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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

[image: image missing]ou can read this book straight through or dip in wherever you wish. The Introduction is worth reading first, though, and if you’re not familiar with mindfulness, read Mindfulness: The basics.

At the end of each chapter you will find two suggested practices related to the theme of that chapter.

Scattered throughout the book are more practices and ideas for you to try out.

If you go to www.padraigomorain.com/audios, you will find a collection of short talks and practices related to this book, which are free to download.


INTRODUCTION

[image: image missing]his book is about dropping worry, which means that it is also about changing your relationship with anxiety and stress, as the three are closely related.

Think of anxiety as a source of stress.

Think of worry as the agent that amplifies that stress.

I cannot help you get rid of anxiety and stress. This is vital to understand. Anxiety and stress are an inescapable aspect of the human condition and of living in an unpredictable world. A level of anxiety is inevitable in life.

But I can help you learn to drop the kind of thinking – worrying – that generates unnecessary, extra levels of stress. This can bring enormous relief, as you can lighten the load a little and clear some space in your mind.

WHAT IS ANXIETY?

Anxiety is fear about possibilities in the future or unknown possibilities in the present.

It is fear of the future: Will I lose my job when the company is downsizing next month?

And it is fear of an unknown present possibility: What is in that envelope I have just been handed by my manager?

WHAT IS STRESS?

Stress is a series of physical events caused by anxiety. These events include increases in adrenalin and cortisol in your system, faster heart rate, faster breath, physical tension, and increases in the production of glucocorticoids, which can cause ulcers.

WHAT IS WORRY?

Worry is rumination. It is going over and over possibilities for the future in a way that is based on fear. We can worry about the past, too – What did they say about me when I did that? – and the present – I’m late, this is terrible.

Worry, anxiety and stress can all amplify each other. The inevitable level of anxiety that attaches to many situations can be increased by worry, which then also increases stress, which again also increases anxiety. It can be a vicious circle.

Happily, we can reduce or eliminate the unnecessary, self-generated stress and anxiety by stepping out of the habit of worrying.

Worry is a waste of energy and serves no purpose. For instance, if you are on the way to an appointment for which you suspect you will be late, you are likely to feel anxiety, assuming the appointment matters to you. But most of that anxiety will be from self-generated thoughts that you are turning over in your mind as you hurry along. Thoughts such as, ‘This is terrible, I’m going to be late. What if she doesn’t wait for me? What will they think about me?’ – in other words, worry. These thoughts are unhelpful and make you feel worse. In this book, I am going to show you how mindfulness can help you step out of the loop of exaggerated thoughts and end the cycle of worry. You will learn to accept and live with a certain level of anxiety, but no longer will your mind be crippled by worrying thoughts.

‘HELPFUL’ AND ‘EXAGGERATED’ ANXIETY

Often (though not always), anxiety energises us. I have many items on my to-do list – especially keeping my accounts in order – that I would never get around to unless a little anxiety about the consequences of ignoring them prodded me into devoting time and energy to them. Similarly, although I don’t find exercise terribly enjoyable, a little thread of anxiety about what will happen to me if I let myself go helps me to get down to it first thing in the day.

So anxiety helps to get things done that wouldn’t otherwise get done. However, exaggerated anxiety (in other words, the extra anxiety that worry piles on top of the anxiety that’s already there) might frighten me off getting started on the book-keeping or the exercise.

When I said that anxiety motivates us, I added in brackets ‘though not always’. If I am waiting on the outcome of an important interview about a promotion, and I badly need the money that would go with the promotion, then I am likely to experience anxiety. However, in this case the anxiety doesn’t help to motivate me because there isn’t really anything I can do except wait. The anxiety isn’t motivating me into useful action, it’s just there.

But by mindfully accepting this anxiety without thinking my way into the exaggerated variety that spirals out of control, I can get through this waiting period in good shape. I might or might not use the energy of the basic anxiety to encourage me to clean the house or to go for long walks, and that’s fine. But whatever I choose to do, I need to let the basic anxiety run its course without turning it into something worse in my mind. If I can accept the anxiety, then I can stop it from spiralling.

CREATING EXAGGERATED ANXIETY

So how do we create exaggerated anxiety, and how do we strip it away so that we only have basic anxiety to deal with? Getting the hang of this is fundamental in terms of managing anxiety and worry.

Awfulising

We create exaggerated anxiety by telling ourselves how awful it will be if such a thing happens or doesn’t happen, and by dramatising it in what are, frankly, silly ways. ‘If I don’t get that promotion I will be ruined, I will be hauled off to a debtors’ prison, people will laugh at me, I will be on the front pages of the newspapers, DID NOT GET PROMOTION SHOCK. Even my ancestors will shake their heads with disappointment.’ That’s awfulising.

Physical escalation

We can also engage in physical behaviour that ramps up our anxiety levels. I’m driving along, late for that appointment. I hunch over and grab the steering wheel. I put my foot down, even though I am on a road with frequent traffic lights for which I will have to stop anyway. I curse at other drivers. I double-curse when the light turns red. I punch the steering wheel, sorely tempting the airbag to explode.

We can drop the worries that are behind these behaviours through the practice of mindfulness. Mindfulness is an extremely helpful tool when it comes to overcoming exaggerated anxiety, including awfulising and the escalation of physical tension that goes with it.

TRY THESE

These two techniques can be especially beneficial in preventing helpful anxiety from spiralling into exaggerated anxiety.

Step out of the story and come to your breath. Learn to redirect your attention. If your attention is on the scary story in your mind, then you risk getting lost in exaggerated anxiety. If, instead, you turn your attention to the simple act of breathing, then the exaggerated anxiety will fade. It is important, though, that you do not simply transfer the agitation to your breathing – in other words, breathe as slowly and as normally as you can; gulping the breath can only make matters worse.

Instead of stressing your body, observe it. Remember the physical exaggeration I mentioned before – punching the steering wheel, driving too fast and so on? You will probably find that as soon as you notice this happening, and bring your awareness to your body and how it is reacting to the situation, you will tend to stop doing it. Why? Because deep down you know it is nothing but a waste of time that will get you nowhere and could even potentially harm you. So, in this case, notice what your hands feel like on the steering wheel, notice how your back feels against the seat and notice how your chest and tummy move while you breathe. Of course, if you are doing this in your car you need to give most of your attention to the road, but maintaining a calm background awareness of your body will help you avoid losing control of your emotions and stressing out unnecessarily.



Dodge the second arrow: This is an idea based on the Buddhist metaphor of the two arrows. If you are hit by an arrow, the story goes, you will experience pain. The pain is inevitable. Nothing, including mindfulness practice, can prevent it. But if you react by exaggerating your pain, by revisiting it in your mind again and again long after it has died down, then you have shot a second arrow into yourself. In mindfulness, we work with that second arrow. By practising the mindfulness exercises I outline in this book, you will learn to return to awareness of your breath, your body or your activities whenever you notice yourself slipping into unhelpful ruminations – i.e. the second arrow – about the past or exaggerations about the future.

For instance, if you have an important exam coming up, that naturally brings a certain anxiety with it and that’s the first arrow. But by continually turning those anxious thoughts over in your mind – Oh My God, what if I can’t answer any of the questions? What if I fail? – you are firing a second arrow. When you notice that second arrow, and the feelings and physical tensions that go with it, mindfully return to your preparations for the exam or to your breath or to that cup of tea you are drinking right now.

Every life has its stresses, anxieties and worries. They cannot be avoided. But mindfulness will help you keep the pain of these stresses, anxieties and worries to a minimum. It is an extremely powerful tool that you can keep with you at all times, and use whenever you need it. If you are a ‘worrier’, learning mindfulness will greatly improve your experience of life.
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