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Praise for A Mindful Nation 

“Congressman Ryan has written a book that explores the importance of being mindful and self-aware and the benefits of improved performance and reduced stress that follow. 

Perhaps, if more members of Congress were mindful of the moment, our country would be a better place.”

—Linda Sánchez, United States Congresswoman, California, co-author of Dream in Color 

“Tim Ryan is telling us all—educators, politicians, and business people—to wake up and be mindful—of ourselves, of each other, of our families, of our country.
 His message couldn’t come at a better time.”

—Timothy Shriver, CEO, Special Olympics
 and Chair of Board, CASEL 

“Congressman Ryan has deftly shined a light on the quiet revolution taking place in our midst. 

This visionary book shows how the simple practice of mindfulness can help us flourish as individuals and as a nation.”

—Tara Brach, Ph.D., clinical psychologist, author of Radical Acceptance 

“At its heart, A Mindful Nation is a manifesto setting out a sharply focused vision for the pursuit of authentic well-being, one that ultimately leads to the creation of a healthier, more harmonious and spiritually fulfilled society.” 

—Victor Chan, Trustee and Founding Director of The Dalai Lama Center for Peace and Education, author of The Wisdom of Forgiveness 
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FOREWORD 

This book is a remarkable and unusual gift to the world. It is remarkable in that it is written by a sitting politician who is advocating that we look deeply within ourselves to rediscover what is most trustworthy and most beautiful about us as a people—individually and collectively—and as a nation. It is unusual in that Congressman Ryan is pointing out a capability we all already have, and showing us something that is not only possible but also potentially life-transforming, and that is basically free.

At the same time, he is also asking something of us, and certainly of himself as well, namely that we experiment with paying attention in a new way, and more deliberately. He is suggesting that how we pay attention, and not just what we pay attention to, can lead to significant changes in the quality of our lives, as well as to profound healing and transformation in our country. In an era in which the greater good often seems sidelined and diminished, and many feel a literal and metaphorical impoverishment and sense of disengagement, disempowerment, bewilderment, and profound loss regarding the state of our country, Congressman Ryan’s message is simple, timely, inspired, and inspiring. It is also immanently practical. And it can be implemented immediately, by all of us, to one degree or another, and grow over time.

My work in mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) began with a vision inspired in part by an important, even daring government document: the Surgeon General’s 1979 report, Healthy People. It called upon individual citizens to assume a greater degree of responsibility for their own and their family’s health. It stated that no amount of money could address the negative consequences bound to emerge from unhealthy ways of living and not dealing effectively with life stresses. While at that time stress was not considered a risk factor for mortality and disease, 30 years later there is incontrovertible evidence that stress, if not dealt with effectively, can take years off our lives. There is also now evidence that meditative practices may be a very effective means of refining our response to stress and also counteracting its damaging effects.

That same year, I set up a stress reduction clinic at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center based entirely on training medical patients in a meditative practice known as mindfulness. It was an experiment in developing a model for a more participatory medicine and health care by taking an educational and public health approach—one which would recognize the powerful interior biological, psychological, and social resources of each individual medical patient and teach them how to mobilize those resources to enhance their own health and well-being. At the time, many people with chronic conditions were falling through the cracks of the health-care system. Today, those cracks have become chasms, and in spite of the health-care system’s great technological advances, for the average American it falls far short of promoting genuine health and putting the patient at the center of health and healing.

It turns out that the most important resources people have for participating in their own health care are not found in technology. They are rather found in their natural capacity to pay attention and to cultivate awareness, and in a willingness to bring a modicum of kindheartedness and compassion to themselves and others. Systematically cultivating these capacities and making practical use of them in our everyday lives is what mindfulness is all about.

In A Mindful Nation, Congressman Ryan walks us through the simplicity and the relevance of such innate human capabilities, and shows why and how they can bring about positive changes in our society. He describes the people, the communities, and the research behind extremely promising initiatives unfolding in our country on many different levels, in many different circumstances extending far beyond our current problems with health care.

Mindfulness can literally change our brains, improve our capacity for perspective taking and decision making, and enhance our emotional intelligence and our ability to act with clarity and wisdom, alone and in concert with others. It could also catalyze a renewed and authentic civility in public discourse. It proffers, in small but not insignificant ways, the possibility for our nation to wholeheartedly and authentically embody its deepest democratic principles and longings.

In January 2005, when Coming to Our Senses first came out, my publisher, Bob Miller, sent it to all 535 members of Congress. As it turns out, Congressman Ryan read the 100-page section on mindfulness and politics, and it was an impetus for his eventually attending the Power of Mindfulness Retreat he describes in the book.

I first met Tim Ryan when he attended that retreat, in early November 2008. He had just been re-elected to a fifth term, and instead of celebrating, here he was coming to a remote mountain valley for a week and immersing himself in a rigorous practice that from the outside looks a lot like nothing—just sitting and walking, mostly in silence, and following a set of simple instructions about how to pay attention to whatever is going on in one’s experience moment by moment. He threw himself into the practice wholeheartedly. It was clear that he knew in some deep way what he was getting into, and was making optimal use of the time we had there together. We stayed in touch afterward, and over time, as we became friends, I came to appreciate how deep his integrity and love for the people and potential of America is. This book is a testament to that integrity and that vision of our essential goodness as a people, and what might be possible for us as a nation in this ever more interdependent world.

As you will see, A Mindful Nation is a reflection of Tim Ryan’s personal history and roots, and his deep and very personal commitment to this country, to his constituents, and ultimately, to all of us as Americans. He has researched his subject extensively—through his own mindfulness practice and by traveling around the country and speaking with some of the leading researchers and clinicians, educators and military leaders who form the cutting edge of this new approach to being, learning, and doing. Throughout this odyssey, he finds himself reflecting on his vision for the country as he searches out the places in which mindfulness is being used to address some of the most compelling issues of our times. The book confronts head-on the tough and heartrending circumstances and conditions Congressman Ryan sees every day in his district. He makes a compelling case for the transformative potential of mindfulness in our personal lives and relationships, and in our institutions, whatever the circumstances are in which we find ourselves.

And who can argue, as he himself emphasizes, with training our children in the how of paying attention so that they can excel at learning, rather than just yelling at them to pay attention, which so often happens in our schools? Who can argue with encouraging and actually practicing pro-social behaviors such as kindness and compassion in both children and adults as a way to enrich and deepen our ability to relate effectively with others and improve our own quality of life? Who can argue with our need to slow down a bit and cultivate greater ease of being, to appreciate how we are in relationship with ourselves, with each other, with nature, and the society we live in, in the face of the ever-accelerating pressures and demands of our digitally driven era? Who can argue with confronting PTSD and suicide in the military, and taking care of our troops and their families in ways that are up to the tasks and burdens that they shoulder?

The list of societal, economic, and political spheres in which mindfulness can make a profound difference for a relatively modest investment goes on. And so does the momentum of research in these areas, as Tim Ryan makes clear in his conversations with many of the leaders of what he terms “this quiet revolution.”

This book is not based on wishful thinking or on pie-in-the-sky romanticism and idealism. The shift in consciousness that mindfulness involves really is a radical act, in the sense of going to the very root of our problems with suffering and its human causes. That may be exactly why it is so valuable and potentially powerful: because it calls us to inhabit and exercise the deepest dimensions of our own being and our own multiple intelligences as human beings, moment by moment by moment. It is something we are all capable of.

The developments that Congressman Ryan is pointing out are already flowering across our country, in some of our most august institutions, and in some of our most stressed. They are flowering not because they are easy to implement—although often they are relatively easy to implement—but because they are absolutely necessary. Mindfulness is not a matter of left or right, Republican or Democrat, liberal or conservative. It is not a matter of race or class, or gender, although societal differences and inequities matter and need to be recognized and addressed. Ultimately, it is about being human, pure and simple. It is about being alive, and knowing it. It is about doing the right thing for the right reasons because our own well-being and the health of our nation hang in the balance. As I have heard Tim Ryan say, cultivating mindfulness is akin to boosting the immune system of the country from the inside. And since there is no one right way to cultivate and deepen our capacity for mindfulness, each one of us could influence the world by taking a degree of personal responsibility for developing our own unique ways to embody mindful awareness. That may well be one of the most profound ways we can contribute to the well-being of the larger society and the planet itself. It’s a process that could begin with reading this book and reflecting on what it touches within you.

Just naming what might be possible—a mindful nation—and offering a vibrant vision for this country at a moment when it is longing for a greater sense of clarity and common purpose, may inspire each of us to imagine what our unique contributions to such a vision might be. For this, we have Tim Ryan to thank. He is the first, and I hope not the last, to see and articulate this perspective and champion its implementation in the political arena. It is only a start. But a step in the right direction is just what we need, a place to begin, with a vision that embodies integrity and spaciousness, big enough to include all Americans.

Instead of losing our minds just when we need them the most, with the help of mindfulness we can integrate all the dimensions of our experience—emotional, somatic, cognitive, and social. Rather than black or white, this or that, us or them modes of thinking, the cultivation of mindfulness can naturally lead us to greater clarity, especially in the face of very complex systems and rapidly changing circumstances. It helps us discern wise, effective, outside-the-box, long-lasting solutions to real problems.

Tim Ryan shows us a way that is continually unfolding and which promises not a utopian end point, but a way of being that could well serve our deepest needs and aspirations as a nation for generations to come. He is encouraging all of us to find and cultivate our innate capacity for mindfulness, in whatever ways we are most drawn to. He is encouraging us to explore how it can be cultivated within our lives, our families, and our communities. The potential benefits are endless if we can begin paying attention to what is most important and closest to home for us, learning from this gesture of wakefulness and presence, and acting on what we learn. This is an adventure that can speak to all of us, and can elevate our society in countless ways.

Jon Kabat-Zinn
 Lexington, Massachusetts
 October 2011 



INTRODUCTION 

A quiet revolution is happening in America. It’s not a revolution fueled by anger lurking on the fringes of our democracy. It’s a peaceful revolution, being led by ordinary citizens: teachers in our public schools; nurses and doctors in hectic emergency rooms, clinics, and hospitals; counselors and social workers in tough neighborhoods; military leaders in the midst of challenging conflicts; and many others across our nation. This revolution is supported by the work of scientists and researchers from some of the most prominent colleges and universities in America, such as the University of Wisconsin, Stanford, UCLA, the University of Miami, Emory, Duke, and Harvard, to name just a few.

At the core of this revolution is mindfulness.

Put simply, mindfulness is about finding ways to slow down and pay attention to the present moment—which improves performance and reduces stress. It’s about having the time and space to attend to what’s right in front of us, even though many other forces are trying to keep us stuck in the past or are inviting us to fantasize or worry about the future. It’s about a natural quality each of us possesses, and which we can further develop in just a few minutes a day.

I started a daily mindfulness practice a few years ago and immediately began to appreciate its practical benefits in my everyday life. It quiets the mind. It helps you harness more of your energy. It increases your focus and allows you to relax and pay better attention to what you’re doing and to those around you. My football coaches would have loved it. It’s the kind of performance enhancer any athlete would be eager to have. And it’s definitely all natural.

Like many who have tasted the benefits of increased focus, decreased stress, and a quieter mind, I was motivated to share it with my family and friends. Given my work as a United States Congressman, I was also motivated to see its benefits shared on a much larger scale. I recognized its potential to help transform core institutions in America—schools, hospitals, the military, and social services. I felt that this simple practice could help my constituents face the many stressful challenges of daily life. The pain of war. Economic insecurity. The frustrations of being sick or taking care of sick relatives in a broken health-care system. The challenge of teaching children to pay attention and be kind to themselves and others as they swim in a world of distraction and aggression.

I wrote A Mindful Nation to promote the values of slowing down, taking care of ourselves, being kind, and helping each other. It seems to me that if we embrace these values individually, it will benefit us collectively. And our country will be a little bit better off as a result.

We don’t need a new set of values. I really believe that we can reinvigorate our traditional, commonly held American values—such as self-reliance, perseverance, pragmatism, and taking care of each other—by adding a little more mindfulness to our lives. The people you will meet in this book have a collective and powerful vision for America. And it’s contagious, because it’s based on a deep concern for the well-being of their fellow men and women. Their research and innovative approaches provide us, not with just hope for a better world, but with an alternative vision that moves us forward—together. The evidence I’ve seen tells me that the approaches described in this book can provide more effective results than many other, more costly programs. If more citizens can reduce stress and increase performance—even if only by a little—they will be healthier and more resilient. They will be better equipped to face the challenges of daily life, and to arrive at creative solutions to the challenges facing our nation.

* * *
I start A Mindful Nation by acknowledging the many difficulties we face in our country today—economic struggles, lack of opportunity, divisiveness, daunting environmental and energy challenges. Is it any wonder that the courageous spirit of America, and faith in our cherished values of self-reliance and stick-to-itiveness, have flagged? Cultivating our mindfulness can help revive this kind of spirit, so we can pursue our aims with renewed vigor. For each one of us, it can put a little lift in our step, and when that happens for more and more people, it can amount to real societal change.

I come to this view through my own experience of discovering the value of mindfulness and how it’s been helping me in my life, which I describe in Chapter 2. But I don’t want you to just take my word for it, so I recount in Chapter 3 what researchers at major institutions studying mindfulness, awareness, kindness, and compassion are finding out about how and why it works—and what it can do for us. Talking to them helped me to see how relevant mindfulness practice can be to everyday concerns like stress, persistent bad moods, burnout, and poor performance—for our students, teachers, health-care practitioners and patients, soldiers and other uniformed personnel, and many others.

Mindfulness is indeed making inroads in our schools, our health-care systems, and our military. In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I report on firsthand experiences and conversations with key people working in these areas so vital to the health of our country. It’s incredibly moving to see children finding ways to become happier and better at learning, teachers discovering ways to have a better classroom atmosphere and finding renewed inspiration in their work, health-care providers developing low-cost means to improve their patients’ health and increase self-care while decreasing burnout and improving bedside manner, our troops and police and firefighters learning to perform better and with more awareness and intelligence, and our veterans receiving highly effective care for the stress and trauma they brought home with them. I firmly believe these applications are improving lives at lower costs than many other less effective methods.

We face huge challenges in our economy, our environment, and our energy systems. Mindfulness and awareness may help us tackle them, as I discuss in  Chapter 7. Of course, mindfulness is not a cure-all for our most pressing problems. It may, in fact, seem like a very small thing pitted against a behemoth. And yet lots of little things here and there can lead to systemic change. The age of oil—which has shaped our current economy and our energy network and delivered us our tallest environmental challenges—began as a little well here and a little well there, and before you knew it, a whole new system was born. The same can happen again with the innovative approaches springing up in the intellectual wells of our nation. As every president in the past few years has emphasized, our problems are interconnected. Seeing them as a whole leads to better, more sustainable solutions.

I conclude A Mindful Nation by envisioning in Chapter 8 what our nation could look like when we recapture the American spirit embodied in our traditional values of self-reliance, frugality, innovation, and getting the job done—with a little help from our own innate mindfulness. The mindfulness revolution is not quite as dramatic as the moon shot or the civil rights movement, but I believe in the long run it can have just as great an impact.

The kind of practice I’ve been doing is a classic mindfulness meditation, which relies on sitting in an upright yet relaxed posture for a period of time and paying attention to your breathing, your bodily sensations, and your environment. This practice has been demonstrated to provide measurable benefits in health and well-being. It’s helped many people with anxiety, depression, and stress—both the everyday levels of stress and the crippling levels of stress that send people to the hospital.

I am not a mindfulness teacher. There are plenty of great teachers, books, workshops, and organizations to provide guidance. In the afterword, you will find a simple mindfulness instruction, written by Dr. Susan Bauer-Wu, a nursing educator who helps caregivers and patients learn mindfulness in order to reduce the stress of their jobs and the difficulties they may be having with their health. At the ends of Chapter 1–7, I include suggestions for what you can do to bring more mindfulness into your own life and your own community. And at the end of the book, there are lists of resources that will help you locate people and organizations that can assist you in bringing more mindfulness into your world.

In my last year at John F. Kennedy High School in Warren, Ohio, we all took a class called Senior Service. We had to participate in a program to assist someone in need, by going out to places like nursing homes and elementary schools. It was a way for us to put our core values into action. Our natural compassion and kindness was meant to be shared to help make the world a better place. It’s in this spirit that I wrote this book.

As a political leader, I know that to make the world a better place we need practical applications that have been tried and tested. And when I find applications that work, I like to let people know about them. I believe I would be derelict in my duty as a congressman if I didn’t do my part to make mindfulness accessible to as many people as possible in our nation.



Chapter 1 
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YOU CAN GET
 THERE FROM HERE



In a crisis, be aware of the danger—but recognize the opportunity.

—JOHN F. KENNEDY

America has always been defined by how we have responded to crisis. The founders of our country rallied the separate colonies in a unified response to a government that no longer cared about the governed. Following the Civil War, we persevered through a long period of holding the country together after it had been torn apart. After the stock market collapse of 1929, and the Great Depression that followed, America united behind a philosophy that understood that we are our brothers’ and sisters’ keeper. Our citizens knew in a deep way that surviving and thriving are best achieved when individuals, families, and communities are working in concert for the betterment of everyone.

After Pearl Harbor, the country united once again. Each citizen rose to the occasion and did what had to be done to protect the values we hold dear. Millions of women in my grandmother’s generation answered the call and entered the workforce. They brought their talents and skills out of the home and into the world of commerce. They forever changed the American workforce and broadened and enhanced the role of women in our society. The women of America turned a crisis into an opportunity.

Out of the struggles our citizens endured during the first half of the 1900s, they developed an inner resiliency that became the engine for the economic, political, and social progress that defined America in the 20th century. During the Depression, my great-grandfather walked a couple of miles every morning to the local steel mill to see if they were hiring any workers. Along with hundreds of others, my great-grandpa hoped he would be one of the few to get picked even if just for a few hours of work. He was rarely selected. Nonetheless, he made that walk every day, month after month.

My great-grandfather, the millions of working women, the soldiers who served our country—all Americans developed a tenacity and resiliency during difficult times. The trials united us. And as we made it out the other side of these trying times, we were a stronger, more resilient country. The outer strength of our country was a reflection of the inner strength of its citizens.

We witnessed examples of this inner courage in the days after 9/11. The country was operating from our natural instinct for compassion. We were acting from the heart, and we all were touched by the selflessness of others we saw on the news: The first responders sacrificing their own lives by running into burning buildings while everyone else was running out; New Yorkers waiting in long lines to donate blood for the injured; the thousands of caregivers who voluntarily came to ground zero from all over the country and risked their personal health to help the victims. These were all marvelous acts of human kindness. Unfortunately, after several weeks, we succumbed to fear-mongering. We stopped following
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