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			Meeting Christmas just as it is

			Everybody’s experience of Christmas is different. Some of us spend the time surrounded by people while some of us are completely by ourselves. Some of us look forward to this time of year with its traditions and excitement while some of us would quite happily dive under a duvet and hibernate until it’s all over. One thing that everyone’s holiday season does tend to share, however, is that it contains life at its most extreme: extreme happiness, extreme frustration, extreme stress, extreme loneliness, extreme boredom, extreme weather and all the rest. So whether you are someone who absolutely loves Christmas or someone who could live without it, its intensity can be exhausting. All of which means that come the end of the holiday we often feel like we haven’t had a rest at all. It might get so much that we even start to look forward to getting back to work for a bit of normality.

			So what might it be like to bring some mindfulness to Christmas? We all know that as much as we’d like to have the spare time and energy to dedicate ten or twenty quiet minutes each day to some good old-fashioned seated meditation, for most of us that is just never going to happen. If that was the only way to develop our capacity for more self-awareness, calm and kindness, then we would be in bad shape, but thanks to a more modern take on mindfulness – I call it mobile mindfulness – it’s not. Mobile mindfulness simply means that we don’t need to go anywhere peaceful or special to work on our mindfulness skills but can do so wherever we are and whatever we are doing, whether that is decorating the tree, doing some last-minute shopping or listening to Christmas music on repeat when put on hold. 

			Mindfulness is the practice of deliberately paying attention to what is happening in our mind, body and environment and being interested in how that affects our wellbeing. There is now a large and growing evidence base for its positive effects but should you decide to wish yourself a very mindful Christmas, there are three main presents you are likely to receive. The first is the most obvious and it is that Christmas becomes less stressful. Whether it’s the pressures of family or work or shopping or finding enough space in the oven for all the bits that need to be cooking at the same time, Christmas is full of opportunities for getting ourselves all worked up. Having some tricks and techniques we can use to find a moment of calm can make all the difference. The second gift of a very mindful Christmas is balance. This is a time full of challenges. So when these difficult experiences come up, developing calm through mindfulness helps us start to relate to the difficulty in such a way that allows it to pass through us rather than drag us down. After calm and balance, the third gift is joy. While there are certainly challenges aplenty during the holidays it is also a time full of potential for joy and happiness and heartfelt connection with others. Therefore in these pages, alongside ways to deal with the downs, you will also find tips for making the most of the ups – to truly feel the glow of the more lovely parts of our Christmas story.

			One year I decided to run away from all the hassles of the holidays and spent the whole of Christmas and New Year on a silent meditation retreat in the Devon countryside. I had been on retreat many times before, albeit at different times of the year, and I quickly settled into the rhythm of formal sitting and walking meditation, sessions with teachers and daily chores. The first thing that made me realise that Christmas Day had swung around was the arrival of a plate of delicious homemade mince pies alongside the otherwise ordinary vegetarian lunch.
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