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What people are saying about


A to Z of Mindfulness for Christians


David Harper’s profound humanity shines through this precious book. It is both deeply rooted in his Christian faith yet open to wisdom wherever he finds it. It is a gentle book, with a knowledge of the complexity of the human heart. His own joy and peace, the fruit of years of commitment to mindfulness, shines through every page and is a foretaste of the fruit of the practice.


Timothy Radcliffe OP, Dominican (former Master of the Order) and Author (including Alive in God)


This book is a rare treasure-trove of insights from an author who has known both Christianity and Mindfulness from the inside. David Harper generously shares the fruits of years of deep practice and reflection, offering glimpses of what is possible when biblical wisdom is woven together with kindly awareness, nourishing the roots of faith and practice for all. The book has captured so well the essence of how mindfulness and Christian faith can nourish and sustain each other.


Mark Williams, Emeritus Professor of Clinical Psychology, University of Oxford, Co-author of Mindfulness: Finding Peace in a Frantic World


In a world of frenetic activity, mindfulness offers us an opportunity to pause and simply to be. This eminently readable and practical book is a Godsend for our fretful age.


Revd Martin Wellings, Superintendent Minister of the Barnet & Queensbury Circuit and author (including Methodism and History)









Dedicated to Sue, Tom and Sam, with thanks for all your love and support.


Thank you to Sharon for proofreading and to everyone at Circle Books.
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Introduction


This book provides an introduction to mindfulness and how it is relevant and life enhancing to Christians.


I have found through personal experience, through much reading and listening, just how beneficial mindfulness is. By reference to a large number of passages in the New Testament, this book seeks to demonstrate how complementary Christianity and mindfulness are. I very much hope this very accessible book helps anyone with a Christian faith or interested in Christianity, to introduce how mindfulness might complement and enhance their faith, and, at the same time perhaps remove anxieties and objections


By exploring 52 themes relevant to mindfulness and Christianity, set out alphabetically, and drawing on relevant Bible passages, the book seeks to dispel fears and encourage exploration of how mindfulness might be helpful to you. Themes include words relevant to every Christian, including silence, time, compassion and worry. The reader can choose to dip into words which might be of relevance or concern to them, or, to read through from A to Z especially as Attitude is a good starting point and the topics covered under Y and Z are good places to finish the book.


Each theme can stand alone and could be read as a daily reading. Each theme has 2 quotations to contemplate and relevant Bible verses to reflect upon. The book assumes no prior knowledge about mindfulness.


Central to it all is Jesus – and in that chapter, each of the other themes is mentioned. Some frequently asked questions are addressed under Q for questions. The whole book seeks to address a whole lot more in a friendly and accessible style.


I very much hope you enjoy the book. Do visit the website and twitter page which relates to the book


www.atozmindfulness.co.uk


Follow me on twitter @AtoZmindfulness









Attitude


In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus.


Philippians 2 v 5


Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord.


Colossians 3 v 23


If you don’t like something, change it. If you can’t change it, change your attitude.


Maya Angelou


The longer I live, the more I realise the impact of attitude on life.


Charles Swindoll


The word attitude seems a very appropriate way to start this book. Your attitude will matter and colour the reading of the themes of the book which lie ahead. My hope is that you will have a positive attitude, an enquiring and open mind, to the themes that are being covered.


So, let us begin by considering this simple illustration about three people involved in a building project. Each of the three people is asked in turn, ‘what are you doing?’ The reply from the first person is, ‘I’m carrying bricks – it’s a really hard slog.’ The reply from the second person is, ‘I’m in the building trade, earning a decent living, and I’m grateful to have a job.’ The reply from the third person, ‘I am building a beautiful cathedral to the glory of God, and I am very privileged to have this opportunity.’ Attitude to the task really matters!


Attitude makes a difference to not just our job, but to all tasks that we are involved with. An optimist thinks the glass is half full, a pessimist thinks that the glass is half empty, and, a realist knows that eventually someone is going to have to wash the glass. If the ‘washer up’ is you, then the attitude to washing up matters. Mindful washing up is a good learning activity.


Viktor Frankl (1905–1997) was a Jewish psychiatrist who spent 3 years living in unspeakable horror in a Nazi concentration camp. While he was imprisoned, he realised that he had just one freedom left: the power to determine his attitude to his appalling situation. So, Frankl chose to imagine, he chose to have faith, he chose to dream what the future might be like. And afterwards, he famously wrote, ‘Everything can be taken from a person apart from one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’


Thomas Merton,* when commenting on the nature of contemplation and mindfulness, suggests that we should not look for a method or a system, but instead cultivate an attitude. He goes on to suggest that this attitude includes openness, attention, expectation, trust and joy and all of these can permeate our being with love. Some people refer to this as equanimity, a word that suggests impartiality to whatever arises, a relaxed and undisturbed ease.


The way to change your happiness level is therefore not to change your material well-being or circumstances, but instead to change your attitude towards your situation or circumstances.


This might eventually lead to a reappraisal of your aims in life or a new understanding of your spiritual direction. Things turn out best for the people who make the best of the way things turn out. A person’s attitude to very small things also matters. I have found gratitude for very small things affects my day in a very positive way, and so I now tend to pray quickly and simply in a grateful and thankful way for small things. New Testament examples of Jesus doing this are found in John 11 v 41 (raising of Lazarus) and Luke 22 v 17 (the last supper).


Sometimes a very simple task can be something to learn from. How we do that task, and, our attitude towards it, can tell us much. For example, I play table tennis in a room with six tables and a number of games happening concurrently. Inevitably, the ball will go off my table and under the feet of someone else’s playing area. It is interesting how people respond to this. Some people just ignore the ball on the ground, some people kick it to one side, some people pick it up and pass it to the player on the next table. Some people even go as far as a smile or say thanks. For me, it is always good to pick up the ball look at the person I am passing it back to, and smile. This act makes a difference to my attitude, and it makes a difference for the other person, and in turn, affects their attitude.


Mindfulness is an attitude. It is an attitude that can permeate through all the activities of daily life. And it is an attitude that can have a positive impact on all aspects of day to day living. Paul encourages us to adopt an accepting attitude (2 Corinthians 12 v 9).


Possibility: at some point today, when faced with a task (which can be quite simple) that you anticipate you will not enjoy, take a moment or two beforehand to consider how it might be different with a changed, more positive attitude? Then do the task, and afterwards, notice if it was any different to your anticipation.









Awake


Peter and his companions were very sleepy, but when they became fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him.


Luke 9 v 32


And do this, understanding the present time: The hour has already come for you to wake up from your slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.


Romans 13 v 11


So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be awake and sober.


1 Thessalonians 5 v 6


Those who are awake, live in a state of constant amazement.


Jack Kornfield


Today is life, the only life you are sure of. Make the most of today. Get interested in something. Shake yourself awake.


Dale Carnegie


The brilliant novel The Book Thief by Marcus Zusak, has a central character called Liesl, a German girl living in the poor outskirts of Munich, with her kind and loving adoptive parents. The book spans the time of the Nazi years in Germany. The family hide a Jew called Max in their basement. At one stage, there is great poignancy in the novel when Liesl is willing Max, who has lapsed into a deep coma-like sleep, to wake up, to live. There is great jubilation when Max does indeed wake up, when he takes these first steps to being awake and alive. Being awake has two stages: firstly, not being asleep and secondly, being alert to what is going on around you.


There are many instances in the New Testament when Jesus encourages those around him to stay awake. This is particularly the case with the disciples, who He teaches and encourages to become witnesses, leaders and evangelists of the embryonic Christian movement. Even at the scene of the transfiguration, Peter and the companions were overcome with sleep. When they became fully awake, they could see the glory of Jesus in the transfiguration. You might have expected that they would have been awake and alert to what Jesus wanted them to see. But Peter and the others are human, they show human traits of tiredness and lethargy. Jesus wanted the disciples to keep awake not just for themselves, but also for those around them. Similarly, keeping awake is not just for ourselves, but also for those around us.


CS Lewis wrote (in Letters to Malcolm), ‘We may ignore, but we can nowhere evade, the presence of God. The world is crowded with him. He walks everywhere incognito. And the incognito is not always hard to penetrate. The real labour is to remember, to attend … in fact to come awake. Still more, to remain awake.’ Even during the times when we have our eyes open, it is still possible for us not to be awake. It is still possible for us to sleepwalk! I don’t mean literally. I mean metaphorically: it is possible for us to sleepwalk through our whole lives.


The teachers of mindfulness call this condition of not being awake being on autopilot. What is meant by this phrase of being on autopilot? Examples of when you are on autopilot might include the following: travelling to work, going on the ‘school run’, going to the supermarket. Being on autopilot means carrying out activities without giving them any attention at all. Being on autopilot means not being awake to sounds, sights or smells that are around. Being on autopilot means not giving those around us any attention. It is possible for us to do this day after day, week after week and if we are not careful, year after year. Being awake is being ourselves. Being awake is being present. Being awake is bigger than individual thoughts.


What might we do to help ourselves stay awake? To stay aware? One way we might help to stay awake is by focussing on the breath. We simply give attention to the breath as it is inhaled and exhaled, inspired and expired. The in-breath is ‘inspiration’, giving you energy and life, each and every time, alerting heart and mind and spirit. In the Genesis story, God breathes into the lungs of Adam. In the New Testament Jesus breathes into the disciples. The breath of Jesus flowed into the disciples. It was a gift from Jesus to the disciples. It connected them together. The love of Jesus was tangible, physical and real.


The Greek word for breath and spirit and wind all come from the same word ruach. There is a reciprocal link between the breath and the physical state. As we spend a few moments reconnecting with the breath, becoming awake to the breath, then we can become wholly awake.


The breath for us is tangible, physical and real. Breathing is evidence and a sign that we are alive. When a body is alive, breath happens and pulse happens.


Martin Luther King* eloquently put it like this: ‘One of the great liabilities of history is that all too many people fail to remain awake through great periods of social change. Every society has its protectors of status quo and its fraternities of the indifferent who are notorious for sleeping through revolutions. Today, our very survival depends on our ability to stay awake, to adjust to new ideas, to remain vigilant and to face the challenge of change.’ Mindfulness can help us to stay awake in all kinds of ways.


Possibility: in one situation today, seek to be really awake and alert – so that as you look and experience, you are not indifferent, resentful, judgemental but instead open and loving.









Body


The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.


John 1 v 14


May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.


1 Thessalonians 5 v 23


Health is a state of complete harmony of the body, mind and spirit.


BKS Iyengar


Take care of your body as if you were going to live forever; and take care of your soul as if you were going to die tomorrow.


Saint Augustine


One of the many difficult words for Christians to get to grips with is ‘incarnation’. In simple terms, this means that God came to earth in human form, God came in a human body (John 1 v 14). Jesus says many profound things in the gospels. The power of what He said was made more powerful by His living body backing up His living words. Jesus embodied truth and faith. (He ‘walked the talk’.) The Old Testament seems to be an attempt by God to express the connection to humans through words and rules (e.g., 10 commandments) but this connection doesn’t fully succeed. God had to try another way (Luke 20 v 9–15) in the form of a body, the body of Jesus. And by doing this, through the physical body of Jesus, God connects completely to us.


Over the centuries, many Christians and theologians have sought to separate the mind and body (academics call this dualism), often with the suggestion that the mind is ‘good’ and the body ‘not good’, but Thomas Aquinas* suggested that ‘we should love our bodies with the same charity with which we love God’ quoted in Timothy Radcliffe* Alive to God p. 282. Timothy Radcliffe goes on to explain ‘Christianity is a very physical religion … so our bodily life – hearing, seeing, touching, walking, eating and drinking – is made holy in the Lord.’ This means that we need to have more respect for, and make greater connections to, our bodies. Mindfulness involves an awareness of our body. In the Mindfulness A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World course,* one of the mindfulness practices is called the Body Scan. In this practice, the participant is invited to connect with each part of the body. The body scan is not easy! At times it can seem boring. Depending on attitude, then, at times it can seem even pointless.


I do believe that there is no such thing as disembodied mindfulness. Mindfulness is body, breath and mind (and the interaction between all three). For example, I notice that when I’m facing a situation which I am anxious about (e.g., an interview), I have butterflies in my tummy. Other people suffer from perspiration, others brightness around the neck or shortness of breath. The events in your body such as stomach rumbling, cold feet, an itchy head are all things that are happening in the present moment. Some of these events may be pleasant, some of these events may be unpleasant. A mindful attitude can help with these bodily reactions. As part of the Body Scan, participants are sometimes encouraged to breathe towards an area of pain or tension. Many say that the act of breathing towards the area of tension can make a difference. People who do yoga, Tai Chi or similar practices, become more connected to their bodies, to their breath, their balance, and also to sources of tension. A number of years ago, I tried yoga. But I always seemed to feel stiff and awkward, particularly as I compared myself with others despite the teacher repeatedly saying not to do this! (I hadn’t come to mindfulness then!) Mindfulness helps us redress this balance of detachment from our bodies. Instead of detachment we can welcome ourselves home to our bodies, connecting more fully with them.


Much has been written about body language, and how much it informs other people far more than the words we use. Perhaps, by becoming more aware of our bodies, we can inform ourselves at the same time as we inform others. What is going on in our mind shapes our body. For example, when we are defensive, anxious or depressed we fold in on ourselves – we slump, we cross our arms in front of us When we are happier, then our body shape opens up. When working at Oxford University I came across a very intelligent young female student, who was sectioned into the specialist unit of the Oxford hospital which deals with eating disorders. I could not begin to understand why it was that she wanted her body to be so slight and get her BMI so low that it became life-threatening. I found it so sad that her relationship with her body had reached this desperate state.


When the body suffers, so can the mind. When the mind suffers, so does the body. Our inner being and outer being are so interconnected. What happens on the outside (pain, aching, pleasurable sensations) can affect what happens on the inside. What happens on the inside (fear, anxiety, hope) can affect what happens to the body on the outside. Mindfulness can help. Mindfulness can help to relieve bodily pain. Jon Kabat Zinn* found this in his work in the United States. Ruby Wax* refers to this in her book Sane New World. So, if you are someone who spends much more time in your head, thinking and analysing – there is another option! Reconnecting to your body.


Possibility: if you have something to do today that makes you a little anxious, take a moment or two to notice where there might be tension in your body when you are about to start, and while you are doing the activity. Reflect on this.









Breath


And with that, He breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’


John 20 v 22


And He is not served by human hands, as if He needed anything. Rather, He himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else.


Acts 17 v 25


Then the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being.


Genesis 2 v 7


Every moment allows you the opportunity to take a deep breath in and be grateful for the fact that you can take in a breath.


John Assaraf


Breathing in, I come to body and mind. Breathing out, I smile. Dwelling in the present moment, I know this is the only moment.


Thich Nhat Hanh


Stating the obvious, every person that is alive is breathing! It is something that we all do, every nationality, every culture group, every religious group, every political group, atheists, agnostics, Christians. And among the Christian community, conservatives, evangelicals or liberals, each one of us is breathing, each and every day, each and every moment. The coronavirus suddenly made things different for the whole world. Suddenly many thousands of people needed assistance with breathing, suddenly ventilators were required in huge numbers. This became a scary aspect of this terrible virus.


We can only breathe now. It is not possible to breathe for yesterday, or for an hour ago. We cannot breathe for when we recently had an argument with our partner or spouse. We are not able to breathe for tomorrow, when we might have a difficult meeting with our line manager, or when we are going on holiday. The only time that we can breathe is now. The only time is here. The only time is in this moment. And how we breathe, affects our body and our well-being. People notice that in certain situations, the speed of breathing changes involuntarily. During interviews, in situations of conflict, or when a public speech needs to be given, breathing for many people happens both faster and shallower. And this change in breathing has a negative impact on the amount of oxygen getting to the brain. To re-establish more oxygen, the technique is to deliberately breathe more slowly, and, breathe more deeply. Not only does this assist with increasing levels of oxygen, it also promotes a greater sense of calm.


Matthew Syed writes about the need for ten thousand hours of practice if you are to become the best at any particular sport. Syed refers to tennis, golf and chess champions, and all kinds of people who have reached the best in their chosen sport. We have many, many hours of breathing, but not so many hours of attentiveness to breathing. Rather than 10,000 which is huge, I believe that 100 hours or even 10 hours of real attention to our breathing might make a real and significant difference to the way that we breathe. Attentive awareness to the breath takes practice, lots of practice, but the practice is worth it and pays dividends.


We might consider breathing in and out as a sacred connection to God. In each and every moment, each in-breath and each out-breath, not just physical breath but also spiritual breath. Jesus breathed on his disciples, and by doing so, connected with the creation story when God breathes into the human race. In Genesis, the creative wind, or, breath of God, sweeps over creation. The breath is a gift given to us each and every moment, the gift of life is given to us each and every moment. The gift of the breath is not just for ourselves. The gift of the breath gives us life and energy and the ability to reach out and communicate with and connect to others. Many mystics and contemplatives discovered the breath as a connection to God, a way of narrowing or dispelling the separation from God. They learnt to breathe God in, breathe God out to all sentient beings.


Guided mindfulness meditations, whether as part of a group, or listening to a CD, phone app or via the Internet, is how we might actually practise giving more attention to the breath. In many guided mindfulness meditations, the breath is referred to as an anchor, something on which we can focus the attention, something that helps us take our attention from worrying and intrusive thoughts. The guided meditation will often direct participants to an awareness of the breath in various stages of inhalation and exhalation. One particular way that the meditation gets started is by focussing the attention on where the breath is most noticeable (which might be in the nose or the mouth, or might be much deeper in the body towards the abdomen). And later, most meditations will spend some time focussing on the abdomen expanding and contracting. Some people find it helpful to put their hand on the abdomen to increase the sensation of the inhalation on the exhalation. Then in many of the guided meditations, participants are working to maintain their focus on the breath in the abdomen in silence. This can be quite hard! This can be the time when the mind gets busy.


What I have found when guiding other people with these meditations, is to invite them to use a very simple mantra in the periods of silence if their minds have become busy. The simple mantra is said silently to oneself: ‘just this breath in’ and ‘just this breath out’. Alternatively, counting each in-breath, breath 1, breath 2,… up to breath 10. And repeating if necessary. Personally, I have found these two options very useful when my mind has been particularly busy. And then what I notice, is that the breath quietens and deepens. And as the breath quietens and deepens, we become more ourselves.


Possibility: for a short time, find a comfortable and alert sitting position. Draw attention to your breath. Each time you become distracted, return to the breath. If required, use any of the suggestions above.









Change


Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.


Romans 12 v 2


So you are no longer a slave, but God’s child; and since you are God’s child, God has made you also an heir.


Galatians 4 v 7


Nothing is so painful to the human mind as a great and sudden change.


Mary Shelley


Isn’t it funny, how day by day nothing changes, but when you look back, everything is different?


CS Lewis


We are in a fast-changing world. And the speed of change is not linear, but exponential. For some, personal computers and laptops and tablets have always been around. Not so for all of us.


A computing option formed part of my management sciences degree at Warwick University. It involved taking punch cards to a computer room, leaving them overnight and waiting to receive a printout the next morning! It is very hard to believe now, that this was very advanced at the time. Computing has changed our lives dramatically, particularly thanks to Tim Berners Lee gifting the world the Internet. The immediate availability of information changes life radically. Smart phones, which are owned by huge numbers of the world population, including quite young children, have changed lives irrevocably (e.g., positively by giving poor farmers in Africa access to online banking, negatively by giving lonely people access to pornography). Because we are assimilating so much information, so much more quickly, we need strategies to help us cope.


All kinds of changes have happened to every aspect of our lives. These include attitudes to race relations, gender fluidity, transport, family life, work, lifestyles in general. This is all highlighted by the different voting preferences of the old and the young (e.g., Brexit), which is informed by significant differences of attitude to many contemporary issues. Change is at an individual, community level and national/international level.


I really like the word metanoia. For me, it is a lovely word with positive associations. Maybe because it’s a Greek (or non-English) word to which we can attach or attribute meaning. In contrast, the word repentance I find a more difficult word, with a long history of negative connotations. For Christians, metanoia is often thought of as a one-off experience (e.g., Paul on the road to Damascus). For me, at the age of eighteen, I attended a ‘tent crusade’ in Didcot, and ‘went forward’ to make a commitment – making a change: of heart and mind. This is the moment in my life which I view as when I turned to God and became a Christian. However, metanoia happens every single day and many times a day – choices and changes of heart and mind. A metaphor often used to describe progress in Christian discipleship is a journey. But the journey we are on is not simply getting on a train and travelling down a prescribed track. Rather, it is keeping awake, getting out at different stations, and being alert to which train to catch next. In this way the journey is varied, interesting and developmental.


Sometimes, however, the change of direction that we need to make is quite dramatic. A powerful illustration of this by Jesus is the tale of the prodigal son. The son makes one journey away from his father, from love and care. Then later, he has a metanoia change of direction, he comes to his senses, he turns around completely, and makes a journey back towards his father, and his father’s love and care. In the story, the father is always present, waiting, hoping. It is the prodigal son who ‘goes missing’. In our lives, God is always present, waiting, hoping. And it is us who sometimes ‘go missing’, drifting away into our own world, into our own ego driven activities. And it is possible that we can go missing for hours, for days or even longer. The younger son has a ‘light bulb moment’, and as a result he turns back. In the ‘light bulb moment’ for us, when it comes to our attention, we can make a metanoia change and turn back towards God. Mindfulness can lead to metanoia moments, by embracing or making a change towards new habits of being in the present moment, new habits of being, new habits of the mind. This kind of metanoia, this kind of change, is a positive one.


In the Mindfulness A Practical Guide to Finding Peace in a Frantic World course,* one of the chapters relates to ‘facing the difficult’. Sometimes, the metanoia change we might need to make involves turning towards pain and difficulty rather than turning away from it. It can be an extremely hard part of the course and when participants are involved in this they need to be in good hands. I cannot emphasize enough how important it is to be in the hands of those who are fully trained and qualified. When exploring mindfulness further, please take care (and also go to the theme ‘You and what next’ if you would like to think about this a little more).


Possibility: make one simple change today, e.g., where you sit at lunch. Notice what effects this has? What do you see and notice?
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