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Foreword


If you ever thought that your physical circumstances were a barrier to making a positive difference in the world, in this gem of a book Anita Neilson gives practical guidelines on how to change the world from your armchair with thoughts, words and acts of kindness. I found this to be a thought-provoking and very do-able book. Anita leads us along a path from our immediate environment to making changes in how we approach our responsibility to be kind to ourselves, to each other, and to opening our hearts to embrace the whole world.


Anita has walked this path herself and is speaking from her own experiences. When she and I, as work colleagues, became ill with M.E. (Chronic Fatigue Syndrome), we had a choice to lie down to it or to find a way to internally change our experience and to transform into the butterflies that we are: not cocooned, but free to expand and grow beyond our physical limits in any way that we choose.


I have the privilege of knowing Anita as my best friend and confidante. She has never judged harshly and always finds the kindest of ways to support others during their, at times, painful growth and emergence from their own chrysalis. I am delighted to support her first steps in the literary world. Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair has the potential to lift you from cocooned and marooned to heart-expansively free. I am proud to wish Anita every success with this wonderful debut book.


Jenny Light


Author of Living Lightly: A Journey through Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (M.E.), Ayni Books










Preface


Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair is an exploration of how the housebound and infirm can live a spiritual life and make a positive, meaningful contribution to the world through acts of kindness and compassion to ourselves, to others, to the natural world and to the environment. The readers’ focus is gradually reframed from inward-looking to outward-acting, echoed in a growing realization that we are all reflections of God and each other and therein lies our power.


Why focus on Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair? Ill health during the past few years has meant that I am mostly housebound. As a fibromyalgia and M.E. sufferer, I am uniquely placed to write about kindness and compassion from the point of view of those who, for health or other reasons, have to spend the majority of their time at home. A secondary school teacher, until illness hit in 2009, my journey back to health—physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually—has been long but rewarding (and is still ongoing). Through this time of transition, when moments of social isolation left me feeling unable to contribute, I often asked myself the question: “How can I do acts of kindness from home, from my armchair?” And thus the book was begun.


Interweaving knowledge and techniques from ‘traditional’ therapies (such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), physiotherapy and mindfulness) with ‘alternative and additional’ therapies (such as Spiritual Response Therapy (SRT), Reiki, yoga, nutrition and meditation), its overall aim is a desire to share the spiritual knowledge and practical skills gained to date with others.


Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair is not aimed solely at fibromyalgia and M.E. sufferers. Those are merely my personal circumstances. It is written from the unique standpoint of the ‘housebound,’ those of us who for whatever reason (ill health, disability, responsibility as carers, retirees, parents caring for children, those working from home, among others) find ourselves at home for the best part of the week but wish to make a difference to others’ lives through acts of love and kindness.




Everybody can be great … because anybody can serve. You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t have to make your subject and verb agree to serve. You only need a heart full of grace. A soul generated by love.


Martin Luther King Jr





For those with less than perfect health, be that physical, emotional or mental, making a meaningful contribution to society may seem an unattainable goal. Disabilities and mental health issues have in recent years become more mainstream, discussed more openly in public. Much greater billing on television, and other media, of events such as the Paralympics and Invictus Games (for wounded servicemen and -women around the world) contributes to this normalizing and provides encouraging signs to a fairer, more inclusive society.


Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair contributes to this journey. Large-scale, visible acts of kindness are the ‘big picture,’ if you like. Our acts of kindness are the threads that knit the whole tapestry of the world together: the power within all of us regardless of our state of health, or our physical or financial limitations. No apologies should be made for the perceived ‘smallness’ of our acts, for each of us has a role to play on Earth and all are of equal merit. So, perhaps your ‘Armchair’ is a wheelchair, your bed or the chair in your study. You are always connected to the world around you and this book shows you how.


Anyone who wants to begin or continue their journey to self-realization through spiritual development will find joy in the pages of this book. It is divided into four parts: Kindness to the Self, Kindness to Others, Kindness to the Animal Kingdom, and Kindness to the Environment. I have not been paid to recommend any websites or products. I simply include the ones which have worked for me personally. There is a wealth of choice out there for you to explore and find what resonates with you.


Writing Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair has been a voyage of discovery for me. With hindsight comes recognition that illness was a blessing, allowing me to objectively analyze the person I was; giving me space to discover this new person I have become; and finally blessing me with a faith in the future. I have discovered that as I heal myself through kindness and compassion this helps me to become a kinder person to others—warmer, more compassionate, a better listener, more understanding—facilitating the spread of love that grows in my heart day by day out to others. There is no greater joy than that. I hope you enjoy your own journey.


Anita Neilson








Part I: Kindness to the Self







Introduction


What is kindness? What does it mean to be kind? The Collins English Dictionary defines it as “considerate, friendly and helpful.” Kindness is fundamentally about letting love into our hearts so that we can then share it with others. After all, kindness contains the word kin, our fellow man.


Acts of Kindness from Your Armchair will teach you to enrich your daily life with thoughts, words and acts of kindness. It will awaken your mind to the possibilities available to you and the power within you, while at the same time providing practical tools and techniques to bring love and kindness to the forefront of your life. The ideas and techniques contained in this book are a mélange of all the spiritual and practical knowledge I have gained to date, gleaned from everything which I have read, studied and practiced over the past years and which, crucially, I have found to be useful and beneficial.


The focus of this first part, Kindness to the Self, is on dealing with our inner world in the first instance, learning self-kindness and love. Be assured that we do have the power to change the way we feel, think and act on the inside. The skills learned here may then be expanded outwards to show kindness to others, to the environment and to the natural world.


There are several ‘Practices’ in the first part of the book. These include: a Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) practice recognizing and changing patterns of thinking and behavior; a meditation on handing these over to God; a CBT practice on core beliefs and strengths; the power of positive thinking; a mirror-gazing, confidence-boosting activity; keeping a daily journal of gratitude plus acts of love and kindness; a mini-mindfulness meditation to find your place of calm; putting kindness traits into action; a lovely grounding exercise; a solo-tasking mindful check-in; counting your sugar intake; and finally changing from fear-based to love-based emotions for everyday life. Do try the ones which resonate with you, if not all of them. You will gain benefit from them, I promise.


For those of us who spend the majority of our time at home for whatever reason (be that illness, infirmity, work, childcare and so on), feelings of isolation may creep in over time, leading to negative thought-patterns and emotions, which, if allowed to persist, can overwhelm us and affect our ability to make rational decisions. The techniques in this book are designed so that you will notice a subtle shift in your thought-patterns to positive, optimistic and loving—qualities of kindness. They are all chosen from personal experience.


Self-kindness includes facing up to those qualities, bad habits, conditioning and character traits which we may already know are lacking in kindness. This requires honesty and sincerity on our part. Kindness to the self provides us with opportunities for self-improvement and growth. To grow we must face challenges, for if we remain in stasis we do not grow. Each of us needs to experience challenges, difficulties and failures in order to really know what success feels like. The ultimate aim for us is to be content and to love ourselves on the inside so that we may positively affect the world around us on the outside with renewed love and kindness.








Chapter 1



Compassionate Self-Analysis


Compassion is the greatest attribute of kindness. It’s desirable, if not essential, to learn to have compassion for ourselves first, to strengthen our spiritual core, and then this kindness can pour easily onto others. Compassionate self-analysis entails changing well-established patterns of thinking, old habits of behavior, and replacing them with positive alternatives.


One pattern of behavior which is prevalent in societies of any kind—be they religious, civic, educational, familial and so on—is that of judgment. We judge others in a split second simply from their outer appearance or an action. Yet we know that our physical body is just one of the many layers which make up this person that we are on Earth. We know that behind our physical appearance lies our real self, and that to be the recipient of harsh judgment ourselves is hurtful. We feel it as a punch in the solar plexus, our center of energy in the body. Judgment literally knocks the energy out of us.


For me, judging people began as a piece of childhood fun. My sister and I often engaged in this game—as we saw it—for the self-centeredness of childhood blinds us to the feelings of others. This co-dependence allowed the pattern of behavior to continue unchecked: sitting in church on a Sunday whispering derogatory remarks about others; harshly judging others we saw on television; in fact, in all areas of our lives. This pattern continued into adulthood and became the norm for me as it is for many others.


When we first begin our compassionate self-analysis, our initial emotions can be those of shame and regret at our past behavior and unkindness. But know that when we go through the process of handing our past behaviors over to God/the Universe, we free ourselves of regret. It allows us to view judgment as a learned behavior and to progress to the next step of actively and sincerely choosing to do things differently from now on. A sincere desire to change is essential, however.


Practice 1: Handing over unkind thoughts or habits to God


For the first part of this practice, you will need a pad of paper and a pen, or, if you prefer, a tablet computer or PC. If you find it difficult to write, many tablet computers or smartphones have a microphone icon in the keyboard which allows you to dictate and the computer will automatically convert this to text.


Whichever method you choose, the purpose of this practice is to honestly acknowledge your unkind habits of behavior or thinking. Write each one down. Use the following headings as a guide:
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