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FOREWORD

Mindfulness is a wise and potentially healing way of being in relationship to what befalls us in life. And, improbable as it may sound, that includes anything and everything you or any of us might encounter. Even when facing extremely challenging life circumstances or in their aftermath, there is profound promise associated with the cultivation of mindfulness. You may be surprised at just how wide-ranging its effects are or could be if you are open to at least putting your toe in the waters of formal and informal meditation practice and seeing what unfolds.

As the majority of people who take the MBSR (mindfulness-based stress reduction) program discover, as well as those who come to mindfulness through some other door, the curriculum is none other than life itself: facing and embracing your life as it is, including whatever you may be dealing with in any given moment. And underscore “whatever.” The challenge, as it always is with mindfulness as a practice and as a way of being, is this: How are you going to be in wise relationship to this moment as it is, however it is, including all the annoying, unwanted, and terrifying elements that arise on occasion and need facing? Is it possible to be open to the lessons you can learn from approaching life—and all your moments—in a radical new way?

In my vocabulary, the word healing is best described as coming to terms with things as they are. It doesn’t mean fixing, and it doesn’t mean curing, as in fully restoring an original condition, or making whatever it is that is problematic simply go away.

The process and practice of coming to terms with things as they are very much does mean investigating for yourself whether you actually even know how things are or if you just think you do—and therefore, in the very way you choose to go about thinking about your situation, mis-take the actuality of things for your narratives about them. Coming to terms with things as they are involves experimenting with how you, we, all of us might redefine and thereby transform our relationship with what is actually so, including our obvious not knowing of how things are going to unfold even in the very next moment. This inward stance opens up boundless possibilities we could never have conceived of. Why? Because our very thinking patterns are so limiting, weighed down as they are by our astonishingly unexamined habits of mind. In this book we are going to be cracking those habits wide open, over and over again, virtually moment by moment, thereby apprehending the openings and opportunities that arise when we do so; when, in Derek Walcott’s words, you “greet yourself arriving at your own door.”

*

In my travels, I frequently encounter people who tell me, unbidden, that mindfulness has given their life back to them. They often share their stories of unbelievably horrendous life circumstances, events, or diagnoses that nobody would ever wish on anybody. That is the way they usually phrase it: “Mindfulness (or “the practice”) has given my life back to me,” or “has saved my life.” It is frequently accompanied by an outpouring of gratitude. When this sentiment is communicated to me either face to face or in a letter or an e-mail, it invariably sounds so authentic and unique that I have the definite sense that it is not being exaggerated.

Interestingly, every single person who engages in the practice of mindfulness fairly systematically over time has followed her or his or their own unique trajectory while at the same time, using the same invariant set of formal meditation practices that we use in MBSR (the body scan, sitting meditation, mindful yoga, and mindful walking) as described in Book 2 of this series, Falling Awake, as well as, of course, by bringing mindfulness into their everyday encounters with life in whatever ways they can manage, always unique.

Here is an expression of such gratitude that I received recently in an e-mail passed on by my publisher in the UK, to which the writer had given the subject line “A Word of Appreciation”:

Dear Professor Kabat-Zinn

Having read all your books (some more than once) and survived what was described as terminal esophageal cancer, I write to let you know how important a part they played in my recovery. It’s now five years since the day I was (rather heartlessly) told in July “You might last till Christmas. Some last longer. If you need anything, just call the hospice.”

The chronology of my journey is fraught with mistakes, including the use of the wrong patient notes when planning radical chemo and radiotherapy. Two vertebrae in my spine were broken as a result of the radiotherapy overdose, but here I am on 19th October 2017 into the first six weeks of an MSc in Mindfulness. The dream is to be fully qualified to help seriously ill patients in our local cancer support centres using techniques I learned from your CDs, videos, and books. Only fully qualified volunteers are allowed to work with patients.

Your Full Catastrophe Living inspired me and became my bible during my lowest phase along with Wherever You Go, There You Are. At the moment I’m planning the first major 8,000 word essay on this degree course and am told that my theme (‘Meditation Heals’) is not ideal for academic research. I find this puzzling and wonder if you could advise me on where I should be looking for inspiration …

It is no exaggeration to say that my readings of your work have saved my life and I’m making the most of every breath I was told I wouldn’t be taking. I would greatly appreciate a word of guidance from you as I attempt to realize this dream of effectively helping sick patients discover their own power to heal themselves. How best can this become an academic study?


WITH DEEP GRATITUDE

MARGARET DONALD

P.S.: I’m going to be 80 next year so every minute counts!



Of course I wrote back. And among other things, I suggested to Margaret that she was so much more aligned with where academic medicine is heading than her advisors seem to be from their comment about academic research. I gave her a number of references to studies in the scientific literature supporting her choice of thesis topic and that use words such as “meditation” and “healing” in tandem.

*

When volunteers in various studies are put into brain scanners and told to do nothing, to just lie there, it turns out a major network in a diffuse region of the cerebral cortex located underneath the midline of the forehead and extending back becomes exceedingly active. This network, comprised of a number of different specialized structures, has come to be known as the default mode network (DMN) because what happens when we are told to “do nothing” and “just lie there” in the scanner is that we default to mind wandering. And guess where a lot of the mind-wandering carries us? You guessed it … to musing about our favorite subject—me of course! We fall into narratives about the past (my past), the future (my future), emotions (my worries, my anger, my depression), various life circumstances (my stress, my pressure, my successes, my failures, what is wrong with the country, with the world, with “them”).… You get the idea.

Interestingly enough, when people are trained in MBSR for eight weeks, one study—conducted at the University of Toronto*—showed that after the program, activity in the DMN decreased while another more lateral (on the side of the head) brain network became more active as the study subjects lay in the scanner. This second network has been termed the experiential network. When asked about their experiences in the scanner, subjects who had been through the eight weeks of training in MBSR reported that they were just there, just breathing, simply aware of their body, their thoughts, their feelings, sounds, as they were lying there.

So perhaps, at least metaphorically (a lot more research would need to be conducted to say for sure) mindfulness practice leads to shifting the default mode from unaware (we could say mindless) self-preoccupation, mind wandering, narrative building, and being lost in thought, to being more present, more mindful, more aware, even as thinking and emotions continue of course to bubble up.

This study showed that the two networks (narrative vs experiential) become uncoupled after eight weeks of MBSR. Both networks continue to function, of course. After all, it is important for creativity and the imagination to daydream at times.† It is also very important to differentiate your past from your present from your imagined future, as the story about my father in the chapter “Orienting in Time and Space” will show. But after eight weeks of practicing mindfulness, it may be that the experiential, outside-of-time lateral network in the cortex somehow modulates the midline DMN so that, together, there might be greater wisdom and freedom of choice available in any moment, rather than mere automaticity and habitual belief in tacit narratives of a self that is far too small to come close to who and what you actually are in your fullness, right here, right now.

*

In the thirteen years since Coming to Our Senses first came out, the science of mindfulness and the evidence for its clinical effectiveness have exploded. Among the findings are changes in the size and thickness of various brain structures in people practicing mindfulness, as well as increased functional connectivity between many different regions of the brain. There are studies showing changes in gene expression at the level of our chromosomes—what are called “epigenetic effects”—as well studies showing effects on telomere length, a biological measure of the impact of the stress in our lives, especially when it is severe. The cumulative thrust of the evidence from such studies and hundreds more appearing each year point to there being something about the practice of mindfulness that can have a major impact on our biology, our psychology, and even on the ways we interact with each other, our social psychology. While scientific research on meditation is still in its infancy, it is much more mature than it was in 2005. If you are interested in some of the most robust findings, many of which come, on the one hand, from studying monastics with tens of thousands of lifetime hours of meditation practice, but also from studies of people going through training in MBSR and MBCT, I suggest you take a look at the book Altered Traits by my colleagues Richard Davidson and Daniel Goleman, which came out in October of 2017. It summarizes many of the best and most well-designed studies and their outcomes. Because the field is now so extensive and growing so rapidly, I have not described more recent studies in detail in this book, although some are mentioned in passing in the text. A range of excellent recent books on the subject, mainly written by the scientists themselves for a lay readership are listed in the Related Reading section of this volume, along with some edited volumes that are targeted to a more professional scientific and medical audience, if you want to explore the cutting edge of this rapidly growing field for yourself.

*

When we extend the formal meditation practice into everyday living, life itself becomes our best mindfulness teacher. It also provides the perfect curriculum for healing, starting from exactly where you already are. The prognosis is excellent: that you too can benefit from this new way of being if you throw yourself wholeheartedly into the practice and make use of the various doorways available to you by virtue of who you are and the circumstances in which you find yourself. Every circumstance, however unwanted or painful, is potentially a door into healing. In the world of mindfulness as a practice and as a way of being, there are many, many doors. All lead into the very same room, the room of awareness itself, the room of your own heart, the room of your own intrinsic wholeness and beauty. And both that wholeness and that beauty are already here, and already yours, along with your intrinsic capacity for wakefulness, and thus, wisdom, even under the most trying circumstances.

Taking up the regular practice of mindfulness involves a major lifestyle change, as the participants in MBSR soon discover for themselves, although they are always told about it before they enroll. But when we do take on the rigorous discipline of a daily formal mindfulness practice as an experiment, and we engage in it as wholeheartedly as we can manage on any given day, we soon discover that we have a lot of degrees of freedom in how we choose to be in relationship with the unwanted or the frightening in our life without denying how unwanted and how frightening things may be. Within the very cultivation of mindfulness itself, as a formal meditation practice and as a way of being, we discover that we have powerful innate resources that we can draw upon in the face of what is unwanted, stressful, painful, or terrifying. We learn that we have countless opportunities to turn toward and to befriend whatever arises rather than to run away from it all or wall it off—to put out the welcome mat so to speak. Why? For the simple reason that it is already here. And the same applies to the wanted, the pleasant, the seductive, to entanglements of all kinds. Those experiences too can become objects of our attention so that we can perhaps be less caught by them or even addicted to them in ways that cause us and others harm or deflect us from our larger intentions and purpose.

This is precisely where mindfulness comes in. It is indeed a new way of being … a new way of being in relationship to things as they are in this moment, whether or not we like the circumstances we find ourselves in, and no matter what we think might be the implications those circumstances could portend for the future. In key moments, through the practice itself, we can explore and learn to abide in not knowing, and having that not knowing be OK, at least for now. Getting more familiar and even comfortable with knowing that we don’t know is its own form of profound and healing intelligence. For one thing, it frees us from extremely limiting or largely inaccurate narratives, often fear-based, which we never tire of telling ourselves but hardly ever examine as to whether they are actually true, or true enough for the circumstances we find ourselves in. Most thoughts that have the word should in them probably fall into this category. We think things should be a certain way, but is that actually true?

This new way of being invites what might at first seem to be a tiny shift in how you see yourself and how you see the world. However tiny it may be, it is also huge, profound, and possibly liberating, as it was for Margaret Donald, who wrote the above letter. When people speak, often with great emotion, of the practice giving their life back to them or saving their life, this tiny shift, which is not so tiny, into a new way of being is what I suspect they are referring to.

With ongoing tending, with tenderness, with nurturing—which is what the formal and informal mindfulness practices that are described in detail in the second book in this series, Falling Awake, are all about—we are now in a position to enter into and adopt mindfulness as a way of being. If mindfulness were a multifaceted diamond, each chapter might be thought of as one of a potentially infinite number of unique facets of that diamond, each a gateway into the crystal lattice structure of your own wholeness and your beauty, just as you are in this present moment.

Or, switching and mixing metaphors, we could say that mindfulness offers us a set of finely crafted lenses through which we can glimpse different ways of looking deeply into whatever arises in our life—wanted or unwanted—afresh in each moment, putting out the welcome mat for it all. In Part 2, I offer a broad range of such lenses and circumstances, many from my own experience. But there are an infinite number that will flow from your own life and your own cultivation of mindfulness if you engage in it wholeheartedly, just as an experiment for a time to see for yourself what might unfold.

Ultimately, through one or more of these lenses, perhaps you will come to use your own unique life circumstances and challenges to, as suggested in the last chapter of this book, greet yourself arriving at your own door, and thus recognize, recover, and embody your own original fullness and beauty. This can only unfold moment by moment, especially if you choose to live your life as if it really mattered in the only moment you or any of us will ever have.

As we often remind people in the hospital who come to the Stress Reduction Clinic for training in MBSR, “as long as you are breathing, there is more right with you than wrong with you, no matter what is wrong.” Cultivating mindfulness is a way to pour energy in the form of attention, awareness, and acceptance into what is already right with you, what is already whole, as a complement to, not a substitute for, whatever help and support and treatments you may be receiving or need—if you need any at all—and see what happens.

I wish you all the best in this adventure of a lifetime.


Jon Kabat-Zinn

Northampton, MA

May 16, 2018
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