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MORE PRAISE FOR


I WANNA BE WELL


“Miguel Chen’s I Wanna Be Well is an honest and thoughtful approach to mindfulness. The book is full of insight and succinct ideas for anyone looking to expand their viewpoint and live well. A comfortable and fun read for intellectual and pinhead punks alike.”


— TREVER KEITH, SINGER FOR FACE TO FACE


“I Wanna Be Well is a calming experience — empathy and love and punk and passion and weirdness.”


— JOHNNY BONNEL, SINGER FOR SWINGIN’ UTTERS


“I Wanna Be Well offers a spirituality grounded in tour buses and punk rock. From everyday scenarios to personal accounts, Miguel demonstrates a tangible practice founded in reality that is available anywhere, anytime. We live in uncertain times, with experiences from cruelty to beauty and all that lies in between — within it all, Miguel lets us know that we, too, can be well.”


— SHARON SALZBERG, AUTHOR OF REAL LOVE
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“What a wonderful book! I can’t recommend it enough.”


— CHRIS GROSSO, AUTHOR OF INDIE SPIRITUALIST


It’ll never be sunshine and peaches, but Miguel Chen, bassist for the punk band Teenage Bottlerocket, has come to see the interconnectedness of all things and the beauty of life — even the parts that suck. This book points the way.


“We often think of spirituality as something soft and shiny, practiced in serene places far from the grit of everyday life. This book’s not that. Miguel Chen turns spirituality on its head by inviting us into his world — the punk realm of dark rock halls, f&#k yous, and loud music — and he challenges us to find spirituality amid the noise and chaos. This is a book of self-care for a world that increasingly resembles a mosh pit.”


— JASON GARNER, AUTHOR OF . . . AND I BREATHED


“A self-help book for anyone who just needs to cut through the crap of everyday life and find some peace and acceptance in a world of chaos.”


— JIM LINDBERG, LEAD SINGER OF PENNYWISE AND AUTHOR OF PUNK ROCK DAD


“Miguel demonstrates a tangible spiritual practice grounded in reality that is available anywhere, anytime — and Miguel lets us know that we too can be well.”


— SHARON SALZBERG, AUTHOR OF REAL LOVE


“Much in the spirit of Dharma Punx, Get in the Van, or even Please Kill Me, Miguel Chen has done something important with this book. And I’m gonna stop feeling self-conscious about listening to DRI while doing yoga.”


— ZACH BLAIR, GUITARIST FOR RISE 











Preface


LET’S BE HONEST, being a human can seem pretty awful sometimes.


My hope for this book was that it might help some people find relief from what I kind of like to call the “suckage” of life. In some ways things sure seem to suck a lot worse than they did at other times in recent memory. Hate and fear are definitely palpable in the air these days. Let me assure you, though, that I don’t mean for this book to be political — and, really, it won’t be. Suffice it to say this: There’s a lot of suffering in the world — especially now.


Even so, our lives don’t have to be totally miserable. Yeah, it sometimes seems there’s an untenable amount of hate in the world. But even amid urgent and real global, social, and societal problems, there’s stuff we can do to start to find a little peace in the here and now.


The key is love. Always has been, always will be. We need to open our hearts, standing by our brothers and sisters who are suffering. We need to try to understand those who are stuck in fear and hate and show them that there’s a way out. We need to protect our earth, and each other. We need to take action.


There are many kinds of action we might take, but none of it will be possible if we don’t work to cultivate kindness and compassion on all levels, beginning with ourselves and moving outward to include all beings.


That, ultimately, is what this book is about: doing that work, and being of benefit, whether the suffering we face is on the personal, private level or of a more societal, big-scale scope. All suffering is worth working to alleviate.


May we all return to our hearts and build a peaceful world for all of our brothers and sisters.


May love conquer hate.











1.


Who Am I?


IT’S A QUESTION we all need to ask ourselves. I’ll get things started.


My name is Miguel Chen. I was born in Mexico and moved to the United States when I was three. I play bass in a punk-rock band called Teenage Bottlerocket. I own and teach at Blossom Yoga Studio in Laramie, Wyoming. I love dogs, horror movies, cooking/eating tacos, and watching baseball. I’ve often described myself as a spiritually inclined punk rocker, walking somewhere along what’s called the Middle Path. Geez — this is starting to read like a dating site profile.


That’s the problem — all these words describe who I am and what I am doing here, but at the end of it they’re all just words. None of these things is really who I am.


So who am I?


I’m just a dude, just a person trying to navigate his way through this life like anyone else. I may be spiritually inclined, but I’m no spiritual master or enlightened being. (I’m not even sure such a thing exists.) I love, I get angry, I have my ups and downs like anyone else — like you.


I have fucked up a lot in the past, and I’m sure I will continue to do so. But I am also someone who wants to know peace and be happy. I am someone who believes we are all brothers and sisters on this earth — and so I want you to be happy too. I even think that you — yes, you — can have a perfect day, even when everything sucks. That might sound like some hippie shit to you. Maybe it is, but I don’t care. My life has taught me that we are all more connected than we think. We’re part of something bigger than ourselves.


Those connections are what life is all about.


FOR AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER all I ever wanted was to play music, travel, and hang with my friends. After years of being in shitty bands, writing terrible songs, and basically having no idea what the fuck I was doing, things started to line up. After a series of fortunate events — and a shit-ton of hard work — my dream became reality.


About ten years ago, I was lucky enough to be asked to join my favorite band: Teenage Bottlerocket. Ray, Brandon, Kody, and I all loved the same music and shared the same dreams, and so we worked and worked. We lived in our van, played wherever we could, and strived to perfect our craft.


And it worked! The band gained moderate success. We went on tours all over the world, put out records on a few different labels, and got to befriend and tour with many of our favorite bands. Sure, we never sold a million records or anything, but we were living the dream and doing what we’d always wanted to do.


But something seemed to be missing, and I began to suspect that seeking happiness outside of myself was a lost cause. I’d traveled the world, but now it was time to journey inward.


My mother had been a spiritual person when I was growing up, but — being a rebellious little jerk — I decided that if my mom liked something, then it probably wasn’t for me. I couldn’t appreciate her wisdom and her practice. It wouldn’t be until many years after her passing that spirituality made its way back into my life.


So there I was, on top of my punk-rock dreams, yet suffering deeply. I couldn’t understand it. So I began to search for an answer. Two events, featuring two people and two books, were pivotal.


The first of these events wasn’t exactly welcome to begin with. My close friend Ben’s mother decided she’d had enough of my bullshit. Jean was what most of us considered “the fun mom.” Her son Ben and I grew up together. Their house was the place where we could stay up late, play music, and get into trouble — without getting into too much of it. All that changed one day when I was running around being a little jerk, as was my tradition back then.


Jean pulled me inside and chewed my ass out. I was addicted to drama, she told me, always creating problems for myself and those around me, and it was time for me to knock that shit off. She gave me a book called The Four Agreements, made me promise to read it, and sent me on my way.


My initial reaction was, Man, fuck Jean — and her book.


That feeling, thankfully, didn’t last.


What I found in that book would begin to change me. After a long, slow process I realized Jean had been right: I was full of shit, I was addicted to drama, and I did need to wake up. Jean, if you’re reading this, thank you.


The second event was much more welcome. TBR was out on tour with a wonderful band called the Epoxies. I made a strong connection with their lead singer, Roxy, a friendship I maintain to this day. Roxy could tell I was hurting. We would have lots of late-night talks about life, loss, happiness, and suffering. She gave me a copy of Noah Levine’s memoir, Dharma Punx, and it immediately spoke to me. Suddenly, I’d found the meeting point between the spiritual world my mother had lovingly tried to show me and my punk-rock life.


I was hooked. I’d read every book I could get my hands on, watch every video, talk to everyone I could, and spend time every single day sitting my ass down on a meditation cushion and paying attention to my breathing.


As self-study and mindfulness became the foundation of my practice, my life began to transform. That’s not to say that suddenly everything was perfect and I never suffered again. I still work at my life every day, with some days better than others, and I often find myself stuck in cycles of self-defeat and struggle. Now, though, I can recognize my struggles as part of the path. Even when things get so bad it seems they might never be okay again, I feel a subtle connection to a deeper part of myself, a part that knows everything is happening exactly as it was supposed to.


As my practice grew, something changed inside me: my heart began to open up. I realized that life wasn’t just about me; it’s about all of us. Loving ourselves is important, but it’s only half the story. We’ve got to love others too. Suddenly, playing shows wasn’t just about living out my punk dreams; it became a work of gratitude. I saw that music, even my music, can help people find moments of peace and raw connection in which everything is right with the universe. It was humbling to start to see that — and I still feel that way at every show, whether there are fifty people there or five thousand. I am lucky to do something I love, in a way that makes others happy.


After a while, my sense of gratitude and desire to help others began to spread into other areas of my life. I began to talk about my spiritual practice with anyone who would listen. I didn’t think I had all the answers, but I still wanted to offer what I could in case it would help.


I’ve since become a certified yoga teacher and bought the yoga studio I’d long attended in Laramie, Wyoming. I’ve even started teaching yoga to crowds at punk festivals and shows, bringing together these two things I love. As all this began to get coverage, I took to social media — not just to promote myself but to try to be a voice of unity and positivity. From there, I got the opportunity to write some articles and, now, this book. I am so grateful.


IN BUDDHISM there is the concept of the bodhisattva, a being who dedicates her- or himself to freeing others from suffering. The bodhisattva knows that as long as one being suffers, we all suffer, because we are all connected. I’ve always loved that idea.


I am not saying that I’m some sort of selfless being. Nope — still just a dude. But I think the bodhisattva ideal is something we can all bring into our lives. The notion that we are all one — and must be kind to each other, because to be cruel to another is to be cruel to oneself — is an idea that can change the world. And it applies to punk rockers, Buddhist monks, cowboys, hippies, moms, dads, nurses, cops, soldiers. . . or whomever. It’s an idea that can help literally anyone truly connect with the world around them.


In my time on this earth I have encountered many simple practices that have helped me connect and find happiness in the present moment. This book collects these practices so you can check them out for yourself. After all, if they can work for me, they can work for you!


I hope this book will be of benefit.


Okay, that’s enough about me for a while.


Now: who are you?











2.


Who Are You?


IF YOU’RE READING THIS BOOK, it’s a safe bet you’re looking for something. Maybe you’re unhappy, stuck, bored, lost — there’s no limit to the ways we might feel dissatisfied in life. Perhaps you’re looking for advice or direction on how to find your own happiness. (Or maybe you’re my dad and you just bought this book to support me. If so: Hi, Dad! Love you!)


Whoever you are, let’s begin with a simple question: just who are you?


Many spiritual practices lead us to ask this question, but it’s not easy to answer. Well, I guess it is easy to answer. . . it’s just not easy to answer well.


You might be quick to offer up basic descriptors like parent, adult, middle class, business professional, music lover, man, woman. . . but to do so would be to sell yourself short. Yes, you may be any of these things, and it’s common for us to describe ourselves by what we do, but the truth is that we’re all much greater than these words can ever express. Our jobs, likes, dislikes, or roles in society aren’t the whole picture of who we actually are.


Some things, we all have in common. We are all human beings. We all have thoughts and bodies. We all feel happiness, sadness, anger, love. But who exactly is feeling all of these things? If your likes and dislikes, your job, your role, even your body and thoughts went away, who would be left?


You’ve probably had the inkling at one point or another that we are somehow more than our bodies. It’s a fairly common idea. A less common but very interesting one is that we are also not our thoughts. In some spiritual traditions we are taught about the difference between the ego and the self. Ego in that case indicates where our thoughts come from. It’s a tool that helps us navigate life on this earth. The self is something else — something more. And our thoughts? They’re just something that happens; they are not who we are.


Thanks to my own spiritual practice, I’ve come to some semblance of an understanding of who we actually are. It goes something like this: We are all, everyone and everything, part of one thing. We’re interconnected. (I am far from the first to say that, of course, but everything changed when I saw it for myself.) And everything that has ever happened is exactly what brought us here, where we are, as we are now. In this sense we are all connected more than we realize.


Our bodies may stop breathing and living, but this “something more” that we’re all part of never dies. It simply changes forms. Take for example a piece of wood that’s been lit on fire. After a while, it won’t be that piece of wood anymore — it’ll just be a little pile of ash and some fumes. But it’s not nothing. All of the energy that composed it still exists, just in different forms. People might be seen the same way.


Another thing you should know about your deeper self — and everyone else’s, for that matter — is that it is, at its foundational level, good. I know it might not always seem that way. It’s often easy to get down on ourselves and forget this, but we are good at our core. I know this can be an incredibly hard concept to buy into. Many of us have spent our entire lives disconnected from this truth. Still, I believe that a part of you, no matter how buried, knows this. My hope is by the end of this book that part can come out of hiding, and you can catch a glimpse of your inner goodness.


This fundamentally good part of us — what’s in our hearts when you take away all the stress and conditioning that’s hardened them — can be said to be love. When we drop our judgments and quiet our mind, we can begin to reconnect with that part of ourselves. Spiritual practice in general and this book in particular are all about reconnecting to this core goodness — in ourselves, in others, in the world around us.


Yes, you are unique: after all, you’re the only you there is. But you’re also part of something bigger. Only you will experience what you experience, and it’s up to you to use it all as a means of connection, rather than disconnection. It’s up to you to use your unique gifts, attributes, and circumstances to connect with and benefit others.


But how? Is there a template for living well? No.


Allow me to elaborate: fuck no.


No two beings are ever the same, so what works for some, if you ask me, will never work for all. It’s up to each of us to explore what works and what doesn’t work in our lives.


But there are some things we all can and should do. You know: don’t murder each other; don’t take what’s not given to you freely; don’t hurt others. . . and so on. These ideas can be found in pretty much every religion — pretty much every society, really — and there’s a great reason for that: our interconnectedness dictates that when we hurt others, we’re also hurting ourselves. Beyond that, though, your uniqueness means that your truth won’t look like anyone else’s and that the possibilities are endless. This is great news!


Of course, you may be skeptical of all this. That’s natural. After all, many people misunderstand what spiritual practice is about. Many people think it’s about living on a mountain, giving up all worldly possessions, and meditating until you “leave your body.” It can be those things, but there is no one set of rules.


This means you can hold on to the things you enjoy. You don’t have to give anything up to benefit from spiritual practice. You can still eat meat, drink booze, smoke cigarettes, whatever. It’s your life, your health, your call. Anyway, none of those things is who you are; they’re just things you might happen to do.


For now, though, the first thing to do is learn how to sit down, breathe, and give yourself a moment to filter through life’s bullshit and reconnect. This brings us to our first practice: a simple yet powerful meditation practice. It will be the foundation for many of the other practices in the book, but it’s so valuable in and of itself that if it were all you got out of this book, you’d still be in good shape. Here’s how I teach it.
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Practice: Basic Meditation


Find somewhere quiet, free from distraction, and sit comfortably. Traditionally this is done on a cushion, or bench, with your legs in a variety of different postures. Many traditions think they’ve got the one way to sit nailed and others simply aren’t doing it right. I call bullshit. The only important thing here is to sit in a way that you can be comfortable, yet present, for however long you choose to practice.


Same goes for hands. Many might recommend certain hand postures, called mudras. Some say to put your hands in your lap, some say on your knees. Just find what is comfortable and sustainable for you.


There are also different views about what to do with your eyes during meditation: Some traditions recommend sitting with your eyes open; others say closed. Some say eyes closed helps you turn inward; some say eyes open keeps you connected to both the outer and inner landscapes. Personally, I tend to practice with my eyes half open, because closed eyes often lead to daydreaming — or actual sleep! But again, just do whatever works for you.


Okay. So. You’re sitting. You’re somewhere quiet. You’re comfortable yet attentive. Now what?


Well, now you breathe.


And then what?


Nothing! You just breathe.


Sometimes, you’ll find that seems like an impossible task. Your mind will jump from thought to thought: What did I do last night? What do I have to do today? Pizza or tacos for lunch? Do birds ever shit and it accidentally hits another bird mid-flight? And if so, do they have some kind of a bird wreck? I wonder if I can fit my fist into my mouth. . . .


It’s true: your mind is a wacky place and your thoughts will be all over the place. The important thing here is to begin to notice.


Take note when a thought pops up, then smile to yourself and do your best to let it go. It can sometimes help to note the thought by saying something like “thinking.” It won’t be long before another equally distracting thought pops up. That’s okay, just keep noticing and returning to breathing. Noticing and returning: that’s what meditation is.


If you get discouraged, keep in mind that your mind has spent pretty much its entire existence thinking that it’s in charge, so learning to let thoughts go without attaching to them is going to take some time. Just be patient and kind with yourself. I cannot stress enough the importance of self-kindness. Remember that, at your core, you’re a good being and you’re doing your best. And breathe.


Do this practice for as long as you find feels right. Perhaps a few minutes, perhaps even longer. You may find it helpful to set a timer and make a decision not to move until it goes off. Whether it’s an hour, half an hour, or even five minutes a day, you will begin to notice it coming a bit easier after a while. You may very well find your mind starting to get quiet and your heart starting to open. Little by little, you will begin to even feel that you really are reconnecting with your true self. If there’s one thing I hope you take from this book, it’s to start sitting. For even five minutes a day, just sit.


tl;dr


Sit comfortably. Open or closed, keep your eyes relaxed. Sit and breathe, noticing your breath and also noticing when you’re not noticing it. When you find yourself thinking instead of noticing, think, “thinking,” and return your attention to your breath. Do this at least once a day, for at least five minutes a day. And if you can and want to manage more, do!
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