WELLNESS

Meditation—A Journey from
No Way to Okay! (To Yes!)

By TANYEE CHEUNG

editation was one of those elu-
M sive skills that I never believed

I could master. I heard about the
great benefits of meditation: how it re-
lieved stress, controlled anxiety, sharp-
ened attention, increased productivity,
improved sleep, managed pain, staved
off illness, enhanced self-awareness, re-
duced memory loss, decreased inflamma-
tion, and on and on. Meditation had even
been shown to decrease blood pressure
and cholesterol.! It sounded great, but me-
diation always seemed pointless to me. I
would sit and try to “empty my mind,”
but my mind was overflowing with a mil-
lion thoughts—the document I needed to
review, taxes to file, annual physical ap-
pointment I needed to make, dinner, and
on and on. I would feel frustrated with
meditation and myself. Meditation wasn’t
making me feel better; in fact, trying to
meditate was making me feel worse! I si-
lently cursed meditation and shoved it far
out of sight.

Over time, the sting of being an abject
failure at meditation wore off and my in-
terest in well-being led me back to med-
itation. Older and wiser, I approached
meditation with greater curiosity, less
selfjudgment, and zero expectations. I
downloaded the Headspace app (free for
30 days and only requires three minutes).
I thought to myself, how hard could three
minutes of meditating be? Answer: Um,
hard. A minute might as well have been
a hundred.

But I vowed to stick to it—"just three

little minutes,” I told myself. Even if it
didn’t work, it was such a small amount
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of effort. I liked “Andy’s” (my guide on
Headspace) voice. I made a “game” of
meditation. I started by paying attention
to my breath. I noticed when I inhaled, I
was sucking in my belly (contracting) and
when I exhaled, I was pushing it out (ex-
panding). This is known as paradoxical
breathing. To do diaphragmatic breathing
(expanding chest and belly on the inhale
and contracting on the exhale), I needed
to pay attention. I would count to 20, but
if I caught myself paradoxically breathing
or if my mind wandered and Ilost count, I
would start at one again. After I finished a
set of 20, I would count only my in-breaths

for a count of 20 and then only my out-
breaths for a count of 20. The three min-
utes flew by and there were days I never
even completed my count of 60.

Over time, my body got trained to breathe
diaphragmatically and I built a foun-
dation of mindfulness through focused
breath work. Next, Andy asked me to be-
come more aware of my body. No longer
needing to focus on breathing diaphrag-
matically, I could shift my focus. Andy
asked me to notice how my body felt and
“scan” down my body, starting at the top
of my head. Unsure what that meant, I de-
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cided I would ask each part of my body
“how it was feeling.”—"“Forehead, how
are you today?” Forehead would reply,
“Good.” “Eyes, how are you today?” Eyes
responded, “All good here.” Down my
body I would go. Every day, I would vis-
it my body in this manner and each day,
my body would respond the same. Until
one day, when I asked my eyes how they
were, my left eye was twitching.

I discovered that my mind had become
“trained” over the last few weeks. It
didn’t allow me to sit and ponder this
new revelation. Instead of focusing on the
twitching eye, I moved on down my body
as I had done each day. At the end of the
body scan, I felt great—and my left eye
had stopped twitching.

Thadn’t notice a difference over the weeks
of practice, but this encounter opened my
eyes to how meditation was affecting me.
I saw that when I train my mind to do
something, it became habituated. When I
started my body scan, my mind naturally
moved through the steps, even when new
revelations or a twitching eye popped up.
Even though I hadn’t thought meditation
was doing anything, it was. I unknow-
ingly trained my mind to focus. Little by
little, day by day. I was fortunate that ev-
idence of meditation’s impact found me,
for I might have been tempted to stop.
Today I do a daily practice of 20 minutes
(usually guided, sometimes with just mu-
sic or a simple body scan). The practice
continues to surprise me, and I have had
several instances where I tangibly saw the
power of meditation in my everyday life
(more on that in a future article).

So how did I get here? Here are my tips:

1. Understand: Meditation is not about
clearing the mind, it is about focusing
the mind on what we choose to focus
on. It allows us to train our wander-
ing mind and bring our attention back
to where we want it. Like a garden-
er tending to its flowers (meditation),
when butterflies (our thoughts) come
fluttering by, we allow ourselves to no-
tice butterflies but then bring ourselves
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back to our flowers (our breath, joy,
compassion, whatever it is we choose
to think about). We learn not to chase
the butterflies nor be annoyed by them.
Butterflies will come and go; we cannot
control them, but we can choose to fo-
cus on our flowers.

2. Experiment: There are many different
types of mediation (guided, transcen-
dental, visualization, yoga meditation,
sound healing meditation, and more)
and many different apps (Headspace,
Insight Timer, Calm, Waking Up, and
more)—take your time and find the one
that works for you. Give yourself a little
time with each to see if it resonates with
you. Remember it is something new
and may take a little bit to get used to.
I recommend sticking with a particular
method for at least three weeks. One
word of caution: meditation is power-
ful and by quieting our mind, thoughts
that we buried may rise to the surface.
If these thoughts are causing anxiety
or causing you to re-experience trau-
ma, you may want to contact a thera-
pist and stop meditation until you have
worked through those traumas.

3. SNAP (Start Strong, No Excuses, Al-
ways Act, Practice): Start Strong, or as1
like to say, Start Simple. Starting off tell-
ing yourself you need to do 20 minutes
a day is a sure-fire way to find excuses
not to meditate. Start simply with three
minutes or even one minute. Build on
it week after week. One minute will
turn into 20 minutes in 20 weeks! No
Excuses—who doesn’t have a minute
or three? You will find that meditation
will give you your time back in spades.
Always Act—Even if you have gotten
up to 20 minutes and you feel that to-
day you don’t have the time, go back
to your three minutes (or one minute),
keep training that muscle, and keep on
track! Once we stop it is easy to lose the
thread and have our new habit fall by
the wayside. Practice—Meditation is a
skill, just like all other skills, you need
to practice it. Like learning an instru-
ment, riding a bike, or driving a car, we
need to practice, practice, practice un-

til it becomes part of who we are. We
probably can’t even explain how to ride
a bike to someone, but when we get on
it, we just know. And just like any oth-
er skill, once it is ingrained, it will stay
with us, but it will get rusty if we don’t
practice. The great thing about medi-
ation is you can practice it anywhere.
Waiting for a doctor’s appointment,
Practice! Commuting or travelling on a
train, plane, automobile? Practice! Hav-
ing trouble falling asleep? Practice!

I didn’t believe meditation was “right”
for me or that I would ever “get” it, but
I now know, I simply needed to shift my
perspective. Instead of trying to “achieve”
(which is totally the opposite of medita-
tion), I let myself experience the steps of
mediation in the moment. I stopped ex-
pecting and started being. Most impor-
tantly, I came up with a SNAP plan. So
start. Today. Take the first step on the jour-
ney and you will find yourself on a beau-
tiful path. Just think, in the time it took
you to read this article, you could have
been meditating! M
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