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When we think of the moments when we have really been present — for a beautiful sunset, a spectacular meal, a loving embrace, an extraordinary musical performance — we know that it is possible to experience the blessings of our lives joyfully. But how can we find this same joy amid the stresses of work, our fears about the future, or the challenges of our relationships to our friends, family, and lovers?


NOW! offers a unique set of tools for living more consciously, for experiencing both life’s ups and downs more joy fully. Let NOW! help you be truly present for all of the blessings in your life, everywhere, in each challenging situation, and in every wonderful moment.


“Thank you, Jean Smith, for these ideas for enriching our daily lives and finding happiness, for these reminders on how to be here NOW!”


— BARBARA ANN KIPFER,
author of 14,000 things to be happy about


May I infuse my life with mindful attention, moment by moment, so that I may live with the love, happiness, and choicesvthat I can only know in the now.












For my sister, M’ Liss









PREFACE





I WROTE NOW! The Art of Being Truly Present out of personal and national grief. Painful occurrences deluged my life in quick succession: the deaths of friends in the World Trade Towers, of a parent, and of a favorite pet. Each loss hurt as an arrow shot into me — and then I did my own mental version of time travel and began telling myself stories about my suffering, which felt like shooting a second arrow into the original wounds. With my internal monologues, I leapt out of the present moment and bared my heart to repeated piercing from the past.


To help break this cycle of suffering, I began using the reflections and invocations now compiled in this book to complement my traditional meditation practice. These practices together reined me back into the now, and I was able to confirm once again that being truly present with a clear mind and open heart can bring peace. I sincerely hope that you too will know renewed peace in the present.


Jean Smith


Taos, New Mexico


Fall 2004









INTRODUCTION





LIVING IN THE PRESENT MOMENT


ONE FAMOUS AUTHOR AND SPIRITUAL TEACHER, Jack Kornfield, likes to quote a sign he saw in a Las Vegas casino: “You must be present to win.” And Woody Allen has quipped, “About 80 percent of life is just showing up.” Showing up in the present moment sounds simple — and it is — but it is not always easy. We are so used to leading laminated lives that we spend a great deal of time mindlessly, mechanically, on automatic pilot. But when we think of moments when we have really been here — for a beautiful sunset, a spectacular meal, a loving embrace, an extraordinary musical performance — we know what it means “to be present to win,” and we know that it is possible for us. The door to the present moment, to true appreciation of our entire lives, is cultivation of the practice of mindful awareness, or mindfulness: consciously undertaking, with clear mind and open heart, an intimate relationship with the present.


Unfortunately, we do not come equipped with a mindfulness switch that we can simply turn on at will. In fact, we can only cultivate it with unambiguous intention and patience, continually resisting the momentum of cultural conditioning experienced from birth on that defies mindful awareness. Even as children we are taught that life is a competitive sport rather than a collaborative one, and we’re pressed to be human havings and doings rather than human beings.


In the face of the cultural diversions that tug at humans to succeed, to accumulate, to strive for future goals, why have spiritual seekers for thousands of years cultivated mindfulness, and why should we? The simple answer is that we all want to be happy and that an enduring happiness is possible only by living fully in the reality of the now.


Mindfulness underlies all insightful living. We cannot have contented lives if we unthinkingly say and do things that cause others — and ultimately ourselves — suffering. Mindfulness is not itself a religion and yet is compatible with many. Through mindfulness, we become aware of the deep interconnection among all beings by recognizing that we all seek happiness even when our efforts are unskillful. We come to see clearly the immutable relationship between cause and effect and realize that nothing — no energy, no action, no intention — is ever lost. We recognize the presence of grace in our life. And we come to know the possibility of personal transformation. Although we cannot change our past, if we are truly and realistically mindful in the present, we come to know that the way we interact with the present will shape our future.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK: COMING INTO THE PRESENT


Each selection, extending across facing pages, is devoted to a theme that is an integral aspect of daily living. These selections can be used for reflection, discussion in small groups, or journaling. You may choose to work with one topic for a day or for a week or longer. It is important no matter what approach you take that you take time to really answer for yourself two questions: What does this have to do with me? and How can I make use of this? It is helpful to use the selections for reflection in combination with a brief period of meditation, discussed below, either before or after. To explain how you can use the selections, we’ll consider the example of anger, an all-too-common aspect of life.


When you read the title — “Anger” — pause for a few moments and ask yourself what associations the topic immediately brings up for you. Is anger a common emotion for you? What most often triggers anger in you? Are you comfortable with your own anger? With that of others? Is anger ever justified?


On the left-hand page, below the title, are several anecdotal statements about common experiences with the topic. To make the subject your own, try to come up with concrete examples of the expression of anger in your life or translate these anecdotes into your own experiences. Look for any common threads running through the experiences you reflect on.


When you feel you have touched your real experience of the topic, look at the short invocation on the right-hand page. The use of invocations, hymns, and verses as an aid for spiritual practice is found in nearly all traditions — Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, and many Native American religions. The invocations here are perhaps closest to gathas, the name given to verses for reflection in the Buddhist tradition. You may wish just to read the verse you’re involved with slowly and thoughtfully. You may wish to write it down and post it on your computer monitor or refrigerator as a reminder. Or you may want to memorize it and consciously bring it to mind during the day or week.


The effect of working through the selections this way is cumulative. You will gradually become aware that you are increasingly bringing mindfulness to new areas of your daily life. You will find many experiences start to transform in subtle and overt ways: music will seem more beautiful, affection will come to be more heartfelt, and most important of all, you will start to see a real connection with all beings and naturally will become a more generous member of your community and your world. You will know a new peace and contentment — because you’ll really be present for your life.


MEDITATION PRACTICE


As mentioned above, the selections in this book are most effective when used in combination with some kind of meditation, because meditation is an exceptionally powerful practice for being in the present. If you do not already meditate, you can undertake a very simple practice: Each day, set aside a time and place where you can pause uninterrupted for a few minutes. Sit alertly (but not rigidly) in a chair or cross-legged on the floor. Do a brief scan of your body and try to relax any areas where you feel tension. Let your eyes close gently, and bring your attention to the one place where you most clearly feel your breath (usually nostrils, chest, or abdomen). Don’t attempt to control or change your breathe — simply observe it, noting inbreath when you breathe in, and outbreath when you breath out. When your mind wanders — as everyone’s surely will — very gently and without self-judgment bring your attention back to your breath as soon as you realize you’ve become lost in thoughts. Don’t program yourself to failure by setting a goal of many minutes or an hour in the beginning. Start with just five or even three minutes, then increase the time later if you wish.


Even a few minutes in quiet meditation can calm your mind and open your heart, bringing you more deeply into the moment. And then, from that place, you can more effectively assimilate the reflections in this book and gradually transform your life into the life you most deeply want to it be.
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