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Introduction

Meditation is a wonderful tool that can help you
and empower you in many different ways. It can tackle stress,
improve concentration, make you healthier, happier, wiser and more
successful. But then I guess you already knew that or you wouldn’t
have bought this book.

What I wanted to do when I decided to write this
book was to write something that looked at the subject of
meditation from as impartial a perspective as possible, not rooted
in any particular tradition, but drawing on a variety of sources
and schools of thought. Rather than focussing on any particular
type of meditation, and trying to describe how to master it, I
wanted to be much more general and to focus instead on providing
the reader with a set of tools that they could take away and put to
any use they see fit.

Of course there are also specific meditations
which I describe in detail and provide step by step instructions
for. I hope that these are useful and beneficial to you and I think
that there are enough included in this book to keep the beginner
busy for quite some time, but they are there as much to illustrate
the technique that I am describing and offer working examples to
experiment with as they are to provide a course of meditation
practice. What I hope is that you will be able to learn enough from
these to create your own meditation practices that will better suit
your own personal needs, preferences and goals than anything that I
could offer you here.

The main problem that I had in compiling the
book and deciding what to include was where to draw the line
between a ‘technique’ and a specific meditation or group of
meditations. It wasn’t as easy as I had first thought when I had
the idea in the first place, but I hope that I did manage to get
there in the end. I’m confident that at least 99% of meditations
would use at least one of the ‘techniques’ which I describe here in
any case, and that the tools that I describe here offer sufficient
breadth to be fairly comprehensive. Having never seen anything
which claimed to be a comprehensive list of meditation techniques –
only collections of actual meditations or techniques from a
specific tradition - I can’t be sure that I’ve covered everything,
so I just hope that you find what I have put together interesting
and useful.

Before You Begin

There are a few things worth mentioning which
are relevant no matter what meditation or what techniques you are
using, so I though the introduction was as good a place as any to
bring them up.

You should try to find somewhere to meditate
that is a comfortable temperature, as quiet as possible, and
without distractions. Turn off your phone before you begin – its
not for long – and tell anyone who you live with that you would
like to not be disturbed for 15 minutes or however long you think
you might be.

Make sure that the clothes which you are wearing
are comfortable and fairly loose. There is nothing more annoying
that being disracted by uncomfortable clothing.

Different people find different types of day
best for them. If you can then it is a good idea to try practicing
at different times of day and then comparing your experiences to
see if you find it easier at some times than at others. It is,
however, generally best if you avoid meditating directly after a
meal. An empty stomach is better than a full one.



Part One – Basic Relaxation Exercises

When you first begin learning to meditate it is
useful to learn a few basic relaxations techniques before you move
on to anything else. There are two reasons for this.

Firstly a relaxation exercise is the simplest
form of meditation that you can do, so it really makes sense that
it should be the first one you learn. And there are some great
benefits that you can get from these exercises as well. If your
main purpose in learning how to meditate is to combat stress,
reduce your susceptibility to negative emotions such as frustration
or anger, and take advantage of the general health benefits that
meditation can offer, then you may never need to go beyond this
first section. Simple relaxation exerices that you can learn and
subsequently practice in a 5 – 15 minute session can help you with
all of these things.

The second reason is that you generally need to
be relaxed in order to meditate well, no matter what kind of
meditation that you are doing or what techniques you are using. If
you are not relaxed then you will be more easily distracted, less
able to focus your concentration properly, and your meditations
will be shallower and less beneficial.

Because of this I always advice people who are
learning to meditate to start each session with a short relaxation
exercise to begin with. This will help you to let go of your usual
preoccupations and the stresses of the day, and to clear your mind
so that you can focus on your meditation.

Over time you will become more accomplished at
this letting go and at entering a relaxed state at will, so you can
reduce the amount of time that you spend performing these basic
exercises and then eventually skip over this step entirely. How
long this takes will depend on you, how often you practice, and how
relaxed or stressed you usually are.

In this first section of the book I will
introduce you to some of the relaxation exercises that I have found
to be most effective. If you have never done anything like this
before then you should start off by practicing each of these
exercises on their own. You should really try to take your time
over them as much as you can, if possible spending at least ten
minutes each time and preferably a little longer than that.

Once you have familiarized yourself with each of
them you may like to pick your favorite one out to use at the start
of your sessions when you move on to the techniques I will
introduce you to in subsequent sections.

Keep practicing these exercises until you are
completely confortable with them and confident that you can use
them well to enter into a relaxed state of being. I know they might
not be very glamorous or exciting and probably aren’t the kind of
thing you had in mind when you decided to learn how to meditate in
the first place, but they are very valuable and you will be
grateful for the time you put into mastering relaxation later on
when you are able to use this relaxed state to make the best
possible use of more advanced techniques.


Relaxation Exercise One: Contact Points.

When you are in a comfortable position and ready
to start simply close your eyes and allow yourself to start
relaxing. Turn your attention to the contact between you and
whatever is supporting your weight. This may be the chair beneath
your bottom and thighs, the floor under your feet, the surface you
are lying on, or whatever else is supporting you. Run through all
the contact point between yourself and those things that are
supporting you, and then holding your attention gently on them
simply allow yourself to let go of your own weight.

Imagine yourself sinking down as you just let
go, and let the chair or other support take all of your weight. Try
to feel the tension fall away from your muscles as you stop holding
yourself up in position, as you allow yourself to be completely
supported and let go of your own weight alogether. Each time you
breath out try to feel yourself relaxing even further, try to feel
even more tension falling away from you. Continue this for as long
as you feel comfortable doing so and as long as your mind is
wandering too much.

Keeping this awareness of those contact points
between yourself and whatever is supporting your weight in your
mind, you can then expand this awareness to take in the contact
points between different parts of your own body. This may be your
lips touching, your tongue touching the roof of your mouth, your
fingers and toes touching each other, perhaps your hands resting on
your thighs, and so on. As you do this try to feel yourself
relaxing even further, letting go of even more of your weight and
the tension that is usually held in your body.

When you are ready to move on to the final stage
you can then expand this awareness even further to include the
contact between your skin and anything that is touching it –
including your clothes and the air around you. Become aware of how
these thing feel against your skin, whether they are warm or cool,
rough or smooth.

You shouldn’t be straining to concentrate during
this exercise, and it really doesn’t matter if your mind wanders a
little. But try to gently turn your attention back to these contact
points and to hold yourself in this state of purely physical
awareness as much and for as long as you feel comfortable and are
able to do so.


Relaxation Exercise Two – Tense And Relax

This is probably the simplest exercise that you
can do other than just sitting down and trying to relax without
using any technique at all. But it is also very effective and is
the one that most people experience the best results from. It can
take a little while to do properly, so you should have at least 10
minutes put aside for this one (the others can be done in five if
you have less time), but it is at least very quick and easy to
explain – you just tense and then relax all the muscles of your
body in turn.

Most people find it best to start from the
bottom and work their way up, although there is no set rule for
this. Tense yur toes – not quite as hard as you can but fairly hard
– and then let go. As you let go try to let go of all the tension
from your toes, and afterward just focus on relaxing your toes for
at least a couple of breaths before moving on to do the rest of
your feet, then your ankles, your calfs and lower legs, and so on
all the way up your body.

Make sure that you don’t miss any parts out. You
may like to go from your hips up your front, from your chest down
your arms and then go on to your back. Alternatively you may like
to go from hips to stomach to lower back to chest to upper back and
then to your shoulders and arms. Make sure that you tense all the
different muscles of your face too. I split this up into quite a
few sections – chin and mouth, lips and tongue, cheeks, nose, eyes,
brow, ears and scalp.

If there is any part of your body where you are
aware of a stubborn tension that doesn’t go away, then just tense
and relax a second time. You may not get rid of all of it, but this
can often help to get rid of a bit more of the tension at
least.

When you have worked your way through your whole
body then just spend a few moments sitting or lying still and
enjoying the relaxed state that this has put you into.


Relaxation Exercise Three: Warm Relaxation
Wave

This is the quickest and easiest of the three
relaxation exercises that I decided to include. I like it because
once you have done it a few times you can start to go through the
whole process in a shorter and shorter time until you end up being
able to perform an exercise in just a few seconds that, although
not as good as a more involved exercise, can have a significant
relaxing effect on you.

As with the tense and relax exercise you are
going to begin with your feet and work your way up the body. Focus
on your feet to start with, and just let them relax as much as
possible. Imagine a warm wave of relaxation starting at your toes
and slowly moving up your body. Try to become aware of any tension
within your body as you move up, and imagine the warm wave of
relaxation just melting it away.

If you want to you can imagine a series of
waves. When you lose focus or hit a stubborn area of tension simply
imagine a new wave, perhaps moving more quickly up to the area you
got to with the last one, and then slowing down as it hits up
against more tension to dissolve.



Part Two – Breathing Exercises

When you are ready to move on from simple
relaxation exercises breathing exercises are an excellent next
step, as well as being a staple technique in many systems.

Breathing is a very special and unique thing. It
is a vital physical function required for life, a lies on that
strange periphery of control which means that we can choose to
control it, or choose to ignore it and let it happen naturally and
automatically. In many spiritual tradition breath is associated
with the life force itself, and breathing techniques used to draw
in the life force from the air around us.

Even without wandering into the realm of
specific religious beliefs it is clear that your breathing exerts a
definite influence over the physical state of your body and through
that on your state of mind. Regulating your breathing is there a
short cut to controling and regulating your own state of mind to a
much greater extent than people are accustomed to doing. Deep,
slow, long breaths help us to relax, whereas short, fast, forceful
breathing energizes you much more.
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