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Introduction

Mindfulness saved me from alcoholism.
Catherine

My story
I come from a family of alcoholics. A lineage that stretches as far back 
as a great-grandparent and, for all I know, further still. I’ve witnessed 
both the misery of alcoholism and the miracle of recovery.
 My father died young, at 49, of throat cancer, relatively common 
among alcoholics. His short life began in September 1939; he was 
born just two weeks after the Second World War broke out. His own 
father died when he was two and he was brought up in the kind 
of wartime poverty most of us in the West today can only begin to 
imagine. He won a scholarship to a good school and went on to uni-
versity. He then worked his way up the career ladder, driven by the 
kind of ambition poverty fuels. His drinking career and his professional 
career went hand in hand as he moved up the echelons of the drinks 
industry, from travelling sales rep for a whisky label to international 
marketing director of a high street brand of gin. He was a charismatic 
man but also highly sensitive, and I suspect he struggled in the macho 
business environment.
 While he was the primary addicted person in my life, there were 
alcoholics on both sides of my family. My mother’s brother, my uncle, 
died of liver disease. Today, I feel so blessed that my generation have 
found our way to healing, a healing that our parents and grandparents 
were not fortunate enough to find. I have a huge sense of gratitude for 
having escaped from the misery of active addiction. I could so easily 
have followed in my father’s footsteps. I look back now at times when 
I was abusing alcohol and realize what a close escape I had.
 As a teenager I would sit in my bedroom listening to Simon and 
Garfunkel. I would sing along to their song ‘I am a rock’. I wanted 
to be that rock, feeling no pain; I wanted to be the island that never 
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cried. In my late teens and early twenties, as a student, without real-
izing what I was doing, I abused alcohol to anaesthetize myself. I was 
trying to numb my emotional and psychological pain from coping 
with the abuse that comes from having an alcoholic father. The hurt 
felt endless.
 Later, when my first marriage was in crisis, I again turned to alcohol 
as a refuge, as a way of running away. What saved me? What stopped 
me spiralling down into becoming addicted? Meditation. I discovered 
it almost by chance soon after my marriage fell apart. Determined 
not to fall apart myself, I looked for a way of coping with the stress 
and came across meditation. Experiencing the power of mindfulness, 
I later trained to become a mindfulness teacher, qualifying in 2007, in 
the early days before mindfulness had really caught on.
 Alcohol and mindfulness are two threads that have woven their 
way through my life. My answer to alcohol and the consequences 
of alcohol is mindfulness. My answer to suffering is mindfulness. I 
believe that whatever our suffering, mindfulness can help alleviate it. 
It enables me to be with emotional pain without needing to numb 
myself or self-medicate.
 Just writing about this now dredges up the past. I take a break to 
work out how to comfort myself, how to bring compassion to myself 
and my painful memories. I make myself a hot drink. This simple 
gesture with the intention of being kind to myself is enough. For me 
mindfulness is all about self-compassion, self-nurture. This is what 
comes when I bring awareness to the present moment, to my experi-
ence now, especially in a moment of suffering.
 Since 2007, I’ve taught many groups, including soldiers returning 
from Iraq and Afghanistan and National Health Service therapists. The 
power of mindfulness to turn people’s lives around never ceases to 
amaze me. For that reason I’m delighted to have this opportunity to 
share with you what this ancient way of being has to offer us.

Mindfulness

In the same way that words can only point to ultimate 
reality, can only be a signpost, this book can only be 
a signpost to the breadth and depth of mindfulness. 
Mindfulness is above all a practice, a way of life, and it can 
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only be learnt experientially. For that reason I’ve included 
mindfulness practices for you in Part 2 of the book. They 
will I hope whet your appetite for more, seeking out 
mindfulness courses, signing up for online trainings or 
downloading free audio recordings of practices.

On our journey towards healing it’s worth remem-
bering that mindfulness is only one of the skills, tools and 
support we need. It’s not intended to replace but rather 
complement other resources such as self-help groups or 
psychotherapy.

Is this book for you?

●● If you’re in recovery and already abstinent, mindful-
ness offers a way of consolidating that, of taking your 
recovery deeper and further. It is also recognized as a 
powerful tool in relapse prevention, often an issue in the 
early days of recovery. Other issues may also be coming 
up. You may be getting in touch with underlying anxiety 
or pain, emerging anger and frustration or issues of 
panic or control. The approach in this book can help 
with these and any other overwhelming emotions.

●● If your aim is to cut back or even to cut out drinking, 
mindfulness can help, with either moderating your 
intake or establishing abstinence.

●● If you tend to think ‘My drinking’s not that bad’, the 
very fact that you’ve picked this book up suggests it 
may well be for you.
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●● If your health is beginning to suffer and deep down 
you know it is because of your drinking, then this book 
is for you. Maybe you have a sense of not being able 
to get through the day, or even an evening, without a 
drink. If someone has suggested you should – I prefer 
could – ‘get help’, then this book will support you in 
that.

●● If your work involves heavy social drinking with col-
leagues or clients that seems to be spiralling out of 
control, and especially if you work in the booze trade, 
then this book will help you explore that.

●● If you’ve ever woken up deeply depressed, hangover or 
no hangover, feel life’s not worth living without drink, 
or just feel generally low and down even though sober, 
this book shows how mindfulness can help. It can help 
you work through depression and stabilize feelings or 
moods that might threaten your sobriety, although you 
may need other assistance too, such as counselling or 
psychotherapy.

●● If you feel your happiness lies in the hands of others 
(be that substances, friends, or lovers), the mindfulness 
practices in this book can encourage the self-sufficiency 
that is so important in dependency issues.

●● If you’ve ever fallen down the stairs, drunk or hung-
over, or had another accident, or woken up with 
‘lost time’ (i.e. a blackout) after drinking, this book is 
de finitely for you (though do seek other help as well, 
such as from your doctor and/or support group).
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●● If you’re falling down the stairs of your life, your 
partner has thrown you out or you’ve lost your job, this 
book can be the first step back up.

Why does mindfulness lend itself so well to recovery?

Mindfulness is so well suited for our journeys of recovery 
partly because it is a potent tool for self-management; 
we can use it as a self-help approach anywhere and 
anytime. But perhaps more importantly, it is because you 
can treat it as either a secular or spiritual practice. The 
choice is yours. The twelve-step approach of Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) is unquestionably spiritual, with its 
emphasis on a Higher Power, and has been hugely suc-
cessful. Some consider spiritual transformation essential 
for lasting sobriety. Not everyone, however, wants to 
pursue this path. If this includes you, you can simply take 
the mindfulness practices in their own right and use them 
in a more secular way. They will still benefit you.

My stance is, however, mainly transpersonal, in other 
words spiritual. As Christina Grof, a recovering alco-
holic and author of The Thirst for Wholeness says: ‘The 
success of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and the many 
twelve-step fellowships that have modelled themselves 
after its program attests to the power and importance of 
the spiritual dimension in the understanding and treat-
ment of addiction’ (p. 19).
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How does mindfulness help with recovery?

I’ve chosen to focus on three main ways mindfulness 
helps:

1 addressing our deeper longing;
2  cultivating self-compassion;
3  helping with relapse prevention.

You’ll find a chapter on each in Part 1 of the book. 
Chapter 1, Craving or longing?, addresses the deeper, 
underlying longing that is masked by our physiological 
cravings for alcohol.

Increasingly those in recovery are sharing the spiritual 
dimension of their journeys to health and healing. As 
Christina Grof sees it, ‘alcoholics and addicts are intense 
seekers who have made the mistake of looking for 
answers in the wrong place’.

The second way mindfulness assists with recovery, in 
Chapter 2, From self-harm to self-care, is by helping us 
cultivate self-compassion. Of the various qualities we 
cultivate through mindfulness, the most crucial for our 
recovery is self-compassion. If we’re to begin to cope with 
the feelings drinking is masking or numbing, we need 
this. Whether it’s loneliness or shame or feelings of aliena-
tion or inadequacy, we can only begin to cope without 
our anaesthetic if we learn to cultivate self-compassion.

We’re aiming to let go of self-blame, self-criticism 
and self-loathing and move towards self-nurture and 
self-care. So we look at why compassion must be a 
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central component of a mindfulness-based approach; 
why recovery without compassion simply doesn’t make 
sense.

In this second chapter we’ll also look at other qual-
ities mindfulness helps us to cultivate and we’ll explore 
the principles of how this approach works, starting with 
moment-by-moment awareness. What does it mean to 
live in the present moment? What does that feel like? 
Where twelve-step programmes encourage you to take 
one day at a time, the beauty of mindfulness is that we 
need only take one moment at a time. That’s all we need to 
get through. Another principle we’ll explore is the notion 
of being with, even stepping towards, what is painful and 
challenging. In other words, in Chapter 2 we’ll look at 
what mindfulness is and how it works.

In Chapter 3 we look at another vital aspect of the 
recovery process, ‘Staying on track’. This is the third 
way mindfulness specifically assists recovery; it has been 
shown to be particularly helpful with preventing relapse. 
We look at the role of stress as a major trigger of relapse 
and how mindfulness is the ultimate stress buster, helping 
us identify our own personal triggers and stressors. 
We also draw on the research evidence and clinical 
practice of valuable programmes such as Mindfulness-
Based Addiction Recovery (MBAR), developed by the 
Addictive Behaviors Research Centre at the University of 
Washington. Similar mindfulness courses to help with 
recovery are being delivered in the UK, for instance by 
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Breathing Space in London and Action on Addiction in 
Salisbury.

Part 2 covers the mindfulness practices. I highly rec-
ommend you download free audio recordings of some 
of the practices. Use these alongside the text, especially 
when doing the all-important Body Scan. There is a free 
version available through my website: <www.catherine-
g-lucas.com>. You’ll find other details under ‘Useful 
addresses and resources’ at the end of the book.

By practising, you’ll grasp experientially all the amazing 
benefits of mindfulness. My hope is that you’ll integrate it 
into your life! The fundamental teaching of mindfulness 
is that we don’t need to suffer; nobody needs to suffer. 
The more mindful we can be, the more aware and awake 
we can be, the more we can let go of our distress and the 
mental causes of it. As Achaan Chah, the founder of the 
Thai Forest Tradition, writes in A Still Forest Pool:

If you let go a little, you will have a little peace. If you let go a lot, 
you will have a lot of peace. If you let go completely, you will know 
complete peace and freedom. Your struggles with the world will 
have come to an end. (p. 73)
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No names have been changed or identities hidden, as 
Ben, Brendan and Richard quite rightly feel that they have 
nothing to hide and nothing to be ashamed of. Together 
we can help break down the taboo and stigma around the 
wounding that leads to alcohol abuse.


