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  What people are saying about Sitting in the Stillness




  These remarkable stories bring to life the essence of psychotherapy and the everyday living wisdom of non-duality. The deep wisdom in this book shows us how we can find freedom by fully embracing and ultimately transcending life’s challenges.




  Martin’s practice of non-dual psychotherapy in the National Health Service is unique. His work is an inspirational reminder that however traumatic the personal story, freedom and stillness remain ever-present and undisturbed.




  Dr. Peter Fenner, author of Radiant Mind and Natural Awakening




  Explored through the lens of a series of fascinating clinical vignettes, we see how Martin and those he worked with, time and time again, are released from suffocating personal narratives that no longer serve them. Insightful, practically useful, even enlightening, we are led along a less ‘self-centred’ path with a delightfully light touch. Or, as Martin intriguingly says, ‘No longer striving to become a better person but instead realising the perfection we already are.’




  Nigel Wellings, author of Why Can’t I Meditate?




  I’m absolutely fascinated by this book. It feels current and necessary to me. I love how much everyday wisdom there is here. The book is wise, peaceful and totally accessible.




  Anna Hogarty, Madeleine Milburn Agency




  An interesting story of human consciousness written with an intelligent, clear view of our essential nature. An entertaining thought provoking read, the author has created a helpful tool for those seeking to understand the mysterious nature of consciousness and the oneness of life itself.




  J.M. Harrison, Amazon Bestselling Author




  We should therefore pay tribute to Martin’s work which contributes significantly to dissolving the illusions of the mind, and brings clarity, lucidity and discernment to the daily life of patients, and in fact anyone, who embraces such an approach.




  Dr Jean-Marc Mantel, author of A Scent of Oneness




  Filled with compassion and deep non-dual wisdom, this book is a friendly invitation to the place where therapy, mindfulness and authentic spirituality meet: The present moment, our true home. We are encouraged to be a little less afraid of our own thoughts and feelings, a little more trusting in this strange process called Living. I think this wonderful book will help many people.




  Jeff Foster, author of The Way of Rest and The Deepest Acceptance
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Foreword





  Martin Wells is a fine example of a psychotherapist who has become aware of the limits of his art and, as a result, the limits of a life perspective bound by past, present, and future time. The awareness of how narrow our conventional understanding is, leads to a questioning of what we are really looking for in life and who we truly are. And so begins a quest which can only end with the full realisation of our authentic being.




  The numerous stories of Martin’s clients bear witness to the need we all share for peace, love, joy and fulfilment. The drama in all of us is that we look for what we are in what we are not. So where does this need for security come from? An exploration of this kind leads inevitably to a maturity – to a growing understanding of who we truly are.




  Nevertheless, this sort of self-enquiry cannot be accomplished through a troubled mind. It needs silence to mature and resolve itself. By inviting his clients to undertake such an investigation, Martin helps them to reach the understanding that what they are looking for cannot be found outside themselves, but only in the innermost dimension of their being.




  Such a perspective is a real revolution, shifting the gaze inward and resulting in a healthy lack of interest in past-future-projections. In this regard, Martin’s approach is revolutionary, since it uses the therapeutic process to break the habit of seeking a solution to suffering in the past, opening the intuition to an understanding of a timeless vertical dimension, the source of true healing.




  We should therefore pay tribute to Martin’s work which contributes significantly to dissolving the illusions of the mind, and brings clarity, lucidity and discernment to the daily life of patients, and in fact anyone, who embraces such an approach.




  Discovering who and what we are beyond the dimension of mind and body is the greatest of all gifts. At the moment that we transcend our ego-driven tendencies, life reveals itself in all its love, truth, and beauty. It is Life which is the true therapist as it guides the mind back to its source. Thank you, Life, and thank you Martin for awakening the essence of being in the hearts of so many people.




  Dr Jean-Marc Mantel




  Psychiatrist




  Founder of the Former International Association of Spiritual




  Psychiatry




  Author of A Scent of Oneness







 



  
Author’s note





  The stories in this book are all true. Many have been heavily disguised to protect people’s privacy.
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Introduction





  Malcolm had been sitting in my office for almost two hours as we talked about his suitability for psychotherapy. After he had given me a full account of his life, he looked at me, laughed and said, ‘Well that’s the story of me but I still don’t know who I am!’




  Although he laughed, his words came as a shock. This was exactly the same question I had recently been asking myself after twenty years as a psychotherapist. A question that had turned my approach to psychotherapy and mindfulness upside down and made me enquire more deeply into the story of me and my true identity. It was as if I no longer knew who I was either.




  How do any of us know who we really are? At one level, of course, we do know! If we are asked for proof of identity, we can produce documents like a passport or a driving licence. We also have our own family history, personality and unique story.




  In the few years before I met Malcolm, I had been questioning the story of me, noticing the roles I played, my personality and my personal patterns. Like him I had come to realise that none of these was who I truly am. It was as if I had been wearing a costume. I became curious about who or what I was without the costume, what my true nature was behind the story.




  * * *




  I was born in London in 1950, five years after the end of the Second World War, to a German mother and an English father. My parents met in Germany after the war. My father was in the forces and my mother a refugee, her home town having been almost completely destroyed by allied bombs and then invaded by Russian soldiers. When my mother arrived in England, she had very little English and a strong accent. So in my early years, I learned very quickly to hide the German half of my identity, especially during war games in the playground! To fit in at all costs, to assimilate into any group. My costume was a chameleon, changing my appearance as needed. Underneath the costume my core belief was that I did not belong; my story was that of an outsider.




  Driven by this core belief, I started on a search, albeit unconscious, to belong, be accepted. Over a period of thirty years’ training in social work, psychotherapy and meditation I joined teams, groups, therapy communities and meditation networks. I felt part of these and became a senior member of the organisations. At one level I felt accepted ... respected. Along the way I learnt a huge amount about relationships, the mind and how to function in the world. However, nothing seemed to quench a fundamental thirst and the searching continued.




  Looking back, I now see that none of this striving could change the core belief or even touch it – nor could any amount of acknowledgement from others. Deep down I thought there was something fundamentally wrong with me and that I needed to search for some way to fix this. I was always trying to become acceptable, a better person, to change the story. For years I followed the well-trodden path of self-improvement, seeking to become someone different.




  After many years’ commitment to this path, which included workshops, retreats and conferences, I was starting to become increasingly jaded – and was going through the motions. My work as a therapist and meditation teacher was starting to feel formulaic and lifeless.




  But one day everything changed!




  The words I heard at a conference in London arrived like a clap of thunder, waking me up from my trance. They led me to question what I had taken to be ‘me’ and to loosen my identification with my story. I discovered I no longer needed to keep searching in this way. The path of self-improvement came to an abrupt end.




  Unlike the previous contributors at the conference on Mental Health and Meditation, this speaker, a French psychiatrist, had no PowerPoint presentation, no research statistics or even any notes. His talk was more like a meditation with only a few words punctuating the silence. But each phrase hung tantalisingly in the air for the audience to contemplate. One particular statement shook my firmly held beliefs to the foundations and the aftershocks were to last for years.




  The message was simple and liberating.




  ‘You are not your story ... It is a fiction!’ said Dr Jean-Marc Mantel ... ‘Enquire into who or what you really are.’




  The words in themselves were powerful but the quality of stillness in the way they were delivered also made a huge impact on me. Jean-Marc’s presence, the words and the silence between the words somehow conveyed that there was nothing to do ... nothing to improve ... stop searching ... just be who you truly are.




  At the end of his talk I asked:




  ‘If there’s nothing to do and we are caught in our stories how do we find freedom?’




  ‘You cannot find freedom. Freedom is what you are! Enquire into what you are not: not a story, not a role. Strip these away and freedom will be revealed.’




  My search stopped that day and everything looked different. It reminded me of the optical illusion where there are either two faces or a vase. No matter how hard you try you cannot see the vase, only the faces. Then one day usually without effort, maybe out of the corner of your eye the vase reveals itself. Once you’ve seen it you can’t not see it.




  The impact affected every area of my life. Nothing was the same and yet everything was the same. I could no longer see the world as I had. I can still remember the confusion, the disillusionment, then clarity and relief. I remember a sense of freshness like the air after a storm.




  For a while I had lots of regrets and new questions. Why couldn’t I have realised this sooner? Why, if there is no path, had I been on one for so long?




  I read all I could find about others’ experiences, trying to make some sense of mine. Peter Fenner, a colleague of Jean Marc’s, wrote that there is a most delightful paradox: that although there is no path to take, we need to take a path to discover this. If we hadn’t taken the path, we wouldn’t know there wasn’t one!




  I came across the story of the Indian teacher Papaji. He spoke about how his eighteen-year early morning yoga and meditation practices had come to an abrupt halt. He sought advice and many said he should persist. He travelled across India to see a guru, who asked him how he got there.




  ‘By train,’ said Papaji.




  ‘Do you still need the train now that you are here?’




  Many ancient teachings say the same thing in different ways. The classic Zen poem makes it very simple:




   

  Nothing to do




  Nowhere to go




  No one to be




  Anon





  * * *




  Sitting in Stillness is a collection of stories from NHS patients and private clients whom I have had the privilege of working with. They too were searching for freedom, peace, fulfilment. Curiously in the few years after the conference in London many of my clients, like Malcolm, were asking similar questions about their true identity. It was as if they were tuned into my questioning and me into theirs. They too were seeking a shift from a conventional desire for change and self-improvement through to something far more radical: a deep questioning into the validity of their personal story – into what is fact and what is fiction.




  The book is not just about individual stories. It is impossible to work with patients in the NHS for over thirty years, hearing hundreds of personal histories, without noticing some strong common themes. For example, so many of us are chasing an illusion of who we think we should be or how life should be. We have become hypnotised, often believing what we are told by parents, advertising, the media and education: that we are not enough, could do better, should have more, all these messages subtly reinforcing the notion that we are not alright as we are ... as though possessions, pleasure and status will satisfy the hunger, bring happiness and ward off depression.




  Why do the most prosperous countries in the world have so many people with mental health problems? The Dalai Lama calls the incidence of depression in the Western world an ‘epidemic’. Suicide is still the biggest killer of young men in the UK.




  But what if we were to turn the usual view of depression on its head?




  To see the epidemic in a completely different way. Instead see breakdown as a breakthrough. Where the breakdown can be welcomed as a shattering of personal and cultural illusions and the potential breakthrough of the true self.




  Maybe the answer is mirrored in our individual stories and points to the cause of the epidemic – namely that we are searching for something that is already ours.






   Seeking ends when the fish understand the folly of searching for the ocean.




  The lost writings of Wu Hsin





  The stories in the book are from people who, often prompted by some form of breakdown, start to question their personal stories. These are no longer about striving to become a better person but instead realising the perfection that we already are; about ending the search and revealing freedom.




  Every psychological crisis involves some form of breakdown. Most breakdowns and crises are frightening and distressing for patients and their families and friends because of the loss of what is familiar and secure. It is a step into the unknown.




  What is less obvious is that the breakdown also offers an opportunity. Because of the disruption to normal life, the experience can lead to a deep questioning of everything, which in turn can prompt us to take a step back. The space created is exactly what is needed: it means we can start to closely observe our patterns and personal narratives. We can take our place in the audience of our lives and watch our drama unfold as if in a play. We can then realise there are two ‘beings’ involved: you the actor and you the observer.




  This distinction is potentially liberating as we may begin to see the drama for what it is: merely a fiction that has guided our thoughts and actions. We may still have the thought ‘I’m not good enough’ but will no longer identify with it and take it as fact. With the realisation ‘that’s not me’ comes a freedom and an enquiry into who or what we truly are. We come home to ourselves.







  



  Chapter 1




  The Victim




  

     All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.




  William Shakespeare





  Janet had suffered with anxiety and depression for over thirty years. She had been treated with tranquillisers, antidepressants and was now having her third course of individual psychotherapy. At her assessment meeting with me she sounded exhausted and hopeless. I remembered her from when I had met her years before and she remained profoundly stuck and powerless.




  In her therapy with one of our young psychiatry trainees she had consistently described her husband of forty years as ‘thoughtless, insensitive, uncaring’ and ‘completely caught up in his own world’. She thought that there was nothing she could do about their relationship. She had experienced some major traumas in her childhood. Her mother had suicided when Janet was eight. And she had been sexually abused by her uncle in her early teens.




  As a victim of these childhood experiences, she feared vulnerability, had lost trust in others and, as so often happens, this had become the story of her life. Like so many victims of abuse who have been treated like objects she thought of herself as worthless. Unconsciously she expected she would be hurt and further abused. She saw her world as filled with persecutors and her primary persecutor was her husband.




  Most of her therapy sessions were about him. The therapist, probably like the husband, became increasingly frustrated:




  T: I really feel for her but it’s a bit like a broken record. Just the same list of complaints about how awful her husband is ...selfish, thoughtless, obsessed etc.




  Many of the discussions in our supervision group centred on how caught she was in her role and how much was projected onto her husband.




  The therapist continued to see her each week for over four months. But one week the therapist completely forgot about her session with the patient. This was totally out of character and the therapist was mortified and felt extremely guilty.




  T: I can’t believe I did that! It’s never happened before. And why Janet? Of all people! I can just imagine how easily me not turning up plays into her story. I can just hear her saying:




  ‘Everyone lets me down ... no one cares ... I don’t matter.’




  I really wanted to give her a different experience. I feel like a failure. That I’ve let her down. (Looks tearful.)




  M: You look upset.




  T: Mm ...




  M: Lots of us in this field are originally drawn to the work trying to heal our own sense of not being good enough. Most staff and patients will have their own version of this.




  Then our so-called mistakes seem to confirm our original beliefs that we’re not good enough.




  But this is only one way on looking at this ... we could turn this on its head.




  T: What do you mean?




  M: Maybe these are not failures but opportunities to step back from our stories and see them for what they are.




  T: Mmmmn ... Doesn’t feel like an opportunity.




  M: Well let’s maybe think about this from another angle. You forgetting the appointment potentially stimulates both of your stories and deeply held beliefs.




  You could see it one of two ways. You could see it as a confirmation ... i.e. ‘you’re not good enough’ or an opportunity to question the truth of the original belief. It’s the difference between fact and fiction.




  Fact: ‘I forgot the appointment.’




  Fiction: ‘I’m not good enough and for Janet that no one cares about her.’




  T: So it’s like a replay for us both ... but are you saying the replay is a fiction?




  M: Yes.




  T: I can see that but how could I talk to Janet about this?




  M: Maybe start with yourself. You could observe how your story has played out here and rather than see this as a mistake, welcome this as an opportunity to deeply challenge your own core beliefs. This will be a subtle invitation to Janet to do the same.




  The conversations that followed between the therapist and Janet about the missed session seemed to enable both to explore how the story might have run its course outside of their awareness and to avoid reenacting each of their personal stories.




  A few weeks after the missed session and near the end of nine months’ therapy, the patient arrived one day and told her therapist:




  ‘You know I think my husband is largely a creation of my own mind.’




  In the supervision group that followed this profound revelation we tried to understand what had happened.




  T: How can she suddenly see things so differently?




  M: Maybe it’s because ... after the conversations about the effects of your missed session both you and Janet have taken a step back from each of your stories and started to distinguish between fact and fiction. You’ve started to see what are ‘creations of the mind’.




  What the patient had taken to be a concrete reality about who her husband was and (also who she was) dissolved in her new awareness. As soon as she could see the drama and especially her own role in it, how the characters were maintained, she (and her husband) were free. The blinkers had come off, allowing new possibilities, particularly in the way they were with each other.




  Three weeks later ...




  T: There’s been an amazing shift in Janet and in her marriage.




  She and her husband are talking to each other, laughing together, going to the pub regularly and have had their first anniversary celebration for fifteen years.




  She’s been noticing the part she played in the way things were.




  Also, how she has a pattern of undermining her husband, of taking sides with her daughter against him and also of subtly, and not so subtly, excluding him from social events. As a result, conflicts are now getting resolved between the three of them.




  * * *




   

  We protect our little fictions




  Like it’s all we are.




  Craig Potter and Guy Garvey, Elbow (from the album Little Fictions)





  When I met with Janet to review the therapy three months after it had ended, she described a freedom and a joy that she could not remember in her life before.




  J: I can’t quite believe the changes in my life and particularly between me and Pete but am a bit anxious about slipping back.




  M: It might feel like slipping back but you’ve not gone anywhere, just seen something that you hadn’t seen before. The good news is you can’t not see it. You now know how your mind creates stories. There’s no going back from this knowing, only the possibility of forgetting.




  J: I often fall into the old patterns, though.




  M: That’s really understandable. The pattern is like a habit that we have repeated thousands of times and has its own momentum. When you turn the wheel on an oil tanker it takes some time for it to change direction. It doesn’t mean the wheel isn’t turned.




  J: It’s a bit scary without the old patterns. At least they’re familiar!
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