students.


This book provides a variety of meditations to get you started. It also introduces a variety of meditation techniques. Try to be aware of which techniques you are using and how they work for you. You may find you are more comfortable with some and less with others. Or you may like to use a variety of techniques in your ongoing meditation practice. The techniques fall into four basic categories.


Focusing


In the first meditation technique, you focus your mind on an object. That object can be something external – a candle, an image of a Buddha or a picture of Christ, a flower – or an internal object such as your breath or heartbeat. The purpose of this technique is to quiet your mind of its constant thinking and attain a measure of peace. Focusing on an object helps you calm and centre yourself and stabilizes your mind. As a side benefit, because you will find it difficult to stop thinking totally, you will observe patterns in your thinking and your emotions, which will help you learn more about yourself. Focusing during meditation helps you focus on whatever you want in the rest of your life. It helps ready your mind for other forms of meditation.
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Thinking


Instead of avoiding thought in order to calm, stabilize and focus your mind, in these meditations you think about a topic. You may be asked to think about a problem you are having, possibly some difficulty you have with anger. You might think about some virtue you want to develop, such as loving kindness or patience; or the fact that you and everything else in the universe is connected. You meditate on a topic by thinking about it in a focused way, with the intention of creating a positive change in yourself. In this way you train your mind to be more positive.
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Visualizing


Many of the meditations will ask you to visualize something, to create a picture in your mind. Visualizing helps you create your reality, manifest your desires and intentions, change your behaviour and even alter your body processes. For example, in the Tara meditations you visualize a female Buddha who removes your fears and heals your illness. Visualizing is a very powerful tool in the meditator’s tool kit. Don’t worry if you feel you have a hard time seeing a picture in your mind’s eye. With a little practise your visualizing skills will improve over time.
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Experiencing


In some of the meditations you will be guided through a process and asked to experience whatever comes up for you. For instance, in one meditation you work with a partner and learn to remove barriers to your friendship and intimacy. In another, you are asked to experience your senses by focusing intensely on a piece of ripe fruit.


Each meditation will employ one or more of these techniques. It is important to remember that meditation techniques are a means to an end and not an end in themselves. They are not meant to foster competition or aggression. You may become very good at focusing your mind and be able to sit for hours with rock-solid focus on your breath. You may become a spiritual athlete of sorts. But if you don’t use your ability to focus on becoming a positive, kinder, more compassionate person, then you will have missed the point.


So remember to set your motivation before you meditate. You might say: ‘I would like to meditate today to help myself become a happier, kinder person so I may be of service to myself and others.’ When you have completed your meditation, you might add: ‘I dedicate my efforts for my highest benefit and for the highest benefit of all others.’ These meditation ‘bookends’ will greatly enhance your meditation sessions.





WHY MEDITATE?


There is a reason why meditation has been practised in many cultures for thousands of years – because its benefits are almost too numerous to mention. In all areas – physical, mental, emotional, psychological and spiritual – meditation has the potential to ease your suffering and help you create a better life. But time is at a premium for most of us so you may ask ‘is it really worth it for me to meditate?’ The answer is a resounding ‘yes’.


Meditate for better health


Simply meditating on your breath can lower your blood pressure, slow your heart rate and ease your anxiety. Meditation, as an adjunct to traditional or alternative medical treatment, can help you heal from various illnesses such as cancer and heart disease. It can help you manage pain and prevent illness by helping you to stay physically balanced and healthy. It creates contentment, peace and joy, which all help to ease your state of mind and in turn, help promote longevity.


Meditate to sharpen your mind


Start with the meditations in the first section, then use your sharpened and stabilized mind to enhance your meditations for healing, self-development and spiritual realization. You can bring your new-found mental skill and discipline to your work and your family life, making you a more effective boss, worker, spouse, parent and friend. Being able to bring your full attention to a loved one or a child can do wonders for your relationships. Having the ability to focus and concentrate under heavy deadlines at work will make life easier for you and your co-workers.
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Meditate to be more aware of your body and mind


Because you have so much stimulation from electronic media, over work, shopping and other entertainment, you may find you have trouble paying attention. Attention Deficit Disorder is on the rise with adults who live in fast-paced urban areas. If you feel overloaded you may ‘shut down’ as a way of coping with more than you can handle. As a result of multi-tasking and rushing all the time, you may find you are losing the ability to be mindful or fully aware. Try mindfulness meditation if you want to enliven your senses and enrich your life. Learn to live your life in the present and to appreciate the life that you have.


Meditate to balance your emotions


It is easy to develop a problem with anger because of a stressful life. Working long hours, with costs rising for everything, it is no wonder you feel on edge and get angry at the drop of a hat. World upheaval and unrest can contaminate your life with fear. Or you may have a tendency to be jealous and resentful of the success of others. Meditate if you want to stay conscious of your emotions and monitor your emotional patterns. You may find that some of the meditations help you to transform negative emotions into positive ones. Having mental peace and less emotional reactivity are just two of the benefits of long-term meditation practice.



Meditate to heal psychological problems


If you have issues you cannot seem to overcome on your own, get professional help. If you want to speed your recovery, meditate to enhance your therapy. If you have addictions, unresolved grief, childhood neglect or trauma or other psychological issues, meditation is a wonderful way to support yourself during the healing process. It helps you to make friends with yourself and let go of self-hate. If you have problems with procrastination at work or relationship difficulties, meditation can help you to overcome these. Let meditation be a great companion on your healing journey, helping you to take responsibility for your own recovery.
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Meditate to contemplate the mysteries of life


If you feel bogged down in the materialistic view of the world that pervades our culture, meditate to transform and transcend it. Meditate if you want to understand the meaning of your life, your destiny, your connectedness to all living beings and the sacredness of reality. Spirituality is an overused word, but its root is ‘spirit’ and refers to the life-force and intelligent energy that pervades the Universe. You can call that force God, Buddha, Christ, Spider Woman or your higher power. Or you can simply be open to the idea that there is more to life than meets the eye. Meditate if you want to access that enlightened mind, so that perhaps you may one day become enlightened yourself.





PREPARATION


You will find that each meditation entry in this book suggests ways to prepare for that particular meditation. However, there are a few things you can do, in general, to prepare yourself for meditation practice.


First among these is to have an open mind. If you are new to meditation, you may find your views challenged by some of the exercises. If you are an experienced meditator, you may find the meditations are different from those you are used to practising.


There is an old Buddhist story called ‘The Three Pots’ that summarizes mental states that may hinder you in having an open mind. You must make sure that your pot (your mind) doesn’t have holes in it, because the information will pass through without you digesting it and making it your own. Likewise, you don’t want your pot to be upside down (or have a closed mind about meditation), because then nothing can get in. And, finally, you don’t want a dirty pot contaminated by preconceived ideas. So the moral of the story is obvious. Whether you are a new meditator or an old hand, prepare yourself by having an open mind and being open to new experiences.


Be willing to let meditation change you. Even if it is positive, change can be scary. For example, if you meditate on love and compassion and your heart opens, you may find you feel more and are more sensitive to the pain of others. At first you may be uncomfortable but you will soon discover that having an open heart is less painful than having a closed one. If you meditate to subdue your anger and find that you have become more patient and tolerant of others, you may have to let go of the old angry self that is a big part of your protection and your identity. But the benefits will far outweigh your temporary discomfort that comes with change.


Prepare your body to make meditation physically easier. Many of the meditations suggest sitting in the traditional cross-legged posture. If you can’t sit cross-legged you can always sit on a chair. But if you want to sit in the traditional way, you may want to prepare yourself with stretching exercises to increase your flexibility. Try the exercise routine outlined in the box.
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Pre-meditation stretches



1 Sit on the floor with your legs extended in front of you. Bending from your waist, try to touch your toes. If you can’t reach them stretch as far as you can. Don’t bounce. Reach slowly forward and release. Repeat five times.


2 Move your extended legs apart into a ‘V’, as wide as is comfortable for you. Reach both hands towards the toes on your left foot then towards your right. Stretch gently, repeating five times on each side.


3 With soles touching, bring both feet towards you as close as you can. Your knees will be off the floor. While holding both feet together, gently push down on your knees with your elbows. Repeat slowly five times.


4 When you finish stretching, massage your legs thoroughly to improve circulation. Spend extra time massaging your feet and knees. Practising this short routine on a daily basis will improve your flexibility over time.





Yoga


One of the best companion practices for meditation, yoga can help stretch and lengthen your entire body, making sitting in meditation much easier. If possible sign up for a class and learn basic poses that you can do at home.


Use relaxation exercises to make the transition from your daily life to your meditation session. Even if you choose to meditate in the morning, you may need to make a conscious separation from the alarm clock, breakfast-making, dressing and getting ready for work routine. If you meditate in the evening, it is especially important to make the transition from work to meditation an easier one. It doesn’t have to take long. Take just a few minutes to relax; making the transition will help your meditation to be more productive.


A great way to relax after work is to listen to calming music. Put on a CD of classical or ‘new age’ music that you find soothing and comforting. Listen to one or two tracks with your eyes closed. Let the day’s stresses recede. When you are ready, move to your meditation cushion and begin your meditation.





The corpse



One of the best relaxation exercises is the yoga posture called the ‘corpse pose’ or savasana.


1 Stretch out on a mat on the floor. Rest your hands, palms upwards, slightly extended from your sides. If it is a bit chilly in the room, cover yourself with a light blanket.


2 Consciously relax every muscle in your body starting with your toes. When you reach the crown of your head, stay in savasana for a few minutes longer.


3 When you are ready, slowly get up and move to your meditation spot and begin your meditation.





[image: illustration]





WHAT YOU WILL NEED


Although not absolutely necessary, there are a few supplies you may want have on hand to make your meditation sessions more comfortable and productive. Most can be found online or in speciality shops or bookstores that carry meditation supplies. You might also try Buddhist or other meditation centres in your community. They often sell meditation supplies to their members and the general public.


Cushion or chair?


Since it is often recommended that you sit to meditate, you might want to consider buying a cushion made especially for meditation. They come in all shapes, sizes and colours, stuffed with a variety of materials, including syrofoam beads and buckwheat shells. Some are even adjustable. It is best to try them out first, if you can, and see what feels best to you.


In addition to your meditation cushion, you may also want to buy smaller support cushions for placing under your knees or ankles if you have pain in those areas.


If you have trouble sitting in the traditional position on the floor on a cushion, you can sit on any regular straight-backed chair. Recently, some companies have produced ‘meditation chairs’ that fall somewhere between a normal chair and a cushion. They are made low to the floor and offer back support. You can sit on them cross-legged if you choose.


Another popular device called a ‘backjack’ allows you to sit on the floor but with support for your back. Companies that make meditation supplies have created a variety of these back support devices. If you have back problems but still want to sit in the traditional style, you may want to explore purchasing one of these.
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Mats


If you buy a meditation cushion, you may want to invest in a larger flat mat, often called a zabuton that goes under your cushion. This serves to raise the cushion a little higher off the ground and also protects your ankles. For relaxation and some meditation poses that require lying flat on the ground, you may want to buy a thin portable yoga mat available at most yoga schools.



Blankets and shawls


If you plan to do relaxation poses, you may want a light blanket to place over yourself to keep you warm. Likewise, if you find yourself sitting for longer periods of time or early in the morning when it might be a little chilly, it is nice to have a blanket or shawl to put around you.


Loose clothing


Try to wear loose clothing when meditating. Avoid wearing a belt, a watch with a tight wristband or any piece of clothing that is binding or restricting in any way. Baggy trousers or a pair of tracksuit bottoms are great and a long loose skirt or caftan will work as well. Some companies make clothing especially for yoga and meditation, and you can find them online.


Prayer beads


Some of the meditations in this book suggest the use of prayer beads. Prayer beads are found in many spiritual traditions and in many cultures around the world. They are used to count the number of times you recite a prayer or mantra. They help connect your physical body to your mind while you are using mantra or prayer recitation as part of your meditation. Buddhist prayer beads are the easiest to find online or in meditation centres. They come in a huge variety of colours and materials, and most have 108 beads. If you don’t want a traditional one, you can find prayer beads that look like a bracelet which you wear on your wrist when not in use.


[image: illustration]


Bells, tingshas and singing bowls


Creating rituals will help you to maintain your practice over time. Beginning and ending your meditation with the sound of a bell or tiny cymbals called tingshas will help you focus and get the most out of your session. Singing bowls are actually a form of bell used by Tibetan Buddhist practitioners. They can be from a few centimetres across to quite large in size. You ring or play them by rubbing a mallet around the rim, making a wonderful resonating sound. An ordinary bell works just as well to begin and end your sessions.
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Timers


Some people find the use of timers too distracting. But if you want to time your meditation, you can use your watch placed within view on the floor in front of you. Or use any clock or kitchen timer. Using a timer in the beginning will help you become accustomed to what a ten-or twenty-minute session feels like.





CONSISTENCY


In order to reap the benefits of meditation, it is important to develop a consistent practice, daily if possible. The ritual of sitting down at the same time and in the same place every day will help make meditation a part of your life, like brushing your teeth or showering in the morning.


In the beginning you may want to sample meditations from each of the eight sections within this book. You will notice that there are suggestions for meditating while driving or doing other daily tasks. While in the exploration stage, feel free to meditate at different times of the day. But try to meditate once a day, regardless of the time or place. After you have explored different forms of meditation, you may find one or two you want to stay with on a long-term basis. At this point, settle on a time and place that is consistent day to day.


The changes, realizations and benefits of meditation accumulate over time. There is no quick fix or instant enlightenment. That is not to say that meditation will not feel good right away. But the more important benefits take place in the long term. They may be subtle or so profound that you will have a hard time describing them.


In the beginning, you may have trouble staying with a daily discipline. You may try a few meditations and then get distracted with other things. You may want to meditate but life seems to get in your way. Given the usual demands of work, home and family, you will have no lack of reasons not to meditate. This is why committing to a daily practice is the best way to approach meditation. Your consistency will sustain you through periods of laziness, busyness or unhappiness with the speed of your progress. Hanging in there will pay off over time. After a while you will find your daily practice comforting and enjoyable, and you wouldn’t miss it for the world.
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SACRED SPACE


Sacred space is a place where you can connect with a world beyond your ordinary, everyday life – a site for meditation, prayer and ritual. This can be a corner of your bedroom set aside for meditation or a special place you create temporarily. If you are lucky enough to have an extra room, make that into your meditation space. But even if you live in a tiny, one-room apartment or live out of your suitcase, you can create sacred space for meditation.


Decide where you would like your meditation space to be. You may need to rearrange your chosen room to accommodate a meditation corner. Decide if your space can be permanent or if it has to be temporary, created only when you meditate. You will need enough space to accommodate your cushion or chair and an altar if you choose to create one.
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Thoroughly clean the space you have chosen. Vacuum and dust, and if you have floors you can scrub, do so. Cleaning not only creates a tidy space, it clears negative energy in yourself, as well as in your environment.


Arrange your cushion or chair where you would like it to be. Sit down and make sure you feel comfortable in that spot. Are there any draughts? Create privacy by shutting the door to the room, but if that is not possible, try sitting behind a folding screen. Make sure the lighting is pleasing, whether artificial or natural. If you have a yoga mat, additional small cushions, a bell, tingshas, a timer or prayer beads, store them nearby on a low shelf where you can reach them easily. If you would like to use music in your meditation, place a CD player nearby.
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Creating an altar


If you feel comfortable having an altar, make sure your space is large enough to accommodate it when placed in front of your chair or cushion. There is no ‘right way’ to create an altar, so consider the following as suggestions to get you started.


Begin by finding a small, low table. Cover it with a beautiful cloth or scarf. On your altar, arrange items that have meaning for you. You might include deity figures or images – the Buddha, Tara, Christ or the Virgin Mary – photos of your spiritual teachers, a spiritual text that is inspiring to you or offerings such as flowers, water, incense, candles and fruit. You may want to include symbols of the natural world such as a crystal, a beautiful stone or a shell. Consider adding a little stand for holding a spiritual saying or proverb that you find inspiring for that day.


Make sure that the objects you choose inspire you, help release and create energy, centre you and stimulate your imagination. Let them be aids in helping you understand yourself, your universe and your spiritual life.
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Your sacred space can take up an entire room or it can be temporary. It can be miniature and portable. If you travel for a living or if you want to meditate at work, you can create sacred space in those environments as well.


Purchase a light, inflatable meditation cushion to pack in your suitcase or briefcase. If you want an altar, you can create a small, miniaturized one. Since ancient times, people have made use of travelling altars. Archaeologists have unearthed them in the form of amulets, images of spiritual teachers or images of deities designed to be carried or worn. Create your own travelling altar by assembling a kit with a small, framed image of a deity or teacher, a small bowl to make a water offering and perhaps a candle and some incense. Make sure the objects you choose are right for you. Include a beautiful cloth to place under your sacred objects. With your inflatable cushion and your travelling altar, you are all set! If you have a very tiny living space, you could use this at home as well.


Remember, your sacred space is utterly personal and as you continue to meditate, it may evolve over time. By creating this space, you honour your intention to live mindfully and provide room for your personal and spiritual growth. You invite the Sacred into your life.





MEDITATION POSTURES


Although you can meditate in any position, your posture is important when you meditate. As meditation is concerned with taming, healing and awakening your mind – and because your mind and body are inextricably linked – your posture is of great importance. When you meditate, you will learn that your body and breath can be a great help to your mind.
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As you will discover, meditation can be practised in a variety of postures including sitting, walking, reclining and while doing other activities. However, most of the meditations recommend sitting. The traditional meditation of the Buddha is the seven-point meditation posture.


It may be hard for beginners to get used to the classical seven-point posture, but the rewards after a few sessions with aching knees are tremendous; once you master it, you can meditate in that position for the rest of your life. Correct posture helps your mind find peace, strength and control. It benefits your physical body by bringing your energies and systems into balance. Traditional Buddhist teachings suggest that it is possible to meditate all day in a classical posture, which you might find impossible in ordinary positions.
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The classical seven-point posture


1 Sit on your cushion, with your spine, from nape of your neck to the small of the back, as straight as possible. The cushion raises your bottom a little higher to force your knees closer to the floor and helps your back stay straight. Sit a little forward on your cushion.


2 Cross your legs with your right leg above your left leg. The backs of your feet sit flat on the tops of your thighs. Ideally, your two feet make a straight line.


3 Keep your shoulders even and relaxed. Try not to sit with one shoulder higher than the other.


4 Your chin should be parallel to the floor and tucked in slightly.


5 Your eyes should be relaxed, open and slightly lowered, looking at nothing in particular about a metre (three feet) in front of you.


6 Place your tongue against your palate. Your lips should be slightly parted and your teeth should be touching but not clenched. Breathe through your nose.


7 Hand position is not part of the seven-point posture, but traditionally your hands should be cradled palms up, one on top of the other, four fingers’-width below the navel (not resting on your legs or feet). Your elbows are held slightly out from your body. But you can simply rest your hands on your knees.
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Although beginners tend to find it easier to meditate with their eyes closed, it is better to train yourself to meditate with your eyes open. Closed eyes encourage thoughts, daydreaming and distraction. Your meditation then becomes associated with an ‘other’ or inner world rather than a clearer, truer way of seeing this world.


Relaxation is important. But if you are like most people, your body carries a great residual load of tension. Unfortunately, the effort to sit in meditation posture may produce even more tension in your body. So in the beginning, be kind to yourself. Learn to notice where you are tense or in pain, and release it slowly by relaxing over time. Make adjustments with small micro movements. The most important part of the posture is keeping your spine straight. If you can’t cross your legs in seven-point style, do the best you can or sit in a chair. Then try to introduce the rest of the points as explained.


If you find it is too difficult to sit up straight because of back pain or injury, by all means use a back support. If you are ill and can’t get out of bed, it is fine to meditate while lying down. If sitting is too difficult for you in the beginning because you are too anxious and literally can’t sit still, then meditate while walking or running until you begin to calm your mind.


If possible, do what you can to make a sitting posture work for you. Remember to try the stretching exercises outlined in the Preparation section (see Pre-meditation stretches). Or take a yoga class to increase your flexibility and get to know your body better. Try to challenge yourself, but know your limits. If you are coming to meditation later in life, don’t torture yourself into thinking you have to sit in the traditional posture. One of the goals of meditation is to become a kinder person, so be sure you extend that kindness to yourself.





PART 2


THE MEDITATION DIRECTORY
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HOW TO USE THE DIRECTORY


You have now arrived at the heart of this book – the meditations. Here you will find 153 meditations divided into eight sections:





• Meditations for calming and centring


• Meditations for living mindfully


• Meditations for healing body, mind and spirit


• Meditations for getting you moving


• Meditations for generating love and compassion


• Meditations for solving your problems


• Meditations for manifesting your dreams


• Meditations for connecting to the divine


Of course, you may have our own ideas about how to use this directory, but here are a few to get you started.


Regardless of which approach you take, make your first meditation ‘Watching your breath’. This is the base of many of the other meditations in the book and the first meditation taught in many meditation centres around the world. The Buddha taught this practice over 2,500 years ago and it is just as powerful and effective today as it was then. Try it for a few days and if possible for a week. Always do a few minutes of breath meditation before all other meditations to prepare your mind. Then explore other meditations using the following suggestions.
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One way to use the directory is to read through all the meditations and note the ones you would like to try. In this way you will get a feel for the meditations all at once and you will soak up a great deal of information about meditation, how it is done and how it can help you. In other words, you will get a broad view of the meditation landscape, before you ‘dive in’.


Another way to approach the directory is to read the introductions for each section listed, then rank them in order of interest to you. Note if any are particularly appealing or unappealing. If unappealing, ask yourself why. If you have a negative reaction to Meditations for Generating Love and Compassion, ask yourself why this is so. Do you have a broken heart you’d rather not touch, or a fear of being more open, loving and compassionate, and being hurt by others as a result?


Similarly, if you have a positive response to a section, explore why you are drawn to it. Maybe you are ready to heal and are happy to make ‘Meditations for Healing Body, Mind and Spirit’, first on your list. After you have ranked them in order and explored any strong reactions, read the meditations in the section you marked first, and check off those you would like to try. Start with the one that appeals most and work through the others.


A third way to use the directory is to combine it with divination. Sit quietly for a few moments. Ask that you be given the best meditation for you, for this moment in time. Then open the book randomly. Practise the meditation that appears. Afterwards note if your random choice surprised you and if you found it helpful for what is going on in your life at that point. A fourth way to approach the directory is to work through the meditations one at a time.
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MEDITATIONS FOR CALMING AND CENTRING


Meditation helps you centre yourself in your body and calm your mind. You have probably seen pictures of people meditating, seated cross-legged on cushions, appearing serene and peaceful. Or perhaps you have admired a statue of the Buddha and noticed that he looked quite happy and at ease. You may find yourself drawn to meditation because you want to have that serenity in your own life.


The meditations in this first section will help you achieve the peace and calm you need to cope with a busy, fast-paced life. These are the first entries in the directory because you can best experience the meditations that follow if you approach them with a quiet and stabilized mind. ‘Watching your breath’ is perhaps the most important meditation in the directory and is the foundation for all the others. It may seem overly simple when you first try it; you may think it couldn’t possibly help you. But give it time, at least a week, and you will begin to reap the benefits of this ancient and very effective meditation. It will help you reduce anxiety and mental chatter, lower your blood pressure and heart rate and help you focus and concentrate.


The other meditations in this section offer you a rich variety of exercises for attaining the serenity and peace you may be longing for. You will learn a great deal about your mind with ‘Thought clouds’, ‘Spacious mind’ and ‘Distracted mind’. ‘Nine-round breathing’ will teach you a very powerful method to centre yourself before any activity, while ‘Dancing flame’ and ‘Flowing water’ make use of natural elements to quiet and calm your mind. ‘Where is my mind now’ will help you gain control of your thoughts. ‘Sacred words’, ‘Gregorian chant’ and ‘Himalayan singing bowl’ are wonderful meditations if you are aurally inclined. If you are a nature-lover, ‘Star-gazing’, ‘Emotional mind’, ‘Mother Earth’ and ‘Flower power’ all soothe and balance. ‘Greet your day’ and ‘Tibetan sunset’ will help you begin and end your day in a positive way. ‘Centring prayer’ helps you access your higher power. Create peace for yourself and others with ‘Peace on Earth’. And if you have a particularly difficult crisis, ‘Emotional storm’ will help you through.


Before you try any of these meditations, set your intention to become a more calm and centred person. Try to bring peace and serenity into your daily life.









WATCHING YOUR BREATH


This is one of the simplest of all meditations, yet one of the most powerful and rewarding. Meditating on the breath on a daily basis provides a solid foundation for all other forms of meditation.




Benefits


• Reduces anxiety


• Lowers blood pressure and heart rate


• Reduces mental chatter


• Promotes ability to focus the mind


• Helps you concentrate on whatever you choose





The practice of meditating on the breath is thousands of years old. Ancient Hindus and Buddhists meditated in this way to tame uncontrolled thinking, reduce negative thoughts and actions, and gain an understanding of spiritual truths. Basically, you meditate on your breath in order to give your mind something to ‘hang on to’ when it starts to jump from one thought to another. Training your mind in this way helps you focus on one thing at a time, and develops your powers of concentration. It has a calming influence on your body and mind and is beneficial for reducing anxiety, lowering heart rate and blood pressure. Whether your interest is in spiritual development or mental and physical health, breath meditation is one the best all-round meditation practices.
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When


Meditate daily, morning and evening, for ten minutes. Build up to longer sessions.





Preparation


Find a quiet place at home where you will be undisturbed. You will need a cushion or a straightbacked chair. Wear loose-fitting, comfortable clothing. Create soft lighting and keep the room draught-free and at a comfortable temperature.





Practice


1 Sit cross-legged on a cushion with your bottom slightly raised. If you can’t sit cross-legged, sit on a chair. Keep your back straight, your shoulders level and relaxed and your chin parallel to the floor. Lower your eyes and focus about a metre (three feet) in front of you. Rest your hands gently on your knees.


2 Breathe normally through your nose, using your abdomen rather than your chest. Check your posture and relax any part of your body that is tense.


3 Begin counting your breath on each exhalation; when you reach ten, begin again. Thoughts will intervene and when they do, simply let them go and return to counting your breath.


4 After ten minutes or so, end your session. Try to bring focus and concentration into your daily life.









THOUGHT CLOUDS


Thoughts inevitably arise when you meditate on your breath. Labelling your thoughts as they emerge will help you to refocus on your breath and calm your mind.




Benefits


• Helps calm your mind


• Gives perspective on thoughts


• Helps you be more flexible and open
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