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How to use this book

Our journey into mindfulness endeavours to be an aid for discovering how we can reconnect to our original way of being. Although it travels forward there is also an intention of returning back to the simple joy of being alive without needing to prove anything or achieve anything. It may be helpful to read ‘The beginnings’ and thereafter engage in the chapters that you are most interested in. Each chapter has a life of its own.

This book is meant as a guide to help you begin to understand and use mindfulness as an individual.

Unlike many other texts, which require prior knowledge, all you need is to approach the material in this book with an open mind.

Each chapter is designed to follow on naturally from the previous chapter, in order to provide a smooth and understandable journey. However, the chapters also stand alone in their own right, providing wisdom, knowledge and guidance without you having to refer specifically to any of the other chapters. Therefore, you can pick and choose your own pace and focus for reading.

Above all, this book is not meant to tell you what your experience with mindfulness is meant to be like. Instead, the words, the pictures, the poems and the exercises are all there for you to use and interpret as you see fit. You might like to use the poems as starting points for a meditation. Read them a couple of times and then sit with what they have evoked in you.

It is not paramount that you do all the practices within each chapter in the order in which they appear. You may choose to divide them up over a week or a month, or just leave out the practices you have no inclination to do.

I really recommend you buy a notebook to record your thoughts as you make this journey. You may want to choose one in your favourite colour or pattern, or even put stickers or postcards on or inside it, which will help you to remember your journey. The notebook does not need to include daily entries; use it spontaneously when you have an experience or insight you may not want to forget. Most of all, writing down your thoughts should be easy and fun.

Remember, there is no right or wrong way to practise mindfulness; there is only your way of exploring and engaging in it.


The beginnings
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Mindfulness, as a form of therapy, has recently been in the news a great deal. It is recommended by the Department of Health and also in the guidelines set down by NICE (National Institute for Clinical Excellence), and many see it as a cheap, effective and ‘doable’ intervention for our stress-filled lives as much as a skill that can prevent us from actually breaking down or becoming ill.

More than 10,000 published research papers are available on mindfulness-based therapy, should you want to research the subject in depth, and there are many online videos you can watch. The application of mindfulness is used in a wide range of situations, such as parenting training, in schools, for anxiety treatment, as a relapse prevention for depression, for anger management, for the treatment of trauma, psoriasis and certain forms of cancer, and for the improvement of the immune system which has positive outcomes for patients suffering from HIV, ME (chronic fatigue syndrome), MS, eating disorders, and addictions – the list goes on and on!
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In 2008, I wrote an academic paper (Collard and Walsh) that was based on my experience of teaching mindfulness to university employees. The participants were academics, technicians and administration staff. The ‘awareness training’ that I taught for one lunchtime hour each week was a new set of skills to help the staff achieve a better life/work equilibrium. They were instructed to connect regularly with all their five senses and to focus non-judgementally on the here and now experience of life. The exercises I chose were neither difficult to teach nor hard to learn; I did emphasize, however, that students should ideally enter into a regular routine of practice in order for change to occur.

Mindfulness is a new way of being, a new way of experiencing life, and a way of improving one’s work-life balance. The motto was: we are all different and special thus we do not attempt to become like somebody else but we may, however, be able to connect more deeply to our true self. These brief weekly sessions helped to bring about valuable changes and health improvements in the participants. Their stress levels were reduced (although Christmas was just round the corner), their language and support for each other became more compassionate and, in general, they felt more joyful and a sense of life being an adventure.

Mindfulness is a new way of being, a new way of experiencing life
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The origins of mindfulness

In the 1960s and 1970s, many people desparately wanted peace, love and enlightenment, because in the background, there was an opposing force promoting war in many parts of the world, such as Vietnam and Cambodia. There was also the Cold War which threatened the survival of the whole planet.

The origins of mindfulness are found to go back to a number of sources such as the Sutras (Buddhist writings from 2500BC), as well as other ancient wisdom traditions such as yoga, Taoism, mysticism in Christianity, and Sufism. In the 1960s, there was a ‘wave of interest’ that led people to travel to India and invite yogis, gurus and Buddhist monks to the USA and Europe.

To my knowledge, the first published text that really became a bestseller in Europe and the USA was a little book entitled The Miracle of Mindfulness, by the Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh. It was originally written as a letter while Hanh was in exile in France, to one of the brothers who had remained in Vietnam. In the 1960s, Hanh had founded the School of Youth for Social Services in Saigon. This grassroots relief organization rebuilt villages that had been bombed during the Vietnam War, set up schools, established medical centres for both sides engaged in the conflict, and resettled families left homeless and had lost everything.

Hanh’s letter, therefore, was intended to support the brothers back home in Vietnam, to continue working in a spirit of love and understanding. He simply wished to remind them of the essential discipline of mindfulness, even in the midst of very difficult circumstances. When feeling overwhelmed, take refuge in mindfulness: simply being in this one moment of breath or sound, letting go of fearful thoughts. This moment, where my life is actually happening, is all that matters for now.

In 1973, the Vietnamese government denied Hanh the right to return to his homeland. At the time that he was writing the letter, there were several supporters from different countries who were attending the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation in Paris. So it was quite natural to think of people in other countries who might also benefit from reading this letter. Hanh suggested that the translator (an American volunteer) should translate mindfully, slowly and steadily, in order to maintain mindfulness. Thus only two pages a day were translated. Hanh encouraged the translator to be aware of the feel of the pen and paper, and also to be aware of the position of his body and of his breath, in order to maintain the essence of mindfulness while doing the task. When the translation was completed, it was typed, and a hundred copies were printed on a tiny offset machine that had been squeezed into the delegation’s bathroom. Since then, the little book has travelled far.
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The Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh.

Western awareness of mindfulness

The book has been translated into many other languages and distributed in every continent in the world. Prisoners, refugees, health care workers, psychotherapists, educators and artists are among those whose life and work have been touched by The Miracle of Mindfulness. Denied permission to return to Vietnam until 2005, Thich Nhat Hanh spent most of the year living in Plum Village, a community that he helped found, near Bordeaux in France. It is open to visitors from around the world who wish to spend a mindfulness retreat there, from one day to many months – all is possible. The proceeds from the sale of the fruit of hundreds of plum trees are used to assist hungry children in Vietnam. Thich Nhat Hanh has since written more than 100 books and travels frequently to spread the message of peace.
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Why should we be mindful?

The 21st century is facing yet another peril, in addition to the war zones that are still scattered around the world. The new threat is something we had thought would make our life easier. Technology is changing life by the minute. We barely get used to a mobile phone or a new computer before the next, younger generation of equipment is on the market. A recent TV programme on burnout showed that more and more people use their mobile devices in bed, when having a shower and in other previously private situations. We receive emails and text messages, and unless we respond more or less immediately, people think something dreadful must have happened to us. It is a constant battle keeping up with the pace of the 21st century. Some individuals get so hooked that they can no longer find the ‘switch-off’ button. Driving your vehicle constantly in fourth gear, as it were, will soon end in a breakdown: whether a burnout or stress-related depression. Individuals who have gone this far may need as much as eight weeks’ in-house treatment in a mental health institution to recover, and thereafter they will also need to change their lifestyle or they will just return to the ‘hamster wheel’ until something worse (a major physiological disease) makes them stop.

People have lost the ability to simply be, and to enjoy the moment, having just a cup of tea or eating lunch without continually working on the computer. We are all trying to multi-task and work in autopilot mode!

The result of a lifestyle that is 100 per cent different from how people lived for thousands of years is a lack of peace, lack of enjoyment and a number of destructive emotions that lead to psychosomatic disease (psyche means the mind, soma the body). Several of these perils will be discussed in the following chapters.

Connecting Eastern tradition to the West

It was just over 30 years ago that a molecular biologist, while meditating, had the inspiration to bring meditation into the secular world of a hospital. In 1979, Jon Kabat-Zinn gave up his potentially thriving career as a scientist and started a stress-reduction clinic in Massachusetts University Hospital. He had studied Korean Zen and yoga in the past and is a regular meditator.

In the early 1990s a 40-minute TV programme introduced mindfulness to a wider audience. Several thousand people wanted to learn the ‘mindfulness stuff’ after they watched the programme. Jon then wrote Full Catastrophe Living – the title is based on Alexis Zorbas in the film Zorba the Greek, played by Anthony Quinn, who says: ‘Am I not a man? And is a man not stupid? I’m a man, so I married. Wife, children, house, everything. The full catastrophe!’ Jon also developed an eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) course.

A decade later, psychotherapists in Canada and the UK began to understand that mindfulness interventions may also be useful for reducing and improving psychological disorders. Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) for Depression (2001) was the first publication in which the ancient wisdom was interwoven with cognitive therapy in order to help patients not to relapse into another depressive episode.

Mindfulness today

Today, MBCT and MBSR are used to treat a multitude of illnesses: anxiety, stress, burnout, chronic pain, some forms of cancer, psoriasis, eating disorders, addiction, anger, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), and more. When teaching mindfulness, we point out that this skill may not actually ‘heal’, but what it will do is change perspective on discomfort and open new possibilities for moving from just being and struggling back towards adventurous living. You learn to live around the pain rather than focus on it all the time. By reconnecting to the simple moments in life, by truly living moment by moment rather than merely existing, your focus of awareness will change. Pain in your shoulder will become a pain in the shoulder and maybe even retreat into the background of your awareness.

We have started to understand that mindfulness practice may prevent us from getting sick and unhappy, but it can also return our awareness to the childlike curiosity we all had when we were young. We may experience once again the wondrous qualities of natural life: a blade of grass, clouds in the sky, the taste of a delicious strawberry, the importance of surrounding ourselves with friends and others who care deeply for us.

We remember all of a sudden that it is these little moments that are the true wonders of being alive. These glimpses of joy really matter, because they connect us to life rather than split us from it.

The skills that we teach ourselves or try to embed into our awareness are taught not only by practising meditations regularly but also through what we call daily mindfulness. This refers to the everyday activities in which we engage and really being present during each one. A Zen saying sums it all up perfectly: ‘When you drink just drink, when you walk just walk.’
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