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INTRODUCTION

Are the stresses of everyday life making you feel anxious and depressed?

Do you feel uneasiness, distress, or dread before significant events?

Does worry keep you from experiencing all the good in your life?

In this chaotic and busy world, it can be difficult to cultivate a sense of calm. When you’re stressed, preoccupied with worry, or anxious, relaxing can seem downright impossible. Fortunately, meditation and mindfulness can help. These practices have been shown to help ease the experiences of stress and anxiety and can help you better manage the worries you face in your life.

When you’re stressed out, your mind is not focused on the moment—it’s worrying about something that has happened or something that might happen in the future. My Pocket Meditations for Anxiety gives you 150 exercises you can do at home or at work to shut down this stress, worry, and anxiety and help you find a calm mindset that puts you back in control of your thoughts and emotions.

Meditation is an inward journey. It’s personal to you, so some techniques might resonate with you more than others. The meditations and exercises in this book are designed so you can explore what techniques work best for you, whether that is guidance through visualizations, acts to focus your attention, or ways to create a sense of openness toward your thoughts.

You also don’t need to do these meditations in any specific order; you can pick a chapter at random or go through them in a purposeful succession. The chapters are ordered in such a way to help you build the skills and confidence you need to progress toward stillness in your mind and body. Early chapters focus on gentle movement and visualizations designed to help you settle, and then go into meditations that calm your racing mind through your breath. Later chapters go deeper—to challenge the thinking patterns that underpin stress and anxiety, as well as to construct positive, realistic, and helpful beliefs. The final chapters provide ideas for overcoming common anxieties, bringing mindfulness into your daily life, and developing your own self-guided open awareness practice.

You can’t eradicate stress from your life, but developing a healthy stress response is part of good health. The meditations in this book can ease your worries, calm your body and mind, and make you feel better prepared to handle whatever life throws your way!





PREPARING TO MEDITATE

Before you get started with meditation, it can help to understand the basics of the practice.

Some of the meditations in this book will have specific directions to lie down or move in specific ways, but for most of them the general guidance is to find a seated position in a quiet space where you can be comfortable and won’t be interrupted. Before each meditation, take some time to settle in.


	
1. Sit in a way that is comfortable, with some back support. This could be in a chair or on the floor, perhaps sitting on a pillow so that your hips are raised and there is no pressure on your knees or legs.

	
2. Set a timer for the length of time that you plan to dedicate to the day’s practice.

	
3. Close your eyes, or rest your gaze gently in front of you.

	
4. Notice how you feel in your mind and body.

	
5. Breathe in and out through your nose.

	
6. Stay comfy. Particularly as you begin the practice of meditation, you want to find ease in your body rather than be distracted by minor aches and tingles. If you need to shift and adjust, do so. Over time, you’ll build the ability to be more still as you gain mental strength.

	
7. Approach your meditation with presence, openness, curiosity, and acceptance of whatever arises in you and what you experience.

	
8. When your meditation is done, bring some movement back into your body, perhaps wiggling your fingers and toes, slowly at first.

	
9. Gently open or focus your eyes, and return your awareness to the world around you.

	
10. Remember: If you experienced anything especially challenging in your practice, be kind to yourself. If you need more support in managing your stress and anxiety or anything painful or challenging that has come up in meditation, always talk to your doctor.





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1 MEDITATIONS TO MOVE INTO STILLNESS


If it were easy to calm down when you feel stressed or anxious, you would. But feeling nervous, worried, or panicked makes it difficult to even sit still, let alone meditate. That’s why this first chapter begins with gentle movements that can help you physically ease into stillness. Movement encourages you to release any tension you’re holding on to in your body and helps you focus your awareness on the present. These exercises can be done on their own or as a way to settle in before a longer meditation with another exercise.





RELEASE TENSION HELD IN YOUR BODY

Stress and anxiety cause tension within your body in so many ways. You might clench your jaw, close your hands into fists, or walk with hunched shoulders. You can become so used to holding yourself in a certain way that you don’t even notice the tension being held. As a result, you’re not even consciously aware of how the way you feel is showing up in your body. Use this exercise to purposefully add tension to different areas of your body so that you can feel what it’s like to release into a relaxed state of being.


	
1. Lie down somewhere comfortable.

	
2. Beginning at your feet, clench your toes and ankles as hard as you can as you breathe in.

	
3. As you breathe out, release your toes and ankles. Note how your feet feel.

	
4. Next, on an inhale, tense your legs, squeezing your kneecaps in and tightening your thighs.

	
5. Release everything on your exhale, and take a moment to register how you feel.

	
6. Repeat, moving up the body, tensing and releasing with your breath. Squeeze your buttocks. Contract your belly. Make fists with your hands to bring tension from your shoulders down your arms. Clench your jaw; squish your nose; squeeze your eyes.

	
7. Lastly, clench everything you can in your entire body as you slowly breathe in.

	
8. Release everything on the exhale. Notice how the tension leaves your body with your breath.





FREE YOUR NECK FROM STRAIN

If you spend your day looking down at a device, this exercise is for you. Carrying the weight of your head forward all day can contribute to poor posture and pressure in your neck. Use this seated exercise to release tension from your neck.


	
1. Drop your chin toward your chest.

	
2. Slowly roll your head to your right side, bringing your ear over your right shoulder while keeping your shoulders down away from your ears.

	
3. From that same position, tip your chin slightly farther back and slightly farther forward, noticing as you do how that changes the stretch you feel in your neck.

	
4. Roll your head back down to your chest and over to the left side.

	
5. Notice the sensations in your neck, tipping your chin ever so slightly forward and backward.

	
6. Roll your head back down to your chest and back over to the right side. This time, pause in a place that feels like a comfortable stretch and take a full round of breath, in and out.

	
7. Again, roll your head back down to your chest, and repeat this held stretch on the left side with a full breath.

	
8. Slowly roll through in this way from one side to the other, taking a full breath at the top of each side and moving slower through the transitions than you started with.

	
9. After five rounds, roll your chin to your chest. Take one full breath.

	
10. When you’re ready, lift your chin.





FOLD AND UNFOLD

There’s something deeply soothing about folding into yourself. This exercise plays with coming in and out of this sheltering feeling so that you can hold on to a feeling of safety even when you are feeling more exposed.


	
1. Sit tall in a chair and place your palms on your knees.

	
2. On an exhale, round your back forward as if you were a cat stretching, curving your shoulders forward and tucking your chin into your chest.

	
3. Inhale and uncurl your spine back upward to arch your back, lifting your chest upward with shoulders back and chin up.

	
4. Repeat, moving slowly from an arch on each inhale to a rounded back on each exhale, for five rounds of breath.

	
5. Return to a tall spine. Inhale.

	
6. Fold forward, hinging from your hips, taking your belly over your thighs as you exhale. You can let your arms hang down beside you in your chair, like a rag doll. If you’re seated on the ground, crawl your fingertips out in front of you. Go as deeply forward as you feel you want to.

	
7. Take a full breath, and notice how safe you feel in this folded shape.

	
8. On your next inhale, rise back up and sit tall, taking this feeling of safety with you.

	
9. Repeat this folding and unfolding as many times as you need so that you can fully hold that feeling of being protected when you’re sitting tall.





SIT A LITTLE TALLER

Constant anxiety has a way of showing up in your body: You might shrink into yourself, hunch your shoulders forward, look down, and make yourself appear smaller. This exercise counteracts this effect by finding ways to lengthen the spine and sit tall.


	
1. Sit comfortably in a chair or on the floor with some space around you for movement. As you sit, imagine a rope is pulling you from the base of your spine up through the crown of your head, anchoring you as you find length throughout your whole back to sit taller.

	
2. Keep your seat steady as you shift your torso, moving from your waist to one side as if you’re craning to see around something.

	
3. From your off-kilter position, shift your upper body forward and to the center so that you are now leaning forward with a long spine.

	
4. Next, take your torso to the opposite side to the one you started from.

	
5. From here, round your spine backward and to the center, tucking your navel and your chin in.

	
6. Continue this pattern of “stirring the pot,” tracing the four corners like a diamond shape, for a total of five rounds.

	
7. Reverse the direction of your movements, and repeat for five more rounds.

	
8. Return to your original position of sitting tall and find length in your spine again, noticing if you can sit even taller now that you’ve explored a range of movement through your spine.





TEND TO YOUR HEART

A powerful way to counter worry and anxiety is through an inner sense of courage. This exercise will help you feel a confidence in your body that can translate to your inner emotional state. This practice focuses on cultivating an inner sense of bravery through an expansion of your chest and shoulders.


	
1. Sit comfortably in a chair. As you begin to notice how you feel at the start of this exercise, smile softly. Throughout this practice, notice if your smile fades, and if it does, return to this small smile of peace.

	
2. Hold your arms out in front of you and interlace your fingers. Press your hands away from your shoulders so that your palms are facing away from you. Feel this stretch across the back of your shoulders. Release your arms back to a comfortable position.

	
3. Next, sitting slightly forward if you need some space behind you on your chair, interlace your fingers behind you at the base of your spine with your palms facing upward, drawing your arms down and away from your shoulders. Notice this stretch across the front of your shoulders and chest.

	
4. With your hands still clasped behind you, carefully raise your arms away from your body slightly, seeing how this changes the sensations across your chest.

	
5. Release your arms and take your hands to your hips. Remember your soft smile. Feel ready to take on what you need to with an open heart.





SHRUG IT OFF

What you carry with you emotionally can feel like a physical burden that you are loaded down with. If your worries feel like a weight on your shoulders, try this exercise to release the heaviness from your body.


	
1. Squeeze your shoulders up toward your ears as you inhale through your nose.

	
2. Hold your breath for just a moment here at the top.

	
3. Quickly release your shoulders down with a fast and audible sigh out through your mouth. Let any emotional heaviness you feel release out with this sigh as the breath leaves your body.

	
4. Repeat several times until you feel that you have nothing emotional left to release.

	
5. Next, gently roll your shoulders up and back in a circular rhythm. Move slowly, feeling every part of the movement as your shoulder blades move down your back.

	
6. Reverse this motion, taking your shoulders up and forward.

	
7. As you make these circles, notice how free your shoulders are to move, working through any clicks or sticky points. Pay attention to how light your shoulders feel as they become more and more free, and how you no longer feel burdened with what you were carrying. Take this light feeling with you as you come back to stillness.





LENGTHEN YOUR SIDES

You can get stuck in your patterns, habits, and ways of being and seeing. If you’re trying to fix a problem or issue that is bothering you, it can help to look at it from a different angle. This exercise focuses on the side body—an area that is often neglected when your day involves a lot of sitting. Move in a new way and see if it helps you see a problem in a new way too.


	
1. On an inhale, sweep your arms up overhead.

	
2. At the top, take your right hand and wrap it around your left forearm.

	
3. On an exhale, tilt your body sideways toward the right, coming into a crescent or banana shape. Pull gently on your forearm, noticing what you feel down the left side of your body.

	
4. Release your arms and return to a neutral, tall spine. Pause to take a moment to observe how each side of your body feels—the stretched side compared with the nonstretched.

	
5. Once again, inhale and raise your arms.

	
6. Take your left hand and wrap it around your right forearm.

	
7. On an exhale, tilt to the left into a crescent shape, and explore the stretch on the right side.

	
8. Release your arms, and again notice how each side feels. Notice if you can now sit a little taller, having made space at your physical edges.

	
9. Repeat for a total of five times on each side.





TWIST AND RELEASE

A good way to release pent-up worry is to twist your body. Twisting is a way of creating tension so that you can let it go and then recognize the aftereffects in your body. You need some space behind you for this exercise, so if you’re seated in a chair, begin by sitting forward at the front edge.


	
1. From your seated position, inhale to sweep both arms overhead.

	
2. As you exhale, twist your torso to your right, lowering your right arm behind you and your left arm to the top or outer side of your right thigh. Don’t pull or jerk yourself. Simply let your arms fall where your spine allows for a natural twist.

	
3. Inhale and see if you can comfortably find more length in your spine.

	
4. Exhale and deepen the twist ever so slightly.

	
5. Carefully take your gaze over your right shoulder if you want to go further into the twist.

	
6. Unravel and sit tall. Take a moment to notice how the left side of your body feels compared with your right.

	
7. Repeat by inhaling your arms up overhead and turning to your left as you exhale, lowering your left arm behind you and your right arm to your left thigh.

	
8. Lengthen your spine with your inhale and deepen the twist slightly on your exhale, gently taking your gaze over your left shoulder if you wish to go further with the twist.

	
9. Unravel and sit tall. Notice how you feel.





SUPPORT YOUR HIPS

The hips are a common area to hold on to tension and tightness, especially for those who spend most of their days sitting at a desk. Let a release of this tightness be like a release of the tension and uncertainty that can come with anxiety. You may want to have a blanket handy for this exercise.


	
1. Come to a Low Lunge yoga pose with your right foot stepped forward in between your hands on the ground, bending your knee directly over your ankle, while your left leg slides back behind you with your left knee on the ground and toes untucked. Use a blanket underneath your left knee for some padding.

	
2. Rock slightly forward and back, feeling into a stretch you might receive in the front of your left hip.

	
3. Switch your legs and repeat by taking your left leg forward and right leg slid back with your right knee on the ground. Again, rock slightly to explore a feeling of extension in your right hip. Move comfortably out of the position.

	
4. Next, move to a chair and sit tall.

	
5. Cross your left ankle over your right thigh.

	
6. Fold forward from your hips as much or as little as you like, feeling where you notice any sensation in your outer left hip.

	
7. Switch legs, crossing your right ankle over your left thigh, and repeat this investigation of any stretch you feel in your outer right hip by folding forward.

	
8. Return to sitting tall.





STRETCH YOUR WHOLE BODY

Your body is one kinetic chain—everything is connected, and taking shortcuts in one area means that you’ll pay a price somewhere else. For example, lifting a heavy box by bending over from your hips and using only your back can cause pain, whereas bending your knees and recruiting the muscles of your legs is safer. It can be similar if you try to ignore your problems—you pay the price in increased stress and anxiety down the line. This exercise is a reminder of the interconnectedness of things and the support available to you.


	
1. Sit on the floor and stretch your legs out straight in front of you. Elevate your hips by sitting up on a pillow, or bend your knees slightly so that you can still sit tall.

	
2. Lengthen through your spine. You might already get a stretch along the back of your legs here.

	
3. Inhale your arms up overhead.

	
4. Exhale and fold forward over your legs. You don’t need to go far—this is not about wrestling yourself into a deep stretch. It’s about getting to a point where you notice a stretch along the entire back of your body, from your head and neck, down your back, through your seat, down the backs of your legs, and even into your feet. Notice the connections across the entire back of your body.

	
5. Inhale back to a tall seated position, and repeat this motion with your breath for five rounds.





GIVE YOUR FEET A LITTLE LOVE

Your feet carry you throughout the day. Take a moment to stop and consider the grounding support that they provide. This little exercise for the feet sends some attention to them in gratitude, while also serving as a reminder to acknowledge the support you have to weather life’s storms. Here’s how to do it:


	
1. Sit comfortably in a chair. Pick up one foot slightly from the ground and roll circles through your ankle in one direction, then the other.

	
2. Return that foot to the ground.

	
3. Repeat with your other foot, rolling through any clicks and stickiness in each ankle.

	
4. Next, sit on the floor, bending your knees and drawing both feet in toward your body so that the soles of your feet come together in front of you.

	
5. Place your thumbs on the arches of your feet and begin to massage them.

	
6. As you do so, extend each foot’s toes away from the other’s, and pay attention to how this changes the feel of the massage on your arches.

	
7. Massage each toe with a gentle pull away from your foot, starting with your big toe and ending with your littlest one.

	
8. As you focus on your feet, consider with gratitude the places they have taken you this week. Take this feeling of being grounded and supported with you as you go on with your day.





RELAX FOR A PEACEFUL SLEEP

One of the most frustrating times to experience stress and worry is before bed. When you can’t get to sleep because of a racing mind or overwhelming emotions, you might try to force yourself to sleep only to find this makes you even more worked up and further distanced from sleep. This restorative exercise can be done at bedtime to help break you out of the force-resist cycle and find relaxation.


	
1. Lie down on your back on the floor.

	
2. Hug your knees into your chest and rock gently from side to side, massaging your lower back into the ground below you. Slow down this movement, even slower than you initially started with. Let your breath also slow down as you do this.

	
3. Release your legs down and stretch as long as you can with your arms up over your head and your toes pointing down.

	
4. Relax, moving your arms to your sides again.

	
5. Bend your knees and plant the soles of your feet on the ground hip-width apart.

	
6. Sway your knees from one side to the other, again taking this slow.

	
7. Next, pick your feet up off the ground with your knees bent and shins parallel to the ground. If available to you, rest your feet up against a wall, and take five deep breaths here.

	
8. Release everything and lie down comfortably relaxed.





HOLD YOUR WHOLE BODY IN AWARENESS

A body scan is a meditative practice used to guide your attention to the present moment and away from busy thoughts or anxiety. This exercise is not about physically moving, but about directing your focus in a way that can help prepare you for meditation. Follow these steps:


	
1. Sit in a comfortable position. Begin by taking your awareness to your feet. Notice the points of contact with the ground or with your body.

	
2. After every complete inhale and exhale, move your focus to a different body part.

	
3. Next, take your attention to the tops of your feet and ankles.

	
4. Then, shift your awareness to your shins and your knees.

	
5. Move on to your thighs.

	
6. As you become aware of your hips and your seat, take in a feeling of support where you sit.

	
7. Notice your belly and let it be soft, not constricted or controlled.

	
8. Take your attention to your chest and the rise and fall of it with your breath.

	
9. Be aware of how your arms hang heavy as your hands rest where they are.

	
10. Shift your focus to your neck. Notice any tension in your jaw and let it go. Relax your tongue in your mouth.

	
11. Pay attention to the space between your eyebrows, to your forehead, and finally to the top of your head.
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