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Mindfulness

Do you ever feel like a dark cloud is hanging over you? Maybe you are stuck in a bad mood,

and everything irritates or upsets you. When we slip into negative patterns of thinking, it can feel

like we are trapped or imprisoned in an inhospitable world. In this state we might feel powerless

to improve our situation and lead a happy and healthy life.

While there are certain situations where it’s healthy to experience emotions such as sadness or

grief, there are many other times when we allow ourselves to remain in these negative states in

an unhealthy way. This is often due to two things: one is a lack of awareness about our ability to

consciously change our own patterns of thinking and behavior, and two is a lack of development

of the ability itself.

In other words, you can learn to change the way you think and in doing so, you can develop

control over your attitude and your actions. By making a shift from a negative to a positive

attitude, you will begin to attract people and things into your life that were once repelled by your

negativity. This has to be experience to be fully understood -- so if this is something you’ve

never made a conscious effort with before, I’d encourage you to make a commitment now to

experiment with it. Pay attention to the effect it has on how others treat you and your overall

quality of life.

-----So how does this work? It’s very simple, yet it takes time and practice to become skilled at it.

First let’s take a look at how we normally think and behave, which we could called the reactive

state.

In the reactive state, we respond quickly and unconsciously to what the world throws at us. We

start to feel like we are victims of our circumstances, powerless to shape our own reality. We

blame others for how we are thinking, feeling and behaving. This often leads to becoming bitter,

angry, and frustrated with the world. As the negativity builds, it can quickly lead to a downward

spiral where we begin to feel hopeless and helpless.

Yet there is a second way. We’ll call this the proactive state. In this state, we are making the

simple shift from unconsciously reacting, to consciously acting. To do so, we create space in

which we can observe our own patterns of thinking, and make a conscious choice about the

way in which we respond to what is happening.

So how does one create this space? Again, it’s simple -- but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. It takes

awareness, and this awareness builds with practice.

You have many opportunities to put this into practice each and every day. The most important

times to become conscious of this are those that trigger a negative reaction in you. When do

you find yourself getting frustrated or lashing out? When do the negative voices in your head

start talking, making you feel bad about yourself? When do you behave in ways that produce

negative consequences, or ways that you end up regretting later?



The better you can identify what typically triggers negative thoughts and behaviors, the better

you can recognize the opportunity to create some space for yourself -- even if it’s just a moment

-- before reacting unconsciously.

This space gives us the opportunity to make a choice, or to choose to act differently than we

may have acted automatically or unconsciously. The more we practice, the quicker we get at

making more intelligent and responsible choices. When we start out, we may need a little more

time and space. So don’t be afraid to take a time out, take a few deep breaths, and ask yourself:

what type of behavior will lead to a better quality of life for me and those I care about?

The type of awareness needed for this can also be referred to as mindfulness. The website

mindful.org defines mindfulness as “the basic human ability to be fully present, aware of where

we are and what we’re doing, and not overly reactive or overwhelmed by what’s going on

around us.”

There are many tools, techniques and practices for building mindfulness, such as meditation,

yoga, tai chi, and many others. Consider exploring for yourself and see what resonates with

you.

This skill of being present and aware, and consciously choosing how we behave, is arguably the

most important skill we possess. It allows us to create the type of life for ourselves that we want

to live. Yet it’s very easy for any of us to slip back into unconscious thinking and behavior, and

therefore we will all have to forgive ourselves, learn from our mistakes, and keep practicing.

This practice is life-long -- if we make a commitment to it, we will keep getting better throughout

our lives. In doing so, we can look forward to our lives getting better and better as we go.
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