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Emma Maidment is an internationally renowned meditation and yoga teacher, speaker and author. She packed up a thriving career in public relations to pursue an embodied life of wellness and inspire people to live a life in flow. When she’s not working or raising her two little boys – River and Osha – with her partner, Tyson, you’ll find her chasing waterfalls, soaking up beach days, eating good food and sipping on coffee. Emma is featured regularly in magazines and wellbeing publications, presents at festivals and corporate events, and facilitates wellness experiences. She is the co-founder of Flow States Collective and the host of The Flow Lane podcast. You can follow her journey on socials @EmmaMaidment_.
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This book is dedicated to you, the reader. May these words guide you home to the power of your heart and remind you just how beautiful life is meant to be.
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This is a story that begins with me being full of shit. Figuratively and literally.


I was in my early twenties, lying on the X-ray table, looking at an image of my insides that were quite literally loaded with poo. (This is called ‘faecal loading’ for any poo lovers out there.) My gastroenterologist explained to me that my bowels were so full and stuck that anything I was able to digest was simply going around the poo and coming out as liquid. Even my food was avoiding my shit.


Perhaps you’ve been there too. Maybe not with an X-ray of your insides in front of you, but in a space where you feel stuck, where things aren’t flowing and no matter how hard you try you just cannot seem to get things moving in the right direction.


Most of us sometimes feel like we are pushing shit uphill. Or, should I say, pushing ‘should’ uphill – the concept of what we ‘should’ be doing in or with our lives. I knew that at that moment, on the X-ray table, I was doing it in multiple areas of life. Pushing for a career that I’d worked so hard for and ‘should’ continue. Pushing relationships that I ‘should’ stay in. Pushing myself to continue this lifestyle that I ‘should’ be grateful for, all the while running from the voice inside that kept trying to tell me ‘This is not the path for you.’


Here’s the thing about that inner voice: it won’t go away. You can mask it, run from it, numb it or do what I did and literally clog it up … but it will continue to knock and knock and knock. Until it knocks you over. Until you are left with no choice but to listen. My goal in this book is to help you listen before the knocking becomes all you can hear. Because you don’t want to hit rock bottom over and over. You don’t want to live in a state of fear, or be stuck in a lack mentality, living your life completely out of alignment. You don’t want to live in a constant state of survival. You are born to thrive. You are born to flow through life; you have just forgotten how. So, strap yourself in and join me as I take you on a ride discovering your inner waters and share with you the tools you need to live your life in flow and THRIVE.


How to use this book


This book is designed to make you think, reflect, take action and perhaps have a little giggle along the way.


In each section you’ll find exercises and journalling prompts. I highly encourage you to do the exercises as they present themselves, in sequential order. If there’s one you feel particularly resistant to, it’s likely the one you need the most.


When it comes to journalling. I personally like the practice of keeping it extremely personal and even burning the pages if you’re worried that what you’ve written is too personal for anyone else to read. Often we hold back from fear that someone might read our words, or that we’ll look back on our own words at a later date with some sort of shame. If that’s you, I suggest writing down exactly what you feel anyway, but then burn the pages that feel particularly revealing. Otherwise, of course, you can hide your journal away in a safe space. The important thing is that you be completely honest with yourself on paper – don’t be contrived by creating a false sense of who you are just because you’re fearful somebody may one day read what you’ve written. This type of contrived journalling will have the opposite effect on your personal growth. Instead of providing an intimate space for you to uncover and change the unhelpful patterns that are blocking your flow, it will instead reinforce those stories of lack and powerlessness that you’re seeking to break free from. The process of putting pen to paper and completing the exercises in this book are for you to connect with your inner essence on a deep level so that you can find your own sense of flow. If you’re not honest in that process, as you’ll soon see in the pages of this book, life simply won’t flow for you.


I encourage you to leave your preconceived ideas at the door and step into this journey with an open heart, devoid of your ego.


And if you know that that type of honesty with yourself is a challenge, buy a diary you can burn and give yourself the freedom to truly express what’s on your mind and in your heart! Fire, as you will soon learn, is a powerful transformative tool!
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What does it even mean to be in ‘flow’? You have probably experienced flow state before. You’re so deeply immersed in what you’re doing that nothing else matters. There are no other thoughts, no distractions. Just you and the activity moving as one. There’s no questioning, no ‘shoulds’. Just effortlessness. This is referred to by psychologists as a state of ‘flow’. To be in a state of flow is to be so fully immersed in what you’re doing that time ceases to exist, your mind functions at its peak and a sense of pure happiness permeates every cell of your body.


According to positive psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who coined the term ‘flow’ in his book Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, flow state is defined as an ‘optimal state of consciousness where we feel our best and perform our best’. He described flow as a state of being so involved in the moment that you are completely present with the activity at hand. Your ego falls to the side and nothing matters but the task you are immersed in. It’s how I would describe reading music and playing in an orchestra. (Fun fact: I played the flute in a conservatorium orchestra back in my high school days.) When I see the notes on the page, I can’t really describe the process of them getting from the sheet music through to my fingers. It just flows in the same way that you’re reading this text. When you are learning to read music it’s clunky and you overthink each note, but when you have mastered it, there are no thoughts between the notes on the page and the expression through your instrument. Flow is the ultimate presence and oneness. Time seems to fly or cease to exist. Your whole being is involved in the process.


Sounds dreamy, right?


Flow state isn’t something that is reserved for musicians or elite athletes. It can be your everyday experience of life when you are living in complete alignment. You begin to understand that life is happening through you, not to you. And when you’re able to let your heart guide the way, not your head, things will naturally happen for you. It’s not about trying to manifest what you want. It’s about connecting with the deepest part of yourself, listening and following the path you were designed to walk.


It doesn’t matter what you’re doing but rather the quality of your attention to a task, your skill level and your ability to progress. The more skilful you become at a task, the more effortless it becomes. Through consistent practice comes greater experience of flow. If we don’t consciously evolve, we become stagnant. Flow implies movement, even on an abstract level. Expanding your mindset will induce greater flow.


Losing touch with your flow


To be in a state of flow and alignment is your birthright. Living from your intuition is how you were designed to live, yet with our modern world and logic-dominated society, we’ve lost touch with the very essence of what we are here to do – live in flow.


Cut back to early-twenties me. Full of shit. Losing most of my hair due to stress and digestive disorders, covered in cystic acne with a hormone imbalance to boot and anxiety seeping from my pores. If you had met me during this time, you’d have had no idea of what was going on for me. From the outside, I looked like I was thriving. Kicking some serious career goals, getting paid to travel the world for work, working in a position that most people would have hustled for YEARS to get, and I seemingly had just walked right in. Negotiating huge pay rises, riding my bike to yoga and then work every morning, and seemingly living the dream. This was pre-Instagram but if it was a thing back then, I’d have been #KillingIt.


To give you some context, I had studied a Bachelor of Communications (Public Relations) and during my degree was ‘that person’: three internships on the go at once mixed with a bar and cafe job to pay my way through university. I was determined to be a CEO by the time I was 25. I refused to accept that I would only be able to work in PR agencies as a new grad like everyone said, so for my final internship I went and got myself an in-house position in a government department through some people I met through my bar job. Once I graduated, I continued working at the cafe knowing that I would walk straight into an in-house role, and what do you know, a position became available for what was at the time a small tech start-up. It ticked some of my goals at the time: being paid to travel, working in-house and skipping the ‘mandatory’ agency aspect of my career path.


I stayed in that role working my way up and, while I loved the people and the working environment, it was a 24/7 job with non-stop pressure to get more and more media coverage for the company. I was slightly addicted to that kind of pressure and stress, but I didn’t have the deep passion for tech start-ups that everyone else around me had. In the office I was more interested in sharing my kombucha scobies with everyone and ducking off to yoga classes in my lunchbreak than talking about the latest start-up that was shaking things up, but I’d convinced myself that this was my path and pushed down the voice in my head that was telling me it wasn’t quite right. I remember going to yoga classes every morning before work and thinking, ‘Wow, how cool to be a yoga teacher. I wish I could do that,’ never even considering that I COULD actually do that. I saw myself split into ‘hippy Em’ and ‘corporate Em’, and in my mind at the time there was no way to blend the two. I was obsessed with achieving my career goals and thought that I had to sacrifice my actual interests to prove that I could climb the ladder my way.


Every day I’d come home in tears. Full of anxiety, self-doubt and desperately unhappy. Caught in an internal conflict that went a little something like: ‘Babe, you’re not even 24 and you’ve already ticked off most of your career goals. Next step is CEO before 30. You should be so proud of yourself.’


To which my head would reply, ‘Yes, you’re right. I should be so grateful. I’m a total boss bitch, multitasking is my jam and I’m killing it.’


But my heart, body and soul would be literally screaming, ‘You can’t keep running! This is not who you are meant to be …’


The way I was living and forcing my path was the opposite of flow state and one of the big reasons why I was barely surviving on the inside, despite appearing on the outside as if I was thriving.


It took me a long time, but eventually the internal knocking became so loud and my health deteriorated to the point where I was forced into stillness and had no choice but to listen. That’s when I realised I was living in complete misalignment to what I actually valued. I was chronically stressed, burnt out and completely dysregulated within my nervous system.


Reconnecting with your flow


It’s so easy to say ‘follow your passions’ and ‘live from your heart’ but what does that actually mean? And how does it look when you also need to show up as a human being with bills to pay and responsibilities to uphold?


If all you were doing each and every day was sitting in a cave and meditating, your path towards alignment and flow would be pretty easy. For most of us, though, this is not the path we have been destined to take. We need to integrate into and stay relevant to the world around us. To show up in the face of difficulties and obstacles, different belief systems, society and family pressures, and choose to dance to the rhythm of our own drum instead.


One of the biggest blocks for accessing the flow of wisdom inside ourselves is stress. There is extensive scientific evidence that shows that stress is one of the leading causes of most diseases. It’s the silent killer in society and it’s keeping most of us trapped in our own heads – governed by our logical minds and unable to truly tap into our inner knowing.


I was a stress denier. I remember the moment clearly: sitting in my naturopath’s office about two years into healing my gut. Spending hundreds of dollars on tonics that tasted worse than cheap tequila, changing my diet and living what I thought was a healthy lifestyle, still covered in cystic acne. The type that you can technically cover with concealer but you still look like you’ve got bumps all over your skin. The type that hurts to touch and you wish would just go away but no matter how much you spend on skincare and treatments it just won’t budge. The type that you desperately want to squeeze and pick at but there’s no satisfying puss on the inside. My naturopath had ordered some saliva hormone testing (a much more pleasant experience than having your insides examined) and the results were in. My testosterone levels were through the roof and she suspected I may have cysts on my ovaries. A condition I would later be told was called polycystic ovaries (PCO).


‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘I’m literally drinking all the green juices, living my best organic life. How can I still have underlying issues going on?’


‘Emma, do you think you might be stressed?’ she asked in a calm and collected way.


I responded by basically rocking in my chair from adrenaline, distracted by the 1008 work notifications I could hear buzzing from my phone.


‘I’m not stressed; I do yoga.’


She nodded knowingly. And the session moved on.


That simple question from her stuck with me for the rest of the day and sent me into a tailspin. Here I was doing all the ‘right things’ and some woman thinks I might be a bit stressed and that’s the cause? Ludicrous!


But when your face looks like an active volcano and hurts to touch, and your insides blow up every time you eat, you end up searching in every corner for a solution. And so it was that I began to research stress.


It was one of those Google rabbit holes that I can honestly say changed my life as I now teach people how to manage stress themselves! Oh how the tables have turned.


You see, you can do ‘all the things’, spend a fortune on herbs, supplements and treatments, and eat an incredibly clean diet, but if you are living in a state of fight or flight 24/7, it will make very little difference. You cannot heal when you are in a constant state of stress.


There are two main parts of the autonomic nervous system that control the constant activities of your body that you don’t have to think about: ‘rest and digest’ (the parasympathetic nervous system) which maintains bodily functions when you are in a state of calm; and ‘fight, flight or freeze’ (the sympathetic nervous system) which determines your response to stressors. I can tell you right now, there was no resting and digesting happening for me at that time, despite the yoga classes. I was the person rolling my eyes during meditation and itching to get out of there during savasana. My nervous system was completely addicted to stress and I was living in a permanent state of fight or flight.


I liked the type of yoga where they played loud music and moved fast. I had no interest in being still in any sense of the phrase.


You may feel that you’re thriving on the buzz of your fast-paced life, but with time your body will begin to break down because of the state of stress you’re actually in. Your body simply cannot handle a large amount of adrenaline and cortisol long-term.


Understanding stress


When confronted with an external stressor, your brain presses the ‘go’ button for the sympathetic nervous system to take over your body’s response. Your brain goes through an automatic and instinctual process to stop sending resources to your organs and digestive processors (i.e. the parasympathetic nervous system) and instead send energy to your legs to get away from the perceived danger as quickly as possible. This sends messages through to your adrenal glands, which respond by pumping adrenaline (epinephrine is the precise hormone) into your bloodstream. Now you’ve got adrenaline pumping through your body, which causes your heart to beat faster, your blood to rush to your muscles so you can run away as quickly as possible, your blood pressure and pulse rate to increase, and your breathing to become more rapid. Extra oxygen is sent back to your brain to increase alertness. Your sight, hearing and other senses become sharper. All the while, blood sugar and fats are released from their storage places in your body so that they can flood the bloodstream and supply energy to all parts of your body to aid you in getting away from the stressor.


It’s a beautifully orchestrated process when you break it down. One that has clear benefits. If you were confronted by a shark while out swimming, you’d want your legs and arms to become super active to help you escape as quickly as possible.


The issue with this naturally occurring process in the body, however, is that the brain hasn’t evolved to tell the difference between a shark and a deadline. Our sharks have become financial pressures, relationships, old stories from the past, emotions, career pressures and/or lack of support, and to that we throw more fuel on the adrenaline fire by consuming large amounts of caffeine and inflammatory foods to cause an overload of stress in the body.


There’s very little room for recovery and healing in our modern lives. We are basically dangling steak in front of a starving shark and trying to get away! It’s a sure-fire way to spend your life running uphill, not flowing like a river.


Stress is a huge blocker of flow. When you live your life in a constant state of fight or flight, it’s impossible to find flow. You are living in a reactive state. There’s no opportunity to respond to life; you’re simply reacting to every moment that you’re presented with. It becomes normalised very quickly. This is because the neurons in your brain create a pathway of response to an external stressor and it’s usually the same response. It often stems from childhood – a time in your life where you are forming your identity and discovering the world. From ages zero to seven, you were busy writing a script for your life. A script that goes on to shape your view of the world and how you interact with and respond to it. What did you do to receive love and gain attention? Were you nurtured or berated? Supported or left to go it alone? What was the go-to emotion that came up when you were in a stressed state and were you allowed to express that safely or told to suppress it?


This story can also be generated later in life from a deeply stressful event. How did you respond at the time? Did you get angry? Did you become withdrawn? Frustrated? That initial response to a big stressor creates a wiring in your brain that dictates how you respond to all stressors. So someone can cut you off in traffic and suddenly you turn into the Incredible Hulk! Your response (or reaction) doesn’t match the stressor but it’s your default and you’ve normalised it because it’s all you know.


It doesn’t make you a bad person. It means you’re stuck in a loop. Your unhealthy response is one you will continue to repeat (sometimes for generations) until you cultivate awareness and aligned action to change.








Accessing your deeper knowledge requires stillness, connection, and learning methods of regulating your nervous system.


It’s important to note that contrary to what you may believe about nervous system regulation, calm is not the goal 24/7. Um, excuse me, Miss Meditation Teacher, what did you just say? Yep, you heard me: the goal is not to be calm 24/7 but rather to be able to move between dysregulated and regulated states with ease. To notice when you’re dysregulated and move back into regulation. Aka, to flow between the full spectrum of human emotions with grace and ease.
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Electron microscopy research has shown that a pin-sized speck of brain tissue has more than 350 million neuron connections, meaning there are more combinations possible inside of your brain that positively charged particles in the universe.


Let that sink in for a moment.


There are infinite possibilities inside you. You are literally a walking universe. What you need to do is liberate yourself from your stress-response cycle to find your internal flow.


There are so many ways you can nurture your nervous system and recover from stress but when it comes to reducing stress in your life, rewiring your brain and giving your nervous system a chance to recover, it’s important to consider a holistic approach.


Four ways to recover from stress for your mind, body and soul




	Meditation





My number one go-to is a daily practice of meditation. I know, I know, of course the meditation teacher would say that. But remember, I was the girl rolling my eyes at meditation many years ago – until I committed to daily practice and saw the benefits. Start small: five minutes is better than no minutes. Build up to a 20-minute practice to see the ultimate benefits. Head to the Resources section at the end of the book for where to start with meditation, or check out my podcast, The Flow Lane.




	Simple breath practices





You can do breath practices in the car, in a meeting or while the kids are losing it as you cook dinner. Inhale deeply into your belly for the count of 1–2–3–4. Pause for a moment at the top. Exhale deeply for the count of 1–2–3–4–5–6. Repeat for 5 to 10 rounds and notice how you feel. The simple act of lengthening your exhaled breath helps to calm your nervous system and give you access to the parasympathetic (rest and digest) response.




	Movement





Never discount the importance of your physical body. It holds the score for so many of your emotions and is an infinite source of wisdom. The body always knows. Find a way to move that helps to de-stress you, not add more stress! HIIT workouts are great but they add a huge amount of stress to your system. Doing them regularly when stress is already something you’re working on is only adding fuel to the fire. Add in yoga, qigong, beach walking or any way of moving your body that doesn’t also raise your stress level.




	Journalling





The mind is a powerful beast. Writing is a cathartic process that allows you to express your thoughts, emotions and feelings in a way that helps to clear them from being held in your body. (Read on for journalling prompts.)






So now that you’re basically a Zen master, how do you go about aligning your life with your internal stream, aka the flow of nature’s intelligence within that’s just waiting to guide you?
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The first step is getting clear on your values. Values, I hear you yawn. That’s so 2012. But I’m not talking about the values that you write down at a personal development workshop to share with your colleagues in the hope that it makes you look admirable or virtuous. I’m talking about the nitty-gritty values that you know to be true within yourself and that you only have to share with yourself rather than to other people for show. Not many people want to say they value financial wealth and will instead pick ‘world peace’ to share with the room. But maybe you really do value financial wealth. Real values dictate how you live your life and behave; they aren’t just pretty words on a vision board. You have to be honest with yourself when getting clear on your values.


Your values go hand in hand with your belief system, how you show up in the world and the actions you take.














Exercise: 
Awareness of your stress response


Grab your journal. Take a few deep breaths, connect with yourself and, without overthinking it (remember, no one else will be reading what you’ve written), finish the following sentences:




	
When I am faced with a stressor I respond with 
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This results in me feeling 
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When I react this way my body 
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Now put your journal down. It can be confronting to see what comes up. But awareness is the first step towards changing your stress response.
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Exercise: 
Awareness of your values


Often when people think of defining their values, they treat it as a one-time exercise that will stay the same until the end of time. This exercise is different; it is designed to reflect the core values that you have for a particular phase of your life.


This exercise is intended to be done regularly. Think of it as your quarterly check-in with yourself to reassess where you are at in your current season of life. Doing this exercise regularly allows for you to ebb and flow – for you to change depending on your circumstances. What’s important to you today might not feel as relevant tomorrow.


Don’t think about this exercise as getting clear on the values that define your entire life and will be presented at your funeral. Think about it as who you are right now at this moment. Don’t overthink it. Go with the flow of what comes up for you.


Before you sit down to do this values exercise, take some time to meditate. Calm your nervous system and set up an intentional space. Light a candle, burn some incense, play your favourite chill playlist – whatever helps you to feel calm and connected to your inner world.




	Begin by listing down as many values as you can possibly think of (you can use Google for this part if you’re having trouble coming up with ideas). Think about everything from love, wealth, freedom, health, stability, family and beyond.


	Once you have a pageful of values, take a deep breath. Place your hand over your heart and take a few moments to connect into your heart space.


	When you’re feeling centred in the heart, ask yourself, ‘Which values feel relevant to me today?’


	Then circle three values that call to you at this very moment.


	Once you have your three, on a new piece of paper list them and write your own definition of what those three words mean (don’t use Google for this part). It doesn’t matter how ‘correct’ these definitions are; it’s about what those words mean to you.


	Now that you have your three clearly defined values listed and defined for yourself, take a moment to add an extra line for the actions you’re going to take to live these values. For example, if you value health but are eating a packet of chips while doing this exercise, then perhaps one of your actions will be to choose healthier snacks.


	Now place this piece of paper with your values, definitions and actions somewhere you can see it – for example, on your fridge or bathroom mirror. This will help cement them into your subconscious.


	Then, whenever you are faced with an opportunity to make a decision, come back to your current values and ask, ‘Is this in alignment with where I’m currently focusing my energy?’ It might mean you end up saying ‘no’ more often, but with that comes space for other opportunities that are in perfect alignment with exactly where you are at and how you are feeling right now.
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