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FOREWORD

Why is it that mindfulness has become so popular? Why has mindfulness gained such widespread acceptance amongst the medical and scientific communities? And why are so many people attracted to learning and applying it in their daily lives? The answer is really quite simple. Mindfulness works!

As this excellent and timely book explains, ‘mindfulness is the practice of paying attention – knowing where our attention is and being able to choose where to direct it’. This way of training our mind leads to increased awareness, the capacity to give our full attention to everything we do, and it helps us to learn how to let go of judgment, along with stress and anxiety. Mindfulness provides a reliable means for establishing peace and clarity amongst a complex and busy world.

The wonderful reality of mindfulness as a state of mind is that not only does it work but it is also easy. It is easy to teach, easy to research, easy to learn, and easy to apply in daily life.

Mindfulness for Life has many strengths. Firstly, it has been written by two leaders in this field who are teachers, researchers and practitioners. Craig and Stephen both speak from their personal experience of this practice, but then they add the combined benefit of their many years of teaching and researching the subject.

In the book they clearly set out the benefits of practising mindfulness in a formal sense by sitting down and paying attention to the present moment, free of judgment or distraction. What they then describe is how readily this formal practice translates into a way to live our lives, moment by moment, being mindful.

Another great strength of the book, and why so many people will benefit from reading it, is that the authors examine the real-life experiences and the associated research that accompanies applying mindfulness in three major areas of life: medical and pre-medical conditions, personal development and spiritual development. This combination of personal accounts from people who have transformed their lives through the simple practice of mindfulness, along with highly accessible summaries of the relevant research, makes for compelling reading.

Do read this book. Do give it to someone you care about. The evidence is clear. Mindfulness has the real potential to generate inner peace, foster physical and psychological healing and lead to a heightened sense of wellbeing and connectedness. This book tells you how to do it and will support you becoming more mindful.

 

Ian Gawler OAM

Author of Meditation – An In-depth Guide

and The Mind that Changes Everything


PART 1

MINDFULNESS

What is it and can it help?


CHAPTER 1

Introduction to mindfulness

Where are you now?

Which of the following makes you happiest: being distracted by pleasant imaginings, being distracted by neutral imaginings, being distracted by unpleasant imaginings or paying attention to what you are doing? Well, according to a recent study from Harvard University, simply paying attention to what we are doing makes us happiest.1 This might seem strange because mostly we think that our daydreams, especially the happy ones, are interesting and the source of much of our contentment. Perhaps by the end of this chapter the relationship between our attention and our happiness will make a lot more sense. This book is simply about paying attention – in other words, mindfulness – and the profound happiness and health benefits that this can give us.

Have you ever walked into a room and forgotten why you went there? Have you ever waited for the weather report and when the forecast is given not even hear what the weather-person says? Have you ever driven your car somewhere and not remembered the journey? Do you ever find yourself in a conversation with somebody and then suddenly wake up to the fact that you are not taking in a word of what they are saying? Do you ever find yourself reading a book (not this one, we hope!) and realising halfway through the chapter that you haven’t taken in a word? Well, if you answered yes to any of these questions, then you know something about what it means to be unmindful.

Our tendency to not be fully present in our life as it happens has vast implications and can result in our missing out on our full life potential. Being unmindful means wasting our lifetime, missing important information, increasing our risk of physical and social accidents and communicating more superficially with other people. Importantly, it makes us unhappier than we realise and more vulnerable to stress and poor mental health and all of the harmful physical consequences that can follow. We will discuss this in more detail later.

Whether unmindfulness is more common today than it once was is hard to say, but mostly these days we find ourselves rushing, rushing, rushing from cradle to grave without ever really appreciating the bit in the middle. If we are not distracted by speeding through life then we might find ourselves distracted by boredom and inertia. Whether it is too fast or too slow, modern life just doesn’t seem balanced. Looking at the pace of our modern life and its constant bombardment of information and disinformation, it would be reasonable to conclude that we have created a world that almost encourages the problem.

Although it often seems that our unmindful and unhelpful mental state is our only choice, it isn’t. Being mindful rather than mindless is literally so simple that a child could do it, and they frequently do practise mindfulness, often better and more easily than adults do. When was the last time that a young child told you, with a frown, that he or she was far too busy worrying about what interest rates will be like when they grow up to go outside in the sun and play ball with you? Mindfulness is our natural state. The rewards of improving our mindfulness are great, but this requires effort and patience – even though the process is so natural that it could accurately be described as effortless effort.

What is mindfulness?

What is mindfulness? Perhaps the simplest way to describe it is to say that mindfulness is the practice of paying attention: knowing where our attention is and being able to choose where to direct it. A slightly more technical definition would be ‘attention training’ or ‘attention regulation’. After all, we accept that physical training is vital for a healthy body, so why not accept that mental training is just as important for a healthy mind and life? We could even say that mindfulness is a practice that teaches us how to simply be ourselves, without having to be in some other place or time – or to be something else or somebody else other than what and who we are. The great American psychotherapist Carl Rogers, after many years of patiently listening to his clients tell him their problems, said that actually there is only one problem: to not know who you are. Mindfulness can give us back what we might think we have lost – ourselves.

Mindfulness is a form of meditation that has been widely practised for millennia, although interest in it and research on it and its clinical and daily life applications has increased enormously in recent years. This is an overnight lifestyle and clinical sensation that is thousands of years old. What do different meditation practices have in common, and what can they offer us? Formal meditation practices involve mental training that improves our ability to regulate our attention, so we don’t get distracted by what makes us unhappy. The multitude of meditation practices available to us vary in the focus of attention they use and in what appears to be their aim, but actually they all aim to develop our capacity to focus attention on something specific.

Our body can be a very useful focus of our attention because, conveniently, it is handily available and is always in the present moment, never in the past or the future. Our body communicates with its outside world through its senses, and so in mindfulness practice our attention is naturally grounded in the present moment if we simply tune in to our senses – if we simply come to our senses. This will free our mind from its distracted preoccupation with a past that is already gone and a future that has never happened. This will allow us to richly experience what is going on in our life right now because we are actually paying attention to it. For example, in this state of full awareness of what is happening to us, right now, right here, we taste our food more, we connect more with our children, we work more efficiently and enjoyably, and we drive more safely. The cost of not paying attention may not be obvious unless we start to look closely at what is going on in our mind, and in our life.

We can use any of our senses to help us focus on the present moment. We recognise the importance of being connected in this way in our everyday language when we say we will ‘be in touch’ or we have ‘come to our senses’ or even we will ‘wake up to ourselves’. If we are acting in such a way that shows that we are out of touch with present-moment reality we often describe this as being ‘out of touch’ or ‘senseless’.

There are other forms of meditation that use a focus of attention other than our body, such as a mental image (imagery), a short mental statement of belief or aspiration (affirmation), a sense of stillness (stillness meditation) or a mantra, and these can all help us achieve peace, relaxation, a sense of connectedness, inner stillness or silence, insight, self-knowledge, better health, improved performance and, in a religious context, oneness with God or Self. Many people would also describe repetitive prayer as a form of affirmation or mantra meditation. What all forms of meditation have in common is that they can make us calmer and happier by helping us focus on what is rather than be distracted by what isn’t.

The state of deep mindfulness could be described as a state of utter simplicity and naturalness. As in the old adage, ‘When a wise man walks he just walks; when he sits he just sits; and there’s nothing else going on.’ Does this sound appealing? Does it sound good to just do what you are doing – whether it’s working or playing – and not worry about anything else? Even focusing on a problem or a question in a mindful way is very different to worrying about it. One option is a grounded present-moment activity and the other involves aimlessly projecting into a future that has not happened but we imagine as real.

We will look at why being able to pay attention is so vital to our happiness and health in more detail in the remainder of this introduction and then in later chapters, where we will apply mindfulness to particular situations such as mental health problems, improving work and life performance, and managing symptoms and improving physical health. Mindfulness is like a multifaceted diamond that looks different depending on which facet you reflect.

When and where did mindfulness start?

We don’t need a particular connection to a particular religion or wisdom tradition – by wisdom tradition we mean any knowledge system that can help us live our lives more peacefully and happily – to benefit from mindfulness, but knowing something about how it emerged from these traditions can deepen our understanding of it. Looking briefly at the historical context of mindfulness’s modern popularity helps us understand what it is and how it can help.

We might think that mindfulness emerged from Eastern traditions, but actually the West also has a rich contemplative or mind-stilling history, even though for many centuries it has lost touch with these roots. Ancient Greeks including Pythagoras, Plato and Socrates wrote about it; and the Jewish, Christian and Sufi traditions also had their own contemplative practices. Maybe the West lost its contemplative roots when it started exploring and conquering our outer world, rather than exploring and making peace with our inner world. Maybe we have been so preoccupied with activity and busyness in the West, and increasingly in the East as well, that we are now mostly ‘human doings’ rather than ‘human beings’.

The pursuit of material–external things as if they can provide deep and lasting happiness is contributing to a dwindling of real meaning and is a factor contributing to an increase in mental health problems. It just isn’t possible to fill the hole inside us by piling up the things outside us. Until recent times there was possibly less disconnection between the inner and outer life in the East than in the West. Indigenous cultures too had their practices that deeply connected themselves to their world, not just through activity but through stillness.

The modern renaissance of interest in meditation and how it can help us – right here, right now – started with some cultural cross-pollination between East and West in the nineteenth century. While the West gave the East new technologies and vast potential for economic development, the East gave the West important philosophies such as those contained in ancient Indian Vedic philosophical texts like the Upanishads and Bhagavad Gita, and in practices like yoga and meditation that were based upon them. Thousands of years ago Buddhism grew out of the Vedic tradition and gave us philosophies that helped us to accept reality with greater equanimity, and meditation practices that are now commonly used by ‘modern’ Western psychotherapies such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). For something to be almost universally explored and practised by so many cultures suggests that there is something very universal and important about it.

Eastern philosophy influenced many great writers and philosophers in the West including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Hermann Hesse and the Transcendentalists. William James, generally considered to be the father of modern psychology, was profoundly interested in spiritual experiences, clearly seeing that being able to train and direct our attention is vital to our optimal functioning and happiness:

The faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention over and over again, is the very root of judgment, character, and will. No one is compos sui [competent] if he have it not. An education which should improve this faculty would be the education par excellence. But it is easier to define this ideal than to give practical directions for bringing it about.’2

Although the West recognised the great importance of training our attention, the mind-stilling practices that help this happen weren’t widely known until the late twentieth century. In the early twentieth century, however, Carl Jung was also interested in the connections between psychology and spirituality. In science, too, the great physicists of the early and mid twentieth century including Einstein, Schopenhauer, Schrodinger and Pauli were as interested in the powerfully practical Eastern philosophical texts and principles as they were in physics.

Meditation was and is the key to bridging the philosophy of peace and happiness and the experience of peace and happiness. This practice was first popularised in the West in the late 1950s when the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi introduced Transcendental Meditation, a form of mantra meditation, to California. Pictures of the Beatles sitting at the feet of their teacher deeply etched the notion in the 1960s that meditation was ‘cool’ into a younger generation that craved deep life meaning and was keen to challenge accepted dogma. In the following decade the first scientific research on the new and cool ancient meditation phenomenon was performed by Dr Herbert Benson at Harvard University. Our stress response had previously been described by Dr Hans Selye, who started his stress research in 1936, published The Stress of Life in 1956, and coined the term ‘stress’. Benson realised that meditation produced the opposite of the stress response and coined his famous term ‘The Relaxation Response’ in his popular book on the topic.3

Despite promising early findings, meditation wasn’t widely taken up as a foundation for psychotherapy until the 1990s, although a wider field of science called mind–body medicine and its main offspring, Psychoneuroimmunology (PNI), has grown steadily in popularity over the past 40 years. Our increasing understanding of the mind–body relationship has certainly provided a useful way of explaining mindfulness. The increasing interest in mind–body medicine shown by those working in traditional Western medicine has paved the way for the past 10–20 years of explosive growth in interest in meditation more generally, and mindfulness in particular. It could even be said that you can’t truly understand the relationship between mind and body without also understanding the role of consciousness – attention. The increasingly impressive scientific research into practices like mindfulness has moved them into mainstream modern culture and healthcare and out of their association with 1960s hippy culture, and before that with the Buddhist-influenced ‘beat’ generation of the 1950s. What Western medicine really needs now is to develop its explanation of the mind–body relationship into an explanation of the consciousness–mind–body relationship.

The vital ingredients of mindfulness are found in all the world’s great wisdom traditions and cultures. There’s nothing particularly Eastern, or Western, about being aware of the present moment, or the simple act of breathing, or paying attention, or being able to objectively stand back from your thoughts and experiences; these experiences are universal. Each culture and indeed each individual eventually discovers this and describes it in their own way. Mindfulness practitioners who came from the Buddhist tradition such as the Dalai Lama and Matthieu Ricard, and the mindfulness repopularising pioneer Jon Kabat-Zinn, have made an enormous contribution to the modern application of and research into mindfulness, but even they wouldn’t say that you need to be Buddhist in order to live mindfully. Mindfulness is becoming increasingly widely known in popular culture through modern–ancient classics such as Eckhart Tolle’s The Power of Now.4 The principles of mindfulness are in the public domain and readily available to you right now, right here.

Where next?

The barriers between philosophy, religion, science and popular knowledge are now being broken down as more and more researchers and psychologists are inspired to explore mindfulness at a whole new level. This research can increasingly help ordinary people greatly improve their lives by understanding what it is to be mindful and how this can help reduce unhappiness and even a range of life-threatening conditions. We will discuss this later in this book.

John Teasdale, Mark Williams and Zindal Segal, for example, took Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and developed what they call Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) for managing depression – with outstanding results. Davidson, Lasar and others have been inspired and encouraged by the Dalai Lama to scientifically investigate the neuroscience of the contemplative – mind-stilling arts – to study the brain. The fruits of their work are showcased in the Mind and Life Institute, which now hosts dialogues in many of the world’s most respected educational and research institutions.5 Norman Doidge’s book The Brain that Changes Itself is a fascinating introduction for anyone who would like to understand neuroplasticity, that is, how the brain works and adapts itself depending on our environment and how we think and act.6

The mindfulness genie is now well and truly out of its bottle.


CHAPTER 2

Foundations of mindfulness

Are you there yet?

The first two sections of this chapter may be of great interest to you, but they may also get uncomfortably philosophical in places if you want to cut to the mindfulness chase, as it were, and get to the more obviously practical bits. The philosophical bits will make a lot more sense after you have actually practised mindfulness. If you suspect that you’re not especially interested in the philosophical roots and wider implications of mindfulness at this stage, then just simply and mindfully skip these sections and move on.

The active ingredient of mindfulness is the ability to be present and aware of what is actually happening to you, by not allowing your attention to drift off to your daydream world – of what happened to you yesterday, or might happen to you tomorrow. This is what is meant by the popular practical philosophical advice to ‘wake up to yourself’. Instruction in just how to pay attention to what is, and therefore wake up to the reality of who you really are, can be found throughout recorded history in many, if not all, the world’s great cultures and wisdom traditions. This makes sense if mindfulness relates to something essential to realising our potential, understanding ourselves and overcoming suffering.

Mindfulness isn’t a new concept. You have almost certainly practised mindfulness intuitively and spontaneously already at some stage of your life, even if you only stumbled across it by accident and didn’t know what it was called, or even that it had a name. It is a wonderful paradox that when you are truly mindful, mindfulness doesn’t have a name, or need one. You might have been mindful when you really looked at a sunset or at a child smiling and you didn’t want to be anywhere else, or with anything else, or maybe you were momentarily forced into mindfulness by some great disaster such as when you woke up from your sleepiness to realise you were about to drive your car off the road and the only thing you had time to do was to mindfully save yourself by really attending to the road, rather than thinking about what you ought to do, or could do, or had once done.

Unfortunately we often don’t acknowledge what our mindful moments can teach us. In the words of Winston Churchill, ‘Once in a while you will stumble upon the truth but most of us manage to pick ourselves up and hurry along as if nothing had happened.’ Churchill’s interpretation of history as ‘just one damned thing after another’ could also be applied to our own histories, if we are not mindful.

Don’t panic!

Mindfulness is simply a name given to something that you already know so well that it doesn’t need a name. There are a vast number of quotes from the world’s great wisdom traditions that can help us remember what we already know, at a deeper level than what we might be familiar with experiencing, and that are essential to our human condition. Before you mindlessly recoil from our lurking quotation marks, contemplate the words from the great modern wisdom tradition of Douglas Adams’ Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy: ‘Don’t panic!’ The world’s great wisdom and literary traditions often use allegory and metaphor to explain the unexplainable, and knowing this can help you remember what they are trying to remind you of. For example, arguably the most famous speech from all of English literature begins: ‘To be or not to be, that is the question,’ from Hamlet by William Shakespeare.

That really is the question, then and now: how to be yourself. So much of our life is spent wanting to be somewhere else or trying to be somebody else, or wishing for some other time; this is the unmindful craving for what we don’t have that advertisers and politicians skilfully appeal to in order to manipulate consumers and voters. This is an ancient tactic: to delude us into believing that we want what we don’t have and can never have – something else.

Rather than viewing mindfulness as an esoteric concept unrelated to our everyday life, it can more accurately be seen as a self-defence course in sanity. With the increasing complexities of our modern age it has become even easier to forget rather than to remember how to simply be, and to simply be where we are – here – and who we are – ourselves – and to live our life when it’s actually happening – now. Poor Hamlet, like the rest of us, wasn’t in a very clear state of mind when he haunted himself with his family ghosts, and so he never worked out how to mindfully respond to his life stage. Hamlet described his mind as being somewhat foggy, or in Shakespeare’s more poetic language, ‘sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought’. Does that sound familiar?

Controlling or clarifying our mind is actually infinitely simple, as well as notoriously difficult:

The mind is fickle and flighty, it flies after fancies wherever it likes: it is indeed difficult to restrain. But it is a great good to control the mind; a mind self-controlled is a source of great joy ... Hidden in the mystery of consciousness, the mind ... flies alone far away. Those who set their mind in harmony become free from the bonds of death.

Dhammapada from the Buddhist tradition

If we could spend just a few minutes practising mindfulness it could teach us the ultimate truth of what this quote says about the fickleness of our mind and how it wants to run off to join the circus of its own dream world, which it takes to be real, if we don’t wake up to it. This is the ‘parallel universe’ or ‘twilight zone’ in our own heads – brimful of hopes, anxieties and fears – that distracts us from the actual life we are living. As the Harvard study referred to in Chapter 1 concluded: ‘... a human mind is a wandering mind, and a wandering mind is an unhappy mind. The ability to think about what is not happening is a cognitive achievement that comes at an emotional cost.’1

As we will further explain later, the trick to mastering our mind with all of its thoughts and emotions isn’t so much a matter of trying to control it, but rather of learning not be controlled by it. The key to self-control is to not struggle with what we are experiencing but, paradoxically, to achieve control by not trying to control. Struggle is exhausting and dispiriting and just makes us sink faster into the quicksand of our anxious and preoccupied thoughts, whereas mindful non-attachment gives us peace and freedom by helping us out of the quicksand altogether.

As we mentioned in Chapter 1, an essential element of mindfulness is the importance of the ‘now’ moment. In fact you can’t actually live in a moment that isn’t now. It’s only by taking our imaginings about the past and future to be real that we create the illusion that the past and future actually exist, but even thoughts about the past and future only ever take place in the now. The present moment is a bigger issue than we might think. In it is not only freedom from the burden of our past or future – vital to understanding the nature of depression or anxiety – but the present moment is also where we find wisdom. For example: ‘Acquire a good name, and you acquire fame, but acquire wisdom, and you acquire eternity; awaken to Reality in the timeless moment of the eternal now.’ (Pirkei Avot from the Jewish tradition.)

Plato also described time as an illusion, in his book Timaeus: ‘Time is a moving image of eternity.’ Indeed, in those moments when we are most present, perhaps when we see something so beautiful that it stops our mind in its tracks, or when we are truly ‘in the zone’, time almost seems to stand still. Maybe you’ve had such an experience, or watched such an experience, or heard a description of how somebody could suddenly do what they ordinarily couldn’t do. There are many examples of this, from elite sportspeople such as Roger Federer who described a state in which his tennis game seemed to play itself, or Shane Gould who described how she sometimes went into her swimming races in a timeless, spaceless zone of infinite opportunity. There are also many examples of this state being experienced by ordinary people such as the frail and elderly lady who somehow found the strength to move a car off a trapped relative.

Life is fleeting. The ever-changing parade of our life experiences, both internal and external, is an observable fact, and the sooner we get used to this essential feature of our life state the better off we will be. We don’t have any choice about our and our world’s basic impermanence, and no end of wishful thinking will change this one jot. In the words of the Sufi poet Omar Khayyam:

The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,
Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.

We can decide how we will relate to the ever-changing passing parade of the days of our lives: we can choose whether they become a soap opera or a great work of life art. Attachment, getting stuck with objects, thoughts, emotions and events is described by many wisdom traditions as the source of all of our problems:

Dwelling on sense-objects gives birth to attachment, attachment gives birth to desire. Desire (unfulfilled) brings into existence the life of anger. From anger delusion springs up, from delusion the confusion of memory. In the confusion of memory the reasoning wisdom is lost. When wisdom is nowhere, destruction.

Bhagavad Gita from the Indian Vedic tradition

We try to cling to the bits of life that we like and push away those we don’t like, which although this is understandable and well intentioned, is what causes our troubles. When the parts we try to cling to or push away are the reality of our present-moment experience, this clinging and avoidance can be a recipe for an anxiety disaster. To be peaceful and happy we have to accept things that we don’t like when they come, and we have to let go of things that we do like when they go. Unfortunately, common experience also shows us that we often push away things that are good for us, such as physical activity or broccoli, and cling to things that aren’t good, such as too much TV and chocolate. Non-attachment, on the other hand, allows us to make wiser choices about what to pursue and how hard to pursue it, and also how to finally free ourselves and experience contentment.

It is obvious that our life and experience changes from moment to moment. This is the whole nature of the transience that so many wisdom traditions keep reminding us of – ‘this too will pass’ – even a traffic jam, even a toothache, although Shakespeare did say that ‘there was never yet philosopher that could endure the toothache patiently’. Nevertheless, it’s obvious that there is something in us all that is always watching our passing parade. In the midst of all of what seems to change, this inner observer is stable and permanent. Every moment there is an aspect of ourselves watching those events – our consciousness. The importance of distinguishing between what is transient and what is permanent is at the core of all wisdom traditions; it could even be seen as the essence of wisdom itself. Being grounded in that aspect of ourselves that is both enduring and peaceful even in the midst of apparent calamity has long been associated with better mental health as well as happiness, and this could even be seen as the ‘I’ of the storm.

Even a happy life cannot be without a measure of darkness, and the word happy would lose its meaning if it were not balanced by sadness. It is far better to take things as they come along with patience and equanimity.

Carl Jung

All this might merely remain a philosophical abstraction unless we actually use the above wisdom in practical experience and application. We will now mindfully turn our attention to this.

Who can mindfulness help?

As we mentioned earlier, mindfulness is like a multifaceted diamond. A much fuller discussion about how you can use mindfulness for particular life situations will be explored in coming chapters, but it is worth giving you a sneak preview here of some of these uses. People often think of mindfulness as a relaxation exercise because relaxation is a common consequence of it. Mindfulness, however, is primarily a practice in training attention, and relaxation is more of a (welcome) side effect. People often get interested in mindfulness because they like the idea of being able to relax more easily or cope better with stress and anxiety. This is useful on one level but it is potentially a problem on another. If we get too preoccupied with our goal of relaxing then we might find ourselves becoming extremely tense and frustrated if the practice doesn’t turn out the way we expect it to, as quickly as we expect it to.

Bart Simpson’s famous unmindful question, ‘Are we there yet are we there yet are we there yet?!’ generally results in stress for him and for us too if we try too hard to do anything, even relax. Aiming at any goal, understandable and attractive as it may be, is paradoxically the opposite of mindfulness practice. Having a goal is a future-focused event, whereas mindfulness is all about the present moment. All of your pleasant and unpleasant experiences will inevitably come and go, it’s only how you relate to them that really matters. If we learn to be at peace with, or less reactive to, our anxiety or tension then it greatly helps us to not amplify their impact when they do arise. Then they can come and go more readily, without us worrying about them. If we remain mindful no matter what goes on around us, then our mind-created ‘disasters’ can actually be our greatest friend and teacher.

If you can keep your head when all about you
Are losing theirs and blaming it on you ...
If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster
And treat those two impostors just the same ...
Or watch the things you gave your life to, broken,
And stoop and build ’em up with worn-out tools ...

If by Rudyard Kipling

If we can welcome the very things that we usually try to avoid as opportunities to cultivate a different way of being with them, then we will really make progress towards happiness and peace, easily, quickly and naturally.

Mindfulness has been successfully used to help people with a variety of conditions, including chronic pain and depression. Anxiety, along with the many associated states that this contributes to, is automatically reduced through a mindful rather than a mindless response to life. This acceptance of all experience will greatly benefit those who suffer from any of many conditions that can – but don’t have to – make life a misery, even if that condition is life itself, or rather our reaction to it. Mindfulness, therefore, has many powerfully practical applications, including:

•   mental health: depression-relapse prevention, anxiety, panic disorder, stress, emotional regulation and enhancing emotional intelligence, improvements in sleep, personality disorders, addiction.

•   neurological: structural and functional changes in the brain, neurogenesis (enhancing the capacity of the brain to generate new brain cells), better executive functioning, increased blood flow, and possibly the prevention of dementia.

•   clinical: pain management, symptom control, coping with illnesses such as cancer, metabolic benefits, hormonal changes and changes in genetic function and repair.

•   performance: sport, academic, leadership.

•   spiritual: deep peace, insight, oneness.

If we view mindfulness merely as an exercise in managing stress, then many of us who may greatly benefit from it may not use it or think it is relevant to us if we are not experiencing stress at the time. Mindfulness, therefore, is a simple skill but one with many different potential uses and beneficial side effects. Mindfulness isn’t just about helping us manage our illnesses and symptoms; it’s also about helping us to understand ourselves better – to positively enhance our wellbeing and to help us make better use of our full attributes and potential. Mindfulness is a life skill that we can all benefit from.

What other treatments or healing traditions does mindfulness relate to?

Mindfulness is an active ingredient of many other approaches and therapies. Yoga and Tai Chi, for example, are as much about training the mind to be non-reactively aware as they are about learning physical postures. Other forms of physical therapy use attention including Feldenkrais and the Alexander Technique. Although the term mindfulness wasn’t in wide use at the time, ‘sensate-focusing exercises’ were introduced decades ago as a part of sex therapy to help unhook the attention from anxiety about performance and help people engage more fully with the intimacy and connectedness of the experience. This may even have ancient origins in the Kama Sutra, an ancient Sanskrit sex manual.

Contemplative practices and wisdom traditions are now making a significant contribution to modern psychology and psychotherapy, such as the MBSR and MBCT previously mentioned. To train ourselves to ‘go behind the thinking mind’ helps us to understand it better and cultivate the mind and its potential more consciously. For example, there are many dialogues and interest groups examining the potential of Buddhism to inform modern psychotherapy, and pain clinics used mindfulness practices of awareness combined with acceptance well before this ancient spiritual-based practice achieved its ‘overnight’ success.

Mindfulness is also a prominent part of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT), which have been used to help many mental health problems, including some that have been considered hardest to manage, such as addiction and borderline personality disorder. The fact that mindfulness is a single skill that has such a profound range of applications suggests that it is an essential part of our human make-up, which can be remembered and adapted and applied in many and various ways.

Where to from here?

In the next chapter we will explore the practical benefits of mindfulness in your daily life. This will include mindfulness meditation and the principles of mindfulness-based cognitive strategies. We will cover these practices and principles in more detail in later chapters, when we will explore the applications of mindfulness to particular situations and health problems.
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