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The power of meditation and its psycho-spiritual partner, mindfulness, cannot be overstated: in the current century, no singular movement has captivated the imagination and soothed the souls of so many.  Turning away from the hard-driven ambitions and self-effacing habits ingrained in previous generations, we are currently more interested in becoming—and raising—calmer, more compassionate, and less anxious human beings.  The practice of meditation and the discipline of mindfulness serve to ground us physically and emotionally while attuning our focus to the present moment.

Meditation and mindfulness are often used interchangeably, and there is nothing inherently wrong with that—they both come out of the same Eastern traditions (Buddhism as the primary, though not sole, influence) and have as their goals similar ideas.  It could be said that meditation is the overarching term for a set of practices, including mindfulness, that work to center our spirits and soothe our souls.  Meditation is largely a learned technique that involves stillness, focused breathing, and a finite moment of time; there are many different variations on this theme, but at its most basic, meditation is taking a set period of time, from five minutes to ten times that (for the expert practitioner), to focus on the breath and detach the mind from active thought, including judgment and other negative emotions.  Mindfulness, on the other hand, is a habit that can be practiced all of the time at any given moment, a habit of awareness of what is going on around you in the present moment, again free of value judgments.  These two sides of the same coin nurture and support each other: being mindful enriches your meditative experience, while meditation expands your mindful attention.  As Ed and Deb Shapiro of Thrive Global writes, “mindfulness is the awareness of ‘some-thing,’ while meditation is the awareness of ‘no-thing.’”  That is, mindfulness draws your attention to all the “things” in your present moment, while meditation allows your conscious thought to drift away from all those “things” into a higher state of non-self-directed awareness.

Both meditation and mindfulness are practiced for a variety of reasons, chief among them the cultivation of calmness, the absenting of anxiety, and the disentangling from the negative thoughts and emotions that keep us stuck in particular kinds of thinking or behavior that lead to strife and/or unhappiness.  The benefits to us are obvious and many: these practices can lead to enhanced ability to focus, developing higher self-esteem, fostering greater compassion and empathy, and, ultimately, increasing a sense of happiness.  It can also help us deal with negative emotions (fear, anger) or events in positive ways.  In terms of aiding in sleep, these practices also promote the ability to relax and to calm the mind.  Thus, more people are using these techniques—particularly guided meditations—to improve their sleep and overall well-being.

Guided meditation is essentially a kind of meditation wherein you follow someone else’s soothing words, images, and tone.  For beginning meditators, guided meditations allow us the ability to fully immerse ourselves in meditation without having to worry about the individual effort as much: you can relax to the guided images and sounds of a practiced practitioner of mindfulness and meditation.  Guided meditations are excellent for those who may have survived trauma and need assistance achieving the kind of calm, relaxed, and anxiety-free state for which we all strive.  This is also true of those of us who have trouble falling to sleep: guided meditation can give us an entryway into an untroubled mind that readily welcomes sleep.  Choose which meditation seems right for your present moment, whether your body is tense and painful or your mind is distracted or overwhelmed by anxiety and difficult emotions, then ease into however you feel most comfortable; after all, this is your meditation practice, regardless of the guide.  This book offers a number of meditations designed to help ease anxiety that keeps the body tense and the mind racing.  Use them all to work toward achieving awareness and letting go of anxiety.  These guided meditations also serve as the groundwork for developing your own sense of how to meditate: really, the basics of the meditative practice are simple and straightforward.  Set aside enough time without distraction to start; begin to turn the mind to the present as it is; learn to let go of judgment and foster acceptance; and be kind to your mind when it wanders, bringing it gently back into focus.  These guided meditations give you a platform on which to build your own ability to cultivate mindfulness and gratitude.

Once we have attained a greater sense of self-awareness, we become more mindful of how we affect others and how we allow them to affect us.  We become more mindful of what we control and what we do not control.  We become more mindful of our surroundings, our actions, and—most importantly—our potential.  This kind of mindfulness requires upkeep, as do all practices that profoundly impact our habits, and practicing meditation can be a scheduled activity, one that you plan for and practice each day in order to cultivate awareness and calm the emotions.  Mindfulness, in addition, offers the opportunity to remember that remaining in the present moment and noticing all the good that life has to offer at every turn creates gratitude and peacefulness.

Part of the process of attaining a calm, anxiety-free state is in embracing acceptance.  This does not mean to accept what is intolerable or unjust, but it means to accept what is as it is.  For most of us, this means to cultivate a mindset that suggests you accept your circumstances as they are, for the most part, disciplining your desire for instant gratification.  Accepting that your influence has limitations and that you have control only over yourself engenders thoughtful, compassionate kiddos.  This kind of acceptance can be liberating, as you let go of unfulfilled desires and unrealistic expectations in favor of clear-eyed acceptance and renewed determination to work toward a truer version of happiness.  It also frees us from feeling responsible for all the ills in our lives, in the world.  However, this does not mean we have no agency; in fact, it means that we have great control over ourselves.  Once we start to see the reality of who we are and what we control, we step a little bit further along the pathway to happiness.

Meditating and mindfulness also keep our perspectives focused on the positive and the immediate: rather than being mired in the past (regret) or concerned about the future (anxiety), we can focus on the beauty and joy of right now.  Waste not a moment!  This is a lesson that, as young children, we inherently know and that we would do well to nurture and re-learn for ourselves.  It also frees us from discordant and disordered emotions, allowing us to spend our days in tranquility and happiness: what better gift to bestow upon yourself?
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Chapter 1: Guided Meditations: How to Use This Book
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In order to begin the path toward ending anxiety and understanding (and learning to control) your emotions, you need only start to practice the following guided meditations.  There is no right or wrong way to use this guide, or any other, to help you meditate; you must simply embrace the intentions, stay in the present, and listen to the soothing suggestions for breathing, being, and re-focusing.  Having said that, this guide is divided into several different meditations to enable you to choose the most fitting one for how you are feeling and doing on any given day.  So, you can either listen to each meditation in the order in which they appear, or you can listen to whichever meditation seems to help your particular mood.  You might find yourself drawn to one or another particular meditation and wish to stay with it for a while before moving on.  Again, whatever best suits your present situation is what works best, ultimately.

The meditations in this guide are loosely divided between body focused meditations, mind focused meditations and storytelling meditations.  These discrete categories contain some overlap, of course, but they are designed to help you find the best meditations for your situation at any given moment.

The body meditations in Chapters 2, 3, and 4 are designed to help you focus on the ways in which your physical self is responding to anxiety and to relax the body into a calmer, quieter state.  They are also designed to cultivate the habit of meditation, whether it be in a customary seated position while walking or lying down at night.  Additionally, learning how to be in the present with your physical body increases your mindfulness throughout your day, every day.  These meditations focus your attention on how stressful events and daily emotions impact your physical well-being and give you the tools to maintain a more anxiety-free experience in all that you do.  For more guided meditation exercises for the physical body and everyday living, see my other book, Guided Meditations for Mindfulness, which explores meditations that can increase your energy and keep you grounded in the present moment.

The mind meditations in Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8 are designed to help you alleviate anxiety that grips the mind, from negative emotions like fear and anger to stressful circumstances that mire you in anxiety.  Listening to guided meditations can help us navigate our way through the treacherous waters of overwhelming emotions and events.  We can also learn how to achieve internal cohesion, a kind of harmony with ourselves that mitigates anxiety, regret, and fear.  Learning how to accept the flux and change of life, from every day to the monumental, is also key to understanding how to engage with emotions and let go of the fears that foster anxiety.

Chapters 10 and 11 use the practice of visualization in order to lift you out of daily routines that are habituated to anxiety.  Anxiety is, most often, a psychological state of fear and/or worry about what is to come: you are always feeling
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