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Introduction


What is mindfulness?


Mindfulness is thinking about what you’re doing while you’re doing it. Sounds simple enough, doesn’t it? But too often our minds get caught up in thoughts about the past and the future, replaying difficult situations and events from the past and imagining worst-case scenarios about the future. We’re in one place doing one thing but we’re thinking about the things we’re not doing and the places we’re not at.


It’s easy to get pulled back to past events and pushed into future possibilities. You can end up living in your head – caught up in your thoughts – without realizing how those thoughts are affecting how you feel and what you do and don’t do.


So how can mindfulness help? Mindfulness can help you stay grounded and feel less pushed around by what is and is not happening. A mindful approach enables you to stay focused and engaged with what you are doing and what’s happening at any one time.


Mindfulness is a way to look after your mind. It teaches you how to manage distressing thoughts and difficult emotions. When you are mindful, you are better able to accept situations, yourself and other people.


Why 21 days?


Although mindfulness is easy to learn, there are several aspects of mindfulness that require practice. Awareness and acknowledgement, acceptance, non-judgement, detachment and letting go, beginner’s mind, patience and trust – these are all aspects of mindfulness that you’ll learn over the next 21 days.


You’ll be introduced to mindful ideas and concepts, new ways of thinking and doing. Each day builds on the previous one. As you progress through the next 21 days, you will see how the different aspects of mindfulness link together, and how they relate to and inform each other.


One day at a time, you will learn mindful ways to think and behave. Then, after 21 days, you’ll have established a strong understanding and practice of mindfulness. And because you’ve spent 21 days practising mindfulness, you’ve already started a new habit.


Although mindfulness can become the way you approach and live your life from now on, as with any new way of thinking or doing, if it is going to become second nature it requires regular practice. It’s the regular practice that strengthens any new habit.


Mindfulness is like kindness. Every day, one way or another, there are opportunities to be mindful. You don’t need any special equipment or circumstances. As the author and meditation teacher Sharon Salzberg says in her book Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation: A 28-Day Program, ‘Mindfulness is the ultimate mobile device; you can use it anywhere, anytime, unobtrusively.’


While it’s not essential that you practise every single day, it’s a good intention to have. However, if you don’t practise mindfulness on any one day, there’s no need to give up or berate yourself; that would be contrary to everything that mindfulness is all about.


Mindfulness is not a quick-fix solution for anything; it’s an approach to life that, when practised with commitment and patience, can help make so many aspects of your life easier, less stressful and more enjoyable.


How to use this book


Each of the 21 days starts with an aim and a thought for the day. Each day ends with key points and an invitation to set yourself an intention for that day.


There’s plenty of explanations, ideas and suggestions to help you understand each aspect of mindfulness principles and concepts.


Every day there’s one or more practical exercises for you to do. Some of them are written exercises, so you may want to have a notebook or journal to hand for the exercises and your reflections.


The exercises can be easily shared and discussed with others. In fact, you may like to go through the 21 days with one or more other people (a friend, colleague or family member). If you belong to a book club, you could suggest 21 Day Mindfulness Challenge as a book for you all to read one month. There will certainly be plenty for you to share and discuss at your next meeting!


Whether you work through 21 Day Mindfulness Challenge on your own or with others, begin each day with an open mind; be open to the ideas and suggestions and the exercises you are encouraged to do.









Day 1


Aim


To learn a simple focused meditation.


Thought for today




Conscious breathing is our anchor. It calms our mind and body and keeps us in the present moment.





Mindfulness has to do with being in the present moment; being aware of and engaged in the present moment, being in the here and now, without your mind getting caught up in what did or didn’t happen or what has or hasn’t happened yet.


How can you best begin to be aware of and engaged in the present moment? By using the one phenomenon that is always with you: your breathing. Your breathing is the one thing that is always happening right here, right now and that you can choose to be aware of. An awareness of your breathing provides a focal point for your mind that can help slow everything down, calm your mind and your body and bring you into the present moment.




Exercise: Breathe


Before you read any further, close your eyes and breathe in and then breathe out. Do this three times.


That wasn’t difficult was it?


Do it again. Close your eyes and this time, breathe in, then out, five times. With each breath in, be aware of the rhythm of breathing in. And then be aware of breathing out.


You’ve just done a 30-second meditation.





Simple focused-breathing meditation


Being aware of your breathing is a simple thing you can do anywhere, at any time, for as short or as long a time as you wish.


You don’t need to change how you breathe or control your breath in any way. There’s no need to breathe any deeper than you normally would. Simply pay attention to breathing in and out. If your mind begins to think of other things, or you get distracted by a sound or sensation, just notice it and return your attention back to your breath.


You might find yourself noticing the rhythm of breathing in and out or feel the air going in and out of your nose, or the air as it enters and leaves your lungs. But whatever you notice about your breathing, with a simple breathing meditation, you’re just sitting and breathing. When you notice that your mind has wandered and is thinking about something else, just go back to being aware of your breathing.


There is no need to judge yourself if your mind wanders; once you realize you are caught in thinking, simply let the thoughts go and return your attention back to your breath each time. Bring it back to the breath, again and again. You’re not sitting there with a blank mind, you are simply breathing and bringing the focus back to your breathing.


That’s it. That’s all. It’s a simple mindful focused-breathing meditation.


Popular misconception


You may think that meditation is about clearing your mind of thoughts.


Not so!


Even experienced meditators find they can’t focus on their breathing for too long without thoughts coming into their minds. Your mind will wander to thoughts about other things. And that’s ok.


Memories from the past, personal problems, problems of the world, worries and hopes for the future will come into your mind and distract you. This is normal. With a simple focused-breathing meditation, there’s nothing to do but to calmly bring your mind back to the present, to your breathing, each and every time.




Exercise: The pink flamingo


Imagine a pink flamingo.


Now close your eyes and focus on your breathing. Do this for about one minute.


Do not think about the pink flamingo!


Not easy was it? An image of the pink flamingo probably kept coming back into your mind. But each time, all you had to do was bring your mind back to your breathing.





Letting thoughts pass


It’s only natural that thoughts will come into your head and, if given attention, take you out of the present moment. With mindful meditation, you learn to be aware of thoughts, feelings and emotions that arise in your mind and you then let them pass like clouds floating across the sky or leaves floating down a stream.


Just know that each time you come back to your breathing, you are bringing your attention to the present moment. So the practice isn’t actually sitting there with a blank mind; it’s simply breathing and bringing the focus back to your breathing. Beginning again each and every time is the actual practice, not a problem to be overcome so that one day you can come to the ‘real’ meditation.


Each time you are aware that your mind has wandered and you calmly bring your focus back to your breathing, you’ll be a little more experienced at letting thoughts go and engaging with the present moment.




The science


A study published in 2021 in the journal Scientific Reports showed that daily meditation for just ten minutes a day causes ‘marked changes’ in the ability to return to focused concentration in other situations, when for example, you are working and get interrupted or distracted.


Researchers at Binghamton University, New York, taught students how to meditate, and then asked them to practise meditating for five days a week for eight weeks. MRI brain scans were taken before and after the students started meditating.


‘The findings indicate the potential effects of meditation on enhancing the brain capability of fast switching between mind wandering and focused attention and maintaining attention once in attentive states,’ the study concluded. In other words, a mindful breathing meditation helps train and strengthen your ability to bring your mind back to what’s happening and what you’re doing in the present.





The benefits of a regular meditation practice


A daily meditation practice, in a wide range of everyday situations, means you will be able to more easily return your attention to the present. This can be beneficial in a number of ways. When, for example you’re engaged in an activity, task or piece of work, and your mind gets distracted or interrupted, mindfulness brings you back to what you are doing. (More about this on Day 15.)


But that’s not all. If, as you go about your day, your mind gets stuck in the past – ruminating, regretting, resenting or feeling guilty about something that happened yesterday, last week, last year or years ago – regular mindful meditation practice will make it more likely that you will be aware that your mind is unhelpfully stuck thinking about those past events and you will then bring yourself back to the present. (More about this on Day 14.)


And, when you are worried or anxious, regular mindful meditation practices help make it more likely that you will be aware that your mind has leapt ahead to the future – to what may or may not happen – and you will bring yourself back to the present.


A mindful meditation practice trains your mind to be less reactive to stressful events. Whatever else is or isn’t happening within you, for you or around you, mindful breathing meditations provide an anchor, helping you feel calm, balanced and grounded.


Mindful breathing meditation is like a reset button that you can push to return yourself to the present moment whenever you feel the need. It is an effective way of orienting yourself to the now, not because the breath has some magical property, but because it’s always there with you.


Quite simply, a regular, daily meditation practice helps you to be mindful in all you do and experience.


Meditation with a mantra or visual focus




‘When you own your breath, nobody can steal your peace.’


Author unknown





With a simple focused-attention meditation, you focus on your breath to focus your mind to the present. And when your mind wanders, you bring it back to the breath, again and again.


To avoid being discouraged by the fact that thoughts will come into your head, focusing on an object, a word, or a phrase can be helpful. A common practice is to focus your gaze on the flame of a candle or anything that you find visually engaging – a lava lamp or a screensaver moving image such as ‘Blue glitter particles’ which you can search for on YouTube. You can find more images similar to this by Googling ‘relaxing screensaver’.


Maintaining your gaze on a moving image, a still image or an object can help develop your ability to remain focused in the present. You might, though, find it more helpful to synchronize your breathing with a simple mantra. Mantras are effective in helping maintain your awareness as you breathe in and breathe out. A mantra focuses on one thought, word or phrase. It is something you can say to yourself during meditation that helps avoid other thoughts coming into your mind because it is already engaged with one single thought.


All you need to do is to establish steady, even breathing. There’s no need for your mind to control the pace of the breath. Simply allow the breath, its evenness and depth, to still the pace of your mind. And then, in time with your breathing, say a mantra. You can say it out loud or in your head.




Try it now


Here are four examples of mantras:




	Breathing in: ‘I am breathing in.’ Breathing out: ‘I am breathing out.’


	Breathing in: ‘I breathe in calm.’ Breathing out: ‘I breathe out stillness and peace.’


	Breathing in: ‘Calm.’ Breathing out: ‘Peace.’


	Breathing in: ‘I am here.’ Breathing out: ‘I am present.’





Mantras are personal. They are a positive phrase or affirmation that you choose or make up for yourself, which resonates with you. If you find that a mantra works for you, but at some point, you get bored with the mantra you have chosen, simply change it for a different one.





One minute counts


Dan Harris, co-anchor of US television’s ABC News Nightline and the weekend edition of Good Morning America learned to meditate after having a panic attack on live television a few years ago. In an interview with online magazine Forbes in November 2020, Harris, the author of 10% Happier, explained that meditation doesn’t require a massive time commitment. ‘I tell people one minute counts. I’d rather see people do five to ten minutes a day, but I’m quite familiar with the diabolical difficulty of habit formation. So I like to use two little slogans: “one minute counts” and “daily-ish.” If you can set a loose goal and have a sense of experimentation and humour … as you establish a habit, I think it’s possible.’




Exercise: Start a habit


Today, set a gentle alarm – a mindfulness bell – on your phone for four different times during the day. Each time the bell rings, stop what you are doing and do one minute of focused breathing.


In your journal, you may want to write about how you felt doing a focused meditation. What feelings came up? Peace and calm? Frustration, irritation, impatience?





Key points




	With a simple focused-breathing meditation, you simply pay attention to your breathing. When you notice that your mind is thinking about something else, there’s no need to judge yourself or to feel annoyed or impatient. Just return your attention back to your breath each and every time.


	You may find that a visual focus or a mantra helps you to maintain focus during meditation.


	A regular meditation practice is inherently calming and grounding. It also trains your mind so that in everyday situations, if you are interrupted or distracted, you can return your focus to whatever it is you are doing. You will be more aware of when you are overly caught up in regrets, concerns or worries. You can let go and stay in the here and now.


	
Set yourself an intention: at the end of today, commit to doing a focused meditation every day for the next 20 days. Choose a time of day – it could be the morning, maybe lunchtime, mid-afternoon, on the train home from work, or in the evening. Decide a realistic length of time that you will meditate for – it could be for one minute, two minutes, five minutes or more.












Day 2


Aim


To recognize that your thoughts are separate from you.


Thought for today




Thoughts are just thoughts. We can be the observer of our thoughts, we don’t have to be the thoughts themselves.





Yesterday you learned a simple focused-attention meditation. As you focused on your breathing, when you were aware that a thought had come into your head, you were encouraged to simply return your attention to your breath.


Just as experienced meditators find they can’t focus on their breathing for too long without thoughts coming into their minds, you’ll find that your mind will wander too. And that’s ok. Thinking is normal. Like everyone else, you’re human. Thinking is what we do.




Exercise: An ‘open monitoring’ meditation


Start today with a one-minute focused-breathing meditation. Just as you did yesterday, focus on your breathing. When you are aware that a thought has come into your head, return your attention back to your breath.


Today, you are going to learn an ‘open monitoring’ meditation.




	As with a focused-attention meditation, focus your attention on breathing in and breathing out.


	This time though, when you notice that a thought has come into your mind, before you go back to focusing on your breathing, acknowledge the thought. Tell yourself: ‘A thought has come into my mind.’ Then return your attention back to your breathing.


	That’s it. It’s that simple.





So for example, if you had a thought ‘I must remember to phone my friend’, you acknowledge that thought by saying to yourself, ‘I’ve just had a thought that I need to remember to phone my friend.’





What’s the point?


What, you might ask, is the point of that? Why would I want to be aware of and acknowledge my thoughts?


As human beings, our ability to think is amazing. As well as being capable of thinking about things that are happening, we can think about:




	things that did and didn’t happen


	things that have happened


	things that might happen


	things that may never happen at all.





We can plan and anticipate good things, remember happy times, reminisce, analyse, rationalize and reason. But our ability to think in these ways is not always a blessing. Sometimes, our minds ruminate and we get trapped thinking back over difficult and distressing events and experiences. As well as uncomfortable thoughts about past events, our minds can get caught up in distressing thoughts about the future, worrying and anxious thoughts about events that may or may not happen. Other times our mind may be racing; jumping from one thing to the next, often unrelated thing. It appears that our mind has a life of its own and we just can’t switch it off.


Feeling overwhelmed by our thoughts, getting caught up in thoughts about the past or the future, takes us away from living now, in the present. When you’re at work, for example, you may be thinking about being on holiday; then when you are on holiday, you’re worrying about work.


A mindful approach suggests that you don’t have to get caught up in upsetting, stressful or distressing thoughts. You don’t have to believe what your thoughts tell you or react to them in any way. Mindfulness recognizes thoughts for what they are: mental events.




Exercise: Recognize thoughts


Over the next few days, be aware of the first three thoughts you have upon waking every day. Write them down in your journal. Were they ordinary neutral thoughts, positive thoughts or were they judgmental, anxious, apprehensive or blaming?


For example, on waking up, a neutral thought could be: ‘Time to get up.’ A positive thought could be: ‘Oh good, time to get up – I’m looking forward to today.’ And a negative unhelpful thought could be: ‘Oh God. Time to get up. Already. I’m not looking forward to today.’





Creating a space between yourself and your thoughts


It’s not easy to take a step back from your thoughts and create a space that allows you to see your thoughts for what they are: mental events. But, the good news is that practising an ‘open monitoring’ meditation trains your mind and helps you to step back and ‘see’ your thoughts more easily.


Just as physical exercise strengthens your body, meditation is a mental exercise that strengthens your mind.


The more you practise ‘open monitoring’ meditation, the better your ability to acknowledge your thoughts as separate from you will be. And the more you are able to acknowledge thoughts as separate from you, the easier it will be for you, in your everyday life, to notice when your thoughts are taking over and to realize that your thoughts are simply ‘mental events’. You know that there’s no need for you to identify with your thoughts, attach yourself to them, believe them or be distressed by them in any way. Your thoughts do not have to control you.


Mindfulness doesn’t stop with meditation. It helps inform and guide all aspects of our lives. With an ‘open monitoring’ meditation practice we can shift our relationship to ourselves and our thoughts and feelings in a way that allows for greater perspective and understanding.


Pausing to acknowledge and observe your thoughts creates a space between how and what you think, and how you respond to those thoughts. That space can help you better respond to your thoughts instead of automatically believing them, reacting to them, and getting overwhelmed or stuck in them.


Thinking about your own thinking


Thinking about your own thinking is a process known as ‘metacognition’. This is derived from the Greek word meta, meaning ‘beyond’ or ‘after’. Metacognition involves taking a step beyond yourself and your thoughts so that you can look back at and try to understand them.


Psychologists call this ability to step back from your thoughts, ‘cognitive defusion’. When you believe and get caught up in unhelpful thoughts, you are ‘fusing’ with your thoughts. Ordinarily, when something is fused, it unites or blends into a whole, as if melting together. So, when you fuse with your thoughts, it’s as if you are your thoughts and you have become one entity.


However, when something ‘defuses’, it becomes weaker. So, with cognitive defusion, you are looking at thoughts rather than being them. And this weakens the link between you and your thoughts. You recognize them for what they are – separate from you.


Here are some examples.


In a situation that you may have been anxious about, you may have had the thought:




‘I’m not going to cope. They’ll think I’m hopeless.’





Or you may have had the thought about someone else:




‘My friend hasn’t been in contact for quite some time now. He obviously doesn’t care about me.’





Or, concerning something you’ve recently done, you might think:




‘I’ve made a mistake. I can never do anything right.’





You have one of these thoughts and you believe the thought to be true; that you are ‘not going to cope’, for example, or that your ‘friend doesn’t care’ or that you can ‘never do anything right’. You have ‘fused’ with your thought.


If you step back from any one of those thoughts – if you ‘defuse’ from any of them – you can tell yourself:




‘This is simply a thought I’m having. I’m just telling myself this.’





You are aware of the thoughts as thoughts and not necessarily as being true or reflecting reality.




Try it now


Think about something you are worried or anxious about. It might be, for example, ‘I’m going to fail the exam.’


Whatever your concern or worrying thought, now tell yourself: ‘Here’s the thought that …’ So in this example, you would tell yourself ‘Here’s the thought that I might fail that exam.’


By practising ‘open monitoring’ meditation practice, rather than getting caught up in your thoughts, you are able to create a space in your mind that separates you from your thoughts. You can then gain a perspective that helps you to see and understand things differently in a way that is calming and reassuring.





Metaphors to help you with cognitive defusion


On Day 1, you learned that with a focused meditation you become aware of the thoughts that arise in your mind and you simply return your attention back to your breathing.


An ‘open monitoring’ meditation is a step on from a focused meditation. With an ‘open monitoring’ meditation you practise being aware of your thoughts, but before they pass, you acknowledge the thoughts that arise in your mind as just thoughts, and then let them pass. You acknowledge your thoughts and you allow your mind to move on without losing your awareness of the present.


To help you create some distance from your thoughts – to acknowledge your thoughts but not engage with them – you may find it helpful to imagine your thoughts as being like one of the following:




	Trains coming and going while you stand watching from the platform. You don’t have to get on board.


	Buses coming and going but you don’t have to get on them and be taken away.


	Guests entering a hotel. You can be like the doorman: you greet the guests but you don’t follow them to their rooms.


	Suitcases dropping onto a conveyor belt at the airport. You can watch them pass by, without having to pick them up.


	People passing by you in the street. You can nod your head at them, but you don’t have to stop and have a conversation.


	Actors on a stage. You can watch the play, but you don’t need to get on stage and perform.


	Junk email. You can’t stop it from coming in, but you don’t have to read it!





Breathe


Once you have acknowledged a thought, you may find it helpful, with your breathing, to let the thought go when you exhale. Each time you breathe out, you let go and release your thoughts about the past and future. Then as you inhale you bring your attention back to your breath and your awareness is restored. The breath acts as your anchor to the present moment.


Mindful meditation – ‘a new way of being’


Journalist Jon Wilde spent many years interviewing rock stars and A-list celebrities for national newspapers and magazines. However, towards the end of 2012 Jon’s life took a turn – health problems, financial problems and drinking too much all added up to what Jon describes as ‘quicksands of disquiet on all sides’.


Then he discovered mindfulness.


On the Everyday Mindfulness website (www.everyday-mindfulness.org) Jon writes: ‘In meditation, I discovered the kind of quiet spaciousness that I’d been looking for all my life. With practice, I learned how to carry that quiet spaciousness away from the meditation bench and into the rest of my day. Truly, it felt like I had found an entirely new way of being. It felt like I had finally come home to myself in a meaningful way.’




Exercise: Observing your thoughts


This exercise can help you recognize thoughts as separate from yourself. You simply need to put aside five minutes for an ‘open monitoring’ meditation.




	Begin the meditation. As you focus on your breathing, each time a thought arises, pause and write it down. Whatever the thought, write it down. Then return to your breathing.


	Don’t try to have thoughts, but at the same time, try not to suppress your thoughts. Just focus on your breathing. Each and every time a thought arises, write it down.


	At the end of the meditation, look at the words you have written down. You are literally observing your thoughts. How good to know that you can be the observer of your thoughts and not the thoughts themselves!





When you start meditating it often seems like you’re having more thoughts than ever. That’s not a bad thing! It’s an indication that you are more aware of your thoughts; aware of them as separate entities. Don’t be discouraged. Just acknowledge their presence and let them come and go without pursuing them further.





Affirmations


Choose one of these affirmations to say to yourself to help remind you that your thoughts are separate from you:




	Thoughts are just thoughts.


	I am not my thoughts.


	I can step back from my thoughts.


	I don’t have to believe the negative thoughts I tell myself.





Key points




	With an ‘open monitoring’ meditation, you focus your attention on breathing in and breathing out. When you notice that a thought has come into your mind, before you go back to focusing on your breathing, acknowledge the thought.


	Practising an ‘open monitoring’ meditation trains your mind to step back and ‘see’ your thoughts more easily. You are in a position to understand them as separate entities. You realize that thoughts are just thoughts. You don’t have to believe what your thoughts tell you or react to them in any way.


	
Set yourself an intention: at the end of today, commit to doing an ‘open monitoring’ meditation every day for the next 20 days. Choose a time of day – it could be the morning, maybe lunchtime, mid-afternoon, on the train home from work, or in the evening. Decide on a realistic length of time that you will meditate for – it could be for one minute, two minutes, five minutes or more. Just practise focusing on your breathing, acknowledging then letting go of your thoughts.
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