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	For a world in crisis

	May we find our way through with mindfulness and compassion
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	Introduction

	Life crisis comes knocking at our door wearing so many different hats. Invariably it will have an emotional and psychological impact. Even if the crisis takes the form of physical injury or illness, few of us are immune to the knock-on effects on our emotions and mental well-being. Whether your child has just received the diagnosis you never wanted to hear, whether your husband has just announced he’s having an affair and wants a divorce, or whether your mother is nearing the end of her life, Life Crisis has something for you.

	Whether your outer world has been hit by an earthquake or your inner world is crumbling into rubble, here you will find ways of soothing and supporting yourself using the principles and practices of mindfulness.

	My story

	In 2003 I went through a period of profound crisis. At a time in my life when, as part of a psychotherapy training course, I was doing deep healing work through one-to-one therapy, I was also engaging fully in my spiritual quest. As I turned 40, things came to a head. On a trip to Egypt, I experienced a week of intense psychospiritual crisis that left me completely incapacitated, physically, mentally and emotionally. In the shock and trauma my legs gave way and for a few days I couldn’t even walk.

	What I learned at that time was the power of mindfulness to help me cope, to get me through the worst. As I had been meditating for a number of years, I had already started to learn the skills of watching the mind, of being the ‘observer’. As I followed the antics of the mind I began to see a relationship between my levels of fear and the kind of thinking the mind was engaged in.

	Whenever my anxiety levels became really high, the thoughts and ideas would get more wild, more extreme, catastrophizing and distorting. This awareness helped me to step back a little, to unplug from the mind’s cavorting, just enough to be able to get my feet on the ground once more. After the worst three or four days, in which I had to use a wheelchair, I was able to walk again normally.

	That crisis turned my life around. It helped me to see how even the most extreme emergency can be an opportunity for growth and healing, for change and transformation. I came through, creating some very positive changes in my life.

	When the opportunity to train as a mindfulness teacher came up, I seized it eagerly. I knew that this was exactly what I wanted to do. I had seen for myself the power of mindfulness to transform the most acute situations. Following that period of crisis I also organized a series of residential conferences on psychospiritual crisis, or spiritual emergency, and set up the UK Spiritual Crisis Network. I wrote my first book (In Case of Spiritual Emergency) and spoke at various events and conferences, including in the United States and at the Consciousness in Crisis conference at the University of Leiden, Netherlands. I was invited to contribute a chapter on a ‘Mindfulness-based approach to spiritual crisis’ to a German handbook on spiritual crisis. In 2007 I became one of the first accredited trainers of the mindfulness training school Breathworks. I’ve taught many groups since then, including NHS therapists and, for the Ministry of Defence, soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.

	I’d been teaching for a couple of years when a close relative had a complete meltdown and turned to me in despair. She had been thrown out of her family home because of her drinking, and her life was spiralling out of control. It was becoming increasingly difficult for her to hold down her responsible job. One day, instead of going to work, she got on a train heading in the opposite direction, not knowing where she was going or where she would end up. I got a phone call out of the blue. She was at a train station somewhere, she barely knew where, and all she kept repeating, frantically asking over and over again, was ‘What am I going to do? What am I going to do?’ When I reached her at the station, she was suicidal. She could see no possible way out of the nightmare her life had become.

	Over the next 48 hours I supported her in the best way I knew. Using mindfulness techniques, I constantly encouraged her to come into the present moment. Her greatest fear was about the future, so I worked at helping her simply to get through each moment, right now – to forget about the future for the time being. The only moment she needed to get through was this one.

	I showed her how to come into the present moment through the physical senses and the body. I repeatedly brought her back to what she was sensing, what she was aware of in her body, physically. This is something we do when using mindfulness to transform crisis; we keep repeating, coming back to the same thing over and over again. We talk about ‘working with the fear’. Because we can’t just bring ourselves back into the present moment once and think ‘great, job done’. The mind will spiral off again and again. As you can tell from my own experience, the greater the levels of anxiety and fear, even terror, the more the mind will spiral out of control.

	My relative had no previous experience whatsoever of mindfulness, and yet within a couple of days she had successfully managed to come through her crisis. It helped that I had complete trust in the process, that this period of what looked like breakdown was in fact a breakthrough, allowing a whole new level of healing and growth. I also took her to my GP to get her signed off from work. For the first time she woke up to the fact that there were mental health issues underlying her drinking
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