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‘Being mindful’ is about embracing every experience life
has to offer using all your senses: sound, touch, smell,
taste and vision.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is packed with essential guidance and mindfulness techniques. Although it is not a religious practice, mindfulness helps us to ‘connect’ with the self and others on a deep, immediate and compassionate level. The kind of awareness that you can attain through mindfulness is that of an innocent being who fully experiences each moment as if it were unique. One way in which we can journey towards this state of mind is by choosing to slow down our lives, allowing ourselves to be human ‘beings’ without constantly being ‘online’ or doing: acting, striving, rushing.

Of course it would not be possible in one volume to cover the subject of mindfulness completely, and the struggles in life that it helps to alleviate. Therefore I have had to make decisions about which areas of mindfulness application I felt it was pertinent to include and which to leave out. I have endeavoured to make each chapter as independent as possible, so that you can read any one section in isolation, choosing whichever appeals to you first. You may wish to read the book from cover to cover, dip into it at your leisure, or simply open a page and see what offers itself up to you.

Part 1 introduces the origin and uses of mindfulness, followed by a discussion of the medical and therapeutic use of mindfulness interventions, including recent research on what mindfulness practice actually changes in our bodies and brains. It also explores the many different mindful therapies that are available, and looks at how mindfulness helps us to show compassion to ourselves and others.

Part 2 deals exclusively with the application of mindfulness in everyday life: in family life, work, relationships and so on. A large section of this part of the book describes the essential meditations that I recommend you to try (although I have omitted practices that are best taught by an instructor or guide). I have also included a sample eight-session course of MBCT (Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy; see pages), because such courses are becoming increasingly popular. Finally, we look at how mindful living invites you to be aware, kind, compassionate and all-inclusive for the rest of your life: in your own daily life, in your personal, social and work relationships, and as you age.

Interspersed with all this you will find a number of testimonies, stories, poems and illustrations, for your inspiration and contemplation. You may like to buy a lovely notebook or diary in which to record the shifts in awareness that you experience as you follow the invitation to live mindfully that is offered within these pages.


Reconnecting with nature in a playful or adventurous way is one aspect of mindful living.






PART 1

THE ORIGIN AND USES OF MINDFULNESS, INCLUDING RECENT RESEARCH




MINDFULNESS:
ORIGINS AND PIONEERS

Mindfulness was first brought to Western awareness in the 1960s, when Westerners travelled to the East in order to learn about meditation and yoga. The Beatles, Leonard Cohen and other famous artists showed the public how much they had learned from Eastern philosophy and integrated it into their work, in turn inspiring Eastern gurus, yogis and Zen teachers to come to the West to teach their insights.

Thich Nhat Hanh – the first mindfulness teacher in Europe

The origins of mindfulness date back to 2500 bce in the Sutras (a collection of aphorisms in Hindu or Buddhist philosophy), as well as being connected to Taoist, Sufi and yogic philosophies.


Thich Nhat Hanh wrote more than a hundred books and travelled frequently to spread his message of peace.



The first text of importance to be translated into English in the 20th century was The Miracle of Mindfulness by the Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh (1926–2022). It was originally written as a letter from exile in France to one of his brothers, who had remained in Vietnam.

Nhat Hanh had founded the School of Youth for Social Services in Saigon. This grass-roots relief organization rebuilt bombed villages, set up schools, established medical centres and resettled families left homeless during the Vietnam War. The centres that Nhat Hanh founded in the 1960s were intended to help those who had lost everything; to teach children; and to set up medical stations for both sides engaged in the conflict. The letter’s intention was to support his brothers back home to continue their work in the spirit of love and understanding. Nhat Hanh wished simply to remind them of the essential discipline of mindfulness, even in the midst of very difficult circumstances.

When he was writing the letter in Paris there were several supporters from different countries attending the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation. So it was quite natural to think of people in other countries who might also benefit from reading his letter. Nhat Hanh suggested that the translator (an American volunteer) should translate it slowly and steadily – just two pages a day – and be aware of the feel of the pen and paper, of the position of his body, and of his breath, in order to maintain the essence of mindfulness while doing this task. When the translation was complete, a hundred copies were printed on a tiny offset machine squeezed into the delegation’s bathroom. Since then the little book has travelled far.

It has been translated into several other languages and distributed on every continent in the world. Prisoners, refugees, healthcare workers, psychotherapists, educators and artists are among those whose life and work have been touched by The Miracle of Mindfulness. Denied permission to return to Vietnam, Thich Nhat Hanh would spend much of his later life living in Plum Village, a community that he helped to found in France. Today, Plum Village continues to welcome visitors from around the world who wish to spend a mindfulness retreat there. The proceeds from the fruit of hundreds of plum trees are used to assist hungry children in Vietnam. In his life, Thich Nhat Hanh wrote more than a hundred books and travelled frequently to spread his message of peace.

Jon Kabat-Zinn – mindfulness pioneer in medicine

Jon Kabat-Zinn (b. 1944) has been a great influence on spreading mindfulness within the medical and psychological fields of the Western world since the late 1970s.


Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn created MBSR, the first secular mindfulness course to help people learn to live with chronic pain and other diseases.



Kabat-Zinn, who trained as a molecular biologist, became interested in Buddhism and studied Zen and Vipassana meditation for some time, and was inspired to bring meditation from its Buddhist origins into a more secular setting. In 1979 he gave up his promising scientific career and started a stress-reduction clinic at Massachusetts University Hospital.

The success of this programme, and the positive impact it had on the participants, was huge. Since then a lot of different mindfulness-based therapeutic schools have evolved and have changed the lives of many participants for the better. Even patients suffering from recurrent depression and other such ailments have a chance to get better – and stay better. Kabat-Zinn therefore began to use mindfulness techniques to treat patients with chronic pain and other ongoing conditions. Due to the successful outcome of the initial patient groups treated with this approach, he started to develop his now world-famous MBSR (Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction, see pages) programme, an eight-week course designed to introduce participants to mindfulness and coping with stress and chronic pain more effectively. In 1991 Kabat-Zinn’s book describing the stress-reduction clinic’s programme in Massachusetts, Full Catastrophe Living, was published and sold more than half a million copies across the world.

Eventually, at the World Congress of Cognitive Therapy held in Oxford in 1989, British psychologists and psychotherapists searching for new treatment models to combat recurring depression were introduced to mindfulness approaches and started to apply them. A book entitled Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression was the result of their studies and was published in 2002. This forms the foundation of teaching MBCT for depression; it includes deep research, as well as humanity and kindness, and saw its second edition in 2013. The use of mindfulness for psychological and physical ailments continues to expand.

Other important figures in modern mindfulness

In the 1940s, long before Jon Kabat-Zinn, psychologists and doctors like Wilhelm Reich used aspects of mindfulness psychology in their work. Reich had a profound influence on Fritz Perls, who developed Gestalt therapy (a kind of psychotherapy that focuses on individual freedom and responsibility, in the immediate here and now).


The work of Austrian psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich helped shape the Gestalt therapy of Fritz Perls.



Perls was taught by Zen masters in the 1960s while staying in a Zen monastery in Japan, and he referred to mindfulness as ‘awareness practice’. Many psychotherapists of the 1960s and 1970s were deeply influenced by bare attention – or mindfulness – which affected their life and work. The teachings of Thich Nhat Hahn and of the monk and teacher Nyanaponika Thera also left an impact on Ron Kurtz, who chose aspects of mindfulness in a very intentional and ordered way in the Hakomi Method of Body-Centred Psychotherapy in the 1970s. Kurtz and others founded the Hakomi Institute, where they practised this form of therapy. Their prime influences and ideas were based on mindfulness, non-violence, body-mind holism and so on.

The Buddha’s influence on mindfulness

Siddhartha Gautama, who was later called the Buddha (‘the Awakened One’), was born a prince in what is now Nepal 2,500 years ago, and it was predicted by a wise man that he would become a great religious leader.


If you enjoy something in the moment, but understand that it will not last forever, you will greatly reduce your suffering.



His father, however, wanted him to become the next king and thus never allowed Siddhartha to leave the palace and see what life outside was like. The prince never questioned his father’s decision, got married and became the father of a son himself. But Siddhartha was always curious about life outside, and one day he visited a town and was deeply touched by the poverty, sickness and death he witnessed. He had never seen ‘suffering’ to such an extent. This drove him to run away and embark on a spiritual journey that lasted about 14 years. He studied with famous spiritual teachers and learned to meditate and turn away from all the joys of life, although he realized, after years of living as an ascetic, that completely renouncing all pleasure was as unhelpful as living in splendour – as he had during his early life.

One day he chose to sit under the tree of wisdom and decided not to get up until he had the answer to how one could reduce suffering. After more than a week of meditation he became enlightened. He realized that extreme emotions, such as complete attachment or rejection, caused suffering. If you enjoy something in the moment, but understand that it will not last forever, you will greatly reduce your suffering; similarly, if you can accept that there is suffering now but that it will pass, you will also suffer less. The Buddha refined his teachings and spread them, and Buddhists developed them into meditation practices and monastic living practices.

One of the most important concepts of Buddhist philosophy is to accept that one’s life experience frequently involves suffering, but that there are refined and tested ways of alleviating this. The Buddha, however, always encouraged his students to test his teachings, to see whether they would actually help their own individual existence when put into practice. He warned his followers repeatedly of the dangers of dogma; for Buddha, his teachings were a way of life, a philosophy, and definitely not a religion. In the same way mindfulness is a practical way of leading your life, which is meant to be of benefit to you and others.

Taoism’s influence on mindfulness

Another Eastern philosophy closely linked to, and therefore informing, mindfulness is Taoism. It offers an approach to life that is similar to mindfulness.


‘The flow’ of nature simply occurs and creates and nourishes moment by moment.



The term ‘Tao’ (pronounced ‘dow’, like ‘cow’) refers to all that is – all of creation; it is life, both inside and around us. Taoism is about listening to your intuition as your main source of wisdom, rather than being led by convention and rules imposed from outside. Being in the moment, here and now, is equally important in Taoism. Living from moment to moment, you are liberated from the heavy load of worldly expectations. Unwanted and often unnecessary thoughts and worries in your mind are released, and this makes room for helpful and compassionate actions.

Another important aspect of Taoism is the letting go of all inner attachments. This does not mean that one should live one’s life detached from other humans, or without relationships. Rather, it means that true security and freedom can only be found in the inner authority – the Tao – rather than in institutions that are enforced on the individual from outside. Such institutions and rules all too often come with restrictions and regulations, which then stand in opposition to one’s personal inner authority.

This way of life is closely related to mindfulness, as it requires an inner freedom and the ability to observe without judgement. Observing should even, if possible, come without naming what is being observed, as speech and thoughts already lead to a particular direction, reducing freedom of perception. Just as in many mindfulness meditations, living the Tao offers us the possibility to practise observing processes within ourselves. By doing so, we can develop a true understanding of the state in which we find ourselves at any given moment. Feelings are accepted, rather than restricted or held back. They are free to come and go.

Why mindfulness is important now

A new threat facing us in the 21st century is something we thought would make our lives easier: everyday technology.


By reconnecting to the simple moments in life…your focus of awareness will change.



A growing body of research on the subject of ‘burn-out’ shows that more and more people use their smartphones and tablets in bed, while having a shower, and in other previously private and technology-free environments.

We constantly receive emails and text messages, and often we feel that unless we respond more or less immediately, people will think something dreadful must have happened to us; or that we might lose our job. Some individuals get so hooked that they can no longer find the ‘off’ switch, and this can lead to burn-out or stress-related depression. Individuals who have got to this point may need as much as eight weeks of in-house treatment in a mental-health institution to recover, and will be required to change their lifestyle to prevent something even worse (such as a major physiological disease) from occurring. People seem to have lost the ability to ‘simply be’, ‘enjoy the moment’, and just have a cup of tea or eat lunch without continuing to work on their computer.

For many people, their involvement in sitcoms and reality shows is more intense than their real-life relationships. In Japan, for example, men have fewer and fewer intimate relationships, finding emotional satisfaction with virtual girlfriends on their iPhones. A survey by Japan’s Ministry of Health in 2010 found that 36 per cent of Japanese males aged 16–19 had no interest in sex – a figure that had doubled in the space of two years. Girlfriends can be found and dated in a Nintendo video game called LovePlus instead.

People seem to be trying to multitask and work in autopilot mode, but nobody actually benefits from this. The result of this lifestyle is a lack of peace and enjoyment, and a number of destructive emotions that lead to psychosomatic diseases. However, mindfulness is increasingly seen as a way of alleviating problems caused by overusing handheld technology.

Following the pioneering work of Jon Kabat-Zinn (see pages), psychotherapists in Canada and the UK began to understand that mindfulness interventions might be useful for reducing and improving psychological disorders. The first best-seller in the realm of therapy books, Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy for Depression showed how ancient wisdom was interwoven with Cognitive Therapy (which was founded by Aaron Beck in the 1960s and focuses on living in the here and now), in order to help patients in danger of relapsing into another depressive episode.

When learning about mindfulness, it is important to realize that this skill may not necessarily ‘heal’ you in a physical, tangible way. What it will do is change your perspective on your discomfort, and open up new possibilities for moving on from simply existing and struggling, to adventurous living. Should you be suffering from a long-term condition, such as chronic pain, with mindfulness you can learn to live with and around the pain, rather than focusing on it all the time. By reconnecting to the simple moments in life – by truly living moment by moment, rather than merely existing – your focus of awareness will change. The pain in your heel, for instance, will become a pain in the heel, and may even retreat into the background of your awareness.

RUMI’S TWO WORLDS

Look at the poem below, by the 13th-century Persian poet Rumi. Read it, then ask yourself which words or lines speak to you and in what way.


The Window

For years, copying other people, I tried to know myself.

From within, I couldn’t decide what to do.

Unable to see, I heard my name being called.

Then I walked outside.

The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you.

Don’t go back to sleep.

You must ask for what you really want.

Don’t go back to sleep.

People are going back and forth across the doorsill

Where the two worlds touch. The door is round and open.

Don’t go back to sleep.

RUMI (TRANSLATED BY COLEMAN BARKS)



The first line of Rumi’s poem, ‘For years, copying other people, I tried to know myself’, shows the human dilemma: wishing to belong and be accepted. We try to be like those who raise us, as we believe them to be our role models. How often do we find out that, alas, this is not so? Only when we dare to look outside our ‘pack’ – and other ‘limitations’ that are forced on us by our cultures, laws, rules and habits – can we see our true selves. We need to wake up from our ‘matrix’, which holds us down and keeps us small, and free ourselves from interference, so that we can knowingly choose what is really right, and determine that we will no longer follow a path that is destructive to others and only serves a few, who think of themselves as important. When we move through the ‘round door’ of love and compassion, we can no longer go back to sleep and simply watch how others are exploited or tormented.

One of the ways forward through this door may be to be kind to everyone – including, and indeed starting with, yourself; another answer might be to free yourself from ‘angst’; finally, you may choose to truly connect with what life offers you ‘here and now’ and train your ‘muscle of awareness’ to keep you in the present moment (rather than wandering back to the past, or forward towards a hypothetical future). It is only in this ‘now’ that you can make a difference and experience life to the full.

Mindfulness is more than just meditation and awareness. It is a lifestyle, through the practice of which you can maintain a mindset of openness, childlike curiosity, adventure and patience. It can help you move towards a gentler and kinder way of being. You can discover and work on these attitudes by practising mindfulness meditation.


When we connect to ‘this moment’ the smallest little creature is perceived as the miracle it is.
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