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Dedicated to the memory of my mum, Kathleen,


who taught me most about kindness,


compassion and living life fully.
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Introduction




Sometimes life can be hard and situations difficult to manage. In my work as a therapist, I often see people with problems that may be familiar to you:




•   Do you ever feel overwhelmed and unable to cope?


•   Do you worry constantly and feel exhausted or irritable and angry?


•   Have you lost your zest for life and sense of fun?


•   Are you experiencing relationship difficulties?


•   Do you over- or under-eat, or rely on stimuli, such as alcohol, medication, drugs, shopping, sex and social media, to cope?


•   Do you ever feel helpless or worthless and that you are just not good enough?




This list is not exhaustive and you may have different challenges, but if some, most, or all of these resonate with you, let me assure you that you are not alone. Help is at hand. My Ten to Zen workout will show you how you can learn to manage these difficult emotions and ultimately live life in a calmer, happier and more authentic way.


Have you ever looked at all the happy images on social media – Facebook, Twitter, Instagram – and had the envious thought that everyone else is having a great time? This can happen even when we know we are only seeing a carefully edited version of reality. Yes, it’s great to share the happy stuff, but where are the rest of the pictures? The narratives we share on social media are what we want others to see and believe of us, while we rarely post about the challenges we are all living with.


What a relief it would be if we could all be truthful about who we really are, without apology. If we could only be honest about the glorious, wonderful confusion it is to be human. Within this confusion there are many insights and possibilities for growth, but these will only emerge if we allow ourselves time to stop and reflect. Our culture promotes distorted news, edited stories and a frenzied pace of activity and we all do so much ‘stuff’ that we are often burnt out – even our children. So within this book I encourage you to take time out for just ten minutes every day, with the hope that this time will become a central part of your life. I also encourage you to address some of the difficult aspects of your life in a safe, controlled way, helping you move towards a truer version of yourself.


We all struggle at times – I know this to be true both personally and professionally. This book offers the Ten to Zen solution, a starting point for regaining control, and making your way back to a calmer mind and better life. I don’t promise to wave a magic wand or sprinkle fairy dust. However, I do promise to share with you some effective, life-changing techniques. These techniques and principles for living are based on some of the best-evidenced psychology models used in my work as a psychotherapist, my experiences of working with the dying and some of my own personal experiences along the way.


A Workout with a Difference


My workout stands out from the others partly because of the timing. The beauty of Ten to Zen is that you really do need only ten minutes a day to benefit from it. But it is also different because it goes much more deeply into why we are becoming distressed in the first place.


We all know it is impossible to feel calm and in control all of the time, yet finding a way of regaining a sense of perspective is, at times, essential. That doesn’t mean it’s easy though, and in the initial stages of developing Ten to Zen I thought hard about what an effective daily mind workout might look like. In essence, I wanted it to do the following things:




•   To help people find a way of stopping, and slowing down quickly


•   To help get them out of their distressed head space


•   To help them regain a sense of perspective


•   To help them move forward with a greater sense of calm and control




But how would I do this? Initially I knew I would use the techniques I’d picked up from my training in psychological therapies, but I also wanted my approach to be more than a set of skills – I wanted the Ten to Zen workout to embody principles for more peaceful, authentic living. This prompted me to engage with the insights I had gained from my work with both the dying and the living over the past twenty-five years.


So now I ask you to keep an open mind and commit to the time required to practise wholeheartedly. Be prepared for a fresh start and hold on to the thought that whatever has gone before, that moment has now gone. The only important time is now.


There is space in the Take a Moment … exercises in this book to write your own notes, or you may prefer to have a special notebook that you use when doing your Ten to Zen workout.


Influences from the Dying


For many years before becoming a therapist I worked as a nurse in the palliative care world, and I would often hear dying patients talking about regret, and how they wished they had used their time differently. I’m now a senior psychotherapist and, at the time of writing this, a clinical lead working in the National Health Service in the UK.


I can still hear the voice of a man in his seventies who was in a hospice, saying, ‘I spent so much time worrying during my life, I wish I had learned not to do that.’


In fact I have lost count of the number of times I’ve heard people talk about how stressful life was for them, how they had got their priorities wrong and the oh-so-familiar words, ‘If only I had my time again.’


What I learned from these patients is that they felt so much of their precious time had been spent on stuff that wasn’t really important. Hearing this sparked my initial desire to develop something to counteract this. I wanted to share with a wider audience what I saw as the privileged experiences I’d had while working as a nurse.


At the same time, I realized that very few people were taking time out of their busy lives to look after their minds. Starting a book by saying that it has partly been influenced by experiences with the dying might seem an odd choice and some of you might be concerned that the content will be bleak. Let me assure you nothing could be further from the truth; it is life-affirming.


In essence, Ten to Zen is a daily mental workout aimed to help you live life more fully, more deeply and with more enjoyment. Through my experience working in the world of physical and mental healthcare I have seen that the process of death brings with it many lessons for those who journey alongside. Lessons of hope, courage, perspective and joy, as well as ways to live peacefully with what time we have left.


The numerous insights I’ve received from the dying could fill a whole other book, and the stories are varied and diverse, but the themes that dominated were often remarkably similar: worry, psychological distress and fear often stopped people living life as fully and happily and authentically as they would wish.


Being a palliative care nurse brought me face to face with people’s lives: their happy memories, their priorities, their regrets. I found that they all wished they’d spent less time stressing about things, that they all wished they’d enjoyed the good times more fully, that they’d paid more attention to all the potential pleasures in life. This triggered a desire in me to create an effective, reliable process that everyone can use on a daily basis to calm their minds and to start to live in the here and now. Because in my experience, very few things are as important.


My years as a nurse also motivated me to train professionally as a therapist. I could see that the suffering of dying patients was often more than just physical pain. That there was often an underlying psychological aspect to their distress too. I would sometimes witness that pain being eased when patients were able to unburden their minds in a way they hadn’t previously been able. So I also wanted to create something that would help people live in ways that could soothe this psychological distress. What better teachers do we have than those who are facing death? With immense gratitude to those who courageously shared their stories with me, I pass on some of the lessons I learned to you.


So this is how Ten to Zen came to be: a simple, structured workout for the mind that takes just ten minutes out of your day yet will have far-reaching, truly life-changing benefits. Ten to Zen can be done anywhere, at any time and by anyone – its beauty lies in its practicality and simplicity. It is so straightforward to learn that anyone can make it a part of their daily life. In fact, Ten to Zen is not only going to be easy and effective, but also one of the best investments of time you are ever likely to make.


Why ‘Zen’?


So why did I call it ‘Ten to Zen’? What images come to mind when you think about reaching a state of ‘Zen’? Some of you may think of Zen Buddhism, the spiritual path. Others may see Zen in a more general sense, as a kind of shorthand for relaxation.


From the outset, I should explain that this book isn’t based on Zen Buddhism. I don’t focus on pure meditation or the road to enlightenment. I won’t be using any gongs or chanting and there is no need to subscribe to a spiritual practice. Rather, I am using the term in a colloquial way that is more to do with being ‘in the zone’ or ‘chilled out’. It’s about achieving that highly desired state of mind that people often access through meditation, when we become calm, aware and enlightened. It’s about being focused yet relaxed; the idea of ‘Zen’ as an approach to life that emphasizes creativity, simplicity and intuition rather than fixating on goals. It’s ‘Zen’ in the sense of relaxation, of achieving that coveted sense of deep, centred calm.


Although this book isn’t about Buddhism, my hope is that in honouring the wisdom in the teachings of Buddhism, mindfulness and psychology, alongside the wisdom of the dying and my experiences in therapy, you might find your own enlightenment in these workouts; your personal Zen, whatever that means for you.


I have been practising this method and running workshops for many years and I can promise you that if you follow the stages in this book, you will quickly learn to access this sought-after state of relaxed, calm focus, as and when you need it.


Influences from the Living


As well as everything I share with you in this book being based on years of professional experience, I am no stranger to occasional challenges in my own life, and I’ll be sharing some of these with you too.


As I mentioned, as a therapist I hear much about how distressing life can be, and the concept of time often plays a prominent part in this. Not having enough time, wasting time, the passing of time – these are all common themes. I also hear many stories of chaotic lives and minds, of people lacking compassion for themselves and struggling to find ways to cope with the daily demands of life.


I have discovered over the years that no matter what therapy, workshop or breathing technique is offered to an individual, it is far less effective if the person’s level of distress is too high to process the techniques they are being shown. They simply cannot engage properly with the therapy or technique because there are so many other things going on for them, cluttering up their mental space.


Turning down the volume of the mind might be an easier way to think of this. My book is not a therapy programme, but I hope that using the techniques and concepts in it will enable your brain to settle and become quieter, allowing you to enter a place where whatever is going on your life starts to feel more manageable.


The reality is, we are all in this together. We are all here on earth for an unknown period of time with a largely unknown life to live. That’s the beauty of it. But if we are truly honest with ourselves, how often do we really live fully?
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So to start, let me ask you two simple questions. Sit quietly with your eyes closed for a minute and ask yourself:




1.   Am I truly living the life I want?


2.   Does my mind often feel peaceful and calm?




If you answered ‘no’ to either or both of the questions, then welcome to the human race. Secondly, congratulations on making the choice to read this book. I’m not a mind reader, but if you have picked up this book, I imagine you are struggling with certain aspects of your life. What I can promise you – ultimately – is that taking a little time out of each day to follow Ten to Zen, my mind workout, will make the positive difference you need.




How This Book Works


The book is divided into two parts. Part One, Chapters 1–3, gives you a sense of how the brain usually works, some of the research and reasoning behind the programme and why I broke it down into ten minutes a day.


Part Two, Chapters 4–10, is roughly divided up into the ‘minutes’, or steps, that correspond to the ‘minutes’ in the workout. The full workout is summarized towards the end of the book here, which will act as a prompt once you have worked through each chapter.


In Part One, I have interspersed some of these ‘minutes’, or steps, with general meditations and psychological exercises, which act as a kind of preparation to the ten-minute workout. These short exercises are flagged with the invitation to ‘take a moment’ and they are all part of the workout. They will guide you on how you can be kinder to yourself, deal with unpleasant emotions, and generally clear some of the unwanted mental baggage we all carry around with us, so your mind is freed up and able to get to the ‘Zen’ bits much more quickly. You can think of it as a kind of mental decluttering. I’ve also included several case studies and stories from my therapeutic experience. (All names or circumstances within the book have been fully amended to protect anonymity.)


I want to say from the outset that you don’t need to be rigidly bound to the ten-minute timeframe, and that different people will relate more or less to different exercises and aspects of the workout. Some find that they want to spend more time on mindfulness, others on the breathing. Please feel free to concentrate on parts that you particularly relate to and to make this workout as bespoke as you want. Having said that, I do recommend that you read through the whole workout initially. Once you feel comfortable with the entire thing, you can start to play around with it a little and ultimately decide what works best for you.


At the heart of my workout is the idea of bringing the mind’s anxiety down, notch by notch, until the brain gets enough space to be able to think more clearly. I can’t promise that practice will make it perfect, but it will certainly make it easier.


I am also going to talk a bit about the neuroscience behind the workout, especially in the early chapters, because I believe it’s important you can see that everything I put forward is grounded in solid research. Also, I believe that techniques often work more efficiently when people understand why they work. However I’m not going into the neuroscience too much because, although it provides the framework for the workout, it is just one part of it (and I don’t want to scare you off). Alongside this framework there is another layer, which I broadly term ‘principles for living’, and I will go into these in the later chapters.


So to really get the most from the book, it is important to read through the preliminary chapters first. You can skip them and go straight to the workout itself, but you won’t get as much out of it that way.


Your Mind May Be Running the Show


I’m aware that many of you can justifiably name any number of factors that prevent you living fully, or having a calmer mind. Things that contribute to uncomfortable feelings such as money worries, relationship issues or noisy neighbours. Perhaps you have a bullying boss, or difficult things have happened to you in the past that cause you anxiety.


These are all valid concerns. But have you ever stopped to consider how your mind, with its amazing ability to process and interpret life’s events, can have a considerable influence on how you live and experience your life?


The reality is that it does, and not always in a helpful way. In fact we know from neuroscience and psychology research (the ‘sciences of the brain’) that what goes on in our minds impacts on every aspect of our experience.


Often, our minds run riot if they are not looked after properly. I find it very interesting that we pay attention to every other organ of the body, especially if we detect a problem or identify a need for maintenance, but we often ignore our minds. It’s as if we just expect them to take care of themselves, as if everything that happens there is on autopilot. While there is some truth in this, we also have a lot of control over our thoughts, and instigating a daily mind workout is a great way to start exercising and strengthening this control. This is where Ten to Zen comes in. It’s designed to help you live a more balanced life and avoid becoming a prisoner of the antics of your mind.


Ten to Zen: the Ultimate Benefits


Many self-help books I’ve read make promises to change your entire life. Not this one. I can’t change the circumstances of your life but I can help you decide how you respond to them. I can offer you some tools that can enable you to change your unhelpful responses to more helpful ones. I can promise that if you engage with what is on offer here it will change how you see life and give you the chance of living with more hope.


Ten to Zen is based on my years of experience and professional training, but also on a common-sense approach gained from observing what actually works for people.


All the therapeutic grounding techniques I use are supported by scientific research that shows how effective they are and how they benefit the mind. Rather than drown you in quotes from hundreds of articles, I’m just going to summarize broadly what we know happens when we calm down, deactivate the mind’s threat system, get some mental space and simply treat ourselves a little better:




•   MRI scans show positive changes in our brains, including better stress-management and improved mental functioning


•   Our physical health improves, alongside our healthier minds


•   Our relationships improve


•   We become more productive and creative and take less sick leave


•   Our view of the world changes


•   We cope better with life and become calmer


•   We become happier




In other words, we start to live rather than just exist. I sincerely hope on our journey together that you opt in to living fully rather than just existing, and make the changes in your life that you deserve.


About Me


Now you know a little about my professional background it might be useful to know a little bit about me as a human being.


I live with my long-term partner, Mark, and we have a dog called Kate. Kate teaches us a lot about living calmly – if you truly want to learn how to hit the ‘pause’ button and regain perspective, I suggest that you watch a dog chill out sometime. In my eyes, they are the masters of Zen.


As well as regular walks with Kate, I like to run because it clears my head. I’m no athlete, but I have run a few marathons. There’s a reason I mention running here. Every time I’ve run a marathon I’ve brought my travel card with me, just in case I need to catch a train home at the halfway point! In my view, completing a marathon is linked more to mental stamina than to physical. In the past, I’ve had moments when sheer exhaustion made me think of quitting. Then it was the stopping to pause, breathe, regain focus, sort out my head and then get on with it again that got me over the finish line.


Now I can see that I was practising a kind of Ten to Zen before I had really developed the concept! Probably lots of you are already doing this too. For many of us, life these days can feel like a never-ending marathon, so finding those moments to pause and re-balance has never been more important. That way, we can pace our ‘life marathons’ more comfortably.


A Touch of Common Sense


I hold the firm belief that when it comes to healthy mental wellbeing, a common-sense approach is essential. I don’t want this to be a heavy, dull read. I want it to be clear and accessible, so I’m trying to keep it simple while making sure there is enough science behind it to stop it being airy-fairy in any way.


Complex theories, endless analysis and an ongoing quest for deeper psychological significance may be what some people require, but it doesn’t work for everyone. I don’t judge or criticize colleagues who adopt such approaches in therapy, as sometimes they are absolutely essential. But this is not the purpose of my book. I am more interested in helping people function better on a daily basis, understand the workings of their minds a little more and simply bring down their distress levels a few notches.


As therapists, we can sometimes make the mistake of using academic theory-driven language that confuses people. I believe that we need to listen more carefully to what our clients want – and that, in my experience, is simply to feel better. A clear, realistic, scientifically researched and time-efficient tool works, not just for ten minutes, but as a way of life. It’s like having a messy garden. If you don’t take time out on a regular basis to tend to your garden, soon the weeds will set in. Our brains need similar daily maintenance so that things don’t start to feel out of control and we can create the time we need to attend to any chaos.


Ten minutes each day is what this programme asks for and if, in time, people want to practise for longer, or use the techniques at different times of the day or night, then that is a bonus. I believe that it would benefit all of us if we adopted a more proactive approach to looking after our mental wellbeing to help prevent the tougher times feeling overwhelming. These experiences can be periods of great growth and learning, if only we allow them to be. As my mother used to say, ‘You can’t appreciate summer unless you’ve experienced winter.’
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