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This book is dedicated to the
goddesses of the light who guide me and
challenge me to live a mindful life.



















INTRODUCTION


Mindfulness has become a popular buzzword in the last several years. But it’s so much more than a trendy hashtag. It’s an opportunity to deepen your experience of reality and live a life of meaning and fulfillment.


The concept of mindfulness is all about being present, fully in the moment, and becoming aware of yourself and your surroundings. It also means practicing non-reactivity; that is, not becoming overwhelmed by your environment. Celebrities, scientists, athletes, and people from all walks of life tout the amazing physical and mental benefits of mindfulness; and scientific research backs up many of their experiences. Incredibly, studies have shown that daily mindfulness practices can reduce cortisol, the stress hormone in our bodies, by more than 50 percent.


The practice of mindfulness exists in many cultures, but the North American practice of mindfulness was popularized by Jon Kabat-Zinn in the 1960s. While traveling in Asia, he became a master practitioner of mindfulness and meditation. He brought his experiences back to the United States and created Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) which remains popular to this day.


Mindfulness isn’t just for the rich and famous—people all over the world have taken it up in an effort to understand themselves and function better in modern life. Each and every one of us can learn something from the centuries-old meditative practice. If you are among the many who are searching for a way to increase your quality of life, look no farther.
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A mindful life can be an open doorway to greater peace and tranquility. Practicing mindfulness doesn’t have to be a complete overhaul of your lifestyle. It’s easy to fit in a moment here or there to stop and take in your surroundings, which is an essential factor in the quest to become more mindful. Simple daily activities can be perfect starting points for incorporating elements of mindfulness into your life.


One way to prioritize mindful living is to pay attention to your breath. This practice is a basic one and can be performed anywhere at any time of day. For beginners, it’s important to be aware of your breath as a starting point for more complex mindfulness practices, including meditation. Even advanced practitioners of mindfulness can refocus and become in tune with their bodies and minds through breath practice. To begin, close your eyes if possible, and breath in gently through your nose. Make sure you can feel the breath all the way into your lungs. Straighten your core and lift your chin to guarantee a deep breath. When you’re ready, exhale slowly through your mouth and relax your body. Repeat until your breaths are consistent and your focus is centered on the in-and-out motion. We will practice this technique step by step later in this book.


Another well-loved technique is to try to walk mindfully. Whether you are going on a walk specifically to relax and center yourself or you’re headed to your next destination by foot, mindful walking can improve your day. Pay attention to the way your body moves as you walk and the frequency of your breaths. Concentrate on your feet connecting with the earth as you walk. Focus within, and then slowly reincorporate the sights and sounds of the world around you. Once you master the art of walking mindfully, even mundane travel will be a chance for you to refresh your brain.


Even everyday activities like eating can be an opportunities for mindfulness. In our fast-paced life, we may sometimes find ourselves racing through meals. Breakfasts are rushed, lunch is just a quick break at work, and even an evening meal with loved ones is often finished all too soon. Eating mindfully, on the other hand, has both spiritual and physical benefits. One important aspect of eating mindfully is ensuring that each bite is thoroughly chewed. Savoring the flavor, texture, and smell of your meal will allow you to enjoy it and slow down. Eating with others offers the opportunity to talk and connect while nourishing your body.


A mindful moment can be as simple as taking time to pause. Even brief, momentary check-ins with yourself will allow you to experience the benefits of mindfulness. Take a minute in between chores, destinations, and travel to observe the world around you and reflect on what’s going on in your own mind. We can get so caught up in checking activities off a list that our days become filled with routine actions. Something as simple as setting your phone down before responding to a message or stopping for a moment before answering the door can make a huge difference in your awareness. Mini pauses help re-center us throughout the day.


A natural result of mindfulness is self-reflection. Take time throughout your day to notice your thoughts and feelings about the world around you. Sometimes we can stress about our emotions and confuse them with our deepest selves—we are not our thoughts, and it’s possible to separate ourselves from them and observe them without judgment. Don’t let your mind go down a long path because of a single troubling thought. It’s easy to become depressed or anxious when we feel isolated. Being mindful and practicing self-reflection is a simple but effective way to stop allowing ourselves to get carried away in our negative thoughts.


When we can fully ground ourselves through mindfulness, we can open the door to let others into our lives. To build real connections, we have to allow ourselves to let go of our judgment, preconceived notions, and need to respond. When these things are removed, we can completely open ourselves to others and fully listen to what they are saying. You may be amazed at how much your relationships change for the better when you start practicing mindfulness. To multiply the effect, recruit others to join you in your newfound practice. Mindful meditation can be a shared activity and may strengthen the bonds between family, friends, and partners.


Use your senses—smell, taste, touch, sight, and hearing—to fully soak in the world around you. Being mindful allows you to focus on your own thoughts, feelings, and actions, and it also helps you better understand and accept your surroundings. Starting within your own body and working outward, notice what is happening: in what position are you holding your body? Is it a comfortable or uncomfortable one? How does your clothing feel against your skin? What’s happening in the room around you? Are there any smells or sounds? How about the world outside? Can you hear or see anything going on? Answer each question to yourself and accept it without judgment or emotion. The simple act of observing and redirecting thoughts is a kind of mini-meditation on its own. This is being mindful. It is that simple!


Mindfulness and meditation can allow you to fully relax and take time for much-needed rest. Jerry Seinfeld credits meditation for his sanity during nine years of intensive work on his network show. He said, “While everybody was having lunch I would do Transcendental Meditation. That was how I survived the nine years. Those 20 minutes in the middle of the day saved me.” 


Mindfulness can help clear away negative energy and create a space for creativity and ingenuity. Steve Jobs talked about it by saying the mind was incredibly restless. He said, “If you try to calm it, it only makes things worse, but over time it does calm, and when it does, there’s room to hear more subtle things—that’s when your intuition starts to blossom and you start to see things more clearly and be in the present more.”


Meditation can also be an outlet to escape from social roles and daily life stressors. Soledad O’Brien has talked about meditation and the resulting mindfulness in the following way: “(Meditation) allows me to experience a state of deep rest and relaxation that can be game-changing; and sometimes a life saver in a crazy world. . . . It helps alleviate stress and pressure when you’re trying to balance life and being a mother.”
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The popularity of mindfulness can be traced to ancient spiritual practices. What we now call mindfulness has developed from traditions across the world dating back thousands of years. Mindfulness draws on religions and practices with roots in the Eastern world and especially in Eastern religions. Today’s hot yoga groups, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) classes, and online meditation videos are offshoots of rituals steeped in history.


HINDUISM


Hinduism, widely known as the oldest religion in the world, came about as a mix of many smaller religious traditions in the East, mostly around what would now be considered India. Because of Hinduism’s complex history, there is no single credited founder or distinct creation date. It is made up of ancient Vedic traditions that were the practices of a group of people during the Vedic period (around 1500–600 BCE) in what is now northern India. During the 1800s, writers in Great Britain began lumping Vedic practices together and referring to them as Hinduism, and the modern interpretation of Hinduism in the West was born.


Present-day Hindu concepts include the worship of many gods, temple traditions, and dharma (a principle of cosmic order and a prescription for the right way to live life). The Bhagavad Gita, a sacred text in the Hindu tradition, makes mention of Vedic meditation and yoga—both of which have come to be intertwined with the concept of mindfulness. Practitioners and others interested in the history of mindfulness can consider Hinduism one of the foundational building blocks of the movement.


BUDDHISM


Buddhism, another crucial element to understanding the history of mindfulness, has a much more concrete history. Founded around 400 BCE by the man who came to be known as the Buddha (originally known as Siddhartha Gautama) in what is now India and Nepal, Buddhism was inspired by many elements of the Hindu tradition. Both evolved in the East, both believe in a natural cosmic order, and both incorporate elements that became the basis for modern mindfulness practice.


The main focus of Buddhism is to lead followers on the path to enlightenment. The first step on the journey of enlightenment is sati, which translates to mindfulness. The term sati in its original Sanskrit translation means to remember or to bear in mind. It implies an awareness of how things relate to other things—in other words, any idea or feeling that mindfulness practitioners have is just one thought in a sea of other thoughts. A core idea of mindfulness practice is hearing, accepting, and moving past our thoughts. In this way, sati is the foundation of mindfulness and nonjudgmental acceptance.


Because of how crucial mindfulness is as a Buddhist concept, many Western mindfulness practitioners have studied under Buddhist experts. Modern mindfulness exercises in the West owe much to Buddhism and Buddhist leaders as their influence has helped shape what we now consider to be mindfulness practice.


MINDFULNESS AND YOGA


The history of yoga is complex, and the word yoga itself has taken on many different meanings over thousands of years. Our idea of modern Western yoga does not necessarily line up with its more obscure origins. However, it’s helpful to try to understand the beginnings of yoga to reveal more about modern mindfulness practice.


Around 3300 BCE, the term yoga first appeared in the Vedic scripts from early Hinduism. Vedic priests were noted to perform sacrifices (yajna), and some researchers believe that the poses in which they sacrificed things were early forms of yoga. In the third century, the word yoga began appearing more frequently in reference to a spiritual and meditative practice known as Yogachara. It had eight steps of meditation and was the first thoroughly explained practice that links yoga to modern mindfulness.


Later, in the fifth century, yoga truly became a core component of many religious practices, including those of Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. It was a spiritual practice much more than a physical one and was unlike modern yoga used for exercise. The spirituality of yoga blended together some basic values: one was reflecting on one’s mental state and using mindful yoga to understand it. The goal was to transcend physical and mental suffering to reach a different level of being (which references the concept of enlightenment in Hinduism and Buddhism). Another value was to broaden the consciousness of yoga practitioners. Yoga was a path to mystical transcendence, and from there, it was seen as a way to ultimately enter another body or transcend the current one.


In this same era, yoga became stratified by yogi practice and yoga practice. The former refers to the more supernatural elements of mindfulness and the ability of yogis to expand their consciousness in order to transcend their earthly bodies. Meanwhile, yoga practice became focused on training the mind and practicing meditation, which is where the modern concept of mindfulness evolved from.


YOGA’S TRANSITION TO THE WESTERN WORLD


In the 1890s, yoga first came to the attention of the Western world. Some of yoga’s popularity is due to the work of Swami Vivekananda, a Hindu monk who toured Europe and the United States in the late nineteenth century promoting knowledge of Hinduism. Vivekananda showcased the yoga sutras to the West as well. These sutras were writings from 400 CE that detail yoga traditions such as removing excessive thoughts from one’s mind and focusing on a single thought.


Later, in the twentieth century, Hatha yoga (what is most practiced in the United States today) gained popularity. In the 1930s it first came to light, and its popularity peaked in the 1960s, when the youth revolution and hippie lifestyle took over the U.S. With this revolution came an introduction of Eastern concepts, most notably mindfulness and yoga. After the 1960s, the physical and health benefits of yoga were popularized, and it became a practice not just for mental relaxation (mindfulness) but also for exercise. Yoga continues to be popular in the U.S., and many modern gyms offer classes. However, the mindfulness building blocks of yoga are sometimes less emphasized in many of today’s practices.


The arrival of mindfulness in the U.S. is mostly due to the work of Jon Kabat-Zinn. Dr. Kabat-Zinn is a professor at the University of Massachusetts Medical School. Before he was in academia, Kabat-Zinn was introduced to Buddhism when he was studying at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). A Zen missionary named Philip Kapleau came to speak at MIT and inspired Kabat-Zinn as a young student. Afterward, Kabat-Zinn began studying meditation and Buddhist teachings at the Insight Meditation Society. Eventually he became a teacher at the Society, and in 1979, he founded his own institution: the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical School.


This shift from Buddhist-centric concepts to independent “stress relief” classes represents the divergent paths of mindfulness in the United States. One path embraces the spiritual and supernatural foundation of mindfulness, and another (popularized by Kabat-Zinn) has become a standalone practice that is independent of religion. Kabat-Zinn’s stress relief classes became formalized into his creation, Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). MBSR is an eight-week course that is structured on mindfulness practices and taught by certified teachers all over the U.S. By removing some of the religious elements, Kabat-Zinn was able to reach people of all backgrounds and religions. Although mindfulness has its roots in Buddhist and Hindu origins, modern practices have become mainly focused on mental and physical health instead of spirituality.


As evidenced by the broad acceptance of Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR techniques, the mental benefits of mindfulness cannot be overstated. Many schools of psychology have taken note of this popularity and incorporated mindful practices as an element of mental healing.


MINDFULNESS-BASED COGNITIVE THERAPY (MBCT)


Inspired by Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, MBCT is a program specifically intended to target clinical depression (also known as major depressive disorder) and is helpful for people with physical trauma and brain injury. MBCT integrates science with mindfulness to help patients suffering from mental disorders. It is a modified version of cognitive therapy that incorporates meditation and breathing exercises. MBCT therapists are specially trained to help break patterns of negative thought. MBCT is a type of group therapy that meets once a week for a two-hour session. Therapists act as group leaders and help patients learn meditative techniques during their sessions.


Research has shown MBCT is effective in treating major depressive disorder and can help decrease the frequency and strength of depressive episodes in people with major physical trauma like traumatic brain injuries or certain vascular diseases.


POSITIVE PSYCHOLOGY


While MBCT and MBSR have become popular for their effects on depressed patients, the field of positive psychology has widely embraced mindfulness meditation as a tool for anyone, regardless of diagnosis, to improve mental health. The benefit of mindful practices is that they can be applied in a wide range of situations, with varying levels of involvement. For positive psychology therapists, the philosophy of mindfulness that Eastern religion and culture started is now an applicable, proven method for helping people across the world.


A 2016 study researched the integration of mindful practices with positive psychology in a program called the Positive Mindful Program. This experiment used mindfulness training to supplement classic positive psychology interventions in an attempt to increase participant well-being. The result was a booming success and showed that mindfulness and positive psychology go hand in hand.


MODERN MINDFULNESS MOVEMENTS


Jon Kabat-Zinn defines mindfulness as “the psychological process of bringing one’s attention to the internal and external experiences occurring in the present moment, which can be developed through the practice of meditation and other training.” By using this definition, it’s clear to see that the applicability of mindfulness stretches across generations and into every facet of modern life. Living a mindful life is, at its core, a daily practice to notice and savor each moment. Heightened awareness of physical sensations, the surrounding environment, thoughts, and feelings is the starting point for mindful living. Accepting these things as they are (not “right” or “wrong”) is the key component to exemplifying mindfulness.


In the twenty-first century, mindfulness has reached many parts of the Western world, from education to business to government, making clear the dramatic benefits to well-being that mindfulness can bring about.


SCHOOLS AND EDUCATION


University research has shown a correlation between mindfulness and attention, and these findings have been used to support programs for grade schoolers across the U.S. Schools in Miami (Mindful Kids Miami, Inc.), Los Angeles (The Inner Kids Program), Baltimore (The Holistic Life Foundation), and Richmond (Mindful Life Project) have all implemented programs aimed at teaching educators how to include mindfulness techniques into the classroom, as well as directly teaching children how to self-regulate using mindful actions. Additionally, the MindUP program trains teachers across the U.S. (more than 1,000 schools) about mindfulness.


LAW


Many law firms now offer classes in mindfulness, and Harvard Law School’s prestigious Program on Negotiation has hosted mindfulness workshops.


BUSINESS


Several large corporations have begun investing in mindfulness programs to help their company culture. Google, Apple, Procter & Gamble, General Mills, Mayo Clinic, and the U.S. Army are just some of the companies that have implemented mindful techniques, including meditation breaks and mindfulness coaching.


GOVERNMENT


Mindfulness training has entered many government organizations’ continuing education curricula. In the Western world, both the U.S. and the U.K. have implemented government-sponsored mindfulness programs: Coping Strategies for U.S. Armed Forces personnel, and a mindfulness session led by Ruby Wax, a prominent UK actress and author of a book on mindfulness, for the members of the British Parliament.
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