



[image: ]







What people are saying about


Mindfulness Based Living Course


It is with great pleasure that I recommend this introduction to mindfulness written by Heather and Choden. The world is being swamped by books and articles on this topic so readers may wonder why yet another? The reason is simple – this is a practical DIY for those who might be interested in the Mindfulness Based Living Course which is offered by the Mindfulness Association. I know that hundreds of people have done and benefitted from this course so feel confident in suggesting that many more people, including you, will benefit from it.


Rob Nairn, author of Diamond Mind: A Psychology of Meditation


This user-friendly workbook connects mindfulness, warm-heartedness, and insight – plus offers many practical tools for daily life. Reading it feels like being with a wise and encouraging friend. The writing is clear and direct, and comes from world-class mindfulness teachers. A wonderful resource!


Rick Hanson, PhD, author of Buddha’s Brain: The Practical Neuroscience of Happiness, Love, and Wisdom
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Introduction


This book is intended for everyone – everyone who has ruminated on the past over mistakes made and opportunities lost; everyone who has found themselves compulsively worrying about a future scenario that may never happen; everyone who has missed the alive-ness of this moment while lost in thinking; and everyone who has found themselves astonished by a beautiful view or immersed in a moment of loving connection, and wished they had more moments like this in their lives.


The authors of this book have taught the practice of Mindfulness and Compassion to hundreds of people and we have seen how these practices can transform people’s lives. We have seen how Mindfulness opens up an inner space of awareness, in which we are less caught in the ups and downs of life, and where we learn to build a different relationship with ourselves – one in which we are more content, because we are making less demands on ourselves; less reactive, because we are learning to accept what comes up in our experience; and more open and curious about the unfolding experience of our lives, because we see life as a unique process of emergence rather than as a relentless struggle to survive.


This is the gift of Mindfulness.


In this book we want to share this gift with you and offer simple tools for making Mindfulness an ongoing part of your life experience. Before doing so, we would like to present a short history of secular Mindfulness and our particular place in this emerging modern phenomenon.


A Short History of Secular Mindfulness


The practice of Mindfulness is found in many spiritual traditions, but the majority of Mindfulness-based courses now available in the West, including the one in this book, are derived from Buddhism.


The teachings of the Buddha were first written down in a language called Pali from which the word ‘sati’ has been translated as into English as ‘Mindfulness’. The word ‘sati’ also has the connotation of ‘remembrance’ or ‘recollectedness’, which is a key aspect in Mindfulness practice. We can all be present, but the problem is that we all too easily forget to be present, and so the skills of ‘remembering’ to be present and ‘recollecting’ our intention to be present are important.


The idea of a secular (non-religious) Mindfulness eight-week course was first introduced to the West by Jon Kabat-Zinn in the early 1980s, as a way of dealing with chronic conditions in a health care context. He developed a program called Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and wrote his book Full Catastrophe Living (1990) about this program. From the beginning Jon Kabat-Zinn took an evidence-based approach to his Mindfulness training, conducting research into its effectiveness. This has resulted in a large and ever-growing evidence base of research studies, which indicate that MBSR is effective in enabling people to cope better with conditions, such as chronic pain, diabetes and heart disease. More importantly, this research indicates that Mindfulness practice enables people to flourish in their lives and find greater physical and mental well-being.


Much of this research asks people to fill in a questionnaire before they begin a Mindfulness course. These questionnaires measure things such as well-being, stress levels, self-compassion and Mindfulness. Then after completing the Mindfulness course, people fill in the questionnaires again and a statistical analysis is done to measure any significant changes. Other research involves taking saliva samples and testing for antibodies, before and after a Mindfulness course. This research has shown that stress levels were reduced and immune response was improved after the course. Also, brain scans have shown changes in brain activity after a Mindfulness course.


These changes have been detected after only an eight-week long course in Mindfulness, with participants attending weekly classes and practising Mindfulness for 45 minutes a day for 6 days a week. A measurable change for the better can be seen in only eight weeks. This is very encouraging for the novice Mindfulness practitioner. However, research consistently shows that those participants who do the recommended 45 minutes, 6 days a week benefit far more than those who do less practice. So, reading and learning about Mindfulness is not enough; it is important to practise – this is the focus of our book.


Building on MBSR, in the mid-1990s Mark Williams, John Teasdale and Zindel Segal were looking for a group therapy that could be used to help those in remission from depression not to relapse. They developed Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), an eight-week Mindfulness course, which is derived from Jon Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR, but also includes exercises from Cognitive Behavioural Psychotherapy. They wrote about this program in their book Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression (2002). This course is aimed at reducing people’s habits of ruminative thinking, where they go over and over the same problem in their minds, trying to find a solution, but instead causing low mood and triggering further bouts of depression.


There is good evidence from randomised control trials that MBCT can help people who have been depressed three or more times from relapsing again. As a result of this research the UK National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) recommends MBCT for this client group. MBCT is now used extensively in the National Health Service in the UK, primarily in the field of mental health.


Rob Nairn and the Mindfulness Association


Rob Nairn is a meditation teacher within the Tibetan Buddhist tradition. He was first asked to teach meditation by the Dalai Lama – a good recommendation!


Since then Rob has been teaching meditation for over forty years. When Rob teaches he uses psychological language as opposed to Buddhist terminology to make teachings on meditation accessible to Westerners. He teaches with an intimate knowledge of the workings of the human mind, derived from his own practice and from the many meditation masters with whom he has studied. He has the ability to help his students navigate the many subtle obstacles to an effective meditation practice. Rob’s book Diamond Mind: A Psychology of Meditation (2001) describes his methodical and insightful approach to teaching meditation.


In 2008 Rob developed and led his first systematic and progressive training in Mindfulness, over three weekends and a weeklong retreat, assisted by the authors: Choden and Heather. This course formed the basis for the Mindfulness Association’s (MA’s) four weekend Mindfulness training. This course is now taught all over the UK and in Ireland, Iceland, South Africa, Belgium, Italy, Spain and Poland.


Rob and the MA team then went on to develop a three-weekend training in Compassion, drawing upon a fusion of the Mahayana Buddhist approach to compassion and the scientific approach, grounded in evolutionary psychology and neuroscience, that was pioneered by Professor Paul Gilbert. Paul is now a patron of the MA, and he and Choden have written a book entitled Mindful Compassion (2013).


The MA team then developed a three-weekend training in Insight. This involves an exploration of the subtle, unseen forces that lock us into limiting habitual patterns. It is based on the foundation of stability that comes from Mindfulness training and the kindness and acceptance that comes from Compassion training.


Therefore, the MA is able to provide a three-year progressive training in Mindfulness, Compassion and Insight for people to develop a deep and effective meditation practice.


Our other patron is Choje Lama Yeshe Rinpoche, who is the abbot of Samye Ling Tibetan centre and a meditation master, having completed twelve years of solitary meditation retreat. He advised the MA team to include kindness and compassion in our Mindfulness trainings right from the beginning, which we have done. This is one of the features that distinguishes the MA’s Mindfulness training from the other secular Mindfulness trainings, in particular MBSR and MBCT.


The Mindfulness, Compassion and Insight trainings offered by the MA form the basis for collaboration with the University of Aberdeen, in the delivery of their MSc in Mindfulness Studies. This MSc started in 2010 and is currently recruiting its ninth cohort of students, regularly attracting over 50 new students per year with around 120 students currently in the program. The main focus of this MSc is the application of Mindfulness practice to different professional contexts, including mental and physical health care, social work, education and training, business and coaching. This MSc takes a social science research approach, which contrasts with the clinical model used for the other UK MSc courses that teach MBSR and MBCT.


The Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC), which is the basis for this book, is derived mainly from the MA’s Mindfulness training, but also includes some theory and practices from the MA’s Compassion training. The course is made up of an introductory session, eight weekly sessions and a follow-up session afterwards.


Practicalities


This book takes you through the Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC) in a step-by-step way. Although it is written in a self-help style, with spaces to make notes of your experience of doing the practices, our intention is that this book is either an encouragement to do a mindfulness training, or an accompaniment to such a training. One of the core principles of mindfulness is that it should be taught face-to-face by someone who embodies mindfulness, and ideally in group context with other like-minded learners. We have an experienced team of MBLC teachers who regularly run 8-week courses throughout the UK. For more information on the Mindfulness Association, the trainings we offer and our membership scheme see: www.mindfulnessassociation.net.


Guided audio of the practices of the MBLC course is available on the Mindfulness Association’s free Mindfulness Based Living app, which is available from the Google Play store for Android devices and from the app store for iOS devices. The guided audio can also be streamed or downloaded from this web page: mindfulnessassociation.net/mblc-book.





Chapter 1



What is Mindfulness & Why Practise It?


Mindful Eating Exercise


Follow the Mindful Eating Exercise written out below or follow the guided audio.


Traditionally, several raisins are used for this exercise in mindful eating, but interesting alternatives are tangerines, a square of chocolate or a shortbread biscuit. To begin with, have the food resting in your hand and just see it, noticing how it looks, whether light reflects off its surface, the colours and textures that can be observed. Now feel the weight of it in your hand and notice how the contact feels between the food and your hand, and if the object is a tangerine, feel the process of peeling it. Spend some time smelling the food, what scent do you notice? Also, as you smell the food do you notice if anything happens in your mouth. Now place the food in your mouth and feel it resting on your tongue. Can you notice the feelings of contact between the food and your mouth? Do you notice any difference from how the food felt in your hand? What is happening in your mouth as the food rests there? Then take one bite into the food and notice what happens. Are there any textures and tastes that you notice? Slowly chew the food and notice how your experience of eating unfolds. Then swallow the food and see if it is possible to follow the passage of the food down the throat and notice how far you can feel it go. Notice whether there is any aftertaste in the mouth. Then mindfully eat a few more bits of the food, exploring the different senses of taste, smell, touch and sight. Take about 10 minutes in total to eat mindfully.


Write down here what you noticed about your experience:
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Did you notice the weight, texture and feel of the food in your hand before you put it in your mouth? What did it smell like? How did it feel in your mouth and how did it taste? Is this your normal experience of eating?


For many people this exercise can be a revelation, because they realise how the rich and nourishing experience of eating is usually rushed and ignored. Usually we eat quickly and then swallow our food without savouring its taste and texture, so often caught up in thinking about something else. In this way we miss out on the simple delight of eating that is available to us through our senses if only we choose to pay attention.


In a similar way we live so much of our lives on automatic pilot, out of touch with our moment-by-moment experience and lost in thinking. A good example of this is driving a car or taking a bus. On arriving at our destination we might realise that we have noticed very little about our journey – the sights, smells and sounds along the way and instead we might see how we have been caught up in thinking or dreaming, listening to music on the radio, or immersed in the virtual reality of our phone. In doing this we are missing out on the richness of our lives, missing out on connecting with people around us and missing out on the insights that can arise from being in touch with our inner world.


Perhaps this wouldn’t matter so much if we were thinking happy thoughts, but so often this is not the case. Mostly we get caught up in ruminating about our problems and worries, and in the process we become even more stressed and miserable. This is where Mindfulness can make a big difference to how we live our lives, so let’s look at what Mindfulness is and why we might choose to practise it.


What is Mindfulness?


Mindfulness is a faculty that we already possess. It is not something that we need to import from the outside. It is like a muscle that we did not realise we had and that we have seldom used, so it is weak. Just as we can train a muscle by going to a gym, we can train the faculty of Mindfulness through doing practice. In short, this faculty needs to be recognised and then trained.


Rob Nairn describes Mindfulness as:




Knowing what is happening, while it is happening, without preference.





The key element in this definition is ‘knowing’. This does not refer to conceptual knowing, but to a quality of simple awareness: we are aware of what is happening while it is happening. This might not seem like a big deal when we start, but the more we practise Mindfulness the more we realise that although what we experience is constantly changing, awareness does not change. More and more we learn to come to rest in this awareness and to relate to our lives from this place. When we do this we find a place of stability within ourselves that we can come to rely upon and trust. From this stability, insight naturally arises into what is happening within our minds and in life around us. In this way, we do less and see more.


The definition also illustrates that there are two aspects to Mindfulness training. The first is technique: “Knowing what is happening, while it is happening” and the second is attitude: “without preference”.


Technique


The technique is to stay present and be aware of what is happening both within our mind and the outer environment. Mindfulness is a way of being in touch with life directly as it emerges, unfolds and changes. This skill is deceptively simple but hard to practise. The mind very quickly drifts away from simple awareness of the present moment into thinking about things, and in this way we lose touch with the quality of knowing that lies at the heart of Mindfulness. For this reason we need methods to help us stay present.


In our approach we use a four-stage method:




• we learn to settle our jumpy ‘monkey mind’ through breathing and counting


• we bring ourselves more fully into the body through grounding


• we come to rest in the space of awareness that exists in and around our experience


• we use a neutral support (like sound or breath) to bring our attention back to this simple awareness of being present when it drifts away into thinking





This will be explored in more detail later, but right now the important point is to appreciate that we need a set of methods or techniques to help us train the mind. As many Buddhist teachers remark, it does not matter how many times our attention drifts away into thinking, the only important thing is to notice this and bring our attention back to the present – and for this we need a method.


Attitude


This second aspect is a crucial part of the training. If we practise the Mindfulness methods with a critical or judgmental attitude, we can end up being even more critical of ourselves – especially when we notice things in ourselves that are unpleasant or difficult. Acceptance lies at the heart of the attitude we are trying to cultivate. It means being OK with whatever is occurring within our minds, whether pleasant, unpleasant or boring – hence the phrase “without preference” in the definition above. This entails making space for difficult feelings and emotions and not getting caught up in reacting to them. As Rob Nairn so often says, “Nothing is wrong!” This statement points to something really important that lies at the heart of Mindfulness training: even if things feel bad and difficult we do not need to reject these feelings, because they are part of the richness of who we are as human beings. Through reading this book we hope that you will come to understand the far-reaching implications of Rob’s statement and how it can transform your life.


Another important element of the attitude is cultivating warmth and kindness to what arises in our experience. We are not simply dispassionate and neutral to what we feel, but we learn to hold the inner movement of sensations and feelings with kindness. The meaning of kindness in this context is not judging ourselves for the experience we are having. This allows the mind to open up and not contract around difficult feelings. It is also a way of acknowledging what is right and well within our experience.


As Jon Kabat-Zinn states:




So long as we are breathing there is more right with us than is wrong with us.





This is reassuring as all of us reading this book are breathing!


Why Practise Mindfulness?


Mindfulness is an experiential process. It requires us to practise it rather than think about it too much. For this reason when we ask ourselves the question of why we might want to practise it, it is best to turn to our own experience for answers rather than get involved in a process of analytical thinking. In this respect, reflect on the following questions:




• How often do you do one thing while thinking about something else? Like washing the dishes while ruminating over an argument you had with a colleague.


• How often do you find yourself dwelling on the past or worrying about the future?


• How does it make you feel to live your life this way? Do you notice any feelings of conflict or stress or a drop in your mood?


• Would you like to find a different way of relating to your thoughts and emotions – one that is more accepting and less reactive?





This is the path of Mindfulness practice.


Some universal benefits to practising Mindfulness include:




• Appreciating the richness of the moment-by-moment experience rather than glossing over this as you race through your life on automatic pilot


• Becoming kinder and less critical towards yourself and others


• Becoming less reactive and so less likely to hurt yourself or others through destructive emotions like anger, jealousy and resentment


• Improving your relationships through being more present, responsive and attentive to friends, loved ones, strangers, and even enemies


• Allowing your mind to become more settled and calm


• Enabling your inherent wisdom and compassion to emerge and enrich your everyday experience, so that you fulfil your potential as a human being





Key research findings on the benefits of Mindfulness practice are:




• It can enable us to cope with medical (physical and mental health) and non-medical problems


• It can help to reduce stress, anxiety and rumination


• It can help to increase empathy and self-compassion


• It can reduce emotional distress, increase positive states of mind and improve quality of life


• It can influence the brain, autonomic nervous system, stress hormones and the immune system in positive ways
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