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What people are saying about


Mindfulness and Me


Markoff’s informal and approachable style of writing demystifies mindfulness and provides readers with a clear understanding of why and how to engage in activities that reduce stress and promote well-being, tranquility, and contentment. I urge everyone to give mindfulness—and Markoff’s handbook—a try. Carolyn Knight, MSW, Ph.D., Professor Emeritus of Social Work University of Maryland Baltimore County; author of Introduction to Working with Adult Survivors of Childhood Trauma: Strategies and Techniques for Helping Professionals.


The concept of mindfulness can be intimidating and overwhelming for some beginners, as well as difficult to grasp at times of chaos. Markoff’s Mindfulness and Me is an encouraging guide to self-care and provides inspiration for living a happier life with a calmer mind.


Amy West, LCPC, M.S., Psychotherapist treating mental health and substance use disorders since 2018
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It is with unending gratitude that I dedicate this book to all the teachers in my life. You help me see my strengths and push me to be better. My first lesson in balance. Thank you.





Introduction


My mom always told me, “There is nothing new under the sun.” Which I later learned was actually my mom quoting Ecclesiastes – a book in the Old Testament of the Christian Bible – because that’s just what my parents did (and still do). What she meant is that there really are no new ideas, and if you look through history, you’ll see she was right. The same concepts are repeated over and over again by Yogis, Buddhist monks, Japanese Zen practitioners, Roman Stoics and Greek philosophers, French philosophers, and even Freud and his descendants in modern psychology. There are just certain truths about life that reappear throughout time and place, and that’s what this book is about. I am not claiming to have invented some new way of thinking or interacting with the world. This book is about taking the beautiful practices, explanations, and points of view from all the wonderful places in history to create a practical and relatable guidebook which can be used by anyone regardless of age, religion, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. This book is possible only through the clarity, insight, and practice of all those who have come before me. May it help you see further than the knowledge it contains.


“If I see further than others, it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.” ~ Sir Isaac Newton in a letter to Robert Hooke dated 1675 (1).


Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh once told a story about the invention of shoes that went something like this: A long time ago in a kingdom somewhere beautiful, there lived a king who loved his daughter, the princess, very much. This was a time before shoes existed, so everyone walked barefooted everywhere they went. One beautiful spring day, the princess was out for a walk and stubbed her toe. She was in such pain. She hopped on one foot, cradling her wounded foot, until she fell over. The village people nearby began to laugh and point. Humiliated, the princess ran to her father, the King, in tears. The King was so distressed at his daughter’s suffering that he called his court advisor and demanded that the entire kingdom be covered in leather so that everywhere the princess walked, she would be protected and would not hurt herself again. The advisor was quite concerned at this command because he knew how expensive this would be for the kingdom and how unrealistic it would turn out to be. He took some time to think and came back to the King with a solution. He said to the King, “What if, instead of covering the kingdom in leather, we fashion some leather to bind around the princess’s foot. That way, no matter where she goes and what she steps on, she will be protected.” The King was pleased by this, and the first leather shoe was made for the princess who walked peacefully throughout the kingdom thereafter.


You may have guessed that this story is not the true history of shoes. The purpose of this story is to show the way that mindfulness acts as a protection against a world that is full of pain and suffering. There are so many things in this world that are hurtful: other peoples’ words, our own thoughts, unavoidable experiences, empathy and compassion for the suffering of others. It can be overwhelming. Mindfulness is a practice of protecting yourself from identifying with the experience. Someone says something unkind, and we don’t take it personally because we have the mindfulness to remember they are speaking out of their own suffering. We think a negative thought about ourselves, and we are not wounded because we are in mindfulness (sometimes translated as remembering) and know that our thoughts are not true to reality. We are angry and are not hurt by our anger nor do we hurt others in our anger because we have the mindfulness to breathe with our anger and recognize it as a temporary visitor clouding our judgment.


I often paraphrase a quote from Jon Kabat-Zinn and say to people, “When you stop trying to make something special happen, you realize that something special is already happening”. There is a popular myth that mindfulness and meditation is something mystical and magical, and that is partly correct. There is a magic in simply letting things be as they are. There is magic in breathing. There is mystery in being in tune with our own experience and with nature. The only way to experience the true gifts that meditation and mindfulness have to offer is by setting aside your beliefs and assumptions about what you think it’s supposed to be.





A Brief History of Meditation


You’re not alone if your first thought when you read the word ‘meditation’ is an Asian man in orange robes sitting in a monastery in silence for hours on end. You are partly correct. Meditation is the translation of a Sanskrit word Smrti. Sanskrit is an Ancient Indian language, so you see it a lot with original Hindu, Buddhist, and Yogic writings because they all came from India a few thousand years ago. Smrti (meditation) was a practice for improving mental clarity, focus, and emotional stability among other things. Unfortunately, the everyday practicality of this mental exercise is lost in cultural translation and meditation became associated with Buddhism as a religious custom.


I say ‘unfortunately’, not because there is anything wrong with being a Buddhist, but because a lot of people assume that meditation is not for them simply because it is seen as a Buddhist religious practice. Buddhism was originally developed as a way of understanding and reducing human suffering and meditation was a primary way to do just that. Meditation is also a core practice in other religions and life philosophies such as Zen, Tao, Yoga, Hinduism, and – believe it or not – Christianity. For all of these life philosophies and religions, the major tenets include kindness, patience, generosity, compassion, nonattachment, peace, and simplicity.


Meditation was developed as a tool. It was never intended that the goal of meditating would be to be able to meditate. The purpose of meditating is to become better at living. Meditation is a way to cultivate relaxation, inner peace, mental clarity, focus and concentration, emotional stability, kindness and compassion, simplicity, and mastery over cravings and habitual patterns of reacting. These ideals are not exclusive to any culture or religion. They apply to every person in every occupation and in every stage of life. The history of meditation is that it was developed as a way to improve lives and relieve suffering but through misunderstanding and wrong perceptions, it was lost to many people. The truth always reveals itself if one is willing to see it.





A Note on How to Use This Book


I came up with the idea for this book after reading a research study reporting that after eight weeks of daily mindful meditation practices, people showed decreased activity in the fear center of their brain. The fear center of the brain (the amygdala) is also responsible for other similar emotions like stress, anxiety, worry, and even anger. After reading that I thought, ‘what a wonderful idea to give people a guidebook to lead them through eight weeks to a less fearful, less stressed out, and less angry brain’. Here are some ways to use this book, and a few words of warning.


Pop culture is spreading the myth that meditation only holds positive or desired emotional and cognitive (a fancy word for thought) experiences. That is not true. Mindful meditation is a chance to be more intentional in your life. These practices help you to become available for the full range of human experiences. That is difficult. It’s uncomfortable. I highly recommend working with a trained professional – yoga instructor, meditation teacher, religious leader, therapist, mentor, etc – to support and guide you through difficult emotional experiences. If you are a person who has experienced trauma or if you have a mental health disorder such as depression, anxiety, borderline personality disorder, a substance use disorder, bipolar disorder, or any other, then it may be necessary for you to do this work with the help of a teacher. The purpose of a meditation practice is to stop efforting, to stop fighting. If a practice feels wrong to you, then don’t do it. It’s really that simple. You gain nothing by fighting.


That being said, there is value in sitting with discomfort. There is a difference between forcing yourself to stay with a practice that is not right for you versus sitting in the discomfort of a practice. Be intentional. You are in control. This book is merely a guide. I have laid out 56 activities as daily practices across eight weeks organized into topics. I organized them based on my own personal experience, education, and what made the most sense to me. This might not be the best way for you. Let yourself take the lead. Skip around. Do them out of order. Don’t do some. Do some twice or even three times. Change the times or number of breath cycles. Be curious and let yourself have fun. Sometimes being led is nice, too, and if that’s where you’re at, then I’m honored to lead you. The choice is yours. This is your life. Live it.





Meditation Postures


Traditionally meditation is practiced sitting, standing, laying down, or walking. You’re welcome to practice in whatever way feels best to you. Over the last few thousand years practitioners have passed down guidance on posture. Arranging your body in a certain way has no impact on the benefits of the practice (people disagree with me, but I stand by what I said). The sole purpose is to make sure that your body is comfortable so that it doesn’t distract you from your meditation and so that meditating doesn’t cause any long-term harm to your body. I’ll walk you through how to arrange your body in the traditional way, but feel free to make any adjustments based on what works for your body.


Sitting: Feel free to sit against a wall to help support you. It might feel good to sit up on a cushion or rolled up blanket. Move any excess butt cheek out of the way and make sure that you feel stable, grounded, and balanced on your sits bones (anatomical name: ischial tuberosities). Your legs are crossed in front of you with your knees wide enough that one foot is directly in front of the other with tops of the feet rotating outwardly toward the ground. Feel both grounded through your tailbone and lifted through the crown of your head. There is a slight activation in your core and your shoulders are relaxed. Your elbows hang directly below your shoulders which keeps your shoulders from becoming misaligned. Your hands fall somewhere along your thighs. It’s more important that your elbows are aligned with relaxed shoulders than to have any particular hand placement. In yoga, this pose is called Sukhasana which means easy seat. Many people will say that lotus pose is the optimal seated meditation pose; however, without proper guidance and practice, you’re likely to blow out a hip or a knee if you try lotus, so I recommend sticking with easy seat.


Standing: Start with your feet about shoulder width apart. Feel balanced and grounded. Notice a slight activation in your calves and inner thighs. There is a lifting in the front of your body – through the core, chest, and head. Chin might tuck slightly so the crown of your head is level, and the back of the neck is lengthened. The back body is grounding down – relaxed shoulders and out through the heels. Arms are down the side of your body with palms facing forward. Fingers are spread apart and active.


Laying down: Essentially standing only the ground is underneath your whole body instead of just your feet. Feet are shoulder width apart perhaps relaxed, so the toes are pointed outward. Relax through the legs, back, and abdomen. Shoulders are down away from the ears. Chin is slightly tucked so the back of the neck isn’t crunched. Arms are down along the sides with palms facing up. The distance between the body and the hands isn’t important, so just do whatever is comfortable. If you have sensation in the lower back feel free to bend your knees and plant your feet. Knees can either be in line with hips or you can take your feet wide and have your knees leaned into each other. Alternatively, you could create a diamond with your legs with knees wide and soles of the feet together. Try the options and see what feels best for you. It might be something different each day, and that’s okay.





Week 1



Presence


I am a mental health therapist by day and meditation teacher and psychology PhD student by night. A real-life batman I suppose. I was talking once to a client about her goals, and she said to me, “I want to be an active participant in my life”. This really struck me. With her permission, I’ve been using it ever since. Think about it, can you really say that you’re an active participant in your life? In order to participate, you have to be there. You have to be in the moment. The now. Life happens in the current moment and if you’re somewhere else – your thoughts, memories, fears, future, stresses – then you’re missing it.


Life moves on without you. How many times have you said good morning to someone without making eye contact? Been driving, and you realize you don’t even remember the last 10 miles of the trip? Been lying in bed with your partner and you’re on your phone and not even consciously aware that they’re there with you? These are moments of your life that you are not going to get back. All too often it takes a drastic event like a death or a divorce for people to realize how much of their life and relationship passed by on autopilot without much notice. Consider this your opportunity to learn that lesson now. Before it becomes painful.


Every beautiful and wonderful thing happens in the present moment. Some painful things happen in the present, but honestly, a lot of our pain and suffering comes from old stories, thoughts, fears about the future, and clinging to some expectation or situation. Art is created in the present moment. Hugs, kisses, and holding hands happen in the present moment. Smells, sights, sounds, and tastes are all present moment experiences. Being in the now also gives you the power to make changes. You can plan and prepare all you want, but it takes being in the moment and deciding to actually do something different in order to make a change in your life. Mindfulness is a practice of empowerment. It all starts here.


1.1


Paying Attention


When people think of being present, or even mindfulness in general, usually what they are thinking about is paying attention. This is part of it, but by no means all of it. Presence is paying attention plus. Attention plus open-mindedness. Attention plus kindness. Attention plus non-defensiveness. The point is, presence is not a synonym for attention, but attention is a skill that we have to practice. Attention is basically two brain functions: attending to an object and ignoring anything that isn’t that. Let’s say that you want to be present to the wind in the trees, to a conversation, to a hug, or to an emotion. Your attention is like a flashlight. You can choose where to direct it, so you direct it to the object. The problem is, your brain will do that willingly for like .3 seconds and then it’s like ‘okay, took that in, what’s next?’ and your attention continues to dart around from thing to thing, distraction to distraction, internal story to internal story. Ignoring distractions is new for your brain. It’s difficult and it goes against what your brain does naturally.


The practice of presence is not about fighting your brain. Mindful meditation is not a practice of struggling. Quite the opposite. Mindfulness and meditation are practices of not efforting, of not fighting, of gently guiding. A lot of people think that meditation is about not getting distracted. There is this myth in pop culture that to be meditating ‘correctly’ your mind has to be blank or you have to be able to focus for 15, 30, or 60 minutes at a time without a single distraction. This could not be further from the truth. Meditation is a practice of learning to get distracted and come back to the object of your meditation. Imagine distractions like ripples on the surface of a lake. Wind exists. Currents exist. Birds land on the lake and people throw in rocks. There are ripples. That’s just the nature of being a lake. We don’t say, ‘in order to be a peaceful lake, you must get rid of all your ripples’. Can you accept that having distractions is not something to get rid of, but just a natural part of being a person?


PRACTICE


Tip of the Nose


1. If you’re just starting, it’s good to find a place with few distractions to make this easier for yourself as you’re getting used to the process. With enough practice, you could probably do this in the middle of a rowdy sports game or maybe even during a pause in a heated conversation.


2. It’s best to close your eyes so your eyes aren’t taking up your attention space.


3. Shine your internal flashlight at the tip of your nose – your nostrils to be exact.


4. Tune in to the feeling of air entering your nostrils on the inhale and leaving your nostrils on the exhale.


5. Ignore everything else.


6. You can do this for as long as you want, but I recommend at least 5-10 rounds of breath.


7. It’s normal to be distracted – how softly can you redirect the attention? How easy can you make this?


8. Take a moment when you’re done to let your attention wander throughout your body and notice any changes.


1.2


Sound


I was teaching a meditation class once and someone (my own mother, can you believe it?) asked me why meditate? She said, “I understand how to do it, but I don’t know why I’m doing it.” If meditation were a snack, it would be apples with peanut butter – both delicious and nutritious. The practice of mindful meditation is enjoyable and transferable. To sit is enjoyable. To breathe is enjoyable. It is pleasant to wash your hands, to listen to the wind through the trees, and to smell fresh coffee in the morning. We can all use a little more enjoyment in our lives. We exist so much on auto pilot going from this thing to that thing without letting ourselves take in the pleasant things all around us. You might be in a rush to drive from work to home and spend the whole drive thinking about how tired you are, what you have to do when you get home, or processing the workday. You’ve missed the beautiful colored skies, the funny cow shaped cloud, the rainbow, the pitter patter of the rain, and so much more. Imagine spending your drive enjoying the sights and sounds rather than indulging your thoughts which, let’s be honest, are probably more like an exhausted hamster on a wheel than anything productive.
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