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Introduction

People often say to me, “I’d love to practice mindfulness, but I’m so busy I can’t seem to find the time.”

Most people think of mindfulness as something they must squeeze into an already full schedule of working, raising children, caring for a home. In truth, making mindfulness part of your life is more like a game of connect the dots, or like a paint-by-numbers kit. Do you remember those pictures where each small area is labeled with a number that tells you which color to use? As you filled in all the brown areas, then the greens and the blues, a pleasing picture begins to emerge.

Mindfulness practice is like that. You begin with one small area of your life, let’s say how you answer the phone. Each time the phone rings, you pause to take three long, slow breaths before you pick it up. You do this for a week or so, until it becomes a habit. Then you add another mindfulness practice, such as mindful eating. Once this way of being present is integrated into your life, you add another. Gradually you are present and aware for more and more moments of the day. The pleasing experience of an awakened life begins to emerge.

The exercises in this book point to many different spaces in your life that you can begin to fill in with the warm colors of open-hearted mindfulness. I am a meditation teacher, and I live at a Zen monastery in Oregon. I’m also a pediatrician, a wife, a mother, and a grandmother, so I understand well how stressful and challenging daily life can become. I developed many of these exercises to help me be more aware, happy, and at ease within the flow of a busy life. I offer this collection to anyone who would like to become more fully present and enjoy the small moments of their life. You don’t have to go to a monthlong meditation retreat or move to a monastery to restore peace and balance to your life. They are already available to you. Bit by bit, daily mindfulness practice will help you uncover satisfaction and fulfillment in the very life you are living now.

WHAT IS MINDFULNESS AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?

In recent years, interest in mindfulness has grown enormously among researchers, psychologists, physicians, educators, and among the general public. There’s now a significant body of scientific research indicating the benefits of mindfulness for mental and physical health. But what exactly do we mean by “mindfulness”?

Here’s the definition I like to use:

Mindfulness is deliberately paying full attention to what is happening around you and within you—in your body, heart, and mind. Mindfulness is awareness without criticism or judgment.

Sometimes we are mindful, and sometimes we are not. A good example is paying attention to your hands on the steering wheel of a car. Remember when you were first learning to drive, and how the car wobbled and wove its way along the road as your hands clumsily jerked the wheel back and forth, correcting and overcorrecting? You were wide awake, completely focused on the mechanics of driving. After a while your hands learned to steer well, making subtle and automatic adjustments. You could keep the car moving smoothly ahead without paying any conscious attention to your hands. You could drive, talk, eat, and listen to the radio, all at the same time.

Thus arises the experience we have all had, of driving on automatic pilot. You open the car door, search for your keys, back carefully out of the driveway, and . . . you pull into the parking garage at work. Wait a minute! What happened to twenty miles and forty minutes between house and job? Were the lights red or green? Your mind took a vacation, in some pleasant or distressing realm, as your body deftly maneuvered your car through flowing traffic and stoplights, suddenly awakening as you arrived at your destination.

Is that bad? It’s not bad in the sense of something you should feel ashamed or guilty about. If you are able to drive to work on autopilot for years without having an accident, that’s pretty skillful! We could say that it’s sad, though, because when we spend a lot of time with our body doing one thing while our mind is on vacation somewhere else, it means that we aren’t really present for much of our life. When we aren’t present, it makes us feel vaguely but persistently dissatisfied. This sense of dissatisfaction, of a gap between us and everything and everyone else, is the essential problem of human life. It leads to  those moments when we are pierced with a feeling of deep doubt and loneliness.

The Buddha called it the First Truth: the fact that every person will at some time experience this kind of distress. There are many happy moments in our lives, of course, but when our friends go home, when we are lonely or tired, when we feel disappointed or sad or betrayed, then dissatisfaction and unhappiness emerge once again.

We all try over-the-counter remedies—food, drugs, sex, overwork, alcohol, movies, shopping, gambling—to relieve the pain of ordinary life as a human being. All of these remedies work for a little while, but most of them have side effects—such as being in debt, blacking out, getting arrested, or losing someone we love—so they only increase our distress in the long run.

The labels on over-the-counter remedies say, “For temporary relief of symptoms only. If symptoms persist, see your doctor.” Over the course of many years I have found one reliable remedy for the relief of recurrent discomfort and unhappiness. I have prescribed it for myself and for many other people, with excellent results. It is regular mindfulness practice.

Much of our dissatisfaction with life will disappear, and many simple joys will emerge, if we can learn to be present with things just as they are.

You’ve already experienced moments of mindful awareness. Everyone can recall at least one time when they were completely awake, when everything became clear and vivid. We call these peak moments. They can happen when we experience something unusually beautiful or poignant, such as the birth of a child or the passing of a loved one. It can also happen when our car goes into a skid. Time slows down as we watch the accident unfold or not. But it doesn’t have to be dramatic. It can happen on an ordinary walk, as we turn a corner and everything is, for a moment, luminous.

What we call peak moments are times when we are completely aware. Our life and our awareness are undivided, at one. At these times the gap between us and everything else closes and suffering disappears. We feel satisfied. Actually we are beyond satisfaction and dissatisfaction. We are present. We are Presence. We get a tantalizing taste of what Buddhists call the enlightened life.

These moments inevitably fade, and there we are again, separate and grumpy about it. We can’t force peak moments or enlightenment to happen. The tools of mindfulness, however, can help us close the gaps that cause our unhappiness. Mindfulness unifies our body, heart, and mind, bringing them together in focused attention. When we are thus unified, the barrier between “me” and “everything else” becomes thinner and thinner until, in a moment, it vanishes! For a while, often a brief moment or occasionally a lifetime, all is whole, all is holy, and at peace.

THE BENEFITS OF MINDFULNESS

There are many benefits of mindfulness practice. Research on happiness conducted by Brown and Ryan at the University of Rochester shows “people high in mindfulness are models of flourishing and positive mental health.” It is good for all ailments your heart and mind, and even of your body. But don’t believe me just because I said so. Try the exercises in this book for a year and discover how they change your own life.

Here are a few of the benefits of mindfulness that I have found.

1. MINDFULNESS CONSERVES ENERGY 

It is fortunate that we can learn to do tasks skillfully. It is unfortunate that this skill enables us to go unconscious as we do them. It is unfortunate because when we go unconscious, we are missing out on large parts of our life. When we “check out,” our mind tends to go to one of three places: the past, the future, or the fantasy realm. These three places have no reality outside our imagination. Right here where we are is the only place, and right now is the only time where we are actually alive.

The capacity of the human mind to recall the past is a unique gift. It helps us learn from our errors and change an unhealthy life direction. However, when the mind doubles back to the past, it often begins to ruminate endlessly on our past mistakes. “If only I’d said this . . . , then she would have said that. . . .” Unfortunately the mind seems to think we are very stupid. It calls up the errors of our past over and over, blaming and criticizing us repeatedly. We wouldn’t pay to rent and watch the same painful movie two hundred fifty times, but somehow we let our mind replay a bad memory over and over, each time experiencing the same distress and shame. We wouldn’t remind a child two hundred fifty times of a small mistake he or she made, but somehow we allow our mind to continue to call up the past and to inflict anger and shame upon our own inner small being. It seems that our mind is afraid that we will fall prey to bad judgment, ignorance, or inattention yet again. It doesn’t believe that actually we are smart—smart enough to learn from one mistake, and not to repeat it.

Ironically, a mind filled with anxiety is likely to create what it most fears. The anxious mind doesn’t realize that when it  pulls us into daydreams of regret about the past, we are not attending to the present. When we are unable to be present, we tend not to act wisely or skillfully. We are more likely to do the very thing the mind worries we will do.

The capacity of the human mind to plan for the future is another of our unique gifts. It gives us a road map and compass to steer by. It decreases the chances that we will make a wrong turn and end up caught in a long detour. It increases the chances that we will arrive at the end of life satisfied with our life path and what we have accomplished.

Unfortunately the mind, in its anxiety for us, tries to make plans for a huge number of possible futures, most of which will never arrive. This constant leapfrogging into the future is a waste of our mental and emotional energy. The most important way we can prepare for the unknown-to-come is to make a reasonable plan and then to pay attention to what is happening right now. Then we can greet what flows toward us with a clear, flexible mind and an open heart, ready and able to modify our plan according to the reality of the moment.

The mind also enjoys excursions into realms of fantasy, where it creates an internal video of a new and different me, famous, handsome, powerful, talented, successful, wealthy, and loved. The capacity of the human mind to fantasize is wonderful, the basis of all our creativity. It allows us to imagine new inventions, create new art and music, arrive at new scientific hypotheses, and to make plans for everything from new buildings to new chapters of our lives. Unfortunately, it can become an escape, an escape from whatever is uncomfortable about the present moment, an escape from the anxiety of not knowing what is actually moving toward us, an escape from the fear that the next moment (or hour or day or year) could  bring us difficulties or even death. Incessant fantasizing and daydreaming are different from directed creativity. Creativity comes from resting the mind in neutral, allowing it to clear itself and provide a fresh canvas on which new ideas, equations, poems, melodies, or colorful strokes can appear.

When we allow the mind to rest in the present, full of what is actually happening right now, redirecting it away from repeated fruitless, energy-sapping excursions into the past, future, or fantasy realms, we are doing something very important. We are conserving the energy of the mind. It remains fresh and open, ready to respond to whatever appears before it.

This may sound trivial, but it is not. Ordinarily our mind does not rest. Even at night it is active, generating dreams from a mix of anxieties and the events of our life. We know that our body cannot function well without rest, so we give it at least a few hours to lie down and relax each night. We forget, though, that our mind needs rest, too. Where it finds rest is in the present moment, where it can lie down and relax into the flow of events.

Mindfulness practice reminds us not to fritter our mental energy away in trips to past and future, but to keep returning to this very place, to rest in what is happening in this very time.

2. MINDFULNESS TRAINS AND STRENGTHENS THE MIND

We are all aware that the human body can be trained. We can become more flexible (gymnasts and acrobats), more graceful (ballet dancers), more skilled (piano players), and stronger (weight lifters). We are less aware that there are many aspects of mind that can be cultivated. Just before his enlightenment the Buddha described the qualities of mind and heart that he had developed over many years. He observed that his mind had become “concentrated, purified, bright, unblemished, malleable, wieldy, rid of imperfections, imperturbable.” When we practice mindfulness, we learn to lift the mind up out of its habitual preoccupations and place it down in a place of our choosing in order to illuminate some aspect of our life. We are training the mind to be light, powerful, and flexible but also able to concentrate on what we ask it to focus on.

The Buddha spoke of taming the mind. He said it was like taming a wild forest elephant. Just as an untamed elephant can do damage, trampling crops and injuring people, so the untamed, capricious mind can cause harm to us and those around us. Our human minds have a much larger capacity and power than we realize. Mindfulness is a potent tool for training the mind, allowing us to access and use the mind’s true potential for insight, kindness, and creativity.

The Buddha pointed out that when a wild elephant is first captured and led out of the jungle, it has to be tethered to a stake. In the case of our mind, that stake takes the form of whatever we attend to in our mindfulness practice—for example, the breath, a mouthful of food, or our posture. We anchor the mind by returning it over and over to one thing. This calms the mind and rids it of distractions.

A wild elephant has many wild habits. It runs away when humans approach. It attacks when frightened. Our mind is similar. When it senses danger, it runs away from the present. It might run to pleasant fantasies, to thoughts of future revenge, or just go numb. If it is frightened, it may attack other people in an angry outburst, or it may attack inwardly, in silent but corrosive self-criticism.

In the time of the Buddha, elephants were trained to go into battle, to obey commands without fleeing from the din and  chaos of war. Similarly, a mind trained through mindfulness can stand steady under the rapidly changing conditions of modern life. Once our mind is tamed, we can remain calm and stable as we encounter the inevitable difficulties the world brings us. Eventually we don’t run from problems but see them as a way to test and strengthen our physical and mental stability.

Mindfulness helps us become aware of the mind’s habitual and conditioned patterns of escape and allows us to try an alternative way of being in the world. That alternative is resting our awareness in the actual events of the present moment, the sounds heard by the ear, the sensations felt by the skin, the colors and shapes taken in by the eyes. Mindfulness helps stabilize the heart and mind so they are not so badly tossed around by the unexpected things that arrive in our life. If we practice mindfulness patiently and long enough, eventually we become interested in everything that happens, curious about what we can learn even from adversity and, eventually, even from our own death.

3. MINDFULNESS IS GOOD FOR THE ENVIRONMENT

Most of this mental activity, circling around endlessly in the realms of the past, future, and fantasy life, is not only pointless, it is destructive. How? It is fueled by an ecologically harmful fuel. That fuel is anxiety.

You might wonder, how is anxiety related to ecology? When we talk of ecology, we usually think of a world of physical relationships among living beings, such as the relationships among the bacteria, fungi, plants, and animals in a forest. But ecological relationships are based upon energy exchange, and anxiety is an energy.

We might be aware that if a mother is chronically anxious,  it could affect her unborn child adversely, through changes in blood flow and in the nutrients and hormones that bathe the baby. In the same way when we are anxious, it affects the multitude of living “beings” inside of us—our heart, our liver, our gut, the billions of bacteria in our gut, our skin. The negative effects of our fear and anxiety are not confined to the container of our body. Our anxiety also affects every being we come in contact with. Fear is a highly contagious state of mind, one that spreads quickly through families, communities, and whole nations.

Mindfulness involves resting our mind in a place where there is no anxiety, no fear. In fact, in that place we find the opposite. We discover resourcefulness, courage, and a quiet happiness.

Where is that “place”? It is not a geographic location. It is not a location in time. It is the flowing time and place of the present moment. Anxiety is fueled by thoughts of past and future. When we drop those thoughts, we drop anxiety and find ourselves at ease. How do we drop thoughts? We drop thoughts by temporarily withdrawing energy from the thinking function of the mind and redirecting it to the awareness function of the mind. This deliberate infusion of awareness is the essence of mindfulness. Relaxed, alert awareness is the antidote to anxiety and fear, both our own and others’. It is an ecologically beneficial way to live a human life; it changes the atmosphere for the better.

4. MINDFULNESS CREATES INTIMACY 

Our essential hunger is not for food but for intimacy. When intimacy is missing in our lives, we feel isolated from other beings, alone, vulnerable, and unloved in the world.

We habitually look to other people to fulfill our needs for  intimacy. However, our partners and friends cannot always be there for us in the way we need. Luckily a profound experience of intimacy is always accessible to us—all it requires is that we turn around and move toward life. This will require courage. We have to intentionally open our senses, becoming deliberately aware of what is going on both inside our body and heart/mind, and also outside, in our environment.

Mindfulness is a deceptively simple tool for helping us to be aware. It is a practice that helps us wake up, be present, and live life more abundantly. It helps fill in the gaps in our day, the many times we go unconscious and are not present for big chunks of our life. It is also a practice that will help us close the frustrating gap, the invisible shield that seems to exist between ourselves and other people.

5. MINDFULNESS STOPS OUR STRUGGLING AND CONQUERS FEAR

Mindfulness helps us stay present with experiences that aren’t pleasant. Our usual tendency is to try to arrange the world and other people so that we are comfortable. We spend a lot of energy trying to make the temperature around us just right, the lighting just right, the fragrance in the air just right, the food just right, our beds and chairs just the right softness, the colors of our walls just right, the grounds around our homes just right, and the people around us—our children, intimate partners, friends, coworkers, and even pets—just right.

But, try as we might, things don’t stay the way we want them. Sooner or later, our child throws a tantrum, dinner burns, the heating system breaks down, we become ill. If we are able to stay present and open, even to welcome experiences and people that aren’t comfortable for us, they will lose their power to frighten us and make us react or flee. If we can  do this over and over again, we will have gained an amazing power, rare in the human world—to be happy despite constantly changing conditions.

6. MINDFULNESS SUPPORTS OUR SPIRITUAL LIFE

Mindfulness tools are an invitation to bring attention to the many small activities of life. They are particularly helpful to people who would like to nurture a spiritual life in the midst of all the distractions of modern living. Zen master Suzuki Roshi said, “Zen is not some kind of excitement, but concentration on our usual everyday routine.” Mindfulness practice brings our awareness back to this body, this time, this place. This is exactly where we can be touched by the eternal presence we call the Divine. When we are mindful, we are appreciating each moment of the particular life we have been given. Mindfulness is a way of expressing our gratitude for a gift that we can never repay. Mindfulness can become a constant prayer of gratitude.

Christian mystics speak of a “life of continuous prayer.” What could this mean? How could it be possible when we are swept along in the speedy traffic of modern life, cutting corners continuously, without enough time to talk to our own family, let alone God?

True prayer is not petitioning, it is listening. Deep listening. When we listen deeply, we find that even the “sound” of our own thoughts is disruptive, even annoying. Letting go of thoughts, we enter a more profound inner stillness and receptivity. If this open silence can be held at our core, as our core, then we are no longer confused by trying to sort out and choose among our myriad competing inner voices. Our attention is no longer caught up in the emotional tangle within. It is directed outward. We are looking for the Divine  in all appearances, listening to the Divine in all sounds, brushed by the Divine in all touches. As things move toward us, we respond appropriately, and then return to resting in inner silence. This is a life lived in faith, faith in the One Mind, a life of continuous prayer.

When we infuse one routine activity with mindfulness, then another and another, we are waking up to the mystery of each moment, unknowable until it arrives. As things come forward, we are ready to receive and respond. We are receptive to what is being given to us, moment by moment, by the Great Presence. They are simple gifts, warmth spreading through our hands as we hold a cup of tea, thousands of tiny caresses as clothing touches our skin, the complex music of raindrops, one more breath. When we are able to give full attention to the living truth of each moment, we enter the gate to a life of continuous prayer.

MISUNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT MINDFULNESS

Although mindfulness is highly touted, people may easily misunderstand it. First, they may mistakenly believe that to practice mindfulness means to think hard about something. In mindfulness we use the thinking power of the mind only to initiate the practice (“Be aware of your posture today”) and to remind us to return to the practice when the mind inevitably wanders during the day (“Return your awareness to your posture”). However, once we follow the mind’s instructions and begin to use the method, we can let go of thoughts. When the thinking mind quiets down, it shifts into open awareness. Then we are anchored in the body, alert and present.

The second misunderstanding about mindfulness is that it means doing everything very slowly. The speed at which we do things is not the point. It is possible to perform a task slowly and still be inattentive. Actually, when we move faster, we often need to become more attentive if we want to avoid errors. To use some of the mindfulness tools in this book, you may need to slow down—for example, while practicing mindful eating. For other exercises you will be asked to slow down briefly, to bring the mind and body together before reengaging with your regular activities—for example, resting the mind for three breaths. Other tasks can be done at any speed, such as the exercise that involves paying attention to the bottoms of the feet while sitting, walking, or running.

A third common misunderstanding is to think of mindfulness as a program of time-limited exercises, such as a thirty-minute period of sitting meditation. Mindfulness is helpful to the extent that it spreads out into all the activities of our life, bringing the light of heightened awareness, curiosity, and a sense of discovery to the mundane activities of life, getting up in the morning, brushing teeth, walking through a door, answering a phone, listening to someone talk.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book offers a wide variety of ways to bring mindfulness into your daily life. We call them “mindfulness exercises.” You could also think of them as mindfulness “seeds,” seeds to plant and grow mindfulness in the many nooks and corners of your life, seeds you can watch as they grow and bear fruit each day.

Each exercise has several sections. First there is a description of the task and some ideas about how to remind yourself to do it throughout the day and week. Next is a section entitled “Discoveries,” which includes people’s observations, insights, or difficulties with the task, along with any relevant research findings. In the section called “Deeper Lessons” I explore the themes and larger life lessons connected with the exercise. Each exercise is like a window, giving us a glimpse of what an awakened life would be like. Lastly there are a few “Final Words,” which sum up the exercise or inspire you to continue letting it unfold.

One way to use the book is to start each week by reading only the description of the task and how to remind yourself to do it. No peeking ahead! Post your reminder words or pictures where you’ll see them during the day in order to remember the task. Midweek you could read the Discoveries section for that particular exercise to see what experiences and insights other people have had in trying it. This might change how you approach the exercise. At the end of the week you could read the Deeper Lessons section before moving on to a new exercise.

You might want to do what we do at the monastery: we begin with the first mindfulness exercise and move through the year in order, practicing each one for one week. You could start a new task each Monday and finish reading or journaling about a task on the following Sunday. You can also skip around if a specific exercise or theme seems suited to the conditions of your life this week. Sometimes we continue trying the same mindfulness practice for two or three weeks if it continues to yield insights or we’d like to get better at doing it.

It’s fun to do these practices with other people, as we do at the monastery. You might form a mindfulness practice group that picks an exercise to use for a week or two and then meets so that people can share what they’ve learned. There’s a lot of laughter at our weekly discussions. It’s important to take our “failures” lightly. Each person has different experiences, insights, and funny stories to tell about his or her attempts—and failures—to do these exercises.

We began the practice of taking on a new mindfulness tool or task each week at the monastery about twenty years ago. The idea came from a man who had lived in a community that followed the teachings of the mystic Gurdjieff. He explained that it didn’t matter if you succeeded with the task or not. Sometimes not doing the exercise could teach you more than doing it, because you got to look at why you didn’t do it. What was behind it—laziness, old aversions, or just spacing out? The point is to live more and more in a conscious way. Gurdjieff called this “self-remembering.” In Buddhism we call it awakening to our true self. It is waking up to our life as it actually is, not the fantasy we often live out in our mind.

REMINDERS

Over the years, we have found that the most difficult part of our weekly mindfulness practices is just remembering to do them. So we’ve invented various ways to remind ourselves throughout the day and week. Often we stick words or small images up around the monastery where we are likely to encounter them. You can print out our simple reminders at www.shambhala.com/howtotrain. I’ve described these in the book, but please be creative and invent your own.

A MINDFULNESS PRACTICE NOTEBOOK

To help you get the most out of these practices, I recommend using a notebook to record what you experience and learn as you work with each mindfulness exercise. If you’re working through the book with a group, you can bring the notebook to your discussion sessions to remind you about the discoveries you made and the obstacles you encountered. Having a notebook on your desk or bedside table also helps as a reminder to do the practice of the week.

CONTINUING ON

We hope that once we use a mindfulness tool for a week, it will stick with us and become part of our ever-expanding capacity for mindfulness. Being human, however, we often lapse back into old behaviors and unconscious habit patterns. That is why at the monastery we have continued to use these mindfulness practices for two decades, and to invent new ones. This is one of the most wonderful aspects of the path of mindfulness and awakening. It has no end!
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Use Your Nondominant Hand

The Exercise: Use your nondominant hand for some ordinary tasks each day. These could include brushing your teeth, combing your hair, or eating with the nondominant hand for at least part of each meal. If you’re up for a big challenge, try using the nondominant hand when writing or when eating with chopsticks.

REMINDING YOURSELF

One way to remember this task throughout your day is to put a Band-Aid on your dominant hand. When you notice it, switch hands and use the nondominant hand. You could also tape a small sign on your bathroom mirror that says “Left Hand” (if you’re right-handed). Or tape a paper cutout of a hand to your mirror, refrigerator, or your desk—wherever you’re likely to see it.

Another approach is to tape something to the handle of your toothbrush, reminding you to brush your teeth with the nondominant hand.

DISCOVERIES

This experiment always evokes laughter. We discover that the nondominant hand is quite clumsy. Using it brings us back to what Zen teachers call “beginner’s mind.” Our dominant hand might be forty years old, but the nondominant hand is much younger, perhaps about two or three years old. We have to learn all over again how to hold a fork and how to get it into our mouths without stabbing ourselves. We might begin to brush our teeth very awkwardly with the nondominant hand, and when we aren’t looking our dominant hand will reach out and take the toothbrush or fork away! It is just like a bossy older sister who says, “Hey, you little klutz, let me do it for you!”

Struggling to use the nondominant hand can awaken our compassion for anyone who is clumsy or unskilled, such as a person who has had disabilities, injuries, or a stroke. We briefly see how much we take for granted scores of simple movements that many people cannot make. Using chopsticks with the nondominant hand is a humbling experience. If you want to eat a meal in under an hour and not end up spilling food all over, you have to be very attentive.

DEEPER LESSONS

This task illustrates how strong and unconscious our habits are and how difficult they are to change without awareness and determination. This task helps us bring beginner’s mind to any activity—such as eating—that we do several times a day, often with only partial awareness.

Using the nondominant hand reveals our impatience. It can help us become more flexible and discover that we are never  too old to learn new tricks. If we practice using the nondominant hand frequently, over time we can watch our skill develop. I have been practicing using my left hand for several years and I now forget which hand is the “right” hand to use. This could have practical benefits. If I lose the use of my dominant hand, as a number of my relatives did after strokes, I won’t be “left” helpless. When we develop a new skill, we realize that there are many other abilities lying dormant within us. This insight can arouse confidence that, with practice, we can transform ourselves in many ways, moving toward more flexibility and freedom in life. If we are willing to make the effort, over time, we can awaken the skills arising from the natural wisdom within us and let them function in our daily life.

Zen master Suzuki Roshi said, “In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, but in the expert’s there are few.” Mindfulness enables us to keep returning to the unlimited possibilities that are always emerging from the great birthing place of the present moment.

Final Words: To bring possibilities into your life, unfold beginner’s mind in all situations.


2

Leave No Trace

The Exercise: Choose one room of your house and for one week try leaving no trace that you’ve used that space. The bathroom or kitchen works best for most people. If you’ve been doing something in that room, cooking a meal or taking a shower, clean up in such a way that you leave no signs that you’ve been there, except perhaps the odor of food or fragrance of soap.

REMINDING YOURSELF

Put a sign in the room you’ve chosen that says, “Leave No Trace.”

In Zen paintings turtles symbolize this practice of leaving no traces, because they sweep the sand with their tails as they creep along, wiping out their footprints. Instead of a written sign, you could also use small pictures of turtles as reminders.

DISCOVERIES

Often, we leave rooms a bit messier than when we entered. We think, “I’ll clean it up later.” Later never comes, until the mess is unbearable, and we become irritated enough to undertake a thorough cleaning. Or we get annoyed at someone else for not doing their part in the housework. How much easier if we take care of things right away. Then we don’t have to feel growing annoyance at the gathering mess.

This task helps us become aware of the tendency to turn away from doing certain things, even small things that we could take care of during the day but somehow don’t have the motivation to do. We could pick up the trash on the sidewalk as we walk by, or the paper towel that missed the bin in the washroom. We could straighten the pillows on the couch after we get up, or wash our coffee cup instead of putting it in the sink, and we could put tools away even though we’ll be using them again tomorrow.

One person observed that becoming mindful about leaving no traces in one room spread out to include other areas. Washing her dirty dishes immediately after eating led to making her bed immediately after arising, and then to cleaning the little hairs out of the drain right after a shower. We have to summon the initial energy, but thereafter, energy seems to breed more energy.

DEEPER LESSONS

This exercise puts a spotlight on our tendency to be lazy. The word lazy is a description, not a criticism. If we live less than wholeheartedly, we often leave messes for others to clean up. It is so easy to wash the dishes but not put them back in the cupboard. It is so easy to skip meditation or prayer when our life gets hectic.

This task also brings our awareness to the many small things that support our life and work all day long—the spoons and forks that feed us, the clothing that keeps us warm, the rooms that shelter us. When we wash, dry, sweep, fold, and put away our things with mindfulness, it becomes an expression of gratitude for their silent service.

Zen master Dogen wrote specific instructions for the cooks in his monastery. “Clean the chopsticks, ladles, and all other utensils; handle them with equal care and awareness, putting everything back where it naturally belongs.” There is something satisfying about washing things that are dirty and putting things in order, and about treating everything that serves us with care, whether plastic plates or delicate china. Our mind seems “cleaner” and our life less complicated when we’ve cleaned up the space and things around us. A friend told me about hauling pounds of old clothing, long-expired medication, and trash out of an elderly aunt’s house. He said, “At first she seemed worried, but then she relaxed, and with every bag we took out she seemed to get a year younger.”

The sense of satisfaction from leaving no traces may be a reflection of our deep desire to leave the world at least no worse than when we entered it, and hopefully, to leave it a bit better. Ideally the only traces we will leave will be the ways we have loved, inspired, taught, or served others. This is what will have the most positive effect on people in the future.

Final Words: First practice leaving no traces. Then practice leaving things better than you found them.


3

Filler Words


The Exercise: Become aware of the use of “filler” words and phrases and try to eliminate them from your speech. Fillers are words that do not add meaning to what you’re saying, such as “um,” “ah,” “so,” “well,” “like,” “you know,” “kind of,” and “sort of.” Additional filler words enter our vocabulary from time to time. Recent additions might include “basically” and “anyway.”

In addition to eliminating filler words, see if you can notice why you tend to use them—in what situations and for what purpose?



REMINDING YOURSELF

It is mortifyingly difficult to notice yourself using filler words at first. You will probably have to enlist the help of friends or family members. Children will love catching and correcting their parents using filler words. Ask them to raise their hands when they hear you use a filler word. At first, hands will pop up and down with annoying frequency, and so unconscious is this habit that you may have to ask them to tell you what filler word you just uttered!

Another way to be able to hear the filler words you use and their frequency is to record yourself talking. Ask a roommate, spouse, or child to use his or her cell phone or video camera to record you in conversation or while you’re talking on the phone. Play it back and tabulate the fillers you use and their frequency.

DISCOVERIES

At the monastery we have found this to be one of the most challenging mindfulness practices we do. It is frustratingly hard to hear your own filler words and catch them before they are spoken—unless you are a trained speaker. In the Toastmasters clubs (groups that train in public speaking) there are people assigned to tally filler words during talks, assisting members as they learn to be effective speakers. Once you begin to hear filler words, you will hear them everywhere, on the radio and TV and in everyday conversation. A typical teenager uses the filler word like an estimated two hundred thousand times a year! You will also notice which speakers do not use them, and become aware of how the absence of filler words makes a speech more effective and powerful. For example, listen to Martin Luther King, Jr., the Dalai Lama, or President Barack Obama’s speeches with an ear for filler words.

Filler words seem to serve several functions. They are space holders, telling the listener that you are going to start speaking or that you are not finished speaking yet. “So . . . I told him what I thought of his idea and then, um, I said, like, you know . . .” Filler words also soften what we say, making it less definite or assertive. “So anyway, I, you know, think we should, basically, kind of go ahead with this project.” Are we afraid of provoking a reaction or of being wrong? We wouldn’t want a president or doctor who spoke in such a wishy-washy way. Filler words can become an obstruction to the listening audience when they so dilute the meaning as to render it silly. “Jesus sort of said, ‘Love your, you know, neighbor, as, sort of, like, yourself.’”

DEEPER LESSONS

Filler words have become common only in the last fifty years. Is this because there is less emphasis in schools on precise speech, elocution, and good debating skills? Or, in today’s multicultural, postmodern world, where truth is often regarded as relative, have we purposely moved to speaking in less definitive ways? Are we afraid to say something that might be politically incorrect or provoke a reaction from our audience? Are we sinking into moral relativism? If this trend continues, we will find ourselves saying, “Stealing is like, sort of, in a way, wrong.”

When our mind is clear, we can speak in a straightforward way, with precision, and without insulting others.

This mindfulness tool shows how entrenched unconscious behaviors are, and how difficult they are to change. Unconscious habits such as using filler words are just that, unconscious. As long as they remain unconscious, they are impossible to change. Only when we bring the light of awareness to a pattern of behavior do we begin to have some space to work to modify them. Even then, it is very difficult to change an ingrained behavior. As soon as we stop working actively to change an unwanted habit, it quickly returns. If we want to change ourselves, if we want to realize our potential, it takes kindness, determination, and steady, sustained practice.

Final Words: “I think you’re all enlightened until you open your mouths.”—Zen master Suzuki Roshi
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Appreciate Your Hands

The Exercise: Several times a day, when your hands are busy, watch them as though they belonged to a stranger. Also look at them when they are still.

REMINDING YOURSELF

Write the words “Watch Me” on the back of your hand.

If your work makes this impossible, put on a ring that you don’t usually wear. (If you are not allowed to wear rings, say because you work in an operating room, you can use the time of hand washing or putting on surgical gloves to become aware of your hands as though they belonged to a stranger.)

If you don’t usually wear nail polish, you could remind yourself to watch your hands by painting your nails for a week. Or, if you do wear polish, you could wear an unusual color.

DISCOVERIES

Our hands are very skilled at all sorts of tasks, and they can do many of them by themselves, without much direction from our mind. It’s fun to watch them at work, busily living their own life. Hands can do so much! The two hands can work together or do different things at the same time.

While doing this exercise we noticed that each person has characteristic hand gestures. Our hands wave about when we talk, almost by themselves. We noticed that our hands change over time. Look at your hands and imagine them as they were when you were a baby, then imagine them changing as you grew older, until they reach the present time and state. Then imagine them growing older, becoming lifeless when you die, then dissolving back into the earth.

Even when we are asleep our hands are caring for us, pulling up the blankets, holding the body next to us, turning off the alarm clock.

DEEPER LESSONS

We are being taken care of all the time. Some Zen teachers say that the way the body takes care of us, without our even being aware of it, is an example of the beautiful and continuous functioning of our Original Nature, the inherent goodness and wisdom of our being. Our hand pulls back from fire before we even register heat, our eyes blink before we are aware of a sharp sound, our hand reaches out to catch something before we know it is falling. The right and left hands work together, each one doing its half of a task. Drying dishes, one hand holds the dish and the other the towel. Cutting with a knife, one holds the vegetable while the other chops. They cooperate to wash each other.

There is a koan (a Zen teaching story) about the bodhisattva of compassion, who is called Kanzeon in Japanese, Kuan Yin in Chinese. She is often depicted with a thousand eyes, to see every person in need of comfort, and one thousand hands, each holding a different implement to aid them. Sometimes there is even an eye in the palm of each hand. The story is this:


One day the Zen monk Ungan asked Zen master Dogo, “How does the Bodhisattva Kanzeon use all those many hands and eyes?”

Dogo answered, “It is like a man in the middle of the night reaching behind his head for his pillow.”



One of my students is a luthier, and he had insight into this story. Working inside the body of a guitar on a spot he could not see, he realized that his hands have “eyes.” They can “see” the surface they are touching, in detail, and work on it, even in the dark. His inner eye and his hand were working together beautifully, just as a sleeping man “sees” his pillow and his hands naturally reach out to pull it under his head. In Zen we say this shows the way our innate wisdom and compassion work together when our mind is not in the way.

When we see clearly into the unity of all existence, we see that all things are working together, like the hands and eyes. As our hands would not hurt our eyes, our natural nature is not to hurt ourselves or each other.

Final Words: The two hands work together effortlessly to accomplish many wonderful things and they never harm each other. Could this become true for any two human beings?
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When Eating Just Eat

The Exercise: This week, when you’re eating or drinking, don’t do anything else. Sit down and take the time to enjoy what you are taking in. Open all the senses as you eat or drink. Look at the colors, shapes, surface textures. Attend to the smells and flavors in your mouth. Listen to the sounds of eating and drinking.

REMINDING YOURSELF

Post a note on the table where you eat meals that says, “Just Eat.” Also post this note wherever you are likely to snack.

Also post notes on objects that tend to distract you while you eat. For example, on your computer or TV, post the word “Eating” with an X through it as a reminder not to eat while using it.

DISCOVERIES

This is not an easy task for most people. If you’re on the go, walking from one place to another and about to take a sip of tea or coffee, you’re going to need to stop, find a place to sit down, and savor it. If you’re working on the computer, you’re going to have to take both hands off the keyboard and turn your eyes away from the screen in order to savor a sip of coffee.

Eating has become part of our modern habit of perpetually multitasking. When we do this exercise, we discover anew how many other things we do while eating. We eat while walking, driving, watching TV or movies, reading, working on the computer, playing video games, and listening to music.

Once we eliminate those obvious activities, we come to a more subtle aspect of inattention—talking while eating. Our parents may have scolded us for talking with our mouths full, but we still find ourselves eating and talking simultaneously. While doing this task we learn to alternate eating and talking. In other words, if you want to talk, stop eating. Don’t do them at the same time.

It is so common to socialize while eating that you may discover that you feel awkward eating alone in a restaurant without reading or otherwise distracting yourself. You might imagine that people are thinking, “Poor thing, no friends.” You pick up a book or open your computer to show you are being productive and wouldn’t “waste time” by “just eating.” One problem with eating and doing other things is that it becomes “waist time,” that is, time for extra food to go down unnoticed and end up on your waist!

In Japan and parts of Europe it is very rude to walk and eat or drink at the same time. The only food you can eat in Japan while standing up or walking is an ice-cream cone, because it might melt. People will stare at the boorish foreigner who buys fast food and walks down the street munching. Even fast food is taken home, arranged attractively, and served at a table. Meals are times to slow down and truly enjoy the food, drink, and company.

DEEPER LESSONS

Why do we feel compelled to multitask, to not waste time by just eating? It seems that our self-worth is based upon how much we can produce in a day, or how many items we can cross off our long “to do” list. Eating and drinking are activities that don’t earn us money, a spouse, or a Nobel Prize, so we begin to think they have no value. During mindful-eating workshops many people say, “Oh, I just eat to get it over with so I can get on with my work.” What if the most important work we do each day is to be truly present, even for only thirty minutes? What if the most important gift we can give to the world is not any kind of product or present, but is, instead, our presence?

When we are not paying attention, it is as if the food did not exist. We can clean our plate and still feel dissatisfied. We will keep on eating, stopping only when we are over-full and uncomfortable. If we eat with mindful awareness, then the experience of eating even one bite becomes rich and varied. Then we can eat until we feel inner satisfaction rather than eating until we feel “stuffed.”

The Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh writes,

There are some people who eat an orange but don’t really eat it. They eat their sorrow, fear, anger; their past and future. They are not really present, with body and mind united. You need some training just to enjoy [your food]. It has come from the whole cosmos just for our nourishment . . . this is a miracle.

Final Words: When eating, just eat. When drinking, just drink. Mindfulness is the very best seasoning, for your food and for your entire life. Enjoy each bite, enjoy each moment!
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True Compliments


The Exercise: Once a day, think of someone close to you—a family member, a friend, or a coworker—and give them a genuine compliment. The closer the person is to you, the better, such as a child or a parent. (It doesn’t count to tell a stranger at the post office that you like their scarf.) The more specific the compliment, the better. “I appreciate the way you answer the phone so cheerfully.”

Become aware also of any compliments other people give you. Investigate the purpose of compliments and the effect on you of being given a compliment.



REMINDING YOURSELF

Post the word “Praise” or “Compliment” in places where you’ll see it throughout the day.

DISCOVERIES

Some people report that they were resistant to this task at first, because they feared their compliments wouldn’t be genuine. They soon discovered many things they could be grateful for, and they were able to do the exercise. Some people realized as they did this task that they have a habitual stance that is critical, only noticing and remarking on problems. Undertaking this practice helped highlight and reverse this state of mind.

Other people commented that when they gave compliments, they noticed that the person receiving the compliment often blocked it. “Oh, I don’t think my cookies are so good this time.” Being given a compliment creates vulnerability. Some people may have become wary of compliments in adolescence, when they couldn’t be sure if a compliment was meant sincerely or was designed to make them the butt of a joke. Perhaps they also began to give compliments in a joking way or rebutting a compliment as if it were a joke in order to protect themselves from potential embarrassment. One person reported that his parents had to teach him how to receive compliments. They advised, “Simply say, ‘Thank you.’ That’s all the other person needs.”

Another man described how he had actively studied the art of giving compliments because he had never been given anything but negative feedback when he was growing up in an alcoholic home. He found that giving compliments “lightens things up and shifts the energy to positive.” He also found that his children, spouse, and employees seem to thrive when given genuine compliments.

There are some cultural differences in how compliments are received. In studies in China and Japan, 95 percent of responses  to compliments were designed to deny or deflect the praise. In Asia it is normal to dismiss or back away from compliments, because one might be seen to lack humility. A husband would not compliment his wife in front of others, lest it seem that he is bragging.

Nonviolent Communication, an approach to effective conflict resolution, teaches that a compliment such as “You’re so [adjective] . . .” tends to be disconnecting. They recommend centering compliments around something that touched you, because this type of compliment promotes a sense of connection and intimacy. “I was touched by how you took the time to bake fresh cookies for this meeting. Thank you.”

This mindfulness exercise helps us become aware of the function and frequency of compliments in our relationships with others. Some compliments seem genuine while others seem aimed at getting something in return. When we first meet someone, or when we are courting, more compliments are exchanged. Later we seem to take those close to us for granted and stop expressing praise, gratitude, or appreciation.

DEEPER LESSONS

Zen master Dogen wrote, “You should know that kind speech arises from kind mind, and kind mind from the seed of compassionate mind. You should ponder the fact that kind speech is not just praising the merit of others; it has the power to turn the destiny of the nation.”

The Buddhist teachings describe three feeling tones we experience in reaction to people, objects, or events: positive (a happy feeling), negative (an irritated feeling), and neutral (no positive or negative feelings). When we feel positively about a  person, we are more likely to beam a positive feeling tone toward them and to give them compliments. For example, we’re naturally inclined to compliment someone we are courting or a cute baby who hasn’t yet transformed into an obstinate toddler.

When someone becomes part of the furniture of our life, we forget to notice what they do and it doesn’t occur to us to give them compliments. In fact, we may only comment on the negative, the things we see that we think need to be changed. Without our intending it, this can gradually impart a negative feeling tone to the entire relationship. The practice of actively noticing what a person does well and giving genuine compliments can add new warmth, intimacy, and responsiveness to a relationship.

Personal compliments about temporary or conditional qualities such as beauty make us a little uncomfortable. Why is this? Because we intuitively know that some qualities, such as physical beauty, are serendipitous intersections of genes and current cultural norms. We did not sculpt our handsome face. It is a temporary gift. We know that with time it will change into something with a double chin and many wrinkles. In even a year’s time it could become defined as “ugly.” Straight hair becomes popular for a few years, and girls with curly hair spend hours straightening it. Then curly hair comes into fashion. Most of the things we get compliments for are temporary—a slim figure, athletic ability, even intelligence. They are seldom qualities that we actually earned. This is why the best compliments are founded upon appreciation for how a person made you feel.

Below the temporary qualities that garner compliments lies our True Nature. In Buddhism this is called our Buddha nature; in other religions it is called our divine nature. It is our essence. It is not based upon feelings, physical characteristics, or any kind of comparison. It cannot be inflated by compliments or diminished by criticism. There is nothing that you do can add to it, nothing you do can subtract from it. No matter what you have done wrong or right, no matter what has been done to you, it remains untouched. It does not increase when you are born or decrease when you die. It is the Eternal expressing itself as you.

Final Words: Kind words are a gift. They create wealth in the heart.
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