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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

AWAKENING CHILD

Heather Grace MacKenzie’s wonderful book invites parents and those working with children to engage in a journey of self-acceptance and self-compassion in order to create a more peaceful life, both for ourselves and for our children. We come to realise that the best way to learn something is to teach it. Her words reflect her deep understanding of the subject-matter and, as always, come from the heart.

Lorraine Murray, author of Calm Kids: Help Children Relax with Mindful Activities

The insightful advice included in your book is in high demand at the moment, and the addition of your own experiences with your sons and from your teaching that you use to support the advice makes it all the more powerful and convincing. This combination works well, and I am sure there is a large audience for a book such as yours on mindfulness, especially with regard to parenting, at present.

Claire Gillman, Book Report for Writers’ Workshop
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Preface


The most precious gift we can offer anyone is our attention. When mindfulness embraces those we love, they will bloom like flowers.

Thich Nhat Hanh



All parents know that parenting is the toughest job in the world – we’re on duty twenty-four hours a day, looking after the mental, emotional, physical and spiritual health of our child. It almost feels like a part of us is living outside of our body, and the unconditional love that we feel for our child can render us very vulnerable and potentially very fearful. We often feel like we’re getting this parenting thing horribly wrong and beat ourselves up for our parenting ‘failures’ almost incessantly. We worry that we are failing to instil in our child the necessary skills to enable them to live happy and fulfilling lives. We can be riddled with self-doubt and ‘what if?’ questions.

An argument could be made that the job of a school teacher or social worker comes a close second, in terms of the level of difficulty, to the ‘job’ of being a parent! Whilst this book is predominantly written for parents, there is much within the following pages that will be very relevant for those working with children. So whether you’re a parent, a teacher, social worker, counsellor or work with children in some other capacity, it is my sincere hope that this book will inspire and motivate you as well as give you some very practical ideas for bringing mindfulness into your relationship with your child or children that you work with, and for teaching children the power of mindfulness and visualisation.
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Introduction


There is a special place in life,

that needs my humble skill,

A certain job I’m meant to do,

which no one else can fulfil.




The time will be demanding,

and the pay is not too good

And yet I wouldn’t change it

for a moment – even if I could.




There is a special place in life,

a goal I must attain,

A dream that I must follow,

because I won’t be back again.




There is a mark that I must leave,

however small it seems to be,

A legacy of love for those

who follow after me.




There is a special place in life,

that only I may share,

A little path that bears my name,

awaiting me somewhere.




There is a hand that I must hold,

a word that I must say,

A smile that I must give

for there are tears to blow away.




There is a special place in life

that I was meant to fill

A sunny spot where flowers grow,

upon a windy hill.




There’s always a tomorrow

and the best is yet to be,

And somewhere in this world,

I know there is a place for me.

Anonymous



I watch him quietly, this little miracle of creation. He’s sleeping now; his boisterous energy has come to rest. The soft glow of the lamp illuminates his perfect alabaster skin and slightly flushed cheeks. Little freckles dot his cheeks and nose, his chest gently rises and falls and a small sigh escapes from his lips. He’s wearing his favourite light-blue farm-vehicle pyjamas; they’re mostly covered by his bed covers, but a little foot peeks out from beneath. As I reach out to touch his silky blonde hair, he stirs and moves his head to snuggle his cheek into my hand. A glimmer of a smile plays across his face as if he knows mummy’s here, and I know that on some level he’s aware that I’m close by. I witness each beautiful moment unfolding, aware of the flow of my own breath, feeling the cool air rush past the insides of my nostrils, the expansion of the chest, the stretching sensations in the muscles of the abdomen, the pause, the softening of the belly, the fall of the chest, the warmer air rushing past the insides of the nostrils on the out-breath. I’m aware of the sensations of pressure and contact between the soles of my feet and the soft carpet fibres, and tiny adjustments that my muscles make to keep my body balanced. The faint awareness of my pulse, the beating of my heart, underlying each moment. Using all of my senses enables me to inhabit the moment as fully as I can.

Being Logan’s mother for the past six years has been one of the greatest gifts of my life, along with mothering his two older brothers, Connor (aged fifteen) and Ethan (aged thirteen). Each of my children shows me, in each moment that I’m present, whether my communication is clear, whether they feel heard and therefore respected, and whether I’m present to their needs and also my own. Meditation, and in particular the practice of mindfulness meditation, brings us to this place of presence, where it is possible to connect in each moment to a feeling of aliveness in every cell of the body, tapping into a deep ocean of stillness and wisdom within and a heartfelt sense of the common humanity that links us all. This doesn’t mean that we are always in a zen state of complete equanimity – far from it! But the possibility is always there, that in any moment of conflict we can choose a different path – the path of present-moment awareness, which allows us to respond more skilfully to what’s going on.

My intention with this book is to offer what is perhaps a slightly different way of interacting with your child or children that you work with, indeed a different way of being. I shall introduce the principles of mindfulness first of all to set the scene a little, and then we can explore the journey of bringing those principles into a lived reality that can enhance the quality of your relationship with your child (and others) in a fairly extraordinary way. I will then share some of my experience of authentic ways to share mindfulness with children, including tips for working with different age groups.

Whilst I very much recognise the value of visualisation, both in terms of its power to relax and also help us to get in touch with the energies of the heart, this is primarily a book aimed at fostering mindful parenting and self-compassion through teaching your child mindfulness. Whilst we touch in on some ideas for relaxing visualisations – and these are particularly useful at bedtime or for calming an anxious child – this book is perhaps not for you if you hope that after reading and digesting it you will become accomplished in delivering guided journey meditations to your child; the emphasis here will be on learning to lean in to the present moment and soften around any difficulties we experience, whilst bringing in our creativity to capture our child’s imagination.

Now would be a perfect moment to say that I’m most certainly not a perfect parent, nor do I have all the answers! My children are not always full of joy, perfectly confident, perfectly content, perfectly at ease. This is OK! In fact, it’s more than OK – it’s in perfect alignment with this oftentimes messy thing we call ‘life’. It’s taken quite a bit of time, but I’ve got much better at letting go of striving for perfection. I remember when I was a child, around 11 years old, rushing to tell my grandmother that I’d got ninety-eight per cent in a maths exam, expecting her face to break into a broad smile and for praise to come my way, but instead she looked at me quite seriously and said, “What happened to the other two per cent?” I can look back at that moment now with humour and also sensitivity for the upbringing my grandmother must have had, but at the time it sent a pretty powerful message to me that nothing less than perfection is good enough. But if throughout our lives we’re always striving for perfection then we’re going to be spending pretty much all of our time in a state of disappointment and self-criticism! There is a famous adage, “Pain is inevitable; suffering is optional.” My goodness, we’re good at heaping suffering on to ourselves, with a harsh self-critic often giving a running commentary on our failings and an underlying sense of not quite being good enough in some way; mindfulness (and the other wing of the bird – compassion) really help us to explore our attitude towards our inner and outer landscapes with curiosity and kindness, and can give us a zoomed-out perspective of the futility and unhelpfulness of many of our underlying beliefs and much of our behaviour.

Given the explosion of interest in mindfulness, there are now a great many books available that aim to teach the reader mindfulness and compassion and they do it very well; I’ve recommended some that I’ve found particularly helpful in Appendix A – Resources for Adults. However, no book can do full justice to the power of mindfulness and the journey of cultivating it and teaching it. You may well already have some experience of mindfulness, and if not then this book will give you an introduction to the subject, but it is impossible to teach mindfulness to a child, or indeed anyone, without practising mindfulness ourselves – simply reading about it is not enough. Mindfulness is essentially a different way of living, and so it’s really helpful to practise daily so that the seeds of mindfulness can really take root and flourish. There are practices suitable for adults scattered throughout this book, so that you can get started on your mindfulness journey right away if you haven’t already, but learning in a group setting with a properly trained mindfulness teacher is to be highly recommended in order to navigate the pitfalls when getting started. If you haven’t already attended an 8-week mindfulness course such as Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR), Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), Mindfulness Association Mindfulness Based Living Course (MBLC), Mindful Self-Compassion (MSC) or similar, then I humbly suggest that you take the plunge and enrol in a local course, or enrol in an online ‘live teaching’ course if there isn’t a course in your local area. There is a list of resources in Appendix A to help you find a course. To teach mindfulness we must embody mindfulness in our daily lives, else we are well meaning but inauthentic. Children can sniff the unpleasant whiff of, “Do as I say, not what I do” a mile off!

For ease of reference throughout the book, I will refer to a child or young person that you’re working with as ‘your child’. Most of the techniques suggested can be easily adapted for groups of children (two or more) either at home, at school, holiday club etc., but I’ll address issues specifically related to teaching mindfulness to groups of children in Chapter 19.

It is my hope that this book will help you to:


•  learn more about mindfulness and how to lead a child (or children) in simple mindfulness practices,

•  create a calmer, more harmonious household,

•  support your child in fulfilling their incredible potential,

•  help your child to learn to deal with strong emotions such as anger, disappointment etc.,

•  develop a daily mindfulness practice for yourself that feels both nurturing and sustainable,

•  learn greater self-compassion (which then naturally flows to your child and helps them to learn it),

•  come to see the power in allowing and expressing vulnerability, and

•  realise the power of embodiment – when we embody mindfulness then the teaching takes care of itself.



If you wish to nurture a child or children, to help them move through life with as much ease as possible, to live in expression of their fullest potential and to feel respected, supported and nurtured, then you are making a difference already through that intention. You are connecting with your own highest potential and creating a more peaceful and harmonious future for us all. Thank you!
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Background

Twelve years ago I was a software engineer heading up the Support Team at a small but rapidly growing IT company in Edinburgh. I wasn’t very sociable, preferring the company of computers and animals to humans, having had a fairly difficult and relatively solitary upbringing by my mother on a windy Scottish island. My job was high-pressured and I was often bothered with minor health complaints. Connor and Ethan were aged three and one respectively, and like all working mothers I really struggled to balance my working life with being the best mother that I could be. Then one cold winter evening in 2003 everything changed. My husband told me that he’d been having an affair. My emotional life until then had been extremely unremarkable; I had in many ways been living my life on autopilot, thinking that I was just quite emotionally well-balanced but in retrospect I had actually been rather emotionally closed-down. Suddenly I was consumed by so many difficult-to-deal-with emotions: anger, rage, despair, sadness, fear, shame, jealousy, confusion and much more. Physically I felt deeply ill; it felt as if these new emotions had joined forces with those that had been locked down deep inside me since early childhood and this dark stuff felt quite unbearable – it was simply overwhelming, and felt as if it was literally choking the life out of me.

Connor and Ethan were so very little when their father moved out. Having experienced growing up without a father, I desperately didn’t want my children to grow up without a father in their lives, yet history seemed in a certain way to be repeating itself. My mother was a very spiritual woman, certain that everything happens for a reason, but deep down she was lost when my father died. A part of her died with him, and she spent much of her remaining life using alcohol to numb the pain. I often wonder how different life might have been for me and my sister if she had learned mindfulness and found a way to relate differently to the pain that was eating her up inside.

In 2004, in the midst of divorce proceedings, I attended a Reiki First Degree workshop with a wonderful lady called Lorraine Urquhart (now Lorraine Murray), with absolutely no idea why I was there or what I’d be learning, but with a quiet and slightly confusing sense that somehow I was supposed to be there. We did some meditation that day and one of the visualisations took us to a safe place where a compassionate being appeared to us. I visualised my father, who had passed away when I was four years old, waiting for me in a small log cabin with a fire burning. We had a conversation that I don’t remember, but I do remember the soft look of unconditional love on his face, and that image will remain with me always. That was my first experience of compassionate imagery, and it was so powerful that I sobbed for the best part of an hour. It felt as if something shifted in me that day and I knew that somehow I had stumbled on to the right path (a process I now recognise as listening to my intuition) but there was much work to be done – I had to learn to be with the incredibly difficult emotions that still flooded my body and I had to find a way to help my mind and body move back towards balance.

Lorraine taught me to imagine surrounding difficult people and situations with a loving pink light – pink being one of the colours of the heart energy centre. I practised this over and over again, initially focusing on my husband and quickly realising that my striving nature had led me to commence in a rather unhelpful place – the task just seemed too enormous! I carried on practising with those I was having minor difficulties with or with people I didn’t even know – for example, noticing a couple arguing outside a local shop or seeing a young child crying at the zoo. Looking back, this heralded the start of my willingness to approach suffering and take action, the start of my cultivation of compassion. My personality had started to change quite dramatically after a year or so of these practices. I had gone from being a very ‘left-brained’ software engineer, liking my world to be defined by logic and reason, to being much more creative, much more in touch with my emotions and my intuition, and much more loving! After a year or so, in spite of going ahead with divorce proceedings, my soon-to-be-ex-husband was one of my best friends and I had changed careers, leaving my very well-paid software engineering job for the much less well-paid job of health-shop owner.

Although my childhood often felt incredibly difficult and as a teenager I was extremely shy and introverted, I now count my childhood and the breakdown of my marriage as some of the greatest blessings in my life because I believe that those difficulties have caused me to grow and to seek a different way of being; difficulties sometimes have a way of making life so uncomfortable that we have almost no choice but to seek an alternative way of relating to our experience. My difficulties have caused me to seek to understand my place in the world. Perhaps you have also experienced this sense of difficulty causing you to seek a different way? Maybe that’s why you have come to read this book; perhaps you’ve experienced some challenges in parenting that have caused you to seek a more enlightened way of being with your child, one that does not revolve around conflict and battles of will?

Happily, it is not necessary to find the path of present-moment living via difficulty; we can choose to lead children towards this path right from birth! In fact, children are already very good at living in the present moment from the moment they are born, experiencing each moment from a sensory perspective rather than a thinking perspective. How quickly as children we learn that logical, rational thinking mode is much more valued in our society than sensing mode, and what a tragedy this is! Before we know it we start to feel like heads rushing through space, seeing our bodies (when we occasionally choose to think about them) as slightly inconvenient vehicles that carry our heads around – our bodies don’t look as we might wish, don’t behave entirely as we would like, and regularly (sometimes rather inconveniently) need to be refuelled. And yet the body is the doorway to all that we seek. A bold statement, I know, and I hope to justify that statement in the remaining pages of this book.

I continued to learn Reiki with Lorraine until completing my training as a Reiki Master Teacher in 2010. I have been teaching different forms of meditation, including some underpinning themes of mindfulness such as loving-kindness, since that time and it has been an incredibly rewarding journey. I have been teaching my own children meditation for many years, and since 2012, as a Professional Level tutor of Lorraine’s amazing Connected Kids™ programme, I’ve been teaching meditation and mindful activities to children in a professional capacity. Some of my experiences with children in these meditation sessions are what have motivated me to want to look more closely at the benefits that meditation can offer children. After just a couple of sessions with me, an 8-year-old boy whose father had passed away two years previously volunteered to start sleeping in his own bed again. He hadn’t done that since his father’s passing. I started to look into what research was available to present to parents and head teachers to support the value of teaching children meditation, and the word ‘mindfulness’ seemed to be everywhere.

I searched for more information on the definition of mindfulness and its related themes and discovered many links on the Internet to information regarding Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) training. I read more about the 8-week course and decided to attend an MBSR course run by one of the Mindfulness Association tutors, Chloe Homewood-Allen, in 2012. Watching the change in the other participants on the course, many of whom were attending with significant anxiety and stress-related illnesses, was quite inspirational, and I was struck by Chloe’s embodiment of acceptance and allowing. Those who initially appeared quite pale, nervy and unsmiling after a few weeks on the course started to have more colour in their cheeks and a noticeably warmer and more relaxed demeanour. Chloe guided us to recognise that there was nothing wrong with us and we didn’t need to be ‘fixed’, that we are intrinsically whole and that this is fundamental to our nature as human beings. The idea of ‘not needing to be fixed’ was quite a revelation to me and my problem-solving brain! I was starting to see why mindfulness as a way of life could quite radically change people’s lives for the better and how the secular manner in which it is taught really makes it accessible to everyone. I was hooked, and wanted to understand more and be able to share this with others. I now find myself with a Postgraduate Diploma in Studies in Mindfulness and studying for a PhD in Education with Aberdeen University that includes creating and evaluating a course in mindfulness and self-compassion for secondary school pupils, on behalf of the Mindfulness Association. How life changes in a few short years!

The modern-day danger of sanitising mindfulness and completely extracting it from its Buddhist origins is that we lose the wider context; we lose some of the essential essence of what mindfulness points to which is our spiritual nature (Buddhists call this our ‘Buddha nature’) – the core of who we are that is beyond our current physical form. One of the greatest gifts we can give our children is an awareness of their inner light that transcends their current energy footprint (which we may term their ‘personality’). Learning Reiki, and therefore bringing my energy more into balance, has changed my personality immeasurably and it has become apparent to me through direct experience that our behaviour only reflects our current energy footprint, or personality. Who we are is most definitely not who we think we are; indeed, who we truly are is quite beyond the limits of thought. When we recognise this, it then becomes so much easier not to blame someone for their behaviour or to hold grudges because we realise that the behaviour is only a reflection of the state of the person’s energy in that moment and that energy is very often quite out-of-balance. We can teach a child how to bring their energy more into balance through practising mindfulness and visualisation, and in doing so our own energy will become more balanced. The layers of habitual patterns and unhelpful beliefs that shroud us in darkness start to fall away and our inner light starts to shine so much more brightly.
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Connectedness – whispers of the heart


Throughout our lives we long to love ourselves more deeply and to feel connected with others. Instead, we often contract, fear intimacy, and suffer a bewildering sense of separation. We crave love, and yet we are lonely. Our delusion of being separate from one another, of being apart from all that is around us, gives rise to all of this pain.

Sharon Salzberg



Cultivation of the more loving side of my nature, along with the deep curiosity around the mysteries of life that often accompanies those of us born with a sun sign of Scorpio, led me down a spiritual path that was always going to be quite avoidant of religion, having had a strict boarding-school upbringing where church-going was forced upon us. I grew up in a household of pick-and-mix spirituality – my mother believed in an all-powerful being that she called ‘God’ and yet she also believed in reincarnation. Our local minister told my mother that even though she believed in God she would surely go to hell as she didn’t attend the local church on a weekly basis. As a teenager this was more than enough proof for me that religion (and I generalised here to include all religions) was very deeply misguided! I knew in my heart, indeed in every cell of my body, that whatever power had brought us into being was all-loving and non-judging. The Internet has facilitated a monumental shift in bringing the power to the people rather than to religious institutions. Knowledge is power, and until the advent of the Internet much knowledge was confined within institutions and books. So many avenues of belief are now open to us, and we can now share experiences with each other at the touch of a button. Religious dogma can now easily be questioned – opened up to exploration amongst the worldwide ‘community’. We can see that in essence all faiths point to the same deep truths, but the human mind has the capability of misinterpreting teachings to suit its own beliefs and its own agendas.

Although I follow no particular religion, Reiki (and compassion practices associated with it) brought me over and over again to the notion of spiritual ‘awakening’ and I had a sense that deep down a part of me knew what this meant, even if my conscious mind didn’t know. I eventually came across A Course in Miracles and, despite the intensely Christian language, several teachers in my life helped me to decipher and distil the message of awakening until I finally understood that what I have believed in, all of my life, without truly realising it, is oneness. Ironically, given my great mistrust of religion in general as a teenager, I then realised that this is the seed of wisdom that all religions point to.

A Course in Miracles teaches that in each moment of difficulty, each moment of conflict, each moment of suffering, we can always open our hearts and accept the miracle – a shift in perception – and this shift in perception is one that moves us closer to our true nature through the very act of opening the heart. As we learn to open the heart, in spite of our deepest fears that this may allow others to trample on it, somehow it seems that this is a leap of faith that we must take in order to fully open to our incredible potential as human beings.

As I often say to students, “Each time we open our mouths to lead a child in a meditation, we stand at the edge of a cliff and jump, trusting that the ground will rise up to meet us.” For we lead the meditation from the heart, we are there with the child, experiencing the practice ourselves, and we don’t know how the practice will be received. Particularly with my own children, my greatest fear was that they might laugh or poke fun at my sometimes clunky (certainly in my first forays into trying to lead meditations) but always tender-hearted words, and this was in essence a fear of rejection! Yet the more we practise, the more we realise that as long as we lead a meditation from the heart and let go of expectations then whatever follows is just rather perfect – both the adult and child will receive whatever lessons are meant to be received; there’s a kind of divine order to what transpires – a kind of magic – when we listen to the whispers of the heart.

My compassion practices had always been aimed towards others, and yet I was aware that I healed as I practised. It started to dawn on me that perhaps separation is an illusion; that we’re all actors in one grand play in the mind of one single being. Perhaps there is no ‘me’ or ‘I’ and this idea of self is just an illusion. This may be too far-out a concept for many, and yet I invite you, as you practise the exercises in this book, to observe what happens to you and to those around you. When we work on ourselves, we find that the benefits ripple outwards and others mirror the changes happening inside us, and so perhaps this in itself is proof of the interconnectedness of all things. Holding in our hearts and minds the interconnected nature of all things is a wonderful antidote to the egocentricity that is very much part of Western culture where everything revolves around me – what I like and what I don’t like.

The process of teaching mindfulness to a child is essentially working with the fabric of our hearts and a vehicle for our own healing and transformation. As children, we seek and blossom in unconditional love, but, being parented by the wounded, we rarely receive it. Love, yes, but not unconditional love where we truly feel that every aspect of us is accepted and cherished. We learn to hide the less acceptable parts of ourselves, the jealous thoughts, the resentful thoughts, the uncharitable thoughts, because more love seems to come if we present ourselves as happy, amenable, sociable, ‘nice’. We come to the (misguided) perception that we are only loveable if we express wholesome, positive emotions; we learn what our parents and our peers value and, consciously or unconsciously, present those aspects of ourselves that fit with those values and try to hide those parts of ourselves that don’t. The aspects of us that don’t fit with our view of what is acceptable – the darker parts of ourselves, or ‘shadow self’ – can only be healed and transformed when we shine the light of acceptance on them… this is the inner work of teaching a child meditation – we heal ourselves, including our inner child, as we do.

Even as I continue to write this book, I’ve become more aware of the inner processes that drive me as I write, perhaps Mother’s Day bringing into my awareness the realisation that maybe the way I’ve been writing is directed in some way in pleasing my mother, although she’s no longer here. That awareness sets me free, and I realise that I’ve been feeling a little constrained in my writing simply because there’s been a subtle sense of wanting Mum to be proud of what I’m writing. There’s perhaps even an image in my mind of her editing my work as I write, and she could certainly be quite critical! It’s time to let go of that now and just let the words arrive from the heart, for it has a wisdom all of its own if I can get my head out of the way. Some of the writing may not always make complete logical sense therefore – words are such limited pointers to a much deeper truth – but it is my deepest wish that the words may in some way be helpful and indeed that something more fundamental and timeless beneath the words may touch your heart.

I think it’s reasonable for me to assume that you’re hoping for change in your life in relation to your interactions with a child, given that you’re reading this book. In which case, now is probably a great moment to share one of the biggest nuggets of wisdom that my teachers have shared with me at different times in my life: it is absolutely imperative that we learn to direct an authentic kindness towards ourselves in times of difficulty – this is how we build our inner reservoir of strength with which to face those parts of us that need our tender attention in order to heal. On the journey of reading this book, I humbly ask that you intend to hold a space for yourself that is uncritical, tender, gentle and nurturing. This is alien to many of us – it certainly was to me – but by growing your self-compassion, you will be building your inner resources to begin to look more honestly


3.1 Exercise: Holding Space for Ourselves – Heart Cave*




































Case Study: Alex (aged 4)
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