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Per ardua


Introduction

In devotional Hinduism, the hours before dawn are thought to be among the most auspicious for meditation, as the veil between the divine and human worlds is the thinnest during these hours. The morning rituals serve as purification for the day to come, to set the mind on the right track. Taking a few moments in the morning to collect your thoughts and check in with your emotions can do wonders for your ability to manage and dismiss stress throughout the remainder of the day. The modern rituals of drinking coffee and reading the news also prepare the mind to face the challenges ahead, and these, too, can be met with mindfulness. Mindfulness, an intentional and steady embrace of the present moment, comes from within.

Few of us claim to be morning people, but perhaps we haven’t given ourselves permission to savor the early hours, to appreciate the light of a new sun. The reflections in A Mindful Morning come from a variety of world philosophies and religions, and they will help you start each day intentionally. These moments of centering will help take the sting out of the morning commute and pressing schedule by easing you calmly into your day. Over the course of this book, you will develop strong inner reserves that help you remain at peace despite the trials of our frantic society, so you can move throughout the day consciously and purposefully as your best and most authentic self.

You may think that you do not have time for mindfulness or meditation, but just think about how much time you spend reading random bits of news and Internet ephemera. Think about how much time you spend tweeting or going on Facebook, or playing Minecraft or Candy Crush. Think about the time that you spend sorting through mostly nonvital e-mail. Think about the stuff that you have to do: compiling reports for work, taking care of the kids, paying bills, buying groceries, doing the laundry: The list goes on and on. You deserve a break of a few minutes, several times a day, to collect yourself and put your mind in a calmer state. You deserve a break from the constant stream of noise and information.

I wrote this book thinking that you, dear reader, have lots of competing priorities—that you do not, in fact, live in a hermitage on top of a mountain. I imagine you sneaking a few minutes here and there to center yourself. I imagine you setting down your cell phone and finding that comfortable chair or reading nook. I see you lighting a stick of incense for a brief time of sacred silence. I see you at your desk or cubicle grabbing a minute or two to take some deep breaths and engage in thoughtful reading. Know that, wherever you are, you stand at the center of the struggle of the ages learning how to live a peaceful life in the midst of the hectic world. May you find a welcome respite in these pages.


But I’m Not a Morning Person . . .

Most of us think of morning as time to be endured or rushed through quickly. We try to be as highly caffeinated as possible, to drop off the kids, to make the commute, and maybe catch the weather and the news along the way. Very few among us would confess to being a morning person, which sounds like a sort of mythical beast, the unicorn of the twenty-first century. It’s not very cool to be a morning person. Confess to loving to wake up in the morning around the coffee pot at work and prepare yourself for scowls and murmurs. We think of morning people as Pollyanna types who whistle “Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah” on the way down the front walk, past the picket fence and the rose bushes, which, of course, they stop to smell. Get real. Who has time for that? Crack open a can of Red Bull and get in the f*#king car!

And so the day begins, with an aggressive cast of mind, with a heavy foot on the accelerator. When the morning hours are full of stress and anxiety, the rest of the day follows in that pattern. No wonder we seek to escape through entertainment. No wonder we medicate through junk food, prescriptions, and booze. But I’m not here to preach or moralize. Rather, let’s seek to understand the true nature of the problem and move beyond it.

We should probably start with sleep. According to A. Roger Ekirch’s fascinating history At Day’s Close: Night in Times Past, staying up late at night didn’t become very practical until the advent of electric lighting. All of those candles and oil lamps were expensive and apt to catch fire, so people generally went to bed much earlier. People in preindustrial societies largely slept in two sessions with a break in between. It was quite common to rise in the night and spend some time in quiet reflection, perhaps reading a book, saying prayers, or engaging in more (ahem!) carnal activity. Going to bed and rising were timed with the sun, which meant more sleep in winter and less sleep in summer. The watches of the night, those nocturnal waking hours, were like bonus free time. But night held more terrors like the fear of burglary or fire, which were both more common before streetlights. With electricity, we came untethered from the sun and could arrange our time accordingly. For many of us, this is simply convenient and has little downside. For others, like medical professionals and factory workers on the night shift, working at night means permanent disruption of sleep, with many mental and physical health side effects.

These days, we tend to sleep in one big block, rather than two smaller ones, but the size of the block gets smaller as the years go by. With our electronic devices and overabundance of entertainment, we sleep less. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) classifies insufficient sleep as a public health problem, with the lack of sleep interfering with work, hobbies, and basic safety on a massive scale. In 2005–2007, thirty percent of adults reported getting six hours or less sleep per night, a level of sleep deficit associated with higher levels of chronic disease and even increased mortality. In daily life, not getting enough sleep reduces concentration and memory, which means that nearly every task becomes more difficult. So perhaps the exercises in this book should begin with trying to get more sleep. Completing these little meditations probably requires going to bed a little bit earlier and rising a little bit earlier. We’re not talking hours here: You can start with five to ten minutes, probably less time than you spend in the shower each morning.

We shouldn’t idealize the morning, but we also shouldn’t discount it. It is never easy to awake from sleep, and yet those early hours do have an impact on the day. We measure our lives in years, in days, in hours, in minutes, and to dismiss part of the day is to look a gift horse in the mouth. So maybe you won’t immediately become a morning person, whatever that means, but you might learn to get a little more out of the early hours. Not for reasons of productivity per se, but to just enjoy life a little more, to find more satisfaction in the daily grind. If you think of the mornings as times for yourself, rather than for the proverbial man, you might be inclined to get out of bed more nimbly.

Mindfulness: More Than Meditation

The trouble with the word meditation is that it implies, for many people, an activity that is conducted separately from the rest of everyday life. Meditation implies an idyllic setting, perhaps a monastic vocation, and usually a religious frame of mind. There is certainly nothing wrong with tradition, religion, or monasticism, and people who come from ancient traditions certainly have a lot of guidance to offer to lay practitioners. The trouble with viewing meditation as separate from daily life is that it implies a dualism between spiritual life and everyday life. It builds a wall of separation between the sacred and the profane. The goal of meditation should be to look upon every act as sacred, to see every moment as holy, and to view each person, place, and thing as a manifestation of the divine.

One of my own teachers, Shree Maa of Kamakhya, Assam, is a lifelong devotee of the great Bengali saint Sri Ramakrishna. She tells a story that helps us remember the sacred in the midst of everyday life. When Shree Maa was a little girl, she had a large share of the household responsibilities like cooking and cleaning. She recalls in Shree Maa: The Life of a Saint:

One day I was sweeping the floor, and when I had finished cleaning the rooms, I threw the broom into the corner where it was kept. Immediately I heard the voice of Sri Ramakrishna calling to me from within. ‘Hey there! That broom is your very good friend. Why do you treat it with such disrespect? If it weren’t for his loving service, how would you clean your house?’ Quickly I went over to the corner, picked up the broom, and said, ‘Namaskar, I bow to your divine essence.’ Gently I placed it back in its proper place, and from that time on, I tried to regard each and every thing as a manifestation of divine grace.


Shree Maa points us to our hasty, thoughtless attitudes, in order to pay attention to the harshness in our actions. If we conduct ourselves more reverently, the whole tenor of life begins to change. In place of the default annoyance that characterizes our daily interactions, a sort of inner glow begins to emerge, one where I regard each new situation as the way to say namaskar (a spiritual greeting) to the universe. The divine interfaces with me through the medium of everyday things and situations. This frame of mind can be held only through great difficulty, but it is a much more satisfying way to live than regarding every encounter as a personal affront.

Taking Refuge in the Present Moment

One of the foremost names that people associate with contemporary mindfulness practice is the Vietnamese Buddhist monk and peace activist, Thích Nhất Hạnh. He has written dozens of books, but the basic point behind his practice is to be fully engaged in the present moment. We begin with conscious breathing, but ultimately each and every small action becomes part of mindfulness practice. In Peace Is Every Step: The Path of Mindfulness in Everyday Life, Thích Nhất Hạnh tells the story of a group of children meditating on tangerines that he brought for them. Each child is invited to think of the blossoms of the tree where the tangerine grew, the fruit slowly ripening in the sun, the person picking the tangerine, and finally the fruit right there in front of them. The children peel the fruit slowly, seeing the fine mist erupt from the peel and the white pith beneath. They take each bite with intention, tasting the sweetness and the sourness of the juice in their mouths. Children probably need less prompting to live in this way than most adults, since they have not had the time to grow jaded and world-weary. Through mindfulness, we can come to see the world again with the eyes of a child, to look upon each moment as something new and bright, not to dull the senses, but to awaken them. The mind, too, is a sense, for it helps us see the vast networks of interconnection that make this moment possible.

One of the key voices of mindfulness in the Christian tradition is Brother Lawrence, who recorded his experiences in a book called The Practice of the Presence of God. As a monk, Brother Lawrence was not a typical spiritual adept. If monks had a batting average, his would be rather terrible. On his knees before the sacrament at mass, he didn’t feel much of anything. He dreaded going on retreat because the experience was just dull and dry for him. His spirituality came alive for him in the kitchen where he cooked for the other monks. There, at his work, he would hold secret conversations with God, and the work itself became his form of prayer. His holiness grew palpable, and people would come for miles around just to watch him work in the kitchen. Ora et labora, pray and work in Latin, goes the Benedictine motto, and perhaps the two are interchangeable when completed with the right attitude.

The words God, gods, divine, and the like might intimidate those who come from secular backgrounds. If that is the case, think about it like this: Things just go better when you put your full capacities behind your efforts. You can think of these religious words as underlining or highlighting the beauty and mystery all around us. If these words get in the way for you, think of them as calls to pay attention, to focus. The parents at a Little League game yell, “Keep your eye on the ball, Johnny!” Walking around half-distracted is like taking your eye off the ball. You still get things done, yes, but not as well as you might have. And not only that, distraction also saps the enjoyment from life. It’s just hard to enjoy something that only has part of your attention. If you decide to watch a television program, great! Just put your full attention into what you are doing. If you are walking the dog, put your full attention into walking the dog. It’s just that simple, and yet that very simple-in-theory lesson can be very difficult in practice. We are so used to having a divided mind that it can be hard to return to full presence.

Hitting the Pause Button on Life

Sometimes it can be difficult to think of daily life as a kind of prayer or meditation. Bad things happen, people do annoying things, and we all get bent out of shape from time to time. Most of us have jobs that are unrelenting, and we have families to support. We can’t all get away for a week’s vacation, or even a weekend. But what if you could actually slow down time? Then you could turn five minutes into an hour, an hour into five hours, and so forth. That would be magical, right? You could still get everything done and be a sane person at the same time. I am here to tell you that you have this magical power at your disposal, and it is called meditation or mindfulness.

You are probably already rolling your eyes, but give me a second to explain. First of all, I am talking about lived time, or what is called in philosophy phenomenal time, time as experienced. You may not be able to put the entire world on pause, but you can pause your own little part of it. When you close your eyes and shut out distraction, a funny thing happens. The seconds lengthen, you can feel your own heartbeat, and the synapses between the moments grow longer, almost as though you were living in time-lapse photography. If you don’t believe me, try setting a timer for one hour. Sit there quietly, not doing anything else, just paying attention. If you have never done this before, that hour will seem like days.

In my house, we have a clock in the kitchen right above the back window. The clock is powered by a single AA battery and has actual hands. Most of the time, the clock is ignored. Our kitchen is the focus of much hubbub throughout the day, as meals are prepared and laundry is folded for our family of five. The dog comes and goes, and the kids wage lightsaber battles. We look at the clock in the morning to see just how late we are running: the rest of the time it just hangs there. But when I get up in the middle of the night or early in the morning, and I sit down to meditate—not in the kitchen but in the living room, at least thirty feet away and past walls and doorways separating the rooms—I can hear that clock ticking. When I start doing my pranayama, it actually seems quite loud, so it can be difficult not to hear it. I can really grasp the length of a second, its duration, of which I am usually completely unconscious. I enter into a different state of mind, one in which I become the observer.

I know, I know. You can’t always sit down and close your eyes. You have to drive your car. People at work can be nosy. Yada yada. But you can do the same thing with eyes open. In just a few moments, you can enter that meditative frame of mind in which you become aware of your surroundings, aware of your breath, and aware of the passage of time. You can deliberately expand those moments so that they seem longer to you: In your reality, time will be passing more slowly, even if no one else knows about it. A few minutes of meditation are qualitatively different from a few minutes of watching Downton Abbey or clicking through a random website. This same mindfulness can then be brought into whatever you happen to be doing throughout your day. When you are first beginning, you will need peace and quiet, but you can gradually learn to be mindful even in very hectic environments. Yes, it would be nice to have a vacation on the French Riviera, but it is good to have a few minutes just to be human, whatever the circumstances.

Stress Relief Through Contemplation

It can be useful to think about the mind in terms of carrying capacity. The human brain can handle many different inputs and process a great amount of information, but its capacity, at some point, will be overtaxed. At this point, the limbic system kicks in, sending out the hormones that produce the familiar fight-or-flight response. On the fight side, anger and frustration arise, while, on the flight side, perhaps fear, depression, or anxiety will manifest themselves. In a state of stress, the body prepares its defenses: the pulse quickens, the stomach knots, breathing becomes shallow. These defenses, when activated over long periods of time, produce a variety of mental and physical ailments that are quite common in consumer societies. Our minds are complex and resilient, but not infinitely so. Eventually, breakdowns will occur.
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