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Meet the author

I took up meditation in my teens because I thought it was cool. I went to a class and the first instruction was to close our eyes and think of something nice. That was pretty easy. I didn’t make it to the next class, but I reckoned I knew how to meditate. If I wanted to cheer up I would close my eyes and think of something nice, and if I wanted to enjoy being sad I wrote poetry. Then something happened – life. I was busy and stressed. I gave up being cool, writing poetry and pretending to meditate. It was only years later, after many ups and downs in my life, that I came across the concept of mindfulness, and then I realized that it might have been a good idea to keep on with the classes. Probably, though, I wasn’t really ready for it – there isn’t much room for ‘cool’ in meditation practice. Like everyone, I had to come to meditation in my own way and my own time. I hope that your time is now, and that this book will help.

Martha Langley


In memory of Ruth and Keith, and Reg and Phyll


Preface to the second edition

Mindfulness originated in Buddhism, and as such it’s part of a much wider set of beliefs and behaviours. However, in recent years non-Buddhists have become interested in mindfulness and the concept has gradually moved across from the religious context to a more secular one. Of course, some people still embrace the entire Buddhist philosophy of life, but you don’t have to do that to benefit from mindfulness.

In fact, you can take on as much or as little as you want or need. For most people, the benefits are directly related to how much effort they put in, but in any case it’s entirely up to you what you do.

Mindfulness is a way of learning to live with yourself and with the world you find yourself in. It will help you feel more comfortable and more at ease, and the phrase ‘comfortable in your own skin’ pretty well sums up what mindfulness is about. Achieving this highly desirable state requires you to undergo a mental journey, learning different ways of being inside your own head, and, come to that, your own body.

This book will focus on the practical ways in which mindfulness can help you. If you find yourself being drawn to deeper issues, you will find plenty of help online and in other books (see Taking it further). There are more spiritual forms of meditation, which tend to require greater discipline from the practitioner, but this book will help you find out whether meditation is for you before you plunge into those more challenging forms.

Much has happened since the first edition of Mindfulness Made Easy was published. Mindfulness has become more mainstream, celebrities have written books about it and, generally speaking, mindfulness is seen as the new miracle cure. However, there is still a place for a simple, secular, jargon-free book that makes the central concepts of mindfulness accessible – that’s Mindfulness Made Easy.


How to use this book

Before you start, get hold of a notepad or open a file on whichever electronic gizmo you prefer, so that you can make notes of your experiences while you’re learning about mindfulness. You’ll see frequent references to keeping a journal throughout the book, so decide beforehand how you want to do that.

Part one of the book takes you through the various aspects of mindfulness, and some of the more general ways in which it can be helpful. You’ll find a series of exercises, which start very gently and which will ease you into the various activities and ways of looking at the world associated with mindfulness. These will probably seem strange at first, so take your time, repeating the exercises a few times each until you feel ready to move on. It’s worth reading all of Part one first, as it provides a complete overview. You can choose to either do each exercise before you read on, or read the whole thing before going back and working through the exercises. Don’t, however, kid yourself that reading through an exercise is as good as doing it. It isn’t.

By the end of Part one you’ll have begun to decide whether mindfulness is something you want to pursue. You can’t really tell, though, until you’ve given it several weeks (I suggest eight weeks). During that time you can establish a regular, ideally daily, meditation practice. In Part one you’ll also discover that there are other mindfulness tools and you will have explored each one.

Part two looks at more specific ways in which mindfulness can be helpful, from managing stress to improving relationships. You can, as with Part one, read it all or you can read only the chapters that seem especially relevant to you. Throughout, there are exercises and tasks to help you.


Part one

Mindfulness skills


1

Becoming mindful
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In this chapter you will learn:

•  the difference between Being and Doing

•  about Doing and your emotions

•  about the problems of being on autopilot

•  how to become more mindful by noticing what is around you.
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Think back to the last time you had a pleasant surprise – an unexpected gift, a promotion or bonus, or some good news about a health scare. Think about how you felt at that moment. Whether you were relieved, excited, astonished or overwhelmed, you no doubt were entirely caught up in the moment. Seconds before, you might have been feeling tired, or worried about money, or feeling thirsty. All those physical and emotional feelings would have disappeared in the suddenness of the unexpected surprise.

Of course, the moment doesn’t last very long. The surprise soon wears off, although you may enjoy the memory for a long time afterwards. Mindfulness encourages you to live every moment with the same intensity and the same letting go of worries and concerns, but without the need for a surprise to make it happen.

Being and Doing

A newborn baby spends its days apparently doing nothing: just Being. Its parents, on the other hand, are quite likely to be in a mad whirlwind of non-stop Doing. They have to work very hard to make it possible for their baby to do nothing but Be. If the parents do get a moment, when all the chores are done and the baby is sleeping peacefully, the chances are they will sit down gratefully and do nothing. Nothing except Be.

Those parents are very aware that their life has gone out of balance since their baby was born – too much to do, not enough time for self – but they also know that it’s temporary and soon they’ll be able to get back to normal.

However, for most of us, ‘normal’ is actually quite out of balance – too much Doing and not enough Being. You may wonder why that matters, but it seems that many of the problems people experience arise from that failure to spend time just Being. Stress, for instance, seems to build up when we don’t allow time in our lives for Being. Most of us only go into Being mode on holiday, and perhaps not even then. A really busy person will often say that it takes the first week of a holiday to wind down, and only the second week really feels like a holiday.

Perhaps you immediately reacted by thinking that there isn’t the time: you have so much to do every day that you can only just manage it; in fact, you never feel quite on top of your workload, and if you took time out for Being – well, nothing would ever get done. There are two answers to this. One is that you have simply taken on too much and may need to re-examine your life and your commitments. The other is that even a short break for time to just Be will send you back to your Doing invigorated and energized, so that you will achieve much more.
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Key idea






Mindfulness is a way of redressing the imbalance between Being and Doing.
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Try it now: Do nothing






Since you’re reading this book, you’re already in a situation where there are no other calls on your time, or where you’ve chosen to ignore those calls for the time that you’re reading. So there’s no excuse for not doing this exercise. Put the book down and do nothing for two minutes (there’s no need to time this exactly). Look out of the window, or close your eyes. Just breathe and Be.
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Self-assessment






How did that feel? Think about it for a moment. If you’re anything like me, the moment you stopped reading and decided to do nothing, the thoughts started rushing in. Thoughts about the book perhaps, or about what you need to do next, what you’re going to eat later on, whether you’ve got time for all the things you need to do in the next few hours. So even though your body was just Being, your mind was still Doing.

In your journal, record how it felt to do this exercise.
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One of the challenges of mindfulness is to gently retrain your mind to accept just Being. If you’re still wondering why, think of your mind as like a muscle. It needs to work, and it needs to rest. Even the most dedicated Olympic athletes have rest periods programmed into their training schedule. In fact, these rests are essential, since muscles actually grow slightly larger during rest periods and cleanse themselves of waste products. Your mind is the same; it needs to rest as well as work.

Being and Doing and emotions

There is another good reason for learning to Be as well as Do (or perhaps I should say relearning, since as babies we were all naturally good at Being). Doing mode, which most of us are in most of the time, is not appropriate for dealing with emotions.

Doing mode looks for actions that will produce solutions, but that in turn can lead to knee-jerk reactions, especially to uncomfortable emotions. We react to the pain of the emotion with an overpowering desire to make it stop. For instance, someone who is sad will look for a quick fix to make the sadness go away – chocolate, shopping, alcohol. That may not seem too terrible (although all three can cause problems if taken to extremes), but what about anger? If you feel angry and you make it go away by taking violent action, or doing something else you’ll regret later such as walking out of a relationship, then the bad effects of the knee-jerk can be devastating.

Doing mode is all about action and immediate responses. In Doing mode, we look for solutions, set goals and generally try to get on with things. In Being mode, we let go of trying to fix everything and simply look at things as they are. When it comes to dealing with emotions, that space is where you gain a sense of perspective. There will be more about mindfulness and emotions later in the book, but for now let’s concentrate on learning to Be.
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Try it now: Do even more nothing






Take another two minutes away from reading and do nothing. This time, don’t just let your body do nothing: allow yourself to stop thinking too. Thoughts will enter your mind, of course, but when they do, try to leave them alone. Sometimes it helps to think of them as just floating through your mind.
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Self-assessment






In your journal, record how it felt to do this exercise.
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Key idea






I used to have trouble letting thoughts float through, until I was talking about it with a friend. I asked how she did it. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I don’t bother them, and they don’t bother me.’
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Automatic pilot

There’s a funny thing about Doing mode, because even though it’s hard to let go of thinking, it’s also true that a lot of the time we cruise along busily, not really thinking about what we’re actually doing – in other words, we’re on autopilot. This is not the same as being in Being mode, because on autopilot we don’t really notice anything and we are probably thinking about something else entirely.

Let’s say you’re taking the short walk from the car park to your place of work. It takes only a few minutes and you’ve got your head down, perhaps already thinking about the day ahead or maybe talking to a friend on your mobile. In that short walk, you notice nothing about your surroundings. Maybe the tree at the edge of the car park has flowered or lost its leaves if it’s autumn, but you don’t notice. Maybe someone has dropped a twenty-pound note or left their car unlocked with the keys in the ignition. You don’t notice, because you’re on automatic pilot.

When you’re on autopilot you tend not to notice any of these things. Mindfulness encourages you to stop, switch off the autopilot and really connect with your immediate experience.
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Try it now: Being and noticing






Take another two minutes to just Be. Let your mind and your body do nothing, but allow your attention to focus on your surroundings. Whether you were reading on the train or in bed, become aware of the weight of your body against the support, the feel of your clothes against your skin, the air on your face, the light, the temperature, the motion or lack of motion.
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Self-assessment






In your journal, record how it felt to do this exercise.
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Of course, in many ways autopilot is useful. If you’re a driver, you probably remember being a learner and struggling to remember all the different skills you had to master to drive a car. Once those skills became automatic, you could focus on the really important business of being a safe driver. You could give your whole attention to the road ahead, the traffic and pedestrians around you, instead of worrying whether you were going to manage your next gear change, or even being distracted by the feel of the steering wheel or the warm air on your face from the ventilation system. The same is true of any skill. We need to practise it until aspects of it become automatic, and then we can move on to the next level.

Autopilot is also very useful when we’re in Doing mode. Right now, outside my window, I can see a crab apple tree smothered in blossom. If I kept being distracted by its beauty, I would never get this book written. I’m in Doing mode and that’s where I need to be right now.

The problem with autopilot is that you can simply forget to come out of it. It’s a question of balance again. When I’m ready for a break from writing, instead of picking up the phone or getting a coffee, maybe I should look at the tree for a moment. A small moment of mindfulness like that is an instant charge-up for my mental batteries.

Because automatic pilot is quite inappropriate for managing emotions, if you forget to switch it off, or it gets stuck in the ‘On’ position, then that can be disastrous for relationships.
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Try it now: A little taste of mindfulness






Eating is one of the things many of us do on automatic pilot.  We often eat while barely noticing the food, perhaps because we are in a rush or distracted by the television or radio. This classic mindfulness exercise, devised by Jon Kabatt-Zinn, is normally done with a single raisin, but you can do it with a segment of orange or any small piece of food. You start by picking up the raisin and observing it closely for several minutes. Examine its colour, texture, weight and smell, and see how it reflects the light. Then put the raisin to your lips, and touch it with your tongue – see whether the two sensations are different in any way. Put the raisin in your mouth, but don’t chew or swallow it. Instead, feel it in your mouth, against your teeth, cheeks and tongue. When you have fully explored the raisin, then you can chew and swallow it.

[image: image]




	
[image: image]

	
Self-assessment






In your journal, record how it felt to do this exercise. Perhaps you felt rather foolish and self-conscious; I certainly did the first time I did it. Nevertheless it is worth doing. Eating a raisin mindfully reminds you that there is a whole world of experience in one tiny piece of food. It is also a good example of what it feels like to come out of autopilot and Doing mode. If you really focus on eating the raisin slowly and with full appreciation then you will stop Doing and stop thinking about all your other concerns. For just a few minutes, you’ll have been fully mindful.
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Focus points






  1  Babies live in Being mode all the time.

  2  Adults live in Doing mode much of the time.

  3  Adults need to spend time just Being.

  4  Being gives your mind a rest period.

  5  Doing mode is about taking action and seeing results.

  6  Doing mode is not helpful for managing emotions.

  7  In Doing mode, we are often on automatic pilot.

  8  In autopilot, we are not aware of the present moment.

  9  Autopilot is not helpful for managing emotions.

10  Autopilot can get stuck in the ‘On’ position.
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Next step




The next chapter takes you further into the core aspects of mindfulness. You will learn more about becoming fully present in the moment, accepting of whatever is happening and whatever you’re feeling, and how to achieve this state of Being without judgement and with kindness to yourself.
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