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To Aidan, may you always remember to stay present, curious and openhearted.




We shall not cease from exploration


And the end of all our exploring


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time


—T.S. Eliot
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Introduction


The world cannot ruffle the dignity of a soul that dwells in its own tranquility.


—John O’Donohue


We all face major turning points in our lives when we need tools and supports to help us navigate rough waters. Becoming a mom 13 years ago was one of those junctures for me. I found myself overwhelmed and disoriented as I attempted to manage an entirely new set of priorities and responsibilities. As is often the case for new moms, I dropped all self-care, including my longstanding daily meditation practice, and turned my full attention to the endless juggle of caregiving and full-time work. I didn’t realize it then, but I had stepped out of the river of mindfulness to focus on the new urgencies in my life.


There was a point in that first year when I recognized that I was not doing well. I wasn’t drawing on the tools that could help me center, ground and calm my nervous system. My mind was constantly churning, and I couldn’t turn off the “doing” button. So, I enrolled in a mindfulness-based stress reduction program and surrendered myself to the teachings and practices that held me like a life raft. I returned my awareness to my breathing, sent compassion to my tired arms and anxious mind during body scans and felt my feet “kiss” the earth in walking meditation. With a renewed commitment to practice, I started coming home again, to myself, even if only for brief moments. It was enough to help me relocate my internal compass and to step back into the river of mindfulness, even as my world was radically changing.


There are no shortages of stressors in our lives. We wouldn’t be human if we could live an existence of perfect ease and tranquility. But what mindfulness teaches us, and what we can experience when we practice in earnest, is that we have a strong, steady, reliable core that we can return to regardless of the waves in our lives. And in the midst of chaos, there can be calm.


One of my favorite mindfulness teaching stories captures this truth eloquently. It goes something like this:


The King of the land announced that he would be holding a contest to see who could make the most beautiful, peaceful painting representing tranquility. Many of the great artists who lived in the village submitted paintings to the King. They were beautiful, calm, pastoral scenes. Yet, none of them met the King’s satisfaction.


The people heard rumors that there was a poor peasant who lived far away and that he had some talent. So, they went to him and told him that he should make a painting for the King. The peasant agreed. As it was unveiled, the villagers gasped. What? This is not a tranquil painting! They saw a roaring waterfall. It was crashing and foaming with fury and strength. It was not a waterfall that they would choose to stand under. So, they looked at the peasant with confusion.


“You have to get really close,” the peasant told them. They all looked really close at the painting. Sure enough, there was a little gap where the water came down and went around a rock. And in that gap, there was a little ledge with a bird sitting on its eggs in its nest very peacefully. The peasant won the contest.1


It is stunning to realize how rarely we notice the tranquil bird sitting on the ledge amidst the crashing, foaming waterfall of life. We more often notice the roaring waterfall. But the tranquil bird is always there. It needs nothing more than our attention, our awareness, to make itself known. And how we pay attention matters.


This book is about how to pay attention, on purpose, to our everyday moments, and what can happen—in our brains, bodies, nervous systems, relationships, life trajectories—if we practice this art and take it to heart. On the surface, mindfulness is so simple that it is almost laughable that we have to enroll in workshops, programs and retreats to learn how to quiet our minds and bodies. And yet our capacity to pay attention to our internal and external landscapes is perhaps the most complex, profound and impactful skill we can develop in our lifetime.


What Is Mindfulness?


Mindfulness is an ancient art—a practice, a set of attitudes, a way of being—that has long been available to help humanity wake up to our true nature—our goodness, compassion, caring and relatedness. In Pali, the ancient language of the Buddha, the word for mindfulness is Sati which can be translated as both “awareness” and “remembering.” It is the awareness that helps us see more clearly what is within and around us. It is also the wakefulness that reminds us of who we are.


As mindfulness moves through the West, touching people in all walks of life, it is at once critically vital and profoundly misunderstood. It is misunderstood to be limited to the formal practice of meditation, the imagined yogi sitting cross-legged on a cushion with an empty mind and peaceful heart. There are many ways to practice mindfulness and rather than leading to peace and bliss, it more often makes us aware of our restless mind and unsettled heart. This awareness, when met with kindness, is our starting point and our path to greater freedom of heart and mind.


Mindfulness is critically important because, both on the cushion and in daily life, it helps us see the contents of our minds and hearts, which typically remain veiled from our everyday awareness. When we are open and receptive to our inner landscape, we can recognize the unconscious mental patterns that maintain our habitual behaviors and block us from true insight and connection. Mindful awareness can shine light on the fear, attachments and aversions that keeps us caught in cycles of suffering. It can also reveal our inherent stability and the gold that resides just below our awareness. As Tibetan Buddhist teacher Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche notes, the point of our practice is to “rediscover our hidden neurosis and our hidden sanity at the same time” (2018, p. 53).


Many of us don’t know much about our inner landscape—the thoughts we habitually repeat, the stories and narratives we come to believe, the unfelt grief or loss that has been exiled within us or the unacknowledged longing in our hearts. We get intoxicated by busyness, attached to our defenses and locked into stances of denial, shame and blame. We turn away from our emotions and close off from our hearts, denying ourselves and others the caring, love and compassion that is needed. Mindfulness can help us recognize our patterns, shift our perspective and remember who we really are—wise, caring and loving beings. There are profound implications for living closer to our hearts. Mindfulness can be powerful medicine for our times.


I don’t write these words lightly or without deep personal experience. Throughout this book, I share how my adult life has been shaped by what I have experienced and learned through my mindfulness journey. My journey consists of almost two decades of exploration and practice in the Insight Meditation tradition and a decade of teaching mindfulness in university and community settings. My practice has been sustained and strengthened through the gifts and challenges of living my ordinary life, particularly as a 50-year-old Caucasian middle-class woman, a wife in a 20-year plus marriage, a mother of a middle-school child and a working parent. Within these roles, I have encountered each of the challenges and obstacles to mindfulness that I describe in this book. I have come to view my day-to-day life as an endless opportunity for practice and exploration.


Insight Meditation, or Vipassana, originated from the Theravada tradition of Southeast Asia, the oldest existing school of Buddhism, which has its roots in India. It offers practitioners a systematic way to cultivate clear awareness or insight into the “true nature of reality,” to see things as they are, free of distortion. This method of meditation helps us practice self-observation by anchoring our attention on the breath or physical sensations of the body and observing thoughts and emotions as they come and go, without judgment. In a commonly cited definition offered by Jon Kabat-Zinn, mindfulness is the “awareness that arises through paying attention, on purpose, in the present moment, non-judgmentally.”


Not surprisingly, this is a challenging undertaking for many of us, given how we are hardwired and culturally influenced to not pay attention. Once we begin to explore our thoughts, feelings and sensations, we often bump up against a number of barriers that seem to impede our practice of mindfulness. This book unpacks some of the common obstacles that we encounter as we embark upon our mindfulness journey. It offers the perspective, as many wisdom traditions do, that our perceived obstacles can become our greatest opportunities for deepening our awareness, insight and access to wisdom and compassion. As is commonly pointed out in mindfulness circles: What is in the way, is the way.


I draw on neuroscience, psychology, contemplative studies and compassion research to ground this exploration in the evolving science of mindfulness. I share my personal experiences, classic Buddhist teachings, insights from my meditation students and the wisdom that my son, Aidan, consistently imparts to me in service of my own process of unearthing and removing obstacles to clear seeing. At the end of each chapter, I offer brief practices that can help to bring awareness to our habituated patterns and our breath, thoughts and body as we connect with our heart and the emotions we store. I emphasize that when we imbue our practice with presence and curiosity, we can develop the inner resources we need to navigate our obstacles from a place of strength, stability and deeper knowing.


I began writing this book as a companion for an online program called Living Mindfully that I developed in 2017 for Colorado State University. I wanted to offer my students a pragmatic, secular and systematic way for learning about mindfulness and applying it in our busy, chaotic lives. Midway through writing the book, the COVID-19 pandemic hit along with a heightened global state of crisis that has only continued to intensify. I turned to my mindfulness practice more than ever before as a means to open up space for the pain and grief that I had difficulty processing. As my awareness was heightened to the suffering of the collective, I began offering my mindfulness classes with a deeper sense of urgency. I completed this book with the same sense of urgency but also a profound well of hope, knowing that humanity has always found its way back from crisis through its inherent wisdom and innate compassion.


I never suggest to my students that mindfulness can ameliorate any of their problems or the problems facing our world. Instead, I suggest that the power of its medicine lies in helping us relate to these problems with greater perspective and equanimity. I emphasize the importance of developing mindfulness as a critical foundation for wise action. To this end, I find Tibetan Buddhist teacher Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche’s words particularly instructive:


“People everywhere try too hard to make the world better. Their intentions are admirable, yet they seek to change everything but themselves. To make yourself a better person is to make the world a better place… Until we transform ourselves, we are like mobs of angry people screaming for peace. In order to move the world, we must be able to stand still in it” (2019, p. 104).


Standing still in the present moment is not easy but, as we will see, it is an abundantly fruitful place of self-discovery and the birthplace of wise action.


An Unexpected Discovery


Mindfulness meditation found me when I was least expecting it. I was living in a small town in Mexico, facing down my dissertation research as a budding anthropologist. My project entailed observing groups of promotoras who were employing an array of healing practices in community clinics throughout Central Mexico. They were offering acupuncture, Reiki and massage along with Mexican herbal medicine and limpias or energy clearings which were traditional practices that they claimed they were “rescuing” from a rapidly urbanizing Mexican culture (Schneider, 2010).


Given the global array of modalities they were practicing, it wasn’t surprising when one of the promotoras, Angelica, announced a week-long meditation retreat to be held in their community center. Angelica had met an American woman in Mexico City who was teaching meditation that summer in Mexico. After hearing about the healing work that these groups were offering in the community, this teacher agreed to offer a retreat in their town of Yautepec.


When Angelica first asked me to join the retreat, my immediate reaction was, “I don’t have time to spend a week meditating!” But she was persistent, knowing that I would benefit from the experience. While I was resistant, I was equally curious about how this ancient Eastern practice would be taught, translated and interpreted by this group of Catholic Mexican health promoters. So, I accepted the invitation and it turned out to be one of the best decisions I have ever made.


The week wasn’t easy by any means. I spent it struggling. I struggled to concentrate. I struggled to focus on my breath. I struggled to allow what I was feeling to happen. But as the days wore on, I also tapped into some things I hadn’t felt before. Moments of relief from anxiety. A deep stillness. A glimpse that my all-important research and my desires and needs weren’t as important as I thought they were. Later in the week as I listened to this group of women burst out in joyous singing in the middle of one of our practice sessions, I sensed that something radically important was happening. These women had a way to collectively express their experience of opening to life. I glowed for weeks after that experience, in awe of the joy that erupted through our shared experience and amazed at how free I could feel when I was fully present.


I stuck with the daily meditation practices that I learned that week. When I returned to Michigan to write up my dissertation, my curiosity about meditation was in full bloom. I found a weekly meditation group and jumped in with both feet. Through books that our group read together, I was introduced to meditation teachers like Jack Kornfield, Tara Brach, Sharon Salzberg and Pema Chödrön, all who would have a significant impact in my life and some with whom I’d formally study.


In those early years, I had great hope that my practice would help me better manage my stress, anxiety and exhausting perfectionist tendencies. I expected that meditation would help me shore up my insecurities and “fix” my relationship struggles. It did and it didn’t. No difficulties in my life have ever been “resolved” through mindfulness. I still get overwhelmed, stressed out, blocked and stuck in relationship ruts. But now, rather than despising the difficult, messy aspects of my life, I see them as fodder for helping me become more self-aware. I have learned to relate more kindly to myself and to whatever life puts in front of me. When the inevitable challenges, fears, insecurities and doubts arise, I know what to do. I can slow things down and observe my thoughts and emotions with kind attention. I can drop the story and release my desire for things to be a certain way. The gifts of my practice continue to manifest in ways I could never have imagined, and I share some of what I have learned in this book.


Sitting Still in a Busy World


Since that auspicious week in Mexico in 2003, I have made mindfulness a central component of my life both personally and professionally. While I meditate daily, this is just a small aspect of my mindfulness practice. I try regularly to bring mindful awareness into my relationships, work and parenting along with all of my daily decisions and actions. Formally on the cushion and informally during my daily routine, I remind myself again and again to slow down, notice my breath and bring awareness to my thoughts, feelings and body. I’ve been on this journey for many years. It’s still challenging, and I spend plenty of time acting mindlessly. But I have learned firsthand that intention goes a long way.


My son, Aidan, has grown up knowing that his parents’ bedtime routine always involves meditation. He is used to seeing my husband, Brendon, and I, sitting on our cushions, eyes closed, at the end of the day whether we are at home or on vacation. Brendon is also a mindfulness instructor (and a therapist), so mindfulness is often in the foreground or background of our conversations, meals, walks and interactions with others—from the perspective of how we succeed or neglect to bring our most mindful selves to the moment. Given the prominence of mindfulness in our family, it’s been interesting to occasionally check in with Aidan to see what he thinks about our practice and mindfulness in general. When I asked him a few years ago why he thought Mom and Dad meditated, his answer was this:


I think you guys meditate to reach that peace in your body. After everything you guys do every day, I think it feels like you need to get it out and have twenty minutes of peace in the world.


What a good start for a then 11-year-old! When I asked my meditation students why they meditate, some of their responses included:




• It makes me feel like me


• To settle more deeply into myself


• To become something better


• To get over the hump of difficulties


• To learn how to take care of myself





While people’s expectations of and experiences with meditation can be diverse, it is fair to say that this list contains some of the things we long for in our busy, frenetic lives which are often spent distracted and distanced from our authentic selves. Only when we get still and silent and we open up space to the many thoughts, feelings and sensations that arise in any given moment, can we find some sense of balance and heart-connection with ourselves.


As Aidan suggests, our practice can help us reach peace in our body and find moments of calm in the world. But mindfulness offers us no guarantees. It is just as likely that when we sit in stillness, rather than touching peace, we tap directly into our judging, busy, restless mind. When I recently described to my students the Five Classic Hinderances that we regularly encounter when we sit down to meditate—grasping, aversion, restlessness, sleepiness and doubt—they collectively sighed a breath of relief as if to say, “You mean, I’m not the only one caught in these mind storms when I’m assuming everyone around me is basking in peace?” A handful privately wrote notes of gratitude in the chat box for relieving them of their unrealistic expectations.


Despite the challenges of sitting still in a busy world with agitated and restless minds, we still practice. Why? Perhaps because those of us who have sat on our cushion for any period of time intuitively know that there is no way around life’s difficulties and messiness, that we must go through it. And the only way through it is by learning about and leaning into our own internal messiness. As we observe our internal landscape, we begin to see our patterns, habits and hang-ups. Our means of self-protection, internal dialogues, stories, narcissism and attachments are all revealed in full view.


At the same time, as we cultivate compassion in our practice, we learn how to be gentle with ourselves and care for and nurture those imperfect, wounded and rejected parts. As we learn to quiet the voices, calm the storms and settle the nervous system, our hearts can begin to experience what it’s like to come home to our true selves, our essential nature, the ultimate gift of presence. It takes persistence and a willingness to open to what is real. We may only catch glimpses of what lies beyond the small self, but those glimpses can be powerful markers, keeping us on the path.


A Global and Timely Offering


With its 2,500-year-old roots in the East, mindfulness has “taken off” in the West over the last few decades. Buddhism has long been part of the diversity of American culture as Asian immigrants brought teachings and practices from their traditions to the U.S. as early as the 1800s. A shift occurred in the 1970s with the steady influx of meditation teachers from the East traveling to the West to share their teachings. At the same time, many Westerners began traveling to Asian countries for formal training in meditation and bringing the teachings home.


The seeds of secular mindfulness were planted in the U.S. by Jon Kabat-Zinn who launched the mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) program in 1979. Kabat-Zinn’s clinical research broke ground in establishing the scientific validity of mindfulness as an approach for addressing clinical and nonclinical issues. Now there are secular meditation groups, classes, teachers and centers in almost every U.S. city. Many medical centers, universities, public schools and businesses pay for their employees to attend mindfulness programs. My work reflects the growing acceptability of mindfulness in American culture as I teach mindfulness classes within the university and throughout the community in my role as an Extension educator at Colorado State University (CSU). I am joined by many like-minded colleagues involved with the CSU Center for Mindfulness who are insistent that mindfulness is an essential and critical skill for all individuals to develop at any life stage.


Mindfulness has long been a global phenomenon, as I first witnessed in my introduction to meditation in Mexico. Now, students from all over the world, including Buddhist countries, are coming to the U.S. to learn mindfulness meditation. For example, in 2019, I joined hundreds of international and U.S. students who came together in Washington, D.C., for the opening weekend of a two-year Mindfulness Meditation Teaching Certification Program (MMTCP) taught by Jack Kornfield and Tara Brach. The students in my cohort have since graduated and are teaching mindfulness all over the world.


COVID-19 began its spread during my two-year program and our global cohort found ourselves connected in more ways than just our shared passion for teaching mindfulness. We were fortunate to have been offered powerful teachings and instruction for helping our students (and ourselves) manage the fear, loss and uncertainty that marked those turbulent times. Like other teachers, I quickly moved my weekly face-to-face meditation classes to Zoom. Mindfulness teachers across the world were adapting their approach to meet the complex and virtual realities of our new world. As a result, there has been an explosion of mindfulness offerings that are now accessible to individuals everywhere who have access to the internet. According to Forbes Magazine, mindfulness “came of age” in 2020 as a result of COVID-19. This has been a particularly prolific time for the spread of secular mindfulness and its adaptation to meet the urgency of the present moment.


Times Are Urgent


The pandemic and all that followed both challenged my capacity for mindfulness and pushed it ruthlessly to new depths. Like many others, I experienced many powerful emotions that came out of the discomfort of not knowing what lay ahead and an uncomfortable sense of groundlessness. The waves of 2020 just kept crashing, with videos of racial violence and protests, images of devastating fires, the swelling COVID-19 death toll, political upheaval, senseless massacres and the list goes on.


Early in the pandemic, I discovered a phrase from Nigerian activist Bayo Akomolafe that instructed me through the waves of crises: “The times are urgent; let us slow down.” I repeated the phrase everywhere I went: The times are urgent; let us slow down. In my meditation classes: The times are urgent; let us slow down. At the grocery store: The times are urgent; let us slow down. During my frenetic workdays: The times are urgent; let us slow down.


I spent time feeling the contrast of these two phrases in my body; I noticed the impulse of my body propelling me toward action while the wisdom of my body was imploring me to slow down. As Akomolafe points out, slowing down seems like the absolute wrong thing to do when there’s a fire on the mountain.2 But, as our mindfulness practice shows us, the fire on the mountain is part of life. We can’t wish it away or extinguish it by will. It burns through at its own pace. When we slow down, we become aware enough to tune into the fire, to notice its trajectory and the sensation of its heat and to recognize what action to take in the moment. By slowing down, we can see what is actually happening within and around us rather than reacting from fear. This is one example of clear seeing.


It’s not just pandemics, fires and senseless death that highlights the rationale for slowing down during urgent times. Too often, we let our precious lives pass by unnoticed. Both during times of crisis and times of calm, our lives are desperately awaiting our attention. Our breath is waiting to be noticed. Our hearts are waiting to be felt. If we don’t pay attention, we continue to wander through our lives half asleep. These are urgent matters. Our lives are precious. Mindfulness helps us slow down.

OEBPS/images/half.jpg
Meeting the Moment
with Kindness

How mindfulness can help us find calm,
stability, and an open heart





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Meeting the Moment
with Kindness

How mindfulness can help us find calm,
stability, and an open heart

By Sue Schneider, Ph.D.

o

MANTRA
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/images/copy01-01.jpg
N
\__/

JOHN HUNT PUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Meet:ing
the Moment
with Kindness

How mindfulness can help us find calm,

stability, and an open heart

SUE SCHNEIDER





