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I dedicate this book to his Holiness the present
 Gyalwang Drukpa, by whose grace I have developed 
the confidence to understand that the source of all 
happiness and pain is none other than one’s own mind.
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Introduction

It is with our minds that we create our world and our place within it: all the experiences that we go through – of happiness, sadness, suffering, beauty, anything – are given meaning and come to life in our mind. So understanding how your mind works, I believe, is the key to freedom, to happiness, to contentment and to overcoming challenges. It is the key to everything.

None of us can stop the continuum of life; as much as we might wish to, we can’t stop time. We can’t prevent ourselves from eventually getting old, and none of us knows when we will die, only that it is inevitable. Now you may think I am being pessimistic, but I am really only pointing out that what we so often end up dwelling on in our minds are the things we can’t change, like time passing, rather than those we can, like how we live our lives. This is the part we get to choose, so why not train our minds a little better to focus on this opportunity? Why not teach our minds to grab life with both hands and get straight to the good stuff? And why not allow and encourage ourselves to let go of the many expectations and fears that end up ruling our thoughts and, in turn, our actions.

The meaning in our life comes from our efforts to benefit others, in whatever way we are able, day to day. Yet it is all too easy nowadays to get carried away with the many things going on in our minds: worries about the future, looking over the fence at what our neighbours have, our ever-growing to-do lists. Such thinking builds a wall between ourselves and our inner nature – the part deep within that knows our path, who we are and our place in the world. We need to break down that barrier and reconnect with the restful mind that has always been within because it is our essence. Then we can go ahead and live with confidence and freedom.

When asked then, what is my personal message, I would say I have two; one is from a Buddhist perspective and the other is from a psychological perspective. The only difference really is one of language.

The key is that I hope to remind people that they can change their lives through a balance of two things: what goes on in their minds and how they act on their thoughts. So it’s really a combination of being and then doing, each in turn positively affecting the other. It is with our minds that we put the meaning into what we do each day, and then with our mindful actions that we can contribute to the conditions for our own happiness and that of others. If, therefore, we ever discover that we are not feeling happy in our day-to-day life, instead of looking outside of ourselves for the cause, we learn to look within for understanding, to turn a light on appreciating everything we do have, rather than always looking for what is missing. We need to understand that our restful mind depends on no one but ourselves, and when we begin to understand that we are our own master – our own Buddha, as we say in Buddhist philosophy – then we can take care of our minds, infusing life with more joy, more positive action and more peace. And even if enlightenment is still quite far away, we will certainly feel less messed up.

The Restless Mind

Sometimes in life we feel restless, and that however hard we try we don’t know our own mind. Our thoughts seem to take on a life of their own, rushing headlong from one experience or emotion to the next, always looking for something, although quite what we might not even know. Even the thought of slowing down makes us anxious – what will we achieve then? We ask ourselves so many questions and are no longer sure of the answers. We set our sights on something or someone and then, somewhere along the way, we forget that while we started the whole journey to be happy, happiness came fleetingly and then fell by the wayside. So we become agitated and feel an urge to move on to the next thing, to grab another bit of happiness, or success, or just do things differently, because we can’t be sure that what we have now is ever enough.

In our day-to-day lives our minds are constantly stimulated by communication, virtual connection. Information overload. Choice overload. The opportunities to learn, to create and to be inspired, surround us, but leave little or no space in which our minds can actually stretch and grow. We’re asking many questions, yet we haven’t the time or patience to sit for a moment to hear or understand the answers. And we spend so much time running around searching for solutions that we forget to look directly into the true nature of the problem. Sometimes, or even most of the time, our minds feel a bit like a pinball machine, always shooting off at angles, all over the place. If only we could feel settled in our minds and happy with where we are and the direction in which we’re facing. If only our minds could stop overcomplicating, overanalysing, overthinking.

One of my teachers put it well: ‘Man – because he sacrifices his health in order to make money, then sacrifices his money to recuperate his health, then is so anxious about the future that he doesn’t enjoy the present and, as a result, he doesn’t live in the present or the future – lives as if he’s never going to die and then dies having never really lived.’ It is a pattern that’s easy to fall into. Happiness is always around the next corner, and even when we find it, sometimes we have forgotten what we were looking for in the first place. We wear our busyness like a badge of honour, even though we know deep down that the number of things we get done in the day do not equate to happiness and contentment, or even achievement. As we fill our days, and our minds, we might sometimes feel as though we are living life according to some kind of script, not written by ourselves: rushing here and there, never feeling we have spent quite enough time with people or tasks, spreading ourselves too thin.

We might gradually find that it’s more difficult to make decisions, as we become hesitant or fearful of getting things ‘wrong’. Or we stop celebrating in the efforts of others, instead comparing ourselves and constantly competing. We’re so busy, but we’re finding it hard to get any one thing done well. There is a feeling of unease; we might not sleep so well, or we might sleep so much that we feel sluggish and heavy. We lose touch with good friends, our family annoy us and our boss is a nightmare. Time is slipping by.

The restless mind is frightened of the quiet; it is easily bored – busy, busy, busy. The restless mind overthinks every minute detail and decision of life, often fearful, anxious or just unable to stop: what if I had done that differently? What if I get it wrong? What if they don’t like me? Why did they say that? Am I good enough? Are they good enough? What am I going to do once I’ve done the washing up? And after that, and after that … In the restless mind the imagination runs wild, yet rarely creatively. Life goes by in a blur, while often at the same time feeling stuck; we constantly crave company, while feeling lonely in the crowd.

Now remember when your mind was restful.

The restful mind is playful, creative and alert. Enjoyment comes easily. Sadness comes easily too, but is no longer crippling. The restful mind is understanding. With a restful mind we give ourselves and others a break and see the good. The restful mind is relaxed and confident without a need for arrogance. There is time to care, time to inspire, to be inspired and get so much done. Watch the child who has a completely natural, restful mind. They are curious and observant, but also still, entranced by the moment. They are right there completely at one with the present.

I like to talk and teach about the restful mind because when we give ourselves a chance to calm and nourish our mind, then we open up the time and space for understanding to come; understanding of our true nature and that of others. We can get back in touch. Understanding is the essence of everything – it is there in all of us, completely naturally, but often we become unbalanced, only listening to what’s happening on the surface of our mind. You can almost physically feel this: your energy is buzzing in your head without being grounded in the understanding of your heart or your gut – your inner mind.

A restful mind is far from lazy, it is a mind of action. It can get so much more done, be quick and nimble, light on its feet, make decisions easily with all senses involved and with a good heart. But without understanding we can easily get caught up in the fabrications of our minds – a constant stream of expectations, worries, projections, labels, preconceptions and judgements. It’s exhausting, to the extent that even our sleep feels disrupted by our wild mind.

The restful mind is open, rather than narrow. There is space to consider things from different angles, space to let things just be. We become more considerate of others. We notice more. We have time to listen and to smile. We invite and attract good things, like a smile from another, kindness, knowledge.

I hope that as we go through these pages together the wonderful nature of your own mind will begin to become clearer. Of course, it’s not all calm and perfect; life is so interesting precisely because it is full of ups and downs, challenges and excitement. You might even think at first that it’s boring to approach such things with a restful mind. Surely some things in life deserve more drama and extreme reactions? I’m not here to convince you; it’s completely up to you. But I hope as you discover your own nature, beneath all the layers of self-labelling and ego, expectations and attachments, that you’ll see for yourself how energising it can be to appreciate without clinging, how something like patience can free you up from so many pointless judgements, how you don’t have to find a solution for every problem, but that you can create a fertile ground for ideas, making decisions, planting the seeds of great actions and so much more.

This book may provide something of a ‘retreat’ for you and your mind. Retreats are popular in the Buddhist tradition because they give us a quiet and focused space in which to learn and explore the teachings – to practise putting things into practice! But we always say that the teachings are meaningless if we can only practise them on retreat. Bringing them into everyday life is the true practice. If you can bring the restful mind to a busy city life, for example, then that is something special in this modern world. It shows that it is possible to make even the smallest space feel wide and limitless, and that even a great many obstacles that might come along during your day can be dissolved with a restful mind.

In Tibetan, the word for ‘retreat’ means ‘boundary’, and so it is that when we go on a mind retreat we explore how our mind and emotions work and where our boundaries lie between good and happy emotions and afflictive ones. These boundaries do not have to restrict us. Awareness gives us great freedom. We begin to realise how a given external situation can be approached from different angles. We can observe things like anger and see where it comes from, and whether it ever truly helps. We stop trying to fix things in certainty; we stop trying so hard to change others. We relax.

In this way I like to think of training the mind from the depths of the heart, bringing the two together as one.

We will also explore the relationship between body and mind. We can learn so much about our emotions through the signs our body gives us. It will often tell us before the mind when we are about to overstep our healthy emotional boundaries. We can feel anger or embarrassment coming as our inner thermometer rises. We can hear how alien and strained our voice often sounds when on the defensive. We can use our mind to help calm our body, and use our body to calm our mind, especially through the breath. We can connect with nature through our feet as we walk, which, in turn, helps us connect with our own inner nature. I think it is no coincidence that good diet and exercise are so often prescribed for mild depression or anxiety. Our healthy body can do much to help our inner mindfulness, bringing both into balance.

A Little Contemplation Goes a Long Way

Meditation is a simple practice we use to help us understand our world and to watch ourselves. It brings us back into ourselves, calming the surface, so that we might have a look at what’s going on beneath. It might at first seem like a very selfish practice, to spend time gazing inwards, rather than focusing on others (in fact, interestingly, the word Buddhist means ‘insider’), but it is only by checking in on ourselves that we begin to truly appreciate and respect others. It is only by opening up that we can see what we need to repair and restore, face our arrogance and change the frequency of our mind. It stops us becoming complacent. It is easy to spend a lifetime pointing at others and saying what’s good or bad about them, but of course we’re always looking through our own lens, with our own agenda. Through contemplation our self-awareness grows and we can admit that the faults we see in others are often our own. Likewise, we can learn to live and let live more and genuinely celebrate in the efforts of others. Just think how it feels to be jealous of a co-worker, compared with the feeling of sincerely congratulating another’s efforts or successes, of being happy for them.

If we give ourselves just a little time, even a few minutes daily, for quiet and contemplation, then we soon become more observant throughout our day, more appreciative of the moment and more focused on the task at hand, rather than worrying about the next one. I find that meditation is very uplifting and really helps to develop a sense of happiness, so that rather than being something which happens to or is given to us, it becomes a feeling we nourish and nurture from within.

Understanding the Nature of the Mind

Without understanding, knowledge and practice are often of little use. All three are interdependent. It’s like any change in life: if we don’t really get why we want to make the change, then it’s never likely to last. If we don’t prepare ourselves, it’s unlikely to endure. And if we don’t jump in at some point and give it a go, then we don’t even give ourselves a chance.

So we start, in Part One, by gaining some understanding of the mind and, in particular, the conceptual or ‘dualistic’ mind. This is how we most often see and interpret the world. Everything is given a label through our own particular lens – either ‘good’ or ‘bad’ – and while this might change from moment to moment, it sets us up to be constantly comparing and judging. From ‘Am I good or bad’, to ‘Is that flower beautiful or ugly?’ we are always questioning, constantly making assertions. It’s completely understandable that we do this, as we try to make sense of the world, but it also tends to set us up for frustration and disappointment. Our concepts define but then divide us, limiting us so that there is no space to stretch out in the sun and grow.

We will explore the tendency to look externally for our emotions, for the source of and solutions to our problems; using both modern science and modern Buddhism, which rather wonderfully use different language to say the same thing. We will look directly into the nature of happiness, anger, loneliness, desire. We will face our worries and our fears. To do this we turn the camera inwards. We re-introduce ourselves to our own minds, while engaging our heart and our compassion at the same time, and begin to just look, replacing constant analysis with awareness.

This is when we begin to notice our ‘ego mind’: the mind that is always clamouring for our attention, and also our inner nature, or our restful mind, often getting on with things much more quietly and happily beneath the bluster of the ego. As we watch, we become more aware of the differences between the two. Our ego demands instant, often emotional reactions, while the restful mind goes at a more gentle pace, yet seems so often to be the one to keep us on track when we give it a chance to shine. Sometimes we lack the confidence to listen to our quiet mind, and doubt ourselves.

We might become a bit fearful or indecisive, getting stuck in negative patterns, or constantly moving on, sure that must somehow be the answer. And yet the nagging feeling is still there – our inner nature waiting patiently for us to have courage and turn the spotlight inwards, find our true purpose and share that with the world.

The Mind Retreat

The second part of this book is the Mind Retreat. You can learn the tools of the restful mind wherever you happen to be, and while you don’t need to go up a mountain (although it does so happen that going to a high place for meditation allows you to see the world better), I would encourage you to give yourself some time and space at this point.

It is important that whenever we decide to make a change in life we commit all our energy to seeing it through. The tools of breathing, meditation, contemplation and mindfulness are not complicated, but can really change our general state of mind and so have a beneficial effect on both daily life and how we see the bigger picture. The key message here is one of ‘practice’, because like any skill in life, the restful mind benefits most from a little practice every day. Just a few minutes are all that’s needed, but a big effort may still be required to fit those minutes into the day at first, in order that they become a habit. This is why we need to develop a little understanding first, as this provides the motivation needed to commit to changing or training the mind.

Bringing calm to the stressed mind is the first effect of the simple techniques we learn, and if you were to go no further than that you will feel an opening up in your mind over a very short period of time as you teach your body and mind how to relax. You will see the difference this brings to daily life, as you let go of old thought patterns and allow lots more space for things like patience, compromise and flexibility, because a relaxed and restful mind is an open mind.

By simply looking at life with appreciation, just shining a light on and saying thank you for anything or anyone that is good, we discover so much more room for others and our capacity for patience and tolerance, and happiness, grows. It doesn’t mean denying or covering up the less good things, but just for a few moments focusing on the positive. When we don’t think about them on a daily basis we tend to forget the good things in life, so taking a few minutes to focus on what we do have, rather than what we don’t is a powerful exercise that can infuse our whole day with a different feel.

A core aspect of the restful mind is to understand and accept the constantly changing nature of life; to be accepting of the things we can’t control, rather than worrying about them so much or getting angry with them. We learn to stop looking outside of ourselves for the things we think we need to make us happy and begin to realise that it is how we see the world, how we think that determines our happiness and contentment. So it is our reactions to situations that really matter, not the situations themselves, which are so often beyond our control.

We also practise bringing ourselves back into the present: the past is past and the future uncertain. What we have is today, and being more mindful of the moment helps to get away from all the usual what-ifs that constantly play out in our imaginations. We reconnect with ourselves, with the people around us and with our world, and instead of letting our thoughts and emotions run wild, worrying about tomorrow, we are alert and aware today and more mindful of our words and actions, rather than constantly judging those of others.

Another tool of the restful mind is getting to know ourselves better, while realising at the same time that the world doesn’t revolve around ‘me’. It is good to know that we are all special, but also not very special at all! So don’t think it is selfish to spend time getting to know who we have become, because especially in today’s modern world many layers have built up over time, distancing us from our inner nature, the part of us who simply wants to be happy and give happiness too. It is good to turn the flashlight on our own minds and try to peel back some of those layers – maybe even letting some of them go.

In fact, much of the mind retreat is about letting go – whether that is letting go of particular ways of seeing and thinking that have built up over time, of our attitudes or our pride, of thinking we know so much, letting go of fears, grief or letting go of the negative influences in our lives. This doesn’t mean that you will no longer feel emotions like anger, grief, jealousy or frustration, but when you are disturbed by such emotions you will be able to gently investigate and ask yourself why these emotions have arisen, and so more easily move on.

We also look to restore the healthy body to help the restful mind. Sometimes, it is a good idea to take time off from our minds through exercising the body, or equally we can use activities like walking or eating to calm and focus the mind.

Everyday Mindfulness

In Part Three we bring the restful mind into the everyday. It’s all well and good being calm and collected when we’re walking along the seashore, but how about when a stranger is shouting at us from their car or our boss is disappointed in our work? How can we use all of our senses and listen to our inner voice when making decisions? What about the days when we just feel life is getting on top of us, when we feel bored or are so busy we can’t think what to do next. What about when old feelings of somehow not being good enough creep up? And what about the catastrophic times or events in our lives – when grief threatens to overwhelm us or when we are facing illness or harm? The answers are within us, but we all need help with finding the way. We are all beginners.

Mindfulness has its roots in Buddhism, although modern science is rapidly catching up on this ancient way of living. There are now wonderful programmes which teach mindfulness, which has already been shown to help with depression to the same degree as medication. I hope that us Buddhists may be of a little help on this journey too. We are not scientists, but to us, mindfulness is simply being in your life, in the everyday. My teacher His Holiness Gyalwang Drukpa was recently asked about mindfulness and he said that one of the best moments is just before you go to sleep, as you are dropping off. As we know from our teachings and our experiences, if you are mindful, ie. relaxed and calm in that moment between being awake and asleep, you will have eight hours or so of mindful sleep. It turns out that sleep experts too have determined that our minds actually help us to process our day and any unresolved thoughts during sleep. So it makes sense to go to sleep in a good frame of mind, in order to benefit from a very helpful, restful and refreshing night’s sleep.

Lots of people ask: if we become so caught up with noticing every tiny detail in life, where will our spontaneity – our passion – go? For me, mindfulness goes hand in hand with spontaneity because we notice opportunities in the moment, staring us in the face, rather than keeping our heads down. Mindfulness is about letting your mind go free, letting go of all the shoulds, ifs, buts and maybes. What would you do today if you had no fear?

I can’t offer you instant fixes for all of the challenges you will come across during your lifetime; I can’t offer a soundbite that you can repeat over and over to calm your rush-hour anxiety or allay your worries about work. But what I hope I can do is encourage you in a new way of thinking that will, with practice, help with all of these situations. I am offering you a set of tools for the mind that will gradually develop into a way of thinking and a way of seeing the world that is no longer at odds, either with yourself or others, but one that embraces the potential of life. These tools will act as reminders, grounding you while also setting your mind free.

We are our thoughts, words and actions. That is why caring for our minds is so important as our thoughts are the beginning of the chain reaction that leads to our words and, ultimately, our actions. It is with the mind that we create our world and how we’re going to live in it. So open up and let the world in.
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