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PRAISE FOR LIVING MINDFULLY


“Simple, direct, and full of real-world wisdom, this book is for everyone interested in bringing mindful awareness into their daily lives.”—Susan Kaiser Greenland, author of The Mindful Child


“Engaging and accessible, Living Mindfully is a wonderful introduction to a most beneficial approach to living a life. Reading the book is like being on retreat with a wise and practical teacher.”—Kathleen Dowling Singh, author of The Grace in Aging


“While many mindfulness books stop at providing instructions for general practice, Living Mindfully takes the essential next step of providing clear guidance in how to apply mindfulness directly to the vital areas of our lives, such as relationships, work, parenting, and heartbreak. The author’s heartfelt wisdom gently guides readers to use their newly developed skills in these contexts to enhance their lives.”—Lizabeth Roemer, PhD, coauthor of The Mindful Way Through Anxiety
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learn to live a life that’s good—for yourself and for the world.
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In Living Mindfully, Deborah Schoeberlein David—educator, meditator, and mother—walks you through a complete, easy-to-follow curriculum of mindfulness practice.


Beginning with the very basics of noticing your breath, David shows how simple mindfulness practices can be utterly transforming. Each practice builds on the previous exercise like a stepping stone, until you have the tools to bring mindfulness into every aspect of your life: at home, at work, and in the world.


This is an approachable guide for anyone who desires positive change.
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Deborah Schoeberlein David, MEd, is the author of Mindful Teaching and Teaching Mindfulness: A Guide for Anyone Who Teaches Anything.




For Our Parents and Our Children




List of Exercises


Mindful Breath


Pause


Mindful Breathing


Mindful Counting


Mindful Thinking


Mindful Feeling, Part 1


Mindful Feeling, Part 2


Mindful Listening


Mindfulness of Static Sensation


Stand with Attention, Part 1


Stand with Attention, Part 2


Mindfulness of Dynamic Sensation


Mindful Sex


Sharing Kindness


Sharing Kindness Toward Yourself


Sharing Kindness at Work


Sharing Compassion


Sharing Compassion with Others




1 • Mindfulness: You and I


THIS IS A HANDBOOK for experiential learning and an invitation to enrich your life. It maps the landscape of “why” mindfulness works, “how” to practice meditation, and “what” living with mindfulness can mean—for you personally, professionally, and in relationships. Once you begin training your brain, you will experience benefits that include sharper thinking, deeper awareness, improved emotional resilience, and better physical health. The following chapters combine practical and personal information, along with instructions and examples, to provide companionship for an ongoing journey—yours.


My husband, David, and I wrote this book together, although for the sake of simplicity, my voice predominates. I am a teacher by calling, a writer by trade, and a woman with the roles of daughter, wife, and mother. He is a psychiatrist as well as former medical school professor, US Army officer, and US diplomat. His clinical work has spanned the globe. We both practice meditation privately and frequently collaborate to provide mindfulness training professionally.


In the first few chapters of this book, I share some of my own experiences with mindfulness, not because they are somehow more deserving of attention than another person’s, but because they are what I know intimately. These snapshots from my story invite you to consider your own unique narrative. I hope that you find benefit in the techniques that have been my ballast across the seas of life.


Together, we explore how mindfulness practice can help you pass safely and successfully through the milestones of a modern life. Sometimes in my own life, I thought for sure my ship was going down, but mindfulness helped me survive the desperation and sinking feelings without losing hope. At other times, the wind and waves let me soar with exhilaration, yet even from these heights, watching my mind brought me back safely to earth. Always, the practice of mindfulness was the steady wind that moved me forward, battered or joyous, fragile or strong.


Life is full of choices, and the experience of recognizing, considering, making, and then living with our choices requires courage—lots of it. When we’re lucky, we can choose the best of several acceptable options or make a clear-cut decision between good and bad. Sometimes we’re less lucky and there are only undesirable possibilities that force a choice between something bad and something that’s even worse. And of course, the more significant the life choice, the greater the risks and rewards.


Managing and making choices, fully cognizant of their implications, is courageous. But even more so is recognizing that sometimes the only real choice available pertains to how we live with the people, circumstances, and things we cannot change. Consider: if you dislike your job, the obvious next step is to find a new one. However, many of us are “stuck” in an unfulfilling job or unpleasant workplace environment because of practical considerations such as health insurance, the need for steady income, or simply the absence of viable alternatives. Then what? When you can’t change the external realties (your job), the only available option is to work with your inner experience. Perhaps you can focus on the satisfaction you receive from helping new employees gain competence. The bottom line is this: whether or not we can alter external circumstances, living with mindfulness helps us know where we are and supports us through the process of finding our way.


WHAT IS MINDFULNESS?


Mindfulness practice is a practical and secular form of meditation. According to modern research, mindfulness techniques train your brain to function in ways that make your life easier, healthier, and more enjoyable. I’m not saying that mindfulness directly alters the (sometimes incredibly hard) facts of life, but rather that living mindfully facilitates experiencing reality more comfortably and constructively.


Mindfulness practices exercise the brain in much the same manner as physical activity hones muscle; in both cases, training fosters fitness. Mindfulness is not brainwashing, and it won’t make you “zone out” or escape life. The opposite is true: practicing these techniques day-to-day increases your alertness, concentration, and engagement right here, right now. Mindful living is about feeling truly alive.


Meditation is both a mental practice (the process) and a state-of-mind (the outcome). Unlike most conventional scenarios in which process precedes outcome, with meditation the process is the outcome—both develop in tandem. As you become more experienced, the practice will become easier and the results will simultaneously become richer.


The practice of mindfulness is a calling, like the practice of medicine. A young doctor is no less a physician than another with a lifetime of experience. But technical expertise, like wisdom, deepens with years of practice. Likewise, a beginner’s practice of mindfulness is no less authentic than a master’s, although the nature of their skills and insights would likely differ.


Mindfulness is a particular form of meditation that involves paying attention to what’s happening in and around you, right here and right now. Practicing it improves your mental efficiency as well as the depth and speed at which you process information. Furthermore, meditation improves mental stability by improving your ability to place your attention at will and sustain your focus. Thus, becoming mindful allows you to experience your life fully so that it doesn’t just pass by.


In addition, your coping skills will improve as will your ability to manage stress and mitigate the negative aspects of life. Even better, the practice enhances the desirable experiences of life—emotions such as joy and curiosity; the physical pleasure that comes with exercise, good food, or sex; and the satisfaction and intimacy of healthy and happy relationships.


The essential progression of mindfulness practice is very simple and incredibly powerful: you train your attention and awareness so that you think better, feel better, and increasingly give others the best of yourself. After all, the gift of total attention is the ultimate expression of love. Beyond the necessities of survival, attention is the most precious commodity we can offer our family, friends, and community and even our work, hobbies, or civic duty. Being “there” with or for someone involves having the skills and intention to be truly “here” with them.


And being “here” is the key to living more fully and more ethically in the present, which translates into having a more meaningful and fulfilling life day by day. Believing that enhancing your own experience is the ultimate measure of mindfulness practice is a fundamental and grave misunderstanding. Sure, mindfulness is a personal practice, but it matters immensely in community. The more mindful you become, the greater your capacity to live ethically and precisely—because you’re paying close attention. Without mindfulness, we are oblivious. With mindfulness, we can make active and constructive choices. Either way, we’re accountable for what we do—and how we live.


There are many reasons that you might be interested in mindfulness. Perhaps you need an effective approach for managing physical pain or reducing your stress. Maybe you’re looking for research-based techniques that improve your brainpower at work or which demonstrate psychological benefits in the treatment of anxiety or depression. Or perhaps you just want to enhance your everyday experience so that the daily grind becomes more pleasurable and fulfilling. Regardless of your motivation, the basic practice of mindfulness is the same, and as you’ll see in this book, the approach is practical, accessible, and best of all feasible for busy twenty-first-century people like us.


I embarked on my own experiment with mindfulness a dozen years ago because I desperately wanted to find another, better, way to experience daily life, and I’d run out of other options. My circumstances were sufficiently difficult to motivate me to learn and practice something different. “Maybe, just maybe,” I thought, “mindfulness will help me become more balanced, happier, and more productive.” I didn’t have a whole lot of faith that it would work, but since meditation didn’t seem to have a major downside, I opted in and hoped for the best. To my amazement, the experiment was a success. Mindfulness practice improved the quality of my life almost immediately and continues to do so.


My experiment continues—as does my skepticism. Since mindfulness enhances my daily experience, I continue to practice even as I keep my mind and my eyes wide open. There’s nothing mystical or magical underpinning my commitment—just common sense. As long as the discipline of training my mind enhances the freedom I feel (especially from unhealthy thoughts and emotions), I happily submit to a modest mental training routine. I take it day by day. But over the years, I’ve come to realize that applying mindfulness in the present actually fuels my motivation for living mindfully in the future—practicing makes me want to practice more. It’s a gift that keeps on giving.


WHERE I BEGAN


Historically, mindfulness meditation has roots in ancient Buddhist practices. Buddhism is a religious tradition, however, and the ethics supported by mindfulness practice are universally accepted across wisdom traditions. I’ve met mindfulness practitioners from many diverse religious traditions, and we all seem to have a common experience: mindfulness meditation complements the cultural legacy of different birth traditions and enriches varied spiritual paths.


I began learning about Buddhism in my teens, when I began looking beyond the highly intellectual and fiercely proud strain of Conservative Judaism in which I was raised. My childhood experience of being Jewish was complicated and largely unsatisfying. I loved the majesty of the High Holy Day services and the warmth of my grandmother’s Shabbat candles. But I couldn’t connect with the austerity of the synagogue services or the Zionist orientation of Hebrew school and Jewish youth groups.


I wanted to celebrate the magical legacy of a five-thousand-year-old tradition but felt constrained and oppressed by the undercurrent of anti-assimilation. I was drawn to the mysticism of Kabbalah but couldn’t wrap my head around the restrictions of Orthodoxy. Granted, I was an intense child, and my spiritual calling was a little unusual, but I understood perfectly by high school that I wanted a spiritual path and would have to look beyond Judaism to find it.


In college, I began meditating. My first formal experiences were at a Zen Buddhist monastery that operated in Bar Harbor, Maine, during the 1980s. The monks and nuns in residence were a familiar mix of counterculture spiritual seekers and hippies. Like me, they were products of mainstream American upbringings. Also like me, they were looking for something to explain their experiences and some way to live with greater ease. Sitting together, in the silent half-light of dawn and dusk, offered a possible path to finding answers and at least provided some solace and community. For the first time, I felt accepted in my search.


After a few weeks, I made an appointment with the abbot for a formal interview session. When I entered the small room, I found him sitting on a cushion, just as I expected, with a serene expression, gentle eyes, a shaved head, and formal Zen robes. But what I hadn’t expected was the realization that despite his authentic training and Zen lineage, his cultural heritage was just like mine: he’d started out a “nice Jewish boy from New York.” I nearly choked, almost forgot what I was supposed to do, and then decided that I wasn’t going to do it.


“I can’t bow to you,” I told him, “it’s not what Jewish people do.” He laughed and said he was quite aware of that. Then he asked me to specify what element of bowing posed the greatest obstacle. No problem. I knew just what to say. “Well,” I explained, “I can’t bow to a person.” So he stood up and stepped out of my line of vision. “And,” I continued, “I can’t bow to a representational statue, such as the Buddha, because Jews don’t worship idols.” No problem. He simply picked up the statue of the Buddha that was in front of me and placed it to the side.


I’d run out of excuses and didn’t know what to do next. He kindly gave me a hint: “Do you think you might feel comfortable just bowing, you know, toward whatever is divine within you?” I thought about that proposition; after all, Jews do ritually bend our knees in reverence on certain occasions. “Okay,” I replied, “but how exactly do I bow?” He showed me a traditional Zen bow that brings the forehead in contact with the ground; since it looked like a familiar yoga posture, I decided to try bowing then and there.


Something shattered inside me, like the burst of ice with the rush of thawing water, and I sobbed uncontrollably when my head came down. I was totally unprepared for that rush of emotion and sense of release. I’d never known the freedom that comes with surrender, especially when the surrender is to the divine. It was pivotal moment, and I realized in the clarity that comes with such experience that my beliefs had kept me tightly bound and that working with my mind could set me free. When I asked the abbot how to work with my thoughts and feelings, his answer was radically simple yet completely unexotic: “You meditate.”


I have, on and off, ever since.


WHERE YOU CAN BEGIN: JUST ONE BREATH


The only way to gain a real understanding of mindfulness—or any other form of meditation—is through direct experience and personal practice. It’s not enough solely to think or read about it. Of course, having a conceptual foundation is important, but there’s more to mindfulness than knowledge and analysis. If you’re ready, you can begin right now.


Take one Mindful Breath:


       [image: ][image: ]   Just breathe in and then breathe out.


       [image: ][image: ]   Pay attention to taking that breath.


That’s all.


Taking this single Mindful Breath might seem ridiculously simple, but actually there’s a lot going on. The most obvious effects are physiological. When you take that one purposeful breath, your body relaxes. Maybe only just a little; after all, a single breath is very brief. But still, even one breath can make a difference.


Try again now, and take another Mindful Breath. Then reflect on how your body feels. You might even take a third Mindful Breath. Has your body relaxed a little more deeply with each inhalation-exhalation cycle? Once again, take a Mindful Breath and notice whether any tension in your muscles lessens, even just a little bit.


Taking one Mindful Breath after another can seem artificial, even uncomfortable, because you’re paying attention to a body function that’s familiar and unremarkable. We breathe every minute of our lives; so long as you are living, your breathing is adequate. However, we usually only notice the experience of breathing when something is wrong or difficult. You were breathing continuously while reading this chapter, but you probably didn’t really think about breathing until this section. Then, if you took advantage of the prompts, you focused in an unusual manner on a usual action.


At the simplest level, the difference between a Mindful Breath and normal breathing is that applying mindfulness enables you to notice the breath as it moves, in the present moment. There’s nothing fancy about this, but the experience of paying attention to breathing is a kind of visceral epiphany. When I first began practicing mindfulness, I realized that I’d failed to recognize the most essential experience of being alive. Breathing was so familiar, so close, and so necessary that I’d somehow never noticed it.


I wondered what else—what other experiences—might come into focus with greater mindfulness.


WHEN STRESSED, BREATHE


The essential difference between taking a Mindful Breath and simply taking a deep relaxing breath lies in the direct engagement of your attention.


You’ve taken deep breaths in the past and likely noticed the calming effects associated with doing so. While deep breathing relaxes the body, it doesn’t automatically shift your attention onto the quality of your current experience. You can breath deeply while feeling stressed, while thinking, talking, walking, or doing just about anything else with your body and mind. In contrast, taking a Mindful Breath engages your brain in focusing on the experience of breathing. You might still be in a stressful situation or doing something else (like walking), but your attention shifts toward the task of taking a Mindful Breath. Put simply, the key is experiencing the act of breathing while you do it.


There are many benefits to shifting attention and awareness to experiencing whatever you’re doing, not the least of which is that you shift your attention and awareness away from something else. This is particularly useful for managing—if not reducing—stress.


Stress is the body’s physiological response to threat, and it happens when we encounter a “stressor” that triggers the sympathetic nervous system. Stressors can be external (for example, a dangerous event) or internal (a strong emotion like anger or fear). Although people’s stressors differ, we share the experience of stress and the associated cascade of physical and mental changes.


Stressors cause the more primitive part of the brain to release stress hormones that launch a series of automatic physiological changes known as the “fight-or-flight response.” These changes include increased heart rate, muscle tone, blood pressure, and concentration/focus. When stressed, you maintain this heightened state until the danger passes and your brain returns your body to a resting state.


Usually, the surge of stress hormones subsides when the stressor passes. This works best when the stressor involves an external threat, such as an oncoming car. If you have to jump out of the way to avoid being run over, a fight-or-flight response can save your life. Then, once you make that rapid movement and reach the safety of the curb, your brain will trigger your return to a resting state. Likewise, you might feel stressed before making an important presentation at work, but the stress will likely begin to lessen as soon as you feel more confident or when the presentation is done. This kind of stress is normal and can actually enhance your performance; it’s also fairly benign because it passes relatively quickly.


The problem is that most of us regularly experience a very different—and unhealthy—type of stress: one that causes anxiety and from which there is little, if any, opportunity for rest or recovery. This type of stress occurs when you have relentless demands in the workplace or relationship difficulties at home. Under these circumstances, you are constantly in a state of fight or flight. This is chronic stress, and the delayed (or absent) return to the resting state has both short- and long-term negative impacts on cognitive functioning, emotion regulation, and physical health. The good news, however, is that mindfulness practice can help mitigate these effects.


When you take a Mindful Breath, you purposefully counter the fight-or-flight response by enhancing the system responsible for returning the body to a resting state. When something stressful happens, your body naturally starts climbing up the stress ladder. Then, when you take that Mindful Breath, you pause on that ladder (even if only for a few seconds), and this brief rest helps slow everything down. Therefore, even if your stress level continues to rise during an ongoing situation, it would likely increase less dramatically than it would have done otherwise. The more often you pause, the lower your level of stress will be, and the clearer your mind.


Staying low (or at least lower) on the stress ladder increases the likelihood that you’ll have a balanced response to the situation. Most of us tend to react fast and furiously when something happens that triggers an intense, particularly negative, emotion. Later, we often regret our knee-jerk reactions, thinking, “If only I’d waited….” Taking a Mindful Breath buys you time so that the “thinking” part of your brain can catch up with the “emotional” part, priming you to refocus more clearly and make better decisions.


Think about the familiar encouragement to “take a deep breath when you’re upset.” Unfortunately, hearing someone say this in the midst of a stressful situation can be downright annoying. As a result, “taking a deep breath” may well increase your stress, rather than help it dissipate. This is normal; it’s very hard to switch your attention to taking a Mindful Breath when your emotions are already engaged and your body is aroused with the stress response.


Proactive training is best; learning to take Mindful Breaths in normal conditions, when you’re less stressed, prepares your brain and body to taking one spontaneously during a crisis or when you are under duress. Training your mind with more comprehensive mindful breathing techniques (as introduced in the subsequent chapters) provides even greater familiarity and skill. The routine of practicing mindfulness will also help you actually remember to take a Mindful Breath when you really need it most. Purposefully taking a Mindful Breath is even more powerful than spontaneously taking one.


But I’m getting ahead of myself. For now, just consider that although Mindful Breath yields benefits immediately, the results are even greater when you have a stronger foundation in mindfulness practice overall.


ADDING “IN” VS. ADDING “ON”


In the rush of modern life, many of us get up most mornings and hit the ground running. There are perhaps kids to care for and send off to school, chores to do, a partner to nurture and enjoy, a job to be done, and, if we’re lucky, time for exercise or recreation or socializing before we fall into bed exhausted. Each day is full, full, full.


Before I learned to take a Mindful Breath, I’d usually reach bedtime still trying to wrap my mind around what happened earlier in the day. Trying to keep everything in place was like holding a long unwieldy strand of beads that overflowed my fingers and dangled from my hands. On a good day, I could stay reasonably calm and place the string carefully to the side. I’d feel a comfortable closure to the day and look forward to a little intimacy and affection—or, more likely and just as precious, a good night’s sleep. But when I was tired or frazzled or inattentive, I’d drop the thread and watch the pearls scatter. In other words, I’d lose my composure and the consequences would ripple across my family, into my bed, and through the long hours of thrashing, wishing for sleep.


Now I still end up with a long string of beads at the end of day, but I have a significantly different experience because I breathe, purposefully, all along the way. Each conscious Mindful Breath functions like a little knot tied between the beads. Maybe your grandmother had an old-fashioned pearl necklace with tiny knots that separated the lustrous beads. If so, the knots had several functions: they protected the pearls from grinding and chaffing against each other, they created space between the pearls so the light could reflect their loveliness more effectively and catch your eye, and they also created “stoppers” so that a broken string only resulted in the loss of one or two pearls. These knots made the necklace stronger, more attractive, and more resilient. Pausing between events, tasks, or emotional episodes works exactly the same way.


Bookends are another applicable analogy. Bookends are simply objects that keep a row of books standing tall rather than falling over with their accumulated pressure and weight. Pausing before and after a meeting, or before and after getting the kids breakfast and onto the school bus, or at either end of any other activity, helps contain the experience. These bookends mark the start and end of any given task and allow you to focus on that particular experience in that moment and then set it aside as you move into the next activity.


Taking a Mindful Breath when you engage in particular activities during the day helps you view the practice not as “adding on” to your tasks, but rather as “adding in” to already established routines. For instance, you might take a Mindful Breath with the following activities:


       [image: ][image: ]   Before answering the phone.


       [image: ][image: ]   While waiting for your computer to boot.


       [image: ][image: ]   While walking to the bathroom/to get coffee.


       [image: ][image: ]   Before and after meetings.


       [image: ][image: ]   Before responding to challenging emails, verbal statements, etc.


       [image: ][image: ]   Before drinking or eating.


       [image: ][image: ]   When you wake up in the morning or before going to sleep at night.


As you train in pausing, the technique will become increasingly familiar and easier to apply under duress. When a specific task or activity doesn’t work well, you can consciously shift your attention to breathing and center yourself again. With a little practice, you’re likely to notice that you take a Mindful Breath spontaneously when circumstances are particularly difficult.


Likewise, you might also naturally take a Mindful Breath when an event or experience goes really well to savor the experience and smooth the transition to whatever is next. Pausing won’t cause you to lose touch with what happened during any given episode, but it will help you move forward into the next event freshly. If something critical happened that requires your attention later, you’ll remember it and return your focus to that event when you have the time and the benefit of a clearer mind.


Taking a Mindful Breath might be a new technique for you, but no doubt, you’ve taken a special type of breath naturally in response to significant events in daily life. For example, sharing a moment of silence involves taking a collective and formal pause to mark the most serious, emotionally loaded, events. When you pause in a moment of silence, you participate in present-moment experience with a community. You focus your attention, as the larger group does collectively, on a particular person, object, or event. Then, as the moment stretches, you monitor your attention to notice if you become distracted so you can refocus in deference to the solemnity of the situation. In these moments, you pause and breathe to attention, just as a soldier salutes and stands at attention.


Moments of silence often acknowledge the presence of tragedy. This makes sense since the experience of extreme grief is simply too intense, individually or societally, to survive without making time to rest and reflect. People know this intuitively, and we’ve developed cultural rituals that foster pausing to better cope with pain and care for each other. In this context, pausing helps you manage your emotions in order to survive them and positions you to engage in constructive action despite the challenge of circumstance. But, as with applying any skill under duress, it’s easier and more effective to take a Mindful Breath if you already know how.


A Mindful Breath is a mini-mindfulness technique that yields immediate benefits and even greater results with practice. The technique is feasible, even for the busiest people; all it takes is a little bit of effort and patience. As you’ll see in chapter 2, Mindful Breath is the foundation of Pause, an even more practical mini-mindfulness technique, which—in turn—leads to more sophisticated mindfulness practices tailored for ordinary people like us.


Learning to breath mindfully, and practicing day by day, can enhance the quality of your life, just as it has mine. Similarly, pausing regularly will strengthen your ability to cope with extreme circumstances and contribute more effectively whenever others need your attention. It’s easy to think that self-help and personal growth are self-centered endeavors, but in fact, taking care of yourself is the foundation of being able to care for other people. Learning to take a Mindful Breath is personal, but the impact of pausing—at the right time and place—can be infinite.




2 • Why Meditate?


MEDITATION IS FULL of paradox: it’s a rigorous discipline that gives you limitless mental freedom.


At times, it can be incredibly boring, but coming to terms with that tedium actually primes your mind to recognize flashes of insight. Learning to meditate involves reducing external distractions in order to heighten sensitivity to inner distraction—it helps you develop greater skill and ease in working with the mind. Unfortunately, although meditation facilitates recognizing life choices, many of us wait to begin the practice until we feel that there’s nothing else left to try.


Although I began meditating first during college, I avoided sitting still to look at my mind regularly for more than a decade. Then, in my mid-thirties, I returned to meditation when I realized that I needed a successful strategy for improving the quality of my life. Something healthy, which would profoundly and sustainably trigger positive change.


I wasn’t even unhappy or bored in the conventional sense. I was simply unsettled and profoundly unsatisfied with my conventional life. I had two kids under the age of three, a full-time job in the nonprofit sector (which was immensely satisfying but hardly lucrative) and at least several extra pounds around my middle that everyone told me “had to come off.” My ex-husband was a fine man and a good father, but not my soul mate. I also had a difficult relationship with my mother and primary responsibility for an elderly grandmother who was ending her days nearby in a nursing home. Luckily, I had three tremendous assets: the unwavering support of my father, a brother I adored, and a deep belief that things could be better.


I had a lot to handle, but so did other people, and unlike me, they seemed to manage fine and enjoy life. So I followed their example and pursued all sorts of socially acceptable potential remedies to feeling crappy. I worked out, on and off, and socialized. I even mixed the two: taking power walks with a girlfriend while actively engaging in therapeutic venting. My approach was healthy, but it provided temporary relief, at best. I needed something stronger.


Fortunately, I already knew enough to stay away from the more common unhealthy strategies for coping with malaise. I wasn’t interested in the dullness that comes with self-medicating by alcohol, pot, or pills. Neither did I have any interest in distracting myself by extreme physical training (I’m not marathon material) or becoming totally immersed in the sort of undoubtedly valuable and people-oriented volunteer opportunities (such as helping out at school or donating time to a local charity) that seemed to entice some of my more social friends. By the time I reached thirty-five, I’d run out of obvious options and began to have an inkling that I needed to try something radical.


After all, I couldn’t seem to think my way out of my silent, subtle, and insidious misery. I wondered if, maybe, I was stuck in some kind of cognitive warp, if my mind was somehow chasing its own tail. I realized that I spent an awful lot of time thinking about my unhappiness, which made me feel even unhappier. So maybe the content of my thoughts was problematic, but so too was the way in which I was actually thinking. What if thinking wasn’t the way to transformation?


There was only one way to find out, so I took the plunge and headed off to a Tibetan Buddhist meditation class advertised outside a coffee shop in the little rural Colorado town where I lived at that time. Worst-case scenario, I could always leave. After all, I had only the hour to lose.


ORDINARY PEOPLE, LOOKING FOR CHANGE


There was a lot that I liked about my first meditation class: the late afternoon sun streaming through the windows, the relative quiet of a room full of attentive adults, and more than anything else, the sense that I had company in my search for change. The room was full of other apparently ordinary people, some of whom I knew from the community, and all of whom at least seemed to be living examples of stability. Unlike my experience at the Zen monastery, there was nothing countercultural about the participants in this meditation class—although, perhaps, there were other “sleepers” like me in the group.


After introducing himself, the teacher made a statement that resonated with me. He said, “If you’re here, it’s probably because you’re looking for something that you don’t already feel you have. This is the right place if that ‘thing’ isn’t an object at all, but rather a quality like contentment, or a longing for spiritual fulfillment, or the skills to manage your stress. Meditation helps many people find these ‘things,’ but the only way to know if practicing meditation can help you is to participate in a grand experiment with your mind.”


Then he got tough. He explained that he would teach us how to meditate according to the teachings of an authentic Tibetan Buddhist lineage, and he told us that learning the practice is an opportunity deserving of respect and commitment. He challenged us to consider our intentions and make a choice: “Stay for the class if you’d like to learn how to meditate and are willing to practice fifteen minutes each day for a month; otherwise, don’t waste your or our time.” The bottom line was simple, he said, “If, at the end of that month, life is easier, you’ll want to continue with the practice.” If life isn’t easier, he continued, “You’ll know that this strategy isn’t the right one for you, and you can keep looking—just as you are now, only with the knowledge that this approach didn’t work.”


I liked the simplicity and directness of his approach, and I’ve always been curious about experiments. This one seemed manageable; it offered low risks and high potential rewards. Fifteen minutes a day. Every day for one month. Either it would help—and wouldn’t that be nice?—or it wouldn’t, and the modest cost in time and energy was worth the gamble. Of course, there was a financial cost too. But the suggested donation was reasonable and seemed only fair. Along with others in the room, I was watching out for gimmicks or a con, but I felt he was trustworthy. After all, I could fully understand his motivation: he wanted to teach others about the spiritual path that had changed his life.


Today, I recognize that my desire to share what’s worked so well for me is reminiscent of my teacher’s own motivation. This book is very much rooted in what I learned—and what I continue to learn—during the “grand experiment” he spoke of. The funny thing is that the terms of the basic proposition are the same whether you hear them, as I did, from a teacher or read them, as you are, right now. The fact that you’re reading this chapter suggests that you’re interested in learning more, but are you willing to give the practice its due?
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