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If your mind is unsteady,
try to think with your heart.
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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 green) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.









Introduction: What exactly is meditation?


Meditation is medicine for the mind and body. Practising meditation can help calm an agitated mind, an all too common feature of life in the 21st century. Our minds are working overtime as we tackle our to-do lists, deal with the multimedia onslaught of information and spend stressful days at work. It can often be difficult to find stillness, even for a moment, and to stop our thoughts from constantly spinning. But with a little practice we can learn to let go of our thoughts, allowing us to relax completely.


This little book gives you an introduction to various forms of meditation originating from different spiritual traditions, as well as some developed specially by stress-management experts. But what they all have in common is that they will help you be actively aware of each moment, and be present in the here and now. For this moment is when you truly experience your life, as you learn consciously to hear, to taste, to feel and actually to be, enabling you to shift out of autopilot for a while. Give it a try, and treat yourself to a few minutes of inner calm every day.
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First Exercise: A place where I can be relaxed and content


Sit yourself down comfortably in a quiet place and wrap yourself in a blanket. Softly close your eyes and relax your facial muscles. Let go of the tension in your neck, your shoulders and anywhere else that feels tense.


Now become aware of your breathing. Start taking slow, deep breaths in and out. With every inhale you receive fresh oxygen and a boost of energy. With every exhale you feel lighter and more at ease. Now imagine a place where you feel free and contented. Here are a few suggestions, but you are welcome to pick somewhere completely different:


•   a cosy room with a wood fire glowing in the fireplace


•   a sandy beach with palm trees and an azure blue sea


•   a garden full of wonderful plants and flowers


•   a quiet, peaceful forest with ferns, moss and animals


Imagine lingering in this place for a while. You are perfectly content and feel safe and calm. Start by taking note of all the images and things that catch your eye here. Become aware of them. Look at the colours; perhaps your favourite colour is among them.
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Now listen intently and notice the sounds around you. What can you hear? Maybe the wind, birdsong or the calls of animals, the sound of your own footsteps?
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Breathe in again deeply through your nose, and take in the scents of this place. Enjoy all the different aromas. Is there a fragrance among them that you find particularly enticing or enchanting?
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Does the air taste of salt, if you are near the ocean? What can you taste on your tongue? Did you perhaps pick a berry and take a bite?


[image: illustration]


Now touch something in your favourite place of relaxation. Pick up this object, feel its shape, its size, its weight and also what its surface feels like – rough, smooth, cold, warm, soft?
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You have now anchored yourself to this place with all your senses. Take a few more deep breaths and be very aware of how everything feels at this moment. The more relaxed and contented you feel there, and the more often you repeat this exercise, the easier it will be for you to return to this relaxed state when you are in a difficult situation: you need only recall this magical place and your body will automatically relax. The more you practise, the sooner this reaction will become established. One month of daily practice and you will have created a new neural pathway – a direct route to a state of relaxation.


“If every eight-year-old in the world is taught meditation, we will eliminate violence from the world within one generation.”
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The effect of meditation


These days meditation is not only practised and appreciated by more and more people, the world of science has also recognized its potential and started researching it in depth. Researchers working in the field of social neuroscience, such as neurologist Professor Tania Singer, have been studying the effects of meditation on the body, brain and the entire way we experience life.


MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) scans have revealed marked changes in the brain structure of subjects who regularly practise mindfulness meditation: the brain’s density increases in the areas responsible for creativity, short-term memory, decision-making, empathy and self-compassion. Moreover, these people were observed to be generally less easily stressed, and less likely to produce adrenaline or cortisol. These two stress chemicals are helpful if you ever need to get away from a mugger, for example, but not when you need to think more clearly and creatively in order to identify opportunities, solve problems or master difficult challenges. A meditating mind is a creative and inventive mind, and helps us to be generally more understanding, affectionate, patient and empathetic.


Other benefits include improved immune responses and faster recovery from some medical conditions (for example, psoriasis, chronic pain and even some forms of cancer). Meditation can help lower your blood pressure and improve the quality of your sleep. There are also indications that meditation slows the ageing of the brain. What’s more, people who practise meditation tend to form longer telomeres. According to the latest research, these particular DNA sections have the effect of helping us stay healthy for longer and of delaying the ageing process.


Neuroscientists have also demonstrated that meditation – and the use of mental images, in particular – has a therapeutic effect on the psyche. It has been shown that conscious visualizations generate very similar patterns of brain activity to events actually experienced. For example, by repeatedly visualizing a situation that makes us anxious (an exam, a job interview or something similar), we can condition the brain to be much less anxious about this situation. It is as if the brain has experienced it “enough times already”, even if the event was only imagined.


Working in collaboration with Professor Herbert Benson, a neuroscientist at Harvard University, Tania Singer came to the conclusion that the brain accords visualizations similar status to actual memories of real events. If one visualizes emotions like peace, inner calm, being in harmony with oneself, fulfilment and love, sooner or later these same feelings will establish themselves in real life. It is important to emphasize, though, that you need to meditate quite regularly to achieve these results.


Although meditation is known to be a good thing, few people have a real understanding of how to make meditation a part of their lives, and what incredible opportunities it gives us to improve the way we live our lives. For instance, we can learn to block out unhelpful thoughts, to experience perfect tranquillity every now and then, to expand our awareness, or simply to relax our body and mind. The very first exercise, starting on page 7, will already have given you a sense of this.
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