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      There is an old Japanese story about the Zen tea master Sen no Rikyu. One day, a Sakai tea man invited Rikyu to a tea ceremony in the hope of impressing him with an antique tea jar from China. But despite being served from the jar, Rikyu did not seem to notice it, commenting instead on the simple scenery outside the tea hut. When Rikyu left, the trader smashed the precious jar to pieces and withdrew in anger. Luckily, not all was lost. One of the other guests gathered the pieces and glued them together with golden lacquer. When he next came, Rikyu recognized the mended jar. ‘Ah’ he said, ‘now it is magnificent!’
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      A few years back, I wrote a self-help book for people with low mood in which I argued that the journey out of depression is one of learning: learning about oneself, of course, but also learning life skills such as managing stress and coping with bad news, and, above all, learning to rediscover the little things that make life worth living and loving. I’m convinced that the experience of depression can open us out onto a richer and brighter future—whence the title of that book, Growing from Depression.

      As the months rolled on and I heard back from readers and their relatives and carers, it became increasingly clear to me that everybody, and not just people with low mood, could benefit from this kind of learning and growing approach. After all, why wait until depression hits us to take action? If we start now, if we pre-empt it, maybe we can avoid depression altogether, and enjoy the benefits without also having to suffer the costs.

      Separately, I also realized something else, namely, that there is a deep current running through all my work, in books like Hide and Seek, Heaven and Hell, and Hypersanity. On the surface, these books appear to be about a particular topic—respectively, self-deception, the emotions, and thinking skills—but underneath they all share a common theme and common thrust: how to live more and suffer less.

      I began to look at my writing from this new ‘self-help’ perspective, more as a unified body than a collection of separate titles, and, as I did, I noticed something else…

      Curiously, the same trope kept on resurfacing again and again all throughout my work, the same idea, but each time in a different context and a different form—almost as if, for all those years, I had been trying to tell myself something of the utmost importance.

      These three insights began to dance together in the vestibule of my mind, until, one day, I thought: Well, why not write something more focused and practical, and build it around that central, recurring idea?

      The title, The Secret to Everything: How to Live More and Suffer Less, immediately jumped out, with the ‘secret’ being none other than the idea itself, that startling truth that I had been trying for so long to tell myself.

      This almighty secret is by no means original to me. It has been known to mystics and scholars for centuries and millennia, and, today, is increasingly being confirmed by both philosophy and science. Socrates certainly knew it, as did the Buddha, and more recently, Albert Einstein, Carl Jung, and Emily Dickinson. It is a secret not because it is hidden as such, but because it is so difficult to see, running counter to so many of our most basic assumptions.

      This book leans on my other work but also includes a lot of new material. Each of the book’s ten chapters exposes a particular aspect and practical application of the secret, while also keeping it carefully under wraps. On the surface, the chapters may seem to have little in common, but they are all built around the same, universal wisdom.

      Your challenge, as you read, is to unravel the secret, to find the common thread that runs through all the chapters.

      The secret is discussed at the end, but don’t peek or you’ll spoil the fun.

      I hope you enjoy the quest!
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        The hardest thing to see is what is in front of your eyes.

        FRIEDRICH SCHILLER

      

      

      

      Gardening is more and more recognized, and now even prescribed by doctors, for its health benefits.

      These include:

      
        
          	
        Increased muscle strength and cardiovascular fitness.
      

      	
        Improved sleep and diet (if you grow your own fruit and veg).
      

      	
        Reduced stress, anxiety, and depression.
      

      	
        A stronger sense of community and belonging, and
      

      	
        Better self-esteem.
      

      

      

      You don’t even have to get your hands dirty: Some of these benefits accrue simply from visiting a garden, or even just looking over one—although it probably helps to notice and mentally engage with the greenery.

      Researchers in South Korea randomly assigned patients recovering from thyroidectomy (surgery to remove the thyroid gland in the neck) to hospital rooms with plants and flowers, and hospital rooms without. They found that the patients in the rooms with plants and flowers fared significantly better, asking for less pain relief and requiring less time in hospital. So, yes, it makes sense to bring flowers, and, at home, to have indoor plants.

      Even street trees greatly benefit our health. An American study looking at the city of Toronto found that, for cardio-metabolic conditions (heart disease, stroke, diabetes, obesity…), an increase of just 11 trees per city block could compare, in terms of health benefit, to an increase in annual personal income of $20,000.

      How might gardening, and nature in general (including animals), help with mental health? To various degrees, we live inside the stories we tell ourself. But gardening drags us out of our tortured heads and back into the natural world, which blunts the ideological and emotional extremes to which detached, abstract thought is prone.

      In 1920, on the verge of a mental breakdown, the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein took up the post of assistant gardener at Klosterneuburg Abbey near Vienna, explaining in a letter to a friend that he had been longing for ‘some kind of regularized work which, of all the things I can do in my present condition, is the most nearly bearable…’

      Voltaire’s Candide (1759) is an attack on the abstract and convoluted philosophy of Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, and famously concludes with the precept, ‘We must cultivate our garden.’

      In the Philosophy of Existence (1938), Karl Jaspers described this disinterested process of looking outside oneself—or ‘phenomenology’, as it has been called—as ‘a thinking that, in knowing, reminds me, awakens me, brings me to myself, transforms me’.

      Just picture the gardener’s pure and simple delight at the first crocuses or tulips, a bird’s nest, a swarm of bees…

      When we stop noticing small things, we are no longer truly alive.
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        Figure 1. The miracle of a robin on the garden fence.

      

      The word ‘phenomena’ derives from the Ancient Greek meaning ‘things that appear’, and phenomenology can be defined as the direct examination and description of phenomena as they are consciously experienced.

      Pioneered by Edmund Husserl (d. 1938) as a philosophical tool, phenomenology involves paying close attention to objects so that they begin to reveal themselves, not as we take them to be, but as they truly appear to naked human consciousness, shorn of superimposed theories and preconceptions. Pick out an object, plant, or animal, look at it, and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          	
        Set a standard of objectivity.
      

      	
        Test, stretch, and develop their senses.
      

      	
        Apply their judgement.
      

      	
        Recall old memories.
      

      	
        Compare their analysis with that of their peers.
      

      	
        Discuss the wine and learn about it, and about wine in general.
      

      	
        Forge meaningful human relationships.
      

      	
        Imbibe the wine with the respect and consideration that it deserves.
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      7 keys for being more in the moment
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