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   Week seven: Taking care of yourself and cultivate well-being 

 

 

Jon Kabat Zinn tells us: Mindfulness is about love and loving life. When you cultivate this love, it 

gives you clarity and compassion for life, and your actions happen in accordance with that. 

 

We all want to be happy, but we often mistake a rush of excitement for happiness. Well-being is 

more a sense of contentment, peacefulness, and a connection with a place and people. We can feel a 

sense of connection with the world and people around us even when we have an illness or are 

experiencing difficulties. 

 

The activities we choose to do, from moment to moment, and from day to day, strongly influence 

how we feel. By becoming aware of the activities that uplift us and the activities that delete us, we 

may be able to adjust the choices we make to best take care of ourselves. When we think of 

cultivating our well-being we automatically think of exercise and diet, but our mind is just as 

important. This is where mindfulness helps.  

 

This doesn’t mean that we don’t want to experience the full sphere of life by only doing things we 

enjoy, and going places we like, with people that make us feel happy, it means that we want to 

recognise what nurtures us and what depletes us, with people and places as well as activities. This 

allows us to choose what, where, how, and with whom we spend our time on any specific day. When 

we’re feeling good about life and full of the joys of spring, none of these things will matter, we’ll 

enjoy most of our day despite depleting actions. But on the days when we have an ailment, or we got 

out of bed the wrong way – despite the time you spend in bed before you get up trying to dissolve the 

bad mood        remember that discussion? – and we feel the whole world is against us, the last thing 

we want to be doing is depleting activities.  

 

This can’t always be an option to us, there are many times that we are obliged to do depleting 

activities when we’re in the throes of adversity, illness or just having a bad day. 

 

Jon Kabat Zinn calls this: Weaving our parachute. By learning to recognise how we 

tick and what pushes our buttons through mindfulness, he tells us the importance of 

establishing a mindfulness practice while life is going well, and we are feeling strong. 

By doing this we are learning and practicing skills (weaving our parachutes) that will 

be invaluable to us when life throws obstacles at us. It’s much harder to try to learn 

something new when we are in a crisis. Weaving our parachute builds on what we’ve 

already been learning - when we’ve been sitting and watching our internal weather patterns, what 

thoughts encourage which emotions and what reactions arise. How we stop ourselves from rolling 

down the slippery slope into anxiety, stress or depression. What I call our internal weather 

barometer. Learning to recognise our automatic actions and choose when to use them and when not 

to, monitoring the time spent in mindlessness. Learning the wisdom to make better choices, 

recognising and changing unhelpful habits. We achieve this through sitting (or lying) in mindful 

meditation.  

 

Think of mindfulness as a muscle, we need to use it every day to make it strong. Think of the phrase 

‘if you don’t use it – you lose it’ we usually associate this with everyday body movements, walking, 
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bending, climbing stairs, or doing crosswords and such like for keeping your brain active. So it is 

with mindfulness, we need to use it or it can’t help us. 

 

We all know how easy it is to get caught up in the bustle of daily tasks and 

chores, often leaving no time for yourself. And when we do get a moment 

to relax, the temptation is probably spend it in front of the TV or computer, 

while it might be a form of relaxation, is it healthy for long hours at a 

time? Does this recharge your well-being? 

Might there be times when we actually use our busy lives as an excuse to 

delay or put off something altogether that we don’t want to face, some 

emotion or situation we want to hide away from the light of day? If I don’t acknowledge it, it doesn’t 

exist, burying our heads in the sands. We might even subconsciously make ourselves busy, we don’t 

want to pause even for a moment, or sit in silence, just encase it slips through the defence wall we’ve 

built to keep it out. Think about how this probably detracts from our well-being in a huge way. If you 

put things off until free time miraculously appears, you’re probably going to wait for eternity. 

 

What we actually do with our time – from moment to moment, hour to hour, and from one year to 

the next - can be a very powerful influence, affecting our general health and our ability to respond 

skilfully to the challenges in our lives. By being actually present in more of our moments and making 

mindful decisions about what we really need at that time, we can improve our equilibrium and 

reduce our stress levels. As Jon Kabat Zinn says, we need to weave our survival parachute, day in 

and day out, so that we’re ready when an emergency arises. The more established our meditation 

practice is, and the more we apply mindful awareness to our everyday activities, the less we drop our 

practice when the going gets rough. We make it a part of our lives, like eating and cleaning our teeth.  

 

Let’s take a reality check here though, wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could achieve this 

level of mindfulness, but we’re not locked away on top of a beautiful mountain 

somewhere, we’re living in the real world, we’re not superman or woman! There will be 

times when our practice goes by the wayside, its happened to me loads of times over the 

years, but with a strong foundation, something always remains, and a situation will arise that makes 

me realise how far off my mindfulness path I’ve wandered, and I make my way back onto my path, 

pick up the pieces of my practice, and gently restore my inner peace and equilibrium, find my 

balance and it gently weaves its way back into my life. I’ve discovered that the path very often came 

to a crossroads without my realising it, and that I needed to change the focus of my attention, 

I’d maybe got into a mindfulness rut without realising it. My mindfulness and meditation had 

become another automatic response, I was doing it on autopilot, because I practiced at the same time 

every day, week in, week out. But without it growing and nourishing me. 

 

I’ve discovered that setting aside the same time every day for meditation doesn’t suit my personality, 

the more I practice, the more I understand myself and who I really am, underneath my upbringing 

and social acceptance. I flourish better without set routines, I prefer to flow with the day, what 

weather do I wake up to, (I mean the outside weather not my internal barometer, but that counts too) 

what is my mood today and so on. It makes me anxious to know my life is planned out, that I might 

do things on set days every week, just because it’s what I’ve always done, a habit. For instance, 

clothes wash on a Monday, iron on Tuesday, shop on Wednesday and so on into infinity and 

beyond… I know people that get anxious, sometimes even angry, when their routine is interrupted by 

life.  

 

Pause here and reflect for a while. Think about your attitude to life, does it help or hinder your 

well-being? Especially now we’re no longer controlled by the need to go to work regularly. How do 

you react to life? Do you flow through it and see where it leads, or do you need to know what you’re 

doing every day, do you need this to give your life its purpose? Or any points in between?  
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Have you ever felt like a square peg being forced into a round hole? Wondered why you didn’t seem 

to be on the same wavelength as everyone around you? I used to, but I realised a long time ago that it 

wasn’t important to me, I didn’t need to conform. I realised that we’re all different. I used to listen to 

people saying we look for like-minded people to fill our lives. Now I think ‘really, do we, wouldn’t 

that be really boring to always agree with people’ What do you think?  

 

 

  Jon Kabat Zinn tells us “Weave your parachute every day, rather than leaving it to the 

time you jump out of the plane” and “Tiny actions can fundamentally alter your 

relationship to the world for the better”. 

 

 

The connection between actions and moods. 

 

Remember that everything is transient and passes. Feeling upset when you’ve arranged to meet 

someone and they’re very late, for example, is understandable. Shouting at them when they arrive 

isn’t, in fact it’s probably the opposite. Ask yourself first what might have gone wrong before you 

judge them. Their mobile might have lost its charge, transport broken down or not arrived, and many 

other reasons. If you judge them before you know the situation, you’ll have spoilt the day already 

because you’ve wound yourself tightly before they arrived, what mindset will you face them with 

when they arrive?  

 

Mindfulness helps us to respond in a different way, you can be more relaxed while you’re waiting, if 

you feel yourself beginning to get worked up over it, follow your breathing and keep yourself 

grounded, read a book if you have one. When they do eventually turn up, you can listen to them 

calmly and tell them how disappointed you were. If there was something they could have done to let 

you know they were late, then point this out to them and tell them how you feel, but accept it 

happened and get on with enjoying the time left, you responded empathetically to them instead of 

flying off the handle and spoiling the whole afternoon or whatever for both of you. 

 

 

This is a big part of living mindfulness every day, how we apply non-judgmental, 

compassionate awareness and acceptance to our everyday experiences. We very often 

don’t get it right, that’s why it’s called ‘practice’.  

 

Mindfulness helps us to change our response to the experience of everyday living, but we need time 

to develop this new way of responding, but slowly you will begin to notice a softening towards our 

own human flaws and everyone else’s. With this gentleness, you may learn to embrace life’s 

experiences – even those that you may not have handled well in the past. 

 

 

This is taken from week seven of the book Mindfulness. Finding Peace in a Frantic World by Mark 

Williams and Danny Penman. They entitled their chapter as: When did you stop dancing? 

 

I thought the Exhaustion Funnel might be of some use to you in gauging your everyday stress levels.  

 

Professor Marie Asberg, from the Karolinska Institute in Stockholm, is an expert in burnout and 

she uses this funnel to describe how this can happen to any of us. The top circle represents how 

things are when we are living a full and balanced life. As things get busier, however, many of us tend 

to give things up to focus on what seems ‘important’. The circle narrows, illustrating the narrowing 

of our lives. But if stress is still there, we give up more and more, and the circle narrows further. 

 



 
 

4 

Notice that often the things we give up first are the things that nourish us, we look on these as 

‘optional’ The result is that we are increasingly left with only work or other stressors. That often 

deplete our resources, and with nothing left to replenish or nourish us – exhaustion is the result. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Asberg suggests that those of us who continue downward furthest are likely to be those 

who are most conscientious, those whose level of self-confidence is closely dependant on their 

performance at work, i.e. those who are often thought of as the best workers, not the lazy ones.  

 

Wouldn’t it be nice if we all lived in the top circle?! Maybe Scandinavians do? 

     

Week seven homework 

 

1. Choose whichever two meditations nurture your well-being and practice them every     

day. 

2. Continue to practice the three minute breathing space meditation when difficulties            

arise 
                       3. Design a stress warning system for yourself. List things that you recognise as 

nourishing you, and things that deplete you. Note down all the warning signs so you become aware 

of them, for instance, you become impatient, very hot, changes to your breathing patterns, see red 

and so on, then think of an action plan to counteract these feelings and sensations and reduce your 

stress levels, such as mini meditations, following your breath, playing music, going for  walk. Even 

if you don’t like keeping a journal, it’s best to note how stress manifests itself so you can recognise 

how to defuse it. When it happens the next time, you refer back to your action plan and over time the 

pattern of what works best for you will materialise. 

 

 

A poem by John Betjeman: In A Bath Teashop -   Courtesy of Deb Davies.  

 
"Let us not speak, for the love we bear one another— 

Let us hold hands and look." 

She such a very ordinary little woman; 

He such a thumping crook; 

But both, for a moment, little lower than the angels 

In the teashop's ingle-nook. 
 


