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Introduction


A Mindful Day explores what we usually consider the main part of the day—the world of work and productivity. I will lead you on an extended meditation that threads its way along a sort of ridgeline toward the summit of peak productivity and deep fulfillment. While walking this ridgeline, you will navigate your way past two precipices, or a set of dualisms that often disturb our thoughts about work: one is heedless neglect, and, the other, an all-consuming frenzy. The consumer cultures in which we live teach, through an unofficial curriculum of books and movies, magazine articles, and television shows, that we must either be frantic workaholics or broke indigents. Given these two bad choices, most of us stumble along, not knowing how to respond. Most of us don’t want to be on either end of that spectrum—happiness lies somewhere in the middle.


We must get beyond this all-or-nothing thinking, this excluded middle, this either-or that steals the joy from life. Mindfulness means seeing clearly, and it does not serve you or others to see people in terms of the labels of haves and have nots. And, in order to be fair to ourselves, we need to find a path to productivity that does not steal our souls or our dreams.


We need a way of life that harmonizes our idealist selves with our practical selves, so that we can have the means of life while also having lives. We have to hold to our youthful beliefs in a more just and inclusive world order while also taking care of our responsibilities as employees, parents, friends, and relatives. We have to find the middle way of Aristotle and the Buddha, neither the path of least resistance nor the path of self-harm. And we also have to keep ever mindful of the passing of our days, knowing that everything changes, that we, too, change. So we must learn to be grateful and gracious in the midst of all these changes. This may sound like a tall order—almost impossible, even—but hope and faith require us to seek the unknown way, a genuine path to fulfillment that still allows the “bread and roses” of the labor rallying cry. With a great deal of diligence and introspection, we can find this hidden path that leads to the summit. No one can really teach this path, because it is different for each individual, but you can at least find a few clues in these pages.


    





What Is a Mindful Life?


Before we can begin to focus on practical matters, we must first engage in a little bit of philosophy. Too much labor in this world goes wasted for lack of clear understanding. Imagine someone who walks very industriously but with a faulty compass. Just having that compass off by a few degrees could mean missing the target by a wide margin. Or worse yet, having no compass at all could lead to walking in circles!


Let us suppose that, like the magnetic field of the earth, we have with us all the time a guidance system in the form of intuition. Let us suppose that our hopes and dreams provide us with guidance, and that even our dislikes and complaints have something to offer. The philosopher David Hume said that reason and what he called sentiment were equally valuable in living the moral life. We have to be intelligent, yes, but we also should be emotionally stirred when we see suffering or come across a great work of art. We have to align the head and the heart in order to live in a good way.


In asking how to live mindfully, we are really seeking answers to the old question of what makes for a good human life. I don’t believe there is only one way of living a good human life, but many good ways of living as a human being. We have to hold on to our individuality while also keeping in mind our common lot as terrestrial mammals, needing love and support, food, air, and water. Reflecting on what we consider to be good can be one way to escape the treadmill of working to live and living to work. We also have to know why we are living. That is, we must have at least some sense of the reason why we do what we do. The why can be otherworldly and metaphysical, or it can be this-worldly and finite. Regardless, we all need a why. The why can be implicit or explicit, but it’s pretty hard to get out of bed without one. Even though there are no wrong whys in the grand scheme of things, there are ways of living that lead to less suffering or more suffering. For our own sakes and for the sake of those who share the world with us, we should look for the most efficient way of life, the life that provides a sense of well-being without getting into the competitive mindset of eat or be eaten.


Mindfulness As a Way of Life


Even though mindfulness and meditation should not take the place of physical exercise or the advice of your physician, these practices do very good things for your mind and body. You can find in meditation a way to reduce stress, improve sleep, lower blood pressure, and experience many other positive effects, all without taking a pill or going bankrupt in the process. Meditation has now gone completely mainstream, but it can still be intimidating to get started. There are so many different schools of thought, so many different techniques and practices. This plethora of knowledge, so easily accessible, makes it confusing both for beginning and experienced practitioners to know how to optimize the benefits of meditation.


One thing that is clear is that we have to set aside time each day in order to get something out of the practice. This series of books does some of that work for you by having one book dedicated to the morning, one book dedicated to the evening, and this third book dedicated to the daytime. You can find a meditation for any time of day that works for you. Even setting aside, say fifteen or twenty minutes a few times a day will lead to increased concentration, stress reduction, and a greater sense of well-being. You may still have all of the same problems in life, but with the help of meditation they will not affect you to the degree that they once did. You will be able to face obstacles without getting into a frantic state of mind.


Once you have this base practice down, you will want to begin meditating everywhere: while writing a report at work, standing in the line at the supermarket, picking kids up from school, and so forth. This is what is called mindfulness, as opposed to meditation, which we often consider to be a seated practice. Mindfulness is not “spacing out”—just the opposite. The purpose of mindfulness is to pay attention to our lives as much as possible. You will soon come to realize just how difficult this can be in today’s society, which is based on distraction as a way of life. Difficult and yet not difficult at all: we are just after a greater connection to the people around us, to the natural world, and to our own inner lives.


How to Use This Book


The book, like its companions A Mindful Morning and A Mindful Evening, is designed to be read one entry per day. But don’t get too fixated on this method: feel free to peruse this book and glean here and there. The important thing is to pause to collect yourself in the middle of the day. By pouring all of your energy into these little meditations, you will come to have a greater appreciation for the time that you have, whether it is a lot or a little. The physical aspect of meditation can be missed easily. If sitting still isn’t working for you (and at some point, it won’t), go outside for a walk. Get some markers and draw. Pick up a musical instrument. Do something that makes you feel silly. An excess of seriousness can become a serious spiritual problem. If your face has frozen into a frown, then you have to do some serious play to dislodge those frown muscles, that furrowed brow. There will be time enough for serious study and meditation, for hard work and sacrifice. You will know when you have hit a dead end, and, at that point, you have to change things up.


Allow your heart and mind to synchronize with your life’s work. Bring yourself back to the here and now as you take time to rest and reflect. You can do this in as little as five minutes, but you can also take an hour or two. Use the time that you have, treasuring every second. You will begin to have more gratitude for every person, thing, and situation in your life, even the difficult ones. By setting aside this little bit of time during your day, all of your time will come to seem sacred.





Aversion and Excitement


Every day, every moment, is a new chance to begin again. I have not lost anything, for, in this moment, the possibilities lie open to me.


Today you find before you easy tasks and difficult tasks, things that produce aversion and things that arouse excitement. As you go through this day, whether you do something you like or something you dislike, keep your heart about you. Do not let yourself run away with resentment or anger. Do not let yourself run away with pleasure or distraction, either. The calm heart does not run nor does it tarry. Stay here with yourself, in the present. Be mindful in all that you do.


As you pause to be present in the middle of the day, consider whether any of these aversions or exciting moments could be viewed as new beginnings in your life. Pour your heart’s intention into these new beginnings, whether they pertain to home, work, or leisure. Fill these openings of opportunity with goodwill. Wish for these new beginnings to prosper, for good things to arise out of today’s efforts, for every ounce of effort to reach its full conclusion. Resolve to see every good thing reach its full expression in your life.






    


The Power of Action


I have within me the ideas that I need to change my world for the better. I take my divinely guided creativity and put it to work this day.


You have all the inspiration you need to improve your life. You can improve your relationships, your finances, your career, your health, and anything you may wish to change. Stop the rumination and act. Stop planning and act. Stop weighing the options and act. Stop making lists and act. Stop prioritizing and act. A little bit of doing will be more worthwhile than sitting in indecision, which is actually a soothing, comforting enemy-in-disguise. It is better to take the wrong action than to do nothing at all.


Perhaps as you read these lines, your heart leaps at something left undone. Maybe you put something that really matters to you on the back burner. Delay kills all plans. Better to be foolish and alive than to be prudent and embalmed. Go ahead and give five minutes, ten minutes, an hour, a day to the life of your dreams. This is your engraved invitation to a more abundant life.


    




    


Interconnectedness


I am not alone or lonely. I belong to the community of things, to the network of other minds. My thoughts belong to the world and return to the world, and I truly belong to the universe.


Your mind does not stop at the confines of your skull but drifts around in the world, interacting with the sensations that come your way—from distant countries, from long-dead authors, from other galaxies. The mind extends to the stars and back again, looping through palaces and gardens, past the smell of your grandmother’s perfume and your grandfather’s cigars. The mind goes downward into the cells of the body and the interactions of invisible bacteria. We all belong to one big tangle of interconnected threads, one big mind that encompasses everything.


You may find yourself thinking sometimes that you have a zone of privacy, an enclosure of consciousness that no one else can penetrate. And this creates a feeling of isolation and separation. Today, think of the boundaries of the body as transparent and porous, and allow the world to flow through you. See if you feel a sense of release as you step away from isolation.


    





One-Pointed Attention


In my heart of hearts lies the secret treasure. I will express the best that I have within me with everything that I do and say.


Better does not equal more. To do your best today, you do not need to work yourself to exhaustion or to outcompete your coworkers. Nor do you need to be idle or lazy. Do not judge your efforts at all, either against your own previous efforts or of those around you. Just build your inner fire and work steadily. Put more heart into what you do, even if your work is trivial or repetitive. Each small action becomes a prayer or mantra.


Sit still for a few minutes, closing your eyes if you can, focusing your attention on the ajna chakra between the brows. Put everything you have into remaining fixed on this one spot. You will be tempted to break your concentration nearly constantly, but just remained fixed, with a laser-like intensity, on this one spot. When it is time to go back to your work, maintain this one-pointed (one focus) attention on whatever you happen to be doing at the time. Note the qualitative change that happens with focused work, as opposed to the usual, scattered half-attention.





Difficult Emotional States


In the middle of the day, I look for those things that bind me, preventing me from expressing my full potential. I move myself and my society into more positive directions, living into the immense power of this present moment.


We inherit deep-seated beliefs from our parents, and we also develop mental habits from traumatic events that occurred during childhood. Sometimes our mental predispositions seem so deep-seated that it’s impossible to imagine them ever changing. To dislodge deep-seated negative states of mind, we have to look at our larger cultural inheritance, the karma of our entire society, instead of just our own personal rights and wrongs. Depression and anxiety, pessimism and despair, make perfect sense when seen in the light of the destructive tendencies of consumer civilization.


Difficult emotional states like these have a sacred function: they can teach us if we are willing to listen. They cry to us to change our lives and society as well. As you observe your thoughts and emotions today, you may see a persistent pattern that recurs. Look for the hidden message that the difficult emotion might be trying to communicate. Your heart may be crying for change in some area of your life, or it may be asking you to undertake a task on behalf of the world.





Mystery in the Mundane


Beneath name and form is the timeless infinite. I live for the realization of the divine mystery.


For some reason unknown to us, we have a world before our eyes that, due to the prejudices of our culture, we regard as “material” in nature. For some reason, we find ourselves engaged in various projects and plans, some new and some inherited from the past. None of us chose this for ourselves, at least not in any sense that we are aware. We don’t choose to be born. And yet we are forced, just by nature of being alive, to make decisions about our lives. We have to act in some way or another, and even sitting still is a kind of action. Since we are alive, and since we have to choose, we might as well maximize the time that we have here.


Right now, you may see various mundane objects arrayed around you: the table, the desk, the lamp, the couch. You may be aware of your hands holding this book or reader, of your eyes scanning the page. You may have various thoughts and feelings coming and going. Realize that all of this is nothing other than the divine Self, that all becomings belong to the one Being. You are this divinity unfolding in time.





The Human Animal


I commit myself to the practice, whether I find great flashes of inspiration or sit with my perplexity. I acknowledge what I do not know, and I sit here in all my partiality and incompleteness.


As spiritual seekers and as students of philosophy, we have accustomed ourselves to looking for great moments of illumination, flashes of inspiration. This actually becomes an addictive tendency, the need for the next fix. We neglect the silences, the places of murkiness, the negative spaces of the self. It’s a much better choice to get comfortable with our ignorance, to stop filling in the blanks of the unknown with prefabricated solutions. I, of course, don’t mean the rank kind of ignorance (of the basic facts of science and history, etc.), but the good, purposeful kind of ignorance, which frees us from easy solutions to complex problems.


Today, realize that you will face certain problems as a human being. Among these are pain, aging, disease, and death. You will also experience turbulent emotions, like sadness, anger, joy, and the like. As long as they are appropriate to the situation and kept in proportion, there is nothing wrong with negative or reactive emotions. We should not try to fix the human condition, nor should we despise the so-called animal states. Sit here for a few minutes in the darkness, changing nothing, improving nothing. Just be a quiet, terrestrial mammal, breathing in and out.





Go and Be, Go and Do


I live with the past every day, but I need not let it determine me. I continue to believe in the possibility of new life. With great intelligence, courage, and strength, I forge a new future for myself and others.


Twitch your little finger, and the planets change in their courses. You may think you do not have this god-like power, but you, my friend, are made of decayed stardust, and you are the culmination of billions of years of experimentation. Your every effort ripples outward in a thousand ways, transforming the world around you. You have already changed the world by opening your eyelids. You are immeasurably great and tremendously powerful. So go and do, go and be, and do not fear making mistakes. You couldn’t be more perfect.


Before you go back to being your amazing self, sit here for a few minutes of rest. Allow the tension and worry to dissolve. Stop chastising yourself with critical thoughts. Stop thinking you haven’t done enough, that you haven’t been enough. Take your leave of the mental turbulence and nurture the peace that you already have within you. Let it grow and grow, and let the disturbance fade away. Let yourself be awash in peace, as you sit and as you rise.





Luminous Inner Space


I find in my heart the source of all inspiration. I do not need to solve my problems through overthinking or ceaseless toil. The correct course of action unfolds automatically. I only need to go along with my inner guide, and everything will be accomplished naturally.


When the mind grows tired of continual effort, we can always take a step back and get in touch with the heart center through deep breathing and meditative awareness. The heart chakra balances masculine and feminine forces, the life of the mind and the life of the emotions. It also balances the left and right side of the body. Breathing into the heart center and concentrating our attention in the heart, we release ourselves from the mental side of life, from the internal dialogue.


As you breathe and move your awareness into the heart center, notice the feeling of relaxation as you turn your attention away from the head region. The inner monologue may continue, but it is now on the periphery of awareness. You become more aware of the interior space. You sense the inner space expanding, then becoming transparent and luminous. Finally, you see that the inner space contains the outer space as well. Your heart opens to the universe, on all beings and all places. You carry a great treasure in your heart: all the worlds and all the beings in them.





Stop Measuring, Start Living


I am not the author of my life. My life does not belong to me. I greet today as a gift and join with this day in joy. I do not seek to conquer or to possess these hours, but to go with them wherever they might lead.


Some self-help books and business books are filled with muscular, aggressive advice. We are told to make lists of goals and set timetables. We are told to keep track of every minute of time, every step of exercise, every business contact. We are told to use specialized software to measure ourselves and automate every aspect of life. So it’s no wonder that we fail to pay attention to the great danger of managing ourselves out of existence, of compressing our lives to the point where there is nothing left but more to-do lists. Eventually a breakdown occurs.


Maybe today you don’t feel like doing anything at all. You can fight against this impulse to simply stop for a long time, but eventually it will catch up with you. Take a little time right now to rest and recover, to remember your true purpose. You may have a fatigue that goes beyond just being tired: your exhaustion may be a deep sacred yearning for something more. The voice inside you may be the voice of self-preservation, the voice of sanity, the voice of life itself.





No Labels


I sit in solemn stillness and the world hums with the great presence. I only listen and keep my mind and heart open. I contribute only my attention, only this expectant waiting.


Maybe you have had bad experiences of God in the past, as a result of scary stories told to you as sacred scripture. You may picture God as a vengeful judge, as a stern taskmaster, as a jealous spouse. Perhaps this picture of God led you to abuse yourself or to suffer from abuse inflicted on you by others. After a great amount of time spent in healing, you may see a new picture of God emerging, and maybe you can’t even tolerate the word “God” anymore. You sense a benevolent spirit or spirits: you begin to wonder if maybe the cosmos is a hospitable place after all. You give yourself the freedom to worship new gods, to craft beliefs of your own.


Today, as you sit in silence, avoid the temptation to label your experience. Forget about what you may know of world religions and philosophies. Do not try to make your time of meditation conform to what you have learned from other people. Try as hard as you can to set the script aside, to meet whatever you find here in this hour. Listen and pay attention: do not interpret or describe. Worry about what it all means later; for now just be alive in this moment.





The Power to Overcome Negative Circumstance


When I have truly come to the end of my rope, I need only put down my foot and say, “This will be no more.” I have the power to begin and the power to end, the power to say yes and the power to say no.


Twelve-step literature recounts experiences of hitting bottom as the turning point for getting on the program and getting sober. Some people do need to let things get really bad before they have the strength to find a better way. But we don’t need to wait until we are literally lying in the gutter to end the negative tendencies in our lives. We can start today, right now, even if we consider ourselves to be normally functioning members of society. Nearly everyone has some addictive traits; nearly everyone is attached to someone, something, or some habit. We begin to end these attachments as soon as we become aware of them and start trying to end them.


You likely have in your life today some consistent complaint, a negative circumstance that you view as the bane of your existence. Part of this may genuinely be out of your control, but you also have great power to transform your experience. Stop looking at the problem through the viewpoint of limitation and lack. See what resources are at your disposal to change things for the better. Make a list of ten things you can do to change your circumstances, and pick a few of them to do today.





The Momentum of Thought


I fully open myself to the possibility that this day brings. I put all of my energy into making new pathways of opportunity in my life.


Thought has a momentum of its own, and we all have habitual ways of thinking called vrittis, or mental modifications. Swami Sivananda, in a little book called Thought Power, compared these mental patternings to the grooves in a vinyl record. The thoughts continue as before, impelled by the channel that has already been cut in the substrate. And yet the needle can move: we can switch tracks. We can begin a new groove, but it does take some serious effort to overcome the old ways. This happens by deliberately and steadfastly leading the mind down a more positive path.


Optimism doesn’t come easily for most people, because it can feel naive or simple-minded to be optimistic in the face of the serious problems facing the planet. And yet, because of the self-perpetuating nature of thought, optimistic thoughts lead to more expansive possibilities, beginning with the mind and then radiating outward into lived reality. Think today about some discouraging situation in your life. Will yourself, through a strenuous effort, into seeing possibility and promise where you previously felt hopeless.





Letting Go of Language


I look within, beyond my personality, to the pure light being that illuminates the world. I allow the inner light to dissolve all confusion, all worry, and all doubt.


We can express thoughts elegantly or badly. We can have highly refined philosophical dialogue, or we can utter drunken babble. Either way, we remain within the self-referential domain of language, words referencing other words. In order to have direct experience, we have to hold language in suspension. If you shake a snow globe, the little fake flurries obscure the scene within, but if you let them settle, you can see clearly. Just so, language obscures both the inner and outer landscape.


As language users and lovers of language, we can be seduced by words, especially our own inner monologues. To let go of these inner thoughts, we must take a step back and watch them. Today, for a few minutes, watch the thoughts like you would watch the snow in the globe, and, as you watch them, see if they begin to settle. Take note of the cruel and jealous thoughts, and the kind ones as well. See them arrayed before you, and notice that you do not control them. Do not stir them; allow them to move into a calmer state.





Patience and Faith


I sit enthroned upon the lotus on the waters of infinite consciousness. The serpent power coils around me and through me. My meditation carries me to the supreme one, and I merge into the supreme one.


Two attitudes take us away from realization. First, we insist on a predetermined outcome for our actions: I want this and only this, and I want it now. This is a kind of childish petulance that is all too common in full-grown adults. A kid asks for candy; adults ask for promotions and raises, fast cars, and big houses. Even highly spiritual people ask for “candy”: I want this or that ecstatic state, this or that revelation, and I want it now. The other kind of attitude is a dullness or lassitude, in which I cling to inaction, failing to exert myself at all.


As Shirdi Sai Baba said, we have to develop nishta, faith, and saburi, patience, while keeping the goal fully in mind and working in accordance with it. Sit for a while, and notice the impatient, anxious thoughts as well as the dull, self-pitying thoughts. Reject both of these and allow patience and faith to bloom in your heart. Picture your own idea of infinite goodness and allow it to fill your mind and heart.





Breath of the Spirit


I breathe the breath of life. I contemplate the breath of life. I awaken the breath of life. My breath is the breath of the world, and the breath of the world is my breath.


The ancient Greek word pneuma meant breath as well as spirit. The Sanskrit word prana means breath, but it also refers to a hidden vital essence. Taoist yoga similarly cultivates the chi, in part through breath work. In fact, most traditional cultures around the world have accorded a great importance to the breath and endowed it with cosmic significance. Only in recent centuries have we come to view breathing as a mere exchange of gases.


There are many complex modes of pranayama, or breath work, but one can reap most of the benefits simply by breathing more deeply than normal. Try lengthening your inhalation and exhalation to twice the normal rate, not only in duration but also in volume. Keep doing this for a few minutes. Picture yourself breathing not only air but also a hidden vital energy that flows throughout your surroundings.





Cultivating Peace and Goodwill


I let go of the need to conform to the expectations that others have of me. I let go of the expectations that I have for the way that other people will behave toward me. I accept the reality around me and release the need for it to be this way or that.


We create our own mental knots by cultivating outrage over the smallest slight. We mentally play the same scenes of victimhood and grievance over and over again, the same tired scenes, the same script. We don’t need to buy into a grand metaphysical theory of karma in order to improve our lot; we just have to get tired of making ourselves miserable. We have to make a conscious choice to do things differently. That different way of doing things lies in simply refusing to get bent out of shape, and in purposely cultivating feelings of peace and goodwill. Over a long period of time, with a lot of practice, the old mental patterns begin to realign.


In this midday break, perhaps you can recall a time today when you nursed a sense of grievance or outrage. Take the time now to forgive the person who you think did you wrong. Maybe the word “forgive” is too strong: just notice the mental tangle that you caused for yourself. Notice that the reactionary mental state is separate from the incident that gave rise to it. Wind down the anger and resentment. Breathe calm into the tortured mind.





Alive and Free at Work


My being resonates with the divine essence that fills the universe. Beneath my personality, my thoughts, and my emotion lies the timeless infinite. When I work from this place of deep and abiding calm, all things fall into place.


You have been conditioned to believe that adult life must always be stressful, must always be a struggle. You may even be afraid to smile, lest your coworkers think you are not pulling your weight. Recognize this dour-countenanced drudgery as a sort of pose or sham. You can have a calm, peaceful, joyous heart and still be perfectly productive. You can let down your guard every now and then and not get eaten alive. As you allow yourself more freedom to express your true self, you give that same freedom to everyone you meet. And the work gets a little easier and a little more fun.


What would happen if you were to laugh and smile at work? What would happen if you did not complain even once this week? As you look at the thoughts that arise for you, do you detect strains of joylessness? Do one thing today that makes you feel alive and free, something that will not get you fired but is nonetheless fun and interesting. See if you can become a vector for change at your place of work, someone who changes the workplace culture for the better.





A Little Bit of Activity


I have the resources that I need to uphold my fellow travelers on this earth. I support, and I am supported. I serve, and I am served. I love, and I am loved.


Make no mistake about it, it is the demon on your shoulder who tells you that your life does not matter, that you work is meaningless, that no one cares about you. These destructive thoughts are, quite simply, lies, but they can be very persistent. In order to defeat them, you must work very hard in the opposite direction. Pour as much care and concern into your work as possible. There is a real person on the other end of every transaction in the business world. How you do things matters, and no task is inherently meaningless or worthless.


Maybe today you are feeling down, emotionally or physically or both. Give yourself a little bit of grace, but go ahead and accomplish some things, even little things. Do a little bit of organization. Focus on something manageable and easy. If you are able to take a break, write a few pages in your journal or doodle a little picture. Just a little bit of activity will make you feel better. Putting yourself into what you do will make you feel better. Staying with the present moment will make you feel better.




    


Meditation on White Light


I have within me the increate light of the ages. I have within me all knowledge, all love, and all bliss. I came from the light and return to the light. All things merge into the light.


You may arrive at your meditation space with the best intentions, but some nagging thought just gets in the way. You have a sort of two-track mind, one track that does the practice and another that ruminates on the problem. The first solution should be to take concrete action, but, if you have already done that, how can you make the two-track mind into a one-pointed mind?
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