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						NOTES TO THE READER


			There are many reasons for taking up the practice of meditation.

			There are also many ways of practicing mindfulness.

			I learned many of these from Thich Nhat Hanh, my teacher, who is the inspiration behind this book, and discovered others through my own practice.

			These many reasons and many ways are explored at length in this book.

			Self-regulation, better relationships, and developing a compassionate heart are significant benefits of meditation; here, they are given the importance that they deserve.

			We recognize now that the role of the brain in guiding our life has its downside as well as its many benefits. I use the word brainfulness to describe an attitude of unexamined bondage to the biases and priorities of this organ, and suggest that mindfulness is an effective counterweight to it.

			Practice material is integrated into every chapter—and to make practice sessions more enjoyable, many of the exercises are songs that you can download and use as “mindfulness mantras” to inspire and guide your practice. This material is available at Mindfulness MeditationCentre.org under Buddha’s Book of Meditation.

			The message of this book is empowering; whether you would like to be more positive, more peaceful, less anxious, or angry less often, you can change in ways that you desire.

			The brain is plaster, you are the sculptor, and mindfulness meditation is the tool. It is my fervent wish that this book will be useful to meditation students and teachers and to those in the helping professions who want to use meditation with their clients.

			—JOSEPH EMET

		

	
		
			

			
			There is no enlightenment outside of daily life.

			—THICH NHAT HANH
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						FOREWORD


			When we sit in meditation, we follow our breath, and we are aware of our feelings and states of mind. When we stand up and walk, when we eat, have a cup of tea, or talk with someone, we continue to be mindful in the same way. For a practitioner, there is no line that separates meditation from everyday life, or everyday life from meditation.

			We can all take a few conscious breaths and let go of impatience, hurry, or stress as we go through our day. Living mindfully makes it possible to be in the present and to transform our lives into a work of art where each moment reflects the beauty, wisdom, and love that we all have in our hearts.

			Joseph Emet’s book describes how we can apply mindfulness to different areas of our life, and how doing so can enrich the way we live. When we shine the light of mindfulness onto all aspects of our lives, we have a chance to live happier and more fulfilling lives as free persons.

			The practices in this book include many songs as well as guided meditations, poems, and meditation themes—elements that are also part of our practice at Plum Village. May it be of help in moving your practice forward.

			—THICH NHAT HANH

			Plum Village, France
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						INTRODUCTION


			
			People seem not to see that their opinion of the world is also a confession of character.

			—RALPH WALDO EMERSON

			
			
			The scenery around me this evening is the most beautiful I have ever seen, because it is now. The choppy waters of Lake St. Louis are licking the rocks just below where I sit in real time, and not on a replay of a memory reel. Unlike remembered suns, the sun of now warms me to the core, and the seagull overhead calls with this moment’s voice. I am fully present as I take in this scene with all my senses.

			Why should one meditate?

			Because the world is a beautiful place, and we miss its beauty when we are not “there.”

			Because we are humans with huge brains and compelling thoughts. Our thinking often takes us away from the moment.

			Because coming to our senses requires a bit of practice—“Just do it” does not always work, just as it would not work if somebody handed you a guitar and said, “Just play it.”

			Meditation is the formal practice that leads to the ability of using the brain instead of being used by it.

			•   •   •

			In twenty years of teaching mindfulness meditation, I have seen people come for many reasons, including the search for better sleep, better relationships, more creativity, calming the overthinking mind, reducing stress, becoming less anxious, and controlling anger. Just as learning to play the guitar enables us to play sad songs, happy songs, or love songs, learning meditation techniques helps us to guide the brain in directions that we want.

			In a meditation class of mine, Karen confessed to me: “I am overwhelmed by my emotions about my boyfriend. His needs take up all the space in my life. I want to meditate because I need to make time for myself. I need to learn how to manage my emotions better.”

			Wallace came because his marriage was on its last legs. He had a habit of zoning out every time his wife started speaking. She wanted him to be more present, but this seemed to be beyond him at the moment.

			Like many others, Karen and Wallace found help in mindfulness meditation.

			They learned general mindfulness practices as well as specific contextual hints about how to apply them to their personal concerns. In this book, you will find these same general techniques as well as help with particular issues that may concern you more intimately. The premise of this book is that meditation affects every aspect of life—when your stress level goes down, all aspects of your life are improved, and when you live a more inspired life, all areas of your life benefit.

			We are not stuck for life with our present stress level or our present anxiety level. We are not stuck with our present way of relating to others, or the state of our moods. We are not stuck with our default feelings. All of these—as well as our present attitudes and mental habits—can be changed with mindfulness practice. Many people, from athletes to businesspeople, are already using mindfulness techniques to increase their effectiveness and success level. Many others are using them to improve the quality of their personal lives.

			There are exercises within boxed text in every chapter, and they are clearly explained. They include guided meditations, meditation themes, and practice songs. They are recorded for you and are only a click away at mindfulnessmeditation centre.org. Mindfulness songs add variety and interest to meditation practice. If you listen to or sing a song often, it becomes an earworm. It hums practice basics in your ear and transports you to places you long to be in. As it grows on you, it helps you to grow as well. A song can be an effortless reminder and an inspiration to practice. My teacher Thich Nhat Hanh once referred to me as “a bodhisattva of music”—as I wrote some of the practice songs used in centers in his tradition around the world.

			Download them and the guided meditations to your iPhone, computer, or favorite digital music player, and take them with you. Do you have to wait for someone? Is there a free moment at home? Just sit comfortably and use them to light up your mind and your day.

			In my experience, each meditation period is different—each brings a new perspective or opens a new door. That is because the context of each meditation session is different—it is the changing panorama of my life. The basics are the same—calming the mind and opening to insight—but they are practiced on new ground every day. I kept this in mind as I wrote this book: each chapter is designed to bring a new perspective to your mindfulness practice or to your day. Start with the basics, but do not stop there. Take advantage of the richness of the mindfulness practices that are presented here. You are more likely to continue meditating if you can learn to make the practice contextual and relevant to the changing circumstances of each day.

			The brain is just another organ, with its own biases, illnesses, humors, and tumors.

			It helps to understand how this organ developed through evolution, and further chapters explore the link between Buddhist thought and evolutionary psychology.

			Why are we the way we are? Why do we have so much anxiety and so much aggressiveness? Evolution sheds a light on this and provides another imperative for mindfulness practice—we do not want to be prisoners of our evolutionary heritage, Flintstones in our fast, shiny cars, living in a dream world somewhere between the vestiges of our wild past and the realities of our sobering present. Specific practices address this issue.

			We will start this journey with the need to listen to the voice of our brain with a grain of salt. This practice has been at the forefront of psychotherapy lately, but as you will see in the next chapter, it is equally important for everyone—it is necessary for leading a happy and positive life.
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			ARE YOU BRAINFUL OR MINDFUL?

			
			Nonviolence, which is a quality of the heart, cannot come by an appeal to the brain.

			—MAHATMA GANDHI

			
			
			We are “brainful” until we realize it. Then we can become mindful, at least momentarily, because our frame of reference is now larger.

			Our brains are constantly telling us things in the form of automatic thoughts, ruminations, emotional thinking, cravings, fears, or impatience. That is what automatic thoughts are—the brain doing a monologue. We get a “brainful” of this all day long.

			We stay “brainful” when we say “Amen” to everything our brain tells us.

			Meditation is keeping an eye on the brain.

			We become mindful when we become nonjudgmental observers of this monologue—we become observers of our human nature.

			“But we are all human,” you might say. “Of course we possess human nature. What’s wrong with human nature?”

			Many things, as truth commissions in diverse places such as Argentina, South Africa, and Canada found out. Many things, as tobacco company trials discovered. Many things, as our news media reveal every day. Love, poetry, and altruism are part of human nature, but so are lying, cheating, violence, and murder.

			The same brain that inspires us to love also sometimes whispers to us to cheat.

			The same brain that makes us long for peace also incites us to start wars.

			And the same brain that wants to care for the environment forgets all its concerns when its own convenience is at stake.

			Our brain has particular biases. Here are some of them:

			The negativity bias of the brain is well documented. Even a healthy brain has it—it makes us remember negative things and forget the positives. And, according to research, with time, our memory of a negative event can get even more negative. The brain makes us pay attention to negative stories—thus the litany of negative headlines in newspapers and on the evening news. The media people know that bad news is “good” news, and they want to keep our attention. They serve us what will do the job. They also provide us with an abundance of horror movies, dramas, thrillers, and murder novels.

			The brain does not want us to sleep if there is perceived danger. Anxiety keeps us awake.

			The brain is interested in survival and safety. When it takes over, it goes to unreasonable lengths that border on paranoia to fight for and ensure its safety and survival.

			Food is one of its principal concerns regarding survival. The brain would rather err on the side of safety—it would rather we overeat and store food as fat than risk starving. For most of our history on Earth, humans and other animals evolved in a context of scarcity. The brain has not yet adjusted to a world of plenty. Animals eat competitively and often in a hurry—before someone else gets it.

			“Fast food” has a long history.

			Brains place a high value on reproduction. The male spider’s brain pushes it to sacrifice its life in order to couple and transmit its seed. Male animals sometimes get killed in the battle to become the alpha male and inseminate the females in the herd.

			And females reproduce in order to, well, reproduce.

			It has been said that a deer does not have to run faster than the wolf in order to save its skin. It only has to run faster than one other deer. The brain’s perspective on self-interest is narrow. Even ultrasocial insects like ants are only interested in the welfare of their own colonies. An animal does not worry about global warming or pollution.

			Even laziness may have an evolutionary value.

			In the wild, most animals face limited food supplies and thus have a finite amount of energy to spend. Evolution may have primed us to conserve energy and not move around unnecessarily. I recently saw a documentary on polar bears and watched a mother bear lumber around the ice sniffing the air for traces of prey. She hadn’t eaten for eight months while continuing to nurse her cubs. Seasonal famine is a way of life for many animals—this bear was definitely not thinking about going for recreational swims or hikes. After checking out possible sources of food around her, she lazed around conserving energy. Her voice is inside us today, whispering things such as, “Don’t walk to the corner store. Drive so you can conserve energy.” I hear her voice when I drive to the gym; it says, “Park as close to the door as you can so you don’t have to walk far.” Funny, as I go there to exercise in the first place.

			In a world of feast or famine, an individual needed to eat as much as she could in order to survive periods when food was scarce. Dogs, still remembering the irregular life of hunting packs, exhibit this tendency to compulsively overeat when given free access to food. Evolutionary laziness, when coupled with the evolutionary urge to overeat, becomes a deadly combination in our day.

			Do you recognize familiar patterns here?

			Without mindfulness, we repeat these patterns.

			But isn’t mindfulness itself a brain function?

			Of course it is. But it is a metafunction. Here are some of the distinctions:

			With “brainfulness,” your brain is in charge.

			With mindfulness, you are in charge.

			Your TV set has no biases. It plays the channels you choose.

			Your brain comes preprogrammed with biases—it is like a TV set that automatically goes to the food sites or the competitive sports sites when you turn it on. Some of its other general biases were listed earlier. You can discover others that are specific to your own brain in your meditation practice—perhaps your brain is prone to anger, perhaps to anxiety.

			Without mindfulness, we end up watching the channels our brain chooses because of its biases.

			The mind, on the other hand, can include our values—it can go beyond the built-in biases of our brains. It can also include wisdom. Mindfulness is paying attention intentionally. When we are mindful, we pay attention selectively and purposefully. We do not download all the brain blabber to the desktop of our consciousness. Aware that the negativity bias of the brain exaggerates negativity, we compensate for it by intentionally paying attention to the good and the beautiful. Aware that habits can be formed intentionally as well as unintentionally, we choose to go in the direction of our values by consciously creating beneficial habits through repetition. Aware of the preciousness of this moment, we intentionally savor it. We intentionally pay attention to our breath and to the signs of tension in our bodies so that stress does not accumulate during the day and become distress.

			I use “brainfulness” to mean a state of total identification and fusion with the messages, urges, and compulsions coming from the brain. It is a state where the brain is mistaken for the self, and the two merge into each other. A “brainful” person assumes, “I am my brain,” without articulating that thought as such, and identifies not only with the thinking capacity of her brain, but also with its emotional aspect and its many biases and evolutionary features.

			This state of identification has been described in the context of psychotherapy, when a person’s brain messages bring her grief. But all brains are like compulsive backseat drivers—they do not stop talking. Learning to listen to this talk with a grain of salt is not only important at the therapist’s office—it is also important at the shopping center, at the dining table, and at work.

			It is not always wrong to follow the brain’s advice.

			But it is usually better to do things out of wisdom.

			MINDFUL LIVING

			The price of healthy living is continual mindfulness.

			The taste buds do not entirely forget their evolutionary cravings. If they did, the food industry would be happy to remind them. Frito-Lay did not invent the craving for salt. You can sometimes see deer licking salt by the side of mountain roads in the winter. Frito-Lay cashed in on an inborn tendency without stopping to think about whether they were doing us a favor.

			Our popular culture has been formed by our brains without much wisdom. Pop music, magazines, and TV ads are pushing us toward mindless living a good deal of the time.

			Our most cherished values, such as honesty, integrity, and respect for life, often go directly against the interests of the brain. Living by our values is a good way of going from “brainfulness” toward mindfulness.

			EMBODIED WISDOM

			Do you remember the time when you were learning to drive?

			The rules of traffic are pretty simple, but an intellectual knowledge of driving a car is different from the feeling you get when you slip behind the wheel. Now, your body needs to drive the car as well as your brain; your feet, your hands, your eyes, and

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					 
						
							There is audio content at this location that is not currently supported for your device. Please go to MindfulnessMeditationCentre.org and choose “Buddha’s Book of Meditation” under “Books” to listen to the audio.
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