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Introduction

Anyone Can Do It, and It Changes Everything

Mindfulness. It’s a pretty straightforward word. It means the mind is fully
attending to what is at hand, what you're working on, the person you're
talking to, the surroundings you’re moving through. It is a basic human
capacity. I’s not a talent. We all have it. We all need it. And yet, it is so often
elusive. Our mindfulness can slip away from us in an instant, and we are
lost in distraction or engrossed in obsessive thoughts or worries about the
future. Even in the midst of the intense pain that can come from an injury,
illness, or loss—as much as such moments seemingly captivate our atten-
tion—mindfulness can fade so that we become more caught up in our inner
story than what we are actually experiencing.

Given that it’s so easy for us to stray from our awareness of the present
moment, mindfulness long ago became a discipline. By taking time away
from the pressures and needs of daily life to work only on mindfulness,
with no other project at hand, we refresh our ability to be mindful when we
return to our everyday activities: taking care of a household, raising chil-
dren, working, exercising, playing sports, volunteering, and so on. This
practice has often been called meditation, but since that term also covers a
number of other types of practices, we use the term mindfulness as short-
hand for “mindfulness meditation practice.”

This book is about how to engage in that practice, which anyone can do
since the only requirement is to pay attention to your breath and your body.
This book is also about how just taking part in this simple practice can
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enhance all areas of your life and—dare I say—change how you approach
life. It’s not necessarily a monumental change; it’s more a small shift that
can make a difference day in, day out. As one new practitioner put it, “My
mindfulness practice provides me with a way to observe the stressful situa-
tions around me and not become caught up in them. It has taught me how
to pause, and then in that moment, I can make the choice whether to re-
spond or react to what’s going on.”

Historically, the most prominent practitioner was the Buddha, and
mindfulness became the basis for the spiritual tradition that bears his name.
The practice existed in various forms in southern Asia prior to his time, and
it seems likely that similar forms of practice focusing on an awareness of
body and mind in the present moment have existed in many cultures. In
the last thirty years, the practice of mindfulness has been taught as a secular
discipline detached from any involvement in Buddhism or any other faith
tradition. It can be practiced equally by people of any religious faith and
those who have no religious faith, based as it is on fundamental mental and
physical capabilities that all human beings have, irrespective of any ideo-
logical views they may hold.

The pioneer in establishing mindfulness as a secular discipline is Jon
Kabat-Zinn. In 1979, Kabat-Zinn, trained as a molecular biologist at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, had been a yoga and meditation
practitioner for many years. He took some time off from his job in the
gross anatomy lab at the University of Massachusetts {UMass) Medical
Center in Worcester to do a meditation retreat. It occurred to him while
he was practicing that hospital patients could use some mindfulness. It
was one of those so-obvious but so-brand-new realizations that happen to
scientists in labs every day: take the mindfulness to the hospital because
that’s where the pain is.

In the early years, the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR)
program he founded was modest. His sessions were held in a basement. He
taught mindfulness and related techniques in a program of eight weekly
two-hour classes and one daylong session that included paying attention to
breathing, eating, stress in the body, communication, and caring. This
eight-week program continues to this day with small variations. In 1990,
Kabat-Zinn put out his first book, Full Catastrophe Living, which contained
detailed descriptions of and instructions for all facets of the program he
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had developed in his stress-reduction clinic at UMass. It spurred a lot of
interest. In 1993, Bill Moyers’s documentary Healing and the Mind featured
ordinary folks practicing at the clinic, and inquiries soared. So it was no
surprise that Kabat-Zinn’s second book, the shorter and more poetic Wher-
ever You Go There You Are, became an immediate best seller when it was
released in 1994. This was the beginning of what we now can call the “mind-
fulness revolution.”

An umbrella organization called the Center for Mindfulness in Medi-
cine, Health Care, and Society exists to chart the course of MBSR. The cen-
ter does not exert any strong control on how mindfulness, a practice that
can’t be trademarked, spreads around the world. It does, however, ask that
people respect the integrity of the MBSR program itself, and if they create a
variation of it, that they give it another name. Many variations have sprung
up, including Mindfulness-Based Childbirth and Parenting, Mindfulness-
Based Cognitive Therapy, Mindfulness-Based Eating Awareness Training,
and Mindfulness-Based Art Training for Cancer Patients, to name just a
few. All of them combine a mindfulness component with preexisting ways
of helping people who have particular problems and ailments.

MBSR and its offshoots are by far the largest source of secular mindful-
ness training today, MBSR programs taught by certified MBSR teachers
exist in more than five hundred hospitals and clinics worldwide, and more
than nine thousand MBSR teachers have graduated from Qasis, the Center
for Mindfulness’s professional training program. More than eighteen thou-
sand people have graduated from the stress reduction clinic at UMass alone,
and an inestimable number have taken MBSR courses in their hometowns
and logged in millions of hours of mindfulness practice. Somebody some-
where is learning it for the first time right now.

In addition to MBSR programs, many groups and programs teach
mindfulness in diverse settings. For example, the Mindful Awareness Re-
search Center (MARC) at the University of California—Los Angeles (UCLA)
offers six-week mindfulness classes to students, faculty, staff, and the gen-
eral public. Integrative Health Partners in Chicago offers four-week pro-
grams in mindfulness and stress reduction. In Philadelphia, you can take
part in a wide variety of mindfulness-based classes offered by the Penn Pro-
gram for Mindfulness. Online courses and audio and video programs are
widely available as well. Please see the Resources section for more details.
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One of the core reasons for the growing acceptance of mindfulness as a
beneficial practice that doesn’t require any religious training is that from
the earliest days of MBSR, Kabat-Zinn and others sought to prove the prac-
tical effectiveness of the technique through scientific studies. In a paper
presented by Margaret Cullen, a longtime MBSR teacher who develops
mindfulness curricula, at “The State of Contemplative Practice in Amer-
ica,” a dialogue held at the Fetzer Insitute in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in June
2010, she wrote, “There are hundreds of research papers on the effects of
mindfulness-based interventions on physical and mental conditions in-
cluding, but not limited to depression and relapse prevention, anxiety, sub-
stance abuse, eating disorders, insomnia, chronic pain, psoriasis, type 2
diabetes, fibromyalgia, rheumatoid arthritis, attention-deficit/hyperactiv-
ity disorder, HIV, cancer, and heart disease.” A comprehensive literature
review of four of the largest health science databases (EBSCO, CINAHL,
PSYCLINE, and MEDLINE) found that “MBSR is an effective treatment
for reducing the stress and anxiety that accompanies daily life and chronic
illness.” Ten different agencies within the National Institutes of Health are
funding almost forty different studies of the effectiveness of mindfulness in
ameliorating conditions such as alcoholism, heart disease, and menopause,
to name just a few. Compared to the level of support for other methodolo-
gies, resources directed to mindfulness are still small. Nevertheless, thirty-
five years ago, no one was studying mindfulness.

Discoveries in neuroscience that show beneficial effects on the brain
from meditation have also contributed to the increasing popularity of
mindfulness. In 1979, at the same time Jon Kabat-Zinn was launching
MBSR, the cognitive scientists Francisco Varela and Eleanor Rosch held a
conference at the Naropa Institute in Boulder, Colorado, where Western
and Eastern approaches to the mind were discussed. The understanding of
mind based on meditation became an object of inquiry for scientists, lead-
ing to the first meeting sponsored by the newly formed Mind and Life In-
stitute. Called “Dialogues between Buddhism and Cognitive Science,” it
was held in October 1987 in Dharamsala, India, at the seat of His Holiness
the Dalai Lama, who had encouraged these conversations to take place and
has been an active participant in almost all of the more than twenty meet-
ings that have occurred since. One of the things His Holiness had hoped
would come out of these investigations was proof from a scientific perspec-
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tive that meditation was beneficial for brain health. As Matthieu Ricard and
Daniel Siegel indicate in the pieces excerpted in part 3 of this book, science
has indeed confirmed that the brain is “plastic” or changeable throughout
life and that mindfulness and other forms of meditation help the brain
change—even grow—in positive ways. In May 2010, Richie Davidson, the
foremost researcher into the neurological effects of mindfulness and other
kinds of contemplative practices, opened the Center for the Investigation
of Healthy Minds at the University of Wisconsin—Madison. The new center
is dedicated to the study of how contemplative practices might play a useful
role in changing the mind in a positive manner. Researchers there will be
aided by the sophisticated equipment for studying brain activity housed in
the Waisman Laboratory for Brain Imaging and Behavior, where Davidson
has carried out his research for many years.

In this book, you will hear from many people, including many of the
most authoritative voices in the world of mindfulness. They will take you
on a mindfulness journey, beginning with personal instruction, then dis-
cussing various ways that practice may be useful in your life, and ending
with a short survey of ways that mindfulness practices are starting to make
inroads into key sectors of society.

In part 1, “How to Practice Mindfulness,” we learn what mindfulness is,
how to practice it, and why we may want to practice it. In the first selection,
Jan Chozen Bays, MD, an experienced meditation teacher, pediatrician, and
author of Mindful Eating, describes how mindfulness is “fully paying atten-
tion” to everything inside and outside without judgment or criticism. Rather
than draining our energy; mindfulness refreshes us. Mindfulness does in-
volve some effort, though, as Susan Smalley and Diana Winston, of MARC
at UCLA, point out. While it may be simple, it is not necessarily easy. We
have to want to be present and make the effort to do so. Jon Kabat-Zinn
gives us plenty of reasons to want to when he talks about how the benefits of
mindfulness are more profound than just learning to pay more attention.
Because we are more aware of our thoughts, we actually become more aware
of our motivations and what we really desire in life,

In part 2, “Mindfulness in Daily Life,” we are introduced to a range of
ways in which mindfulness can enhance our enjoyment and effectiveness in
day-to-day pursuits as diverse as gardening, office work, computing, pho-
tography, and playing a musical instrument. Gardener Bob Howard takes
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us on a mindful walk in the woods that demonstrates how attention to the
details of nature can offer surprises and insights that enrich life. Zen cook
Edward Espe Brown shows how cooking goes better with mindfulness.
Mindfulness helps in the workplace as much as it does at home. Consultant
and business coach Michael Carroll, author of Awake at Work, tells how the
quality of “not-knowing” (the opposite of being a know-it-all), which
emerges from mindfulness, can be a great help in our work lives. One of
the greatest stressors in life is having to perform. Many of us are less fright-
ened of catastrophic injury than we are of getting up in front of a group
of people. Piano teacher Madeline Bruser’s advice for musical performers
can help us all work with the fear that can overtake us when we face an au-
dience.

In part 3, “Mindfulness, Health, and Healing,” we learn how mindful-
ness is beneficial to many dimensions of physical and emotional health. It
helps us think better, regulate our stress, eat better, heal ourselves, avoid
overindulgence, and accept the inevitability of aging. Vidyamala Burch, au-
thor of Living Well with Pain and Illness: The Mindful Way to Free Yourself
from Suffering, introduces us to the distinction between the sensation of
pain and the mental anxiety associated with it. Mindfulness practice can
help lessen the mental kind of pain. Toni Bernhard, a University of Califor-
nia law professor who contracted a debilitating illness that necessitated her
retirement, shares a technique she has used to work with the ups and downs
of being sick: mindfulness helps her to approach the uncertainty in her life
the same way she approaches the uncertainty of the weather and to be more
accepting. If it’s raining, it’s raining; if it’s sunny, it’s sunny. Saki Santorelli,
executive director of the Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care,
and Society, suggests that mindfulness can help the process of healing. If we
can learn to stop and be present when we are ill or facing a crisis in our
health, we can choose how to respond rather than be driven by fear or ha-
bitual neurosis.

In part 4, “Interpersonal Mindfulness,” we explore how mindfulness
can help us in our relationships—with those we love and those we find dif-
ficult—and in raising and teaching children, helping our society, and ben-
efiting humanity. Pema Chodron, author of many best-selling books on
how to cultivate kindness through meditation, explains how natural warmth
can emerge from our hearts even when (in fact, especially when) we are ex-
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periencing emotional hurt ourselves. Psychologist Ronald Siegel talks about
how mindfulness practice makes it more possible for us to actually be with
the people we are closest to in our lives by helping us see that we are more
interdependent than independent. While expecting children to practice
mindfulness in the same way as adults is foolish, Susan Kaiser Greenland,
author of The Mindful Child, presents several hands-on activities that help
children cultivate their innate mindfulness. The Dalai Lama, who promotes
a universal ethical code that is free of religious doctrine, celebrates our abil-
ity to develop “a deep concern for all, irrespective of creed, color, sex, or
nationality.” If we include in our own pursuit of happiness an understand-
ing of the need for others’” happiness, we will practice “wise self-interest”
and ultimately act according to the mutual interest of all humanity.

In the final essay in part 4, “Creating a Mindful Society,” I introduce
you to people I have been reporting on in my Mindful Society department
in the Shambhala Sun magazine. Mindfulness practitioners are often called
“contemplatives,” which can conjure up the notion of people who spend
their time in solitude, or perhaps just introversion, and have little to do
with the outside world. In this essay, I introduce you to people who are
fierce contemplatives. They practice mindfulness deeply, but they also are
working to transform institutions in society to bring them more in line
with values of attention to detail, savoring, listening, cooperation, and car-
ing. Chade-Meng Tan, who started the Search Inside Yourself program at
Google, believes world peace begins with peace in the workplace and the
home. Linda Lantieri and Patricia Jennings are longtime teachers who be-
lieve our schools could become places where children learn not only the
information they need to live but also become emotionally resilient and
confident of their valuable place in the world. Elizabeth Stanley, a retired
Army captain who represents the ninth generation of her family to serve in
the United States military, believes troops need more awareness to serve
their country in a way that draws on their full human potential. Congress-
man Tim Ryan, Democrat from the Youngstown-Akron area of Ohio, is a
meditator and yoga practitioner who wants to see mindfulness helping or-
dinary citizens to lead better lives and leaders to become better listeners and
more effective advocates for the public good. In a message to a recent gath-
ering of contemplative practitioners, he said, “Washington is starting to
understand the power of mindfulness, compassion, and the contemplative.



xVviii Introduction

We need you to knock on our doors and tell us how it benefits the world
and what we can do to help.”

The mindfulness revolution begins with the simple act of paying atten-
tion to our breath, body, and thoughts, but clearly it can go very far. It helps
us in our home life, with our family, our friends, and our colleagues. It
helps us in our businesses, our volunteer groups, our churches, our com-
munities, and in our society at large. It’s a small thing. We all can do it. And
it can change the world.

Barry Boyce
Senior Editor, The Shambhala Sun
Editor, www.mindful.org



PART ONE

How to Practice Mindfulness
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What Is Mindfulness?

JAN CHOZEN BAys

Mindfulness is a capability we all possess and can cultivate. Yet, so often, we
are on autopilot, going through the motions but not really present in our lives.
Longtime meditation teacher and physician Jan Chozen Bays tells us how not
being present leads to dissatisfaction and unhappiness, while being in the pres-
ent moment is restful and enjoyable, bringing a sense of discovery to even the

most mundane of everyday activities.

MINDFULNESS MEANS deliberately paying attention, being fully aware
of what is happening both inside yourself—in your body, heart, and mind—
and outside yourself in your environment. Mindfulness is awareness with-
out judgment or criticism. The last element is key. When we are mindful,
we are not comparing or judging. We are simply witnessing the many sen-
sations, thoughts, and emotions that come up as we engage in the ordinary
activities of daily life. This is done in a straightforward, no-nonsense way,
but it is warmed with kindness and spiced with curiosity.

Sometimes we are mindful, and sometimes we are not. A good example
is paying attention to your hands on the steering wheel of a car. Remember
when you were first learning to drive, and how the car wobbled and wove its
way along the road as your hands clumsily jerked the wheel back and forth,
correcting and overcorrecting? You were wide awake, completely focused
on the mechanics of driving. After a while, your hands learned to steer well,
making subtle and automatic adjustments. You could keep the car moving
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smoothly ahead without paying any conscious attention to your hands. You
could drive, talk, eat, and listen to the radio, all at the same time.

Thus arises the experience we have all had of driving on automatic pilot.
We open the car door, search for our keys, back carefully out of the drive-
way, and ... pull into the parking garage at work. Wait a minute! What hap-
pened to the twenty miles and forty minutes between house and job? Were
the lights red or green? Our mind took a vacation in some pleasant or dis-
tressing realm as our body deftly maneuvered the car through flowing traffic
and stoplights, suddenly awakening as we arrived at our destination.

Is that bad? It’s not bad in the sense of sin or guilt. If we are able to drive
to work on autopilot for years without having an accident, that’s pretty
skillful! We could say that it’s sad, though, because when we spend a lot of
time with our body doing one thing while our mind is on vacation some-
where else, it means that we aren’t present for much of our life. When we
aren’t present, it makes us feel vaguely but persistently dissatisfied. This
sense of dissatisfaction, of a gap between us and everything and everyone
else, leads to unhappiness.

Let’s look at it from the other side. When have we really been present?
Everyone can recall at least one time when they were completely present,
when everything became clear and vivid. We call these peak moments. It
can happen when our car skids. Time slows as we watch the accident unfold
or not. It often happens at a birth or as someone dies. It doesn’t have to be
dramatic. It can happen on an ordinary walk as we turn a corner and every-
thing is, for a moment, luminous.

Peak moments are times when we are completely aware. Our life and
our awareness are undivided, at one. At these times, the gap between us and
everything else closes. We feel satisfied—actually, we are beyond satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction. We are present.

These moments inevitably fade, and there we are again, divided and
grumpy about it. We can’t force peak moments or enlightenment to happen.
Mindfulness, however, helps close the gap that causes our unhappiness.

Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh has called mindfulness a miracle. It seems
like it. When we learn how to use this simple tool and find for ourselves
what it can do, it seems miraculous. It can transform boredom into curios-
ity, distressed restlessness into ease, and negativity into gratitude. Using
mindfulness, we will find that anything—anything—we bring our full at-
tention to will begin to open up and reveal worlds we never suspected ex-
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isted. In all my experience as a physician and a Zen teacher, I have never
found anything to equal it.

Alarge and growing body of scientific studies supports the claims about
the surprisingly reliable healing abilities of mindfulness. Jon Kabat-Zinn at
the University of Massachusetts Medical School has developed a training
called Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). He first taught MBSR
techniques to people suffering from chronic pain and disease, people whose
doctors had referred them as a last resort after other medical therapies had
failed. The results were so good that he began helping people to apply these
techniques to other illnesses. Other doctors and therapists learned MBSR
techniques and tried them out successfully with a variety of disorders. There
are now many articles in medical and psychology journals documenting
the benefits of MBSR for illnesses ranging from asthma to psoriasis, heart
disease to depression.

Why is mindfulness helpful to us? Left to our own devices, we easily
become lost in thoughts about the past and the future. The capacity of the
human mind to plan for the future is a unique gift. Unfortunately the mind,
in its anxiety for us, tries to make plans for a huge number of possible fu-
tures, most of which will never arrive. This constant leapfrogging into the
future is a waste of our mental and emotional energy.

The mind also enjoys excursions into realms of fantasy, where it creates
an internal video of a “new me,” famous, handsome, powerful, talented,
successful, wealthy, and loved. The capacity of the human mind to fantasize
is wonderful, the basis of all our creativity. It allows us to imagine new in-
ventions, create new art and music, arrive at new scientific hypotheses, and
make plans for everything from new buildings to new chapters in our lives.
Unfortunately, it can become an escape, an escape from the anxiety of not
knowing what is actually moving toward us, the fear that the next moment
(or hour or day or year) could bring us difficulties or even death.

When we allow the mind to rest in the present, full of what is actually
happening right now, redirecting it away from repeated fruitless excursions
into the past or future or fantasy realms, we are doing something very im-
portant: conserving the energy of the mind. It remains fresh and open,
ready to respond to whatever appears before it.

This may sound trivial, but it is not. Ordinarily the mind does not rest.
Even at night it is active, generating dreams from a mix of anxieties and the
events of our life. We know that the body cannot function well without rest,
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so we give it at least a few hours to lie down and relax each night. We forget,
though, that the mind needs rest too. Where it finds rest is in the present
moment, where it can lie down and relax into the flow of events.

Although mindfulness is becoming an increasingly popular concept,
people may easily misunderstand it. First, they may mistakenly believe that
to practice mindfulness means to think hard (or harder) about something.
In mindfulness, we use the thinking power of the mind to initiate the prac-
tice and to remind us to return to the practice when the mind inevitably
wanders during the day. But once we follow the mind’s instructions and
begin the task (following the breath and, when the mind wanders, return-
ing to the breath), we can let go of thoughts. The thinking mind naturally
quiets down. We are anchored in the body, in awareness.

The second misunderstanding is to think of mindfulness as a program,
a series of forty-five-minute exercises that begin and end during periods of
seated meditation. Mindfulness is helpful to the extent that it spreads out
into the activities of our life, bringing the light of heightened awareness,
curiosity, and a sense of discovery to the mundane activities of life: getting
up in the morning, brushing our teeth, walking through a door, answering
a phone, listening to someone talk.

Anything that we attend to carefully and patiently will open itself up to
us. Once we are able to apply the power of a concentrated, focused mind,
anything, potentially all things, will reveal their true hearts to us. It is that
heart-to-heart connection with ourselves, with our loved ones, and with
the world itself that all of us so dearly long for.



A Receptive, Respectful
Awareness

Jack KORNFIELD

When we first start practicing mindfulness meditation, says psychologist and
meditation teacher Jack Kornfield, we usually expect to become instantly calm
and peaceful. Instead, we most likely are shocked to find out just how much is
going on in our minds or how bored we can be just sitting there. The very act
of seeing this confusion and irritation begins the process that leads to insight

and, ultimately, to relief and relaxation.

THE FILM GORILLAS IN THE MIST tells the story of Dian Fossey, a
courageous field biologist who managed to befriend a tribe of gorillas. Fos-
sey had gone to Africa to follow in the footsteps of her mentor, George
Shaller, a renowned primate biologist who had returned from the wilds
with more intimate and compelling information about gorilla life than any
scientist before. When his colleagues asked how he was able to learn such
remarkable detail about the tribal structure, family life, and habits of goril-
las, he attributed it to one simple thing. He didn’t carry a gun.

Previous generations of biologists had entered the territory of these
large animals with the assumption that they were dangerous. So the scien-
tists came with an aggressive spirit, large rifles in hand. The gorillas could
sense the danger around these rifle-bearing men and kept a safe distance.
By contrast, Shaller—and later, his student Dian Fossey—entered the
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territory without weapons. They had to move slowly, gently, and, above
all, respectfully toward these creatures. And in time, sensing the benevo-
lence of these humans, the gorillas allowed them to come right among
them and learn their ways. Sitting still, hour after hour, with careful, pa-
tient attention, Fossey finally understood what she saw. As the African-
American sage George Washington Carver explained, “Anything will give
up its secrets if you love it enough.”

Mindfulness is attention. It is a nonjudgmental, receptive awareness, a
respectful awareness. Unfortunately, much of the time, we don’t attend in
this way. Instead, we react, judging whether we like, dislike, or can ignore
what is happening. Or we measure our experience against our expecta-
tions. We evaluate ourselves and others with a stream of commentary and
criticism.

When people initially come to a meditation class to train in mindful-
ness, they hope to become calm and peaceful. Usually they are in for a big
shock. The first hour of mindfulness meditation reveals its opposite, bring-
ing an unseen stream of evaluation and judgment into stark relief. In the
first hour, many of us feel bored and dislike the boredom. We can hear a
door slam and wish for quiet. Our knees hurt, and we try to avoid the pain.
We wish we had a better cushion. We can’t feel our breath, and we get frus-
trated. We notice our minds won’t stop planning, and we feel like failures.
Then we remember someone we’re angry at and get upset, and if we notice
how many judgments there are, we feel proud of ourselves for noticing.

But like George Shaller, we can put aside these weapons of judgment.
We can become mindful. When we are mindful, it is as if we can bow to our
experience without judgment or expectation. “Mindfulness,” declared the
Buddha, “is all-helpful.”

Peter, a middle-age computer designer, came to a meditation retreat
looking for relief. He was coping with a recently failed business, a shaky
marriage, and a sick mother. But meditation quickly became an agony. The
anger and disappointment that pervaded his current situation rose up in
the quiet room to fill his mind. His attempts to quiet himself by sensing his
breath felt hopeless; his attention bounced away from his body like water
on a hot skillet. Then it got worse. A restless woman seated nearby began to
cough loudly and frequently. She began to fidget and move and cough more
as the first day wore on,
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Peter, who was struggling just to be with his own sorrow, became
frustrated and angry, and as the woman continued coughing, he became
enraged. He sought out my coteacher and good friend, Debra Chamberlin-
Taylor, and insisted that meditation was the wrong approach and told her
that he wanted to leave. Debra asked Peter to close his eyes and mindfully
notice the state of his body. It was filled with tension and pain. With Debra’s
help, Peter found he could hold the tension and hurt with a more accepting
and kind attention. He breathed, relaxed a little, and recognized that the
medicine he needed was nothing other than to understand his own pain.

The next instruction he was given was simple: “As you sit, keep a gentle
mindfulness on your body and notice whatever happens.” After only a few
minutes, his fidgety neighbor began along coughing spell. With each cough,
Peter felt his own muscles clench and his breath stop. Now he became more
curious, interested in how his body was reacting. He began to notice that
hearing each cough produced an internal clenching and a wave of anger,
which subsided as he practiced relaxing between the spells.

Finally, at the end of the sitting period, he got up to walk down to the
lunchroom. As he arrived, he noticed this same difficult woman in line just
ahead of him. Immediately he noticed how his stomach clenched and his
breath stopped—ijust from seeing her! Again, he relaxed. After lunch, when
he returned to the meditation hall, he checked to see what time his name
was listed for a private interview with his teacher. Further down the same
list, he read the restless woman’s name. Still paying attention, he was sur-
prised. Just seeing her name made his stomach clench and his breath
tighten! He relaxed again. He realized that his body had become a mirror
and that his mindfulness was showing him when he was caught and where
he could let go.

As the retreat went on, his attention grew more precise. He noticed that
his own anxious and angry thoughts about his family and business prob-
lems could trigger the same clenching and tightening as the woman’s cough
did. He had always tried to have things under control. Now that his life had
proved out of control, the habits of anger, blame, and judgment toward
himself were tying him in knots. With each reaction, he could feel the knots
arise. After each one, he would pause mindfully and bring in a touch of ease.
He began to trust mindfulness. By the close of the retreat, he was grateful to
the restless woman near him. He wanted to thank her for her teaching.
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With mindfulness, Peter found relief. He also discovered the benefit of
curiosity and openness, what Zen master Suzuki Roshi famously called
“beginner’s mind.” In Suzuki Roshi’s words, “We pay attention with re-
spect and interest, not in order to manipulate, but to understand what is
true. And seeing what is true, the heart becomes free.”



Is Mindfulness for You?

SUSAN SMALLEY AND DI1ANA WINSTON

When we live life mindlessly, we feel dull and disconnected from others, and
we can act rashly. Susan Smalley and Diana Winston, of the Mindful Aware-
ness Research Center at UCLA, counsel us to practice present-time awareness,
even in the midst of difficult situations. Instead of reacting thoughtlessly to
the stimuli in our lives, we can become curious about what’s going on in our

minds and be kinder and more accepting of ourselves and others.

THE IDEA THAT MINDFULNESS can have meaning for someone with a
demanding job, endless responsibilities, and any one of a variety of reli-
gious orientations—including Christian, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, or no
religion at all—might seem absurd. After all, even if there were some ben-
efit to the practice, who has the time? Right away we can dispel the notion
that mindfulness is time-consuming. In fact, it is time-enhancing and can
be practiced anywhere in the blink of an eye. Mindfulness is the art of observ-
ing your physical, emotional, and mental experiences with deliberate, open,
and curious attention. And although it is an “art” that can be cultivated
through a daily, formal meditation practice, you can easily practice it in-
stantaneously by remembering to be aware of your present-moment expe-
rience anytime in the course of a day.

To incorporate mindfulness into your life does not require that you
change your life in any drastic way; you still attend to your normal array
of family, work, social, and leisure-time activities. But you can learn to
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perform all of these activities with a different state of awareness, one that is
open, curious, and nonreactive, Mindfulness may at some point lead you to
change some behaviors, particularly those that may be harmful to yourself
or others, but it is not a self-help methodology per se. In practicing mind-
fulness, you are not trying to change who you are but to become more fully
present with your experiences—with your body, thoughts, and feelings, and
with their impact on your life. In the process, you are likely to get to know
yourself better, learn to relax and detach from stress, and find a way to
navigate the intense pressures you may face. Through such increased aware-
ness, you may also become more discerning of your thoughts, feelings, and
actions, and that awareness will give you a greater opportunity to make a
positive change if you wish to do so. Says Chatrlie, a thirty-eight-year-old
dockworker,

I'm convinced mindfulness makes me a better father. It’s not only
that I'm able to listen better to my children, but also it’s the fact that
I somehow appreciate every moment I have with them more than I
ever have in the past. I don’t take the time with them for granted
anymore. I mean, they’re six and eight now, but before I know it,
they’ll be in college and . . . Well, I get to enjoy them now.

No More AutoMATIC PILoT

Many of us complain that we sometimes miss out on parts of our lives. So
often we are not present in what we are doing. We have no idea of what we
may or may not have just done, whether it was driving across town, mak-
ing dinner, or engaging in some other routine behavior. We tend to re-
member crises or extraspecial events, but much of ordinary life—the daily
activities of showering, grocery shopping, getting dressed, and so on—
seems to slip by us.

Mindfulness is an antidote to the dullness and disconnection of life
lived on automatic pilot. By applying mindfulness, you can counteract that
spaced-out feeling you may sometimes have in the midst of your day. You
can learn to take an ordinary experience, give it your present-moment at-
tention, and experience it as extraordinary. With many moments of your
life taking on extraordinary qualities, you are likely to feel more “alive.”
Sometimes sights and sounds seem stronger, more varied and textured.
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Spicing up life with mindfulness can change the way you approach ordi-
nary activities and bring you new enthusiasm and joy.

One of our meditation students told us about how bored she was with
walking her dog. When she began to really pay attention, however, it sud-
denly became an entirely different experience. She felt more connected to
her body, her senses came alive, and she saw her neighborhood as if for the
first time. She saw details of trees and flowers she had never noticed. The
scents seemed stronger and more varied. She relaxed as she felt the sun on
her skin. As she connected to her present-moment experience, she felt a
greater sense of appreciation and enjoyment in activities that she had been
performing with reluctance. She felt that even her dog could sense the
change in her.

MOVING INTO THE PRESENT

If you ask people on the street where their minds are most of the time, they
will probably think you are really odd, but then they will answer, “My mind
is right here.” Is it? Most of us spend a great deal of time lost in thoughts
about the past or the future. Many of our thoughts are about things we re-
gret from the past or things we are worried about in the future. We obsess,
worry, grieve, imagine the worst happening in the future, and replay situa-
tions from the past that caused us pain. Theoretically, it might be wise to
replay only pleasant thoughts, but we mostly replay negative thoughts, as if
we have broken records in our heads. Most of our thoughts hardly seem to
vary. We have been thinking the same (often painful) thoughts day after
day! So our minds are often not aware in the present but are living in a dif-
ferent time period, either the past or the future.

Mindfulness can take you out of your habitual thinking by bringing
you to what is actually happening at the present time. Stop right now, take
a breath, and pay close attention to the present. Exactly in this moment, are
things, for the most part, okay? The future has not happened, the past is
over, and right now—well, it just is. This foundational technique of learn-
ing mindfulness—learning to return your mind to the present no matter
what is happening—is tremendously helpful for working with challenging
thoughts, emotions, and experiences.

Emma, a twenty-three-year-old aspiring actress, struggled constantly
with negative thoughts about herself. After a few weeks of the Mindful
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Awareness Practices (MAPs) class we teach at the Mindful Awareness Re-
search Center at UCLA, she came into class elated: “Thad an audition today,
and for the first time ever, I didn’t judge myself. Well, I did notice judgment
in my mind, but I just stopped and took a breath and decided to be mindful
instead of judgmental. I felt my body, noticed my thoughts, and all the
judgment just stopped.”

Coming back into the present moment by letting go of thoughts does
not require that you eliminate creative ruminations, reflections on the past,
or abstract thinking. Mindfulness is more about giving yourself a choice
with your thoughts. You can exert some control over them rather than
being at their mercy. As you learn to regulate your attention, you also learn
when it is useful to focus on the present moment (particularly when work-
ing with difficult or negative thinking) and when it is useful to use creativity
and other functions of mind.

Sunila, who is a forty-four-year-old internist, tells us,

As a physician, it’s important for me to be able to be really present
with patients. But I also have so much I'm juggling, thinking
through their case, not to mention the other cases I'm working
with that day. Oftentimes I'm trying to come up with an out-
of-the-box solution. So I've learned to train my mind. When I'm
with patients, I listen with full attention. I focus on them fully.
Once I leave the room, I allow my attention to wander, to ponder,
to think creatively. It’s only since learning mindfulness that I've
had some facility doing this, and my patients have noticed a
difference.

Less REacTIVITY

For our purposes here, reactivity means responding to stimuli in the world
in ways that induce unnecessary stress. For instance, when you are verbally
attacked, you may respond automatically, both physically and mentally.
When you come into your office and find extra work on your desk, you
may get irritated and say or do something you later regret. When your part-
ner has promised to wash the dishes but you come home and find the
kitchen a mess, you may react by getting angry, isolating yourself, or trying
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to make your partner feel guilty. It may feel as though you have no control
over your actions. You are behaving automatically—reactively.

Mindfulness offers another way. By practicing present-time aware-
ness, even in the midst of a difficult situation, you can become aware of
your impulses (your reactive patterns), stop, perhaps take a breath, and
respond skillfully in a way that does not lead to more harm. With such
insight into yourself, wise actions are likely to follow, as one meditation
student discovered.

Gino, a twenty-eight-year-old graduate student, was running late as
he drove down an L.A. freeway; when someone cut him off, he missed his
exit. Immediately, a flash of rage swept through his body. In the past, he
might have made an angry hand gesture or shouted fruitlessly at the long-
departed car. He would have stewed in his anger, with his blood pressure
rising, and obsessed about getting back at the other driver. But because he
was learning mindfulness, he decided to use this experience as an oppor-
tunity to become aware of his reactivity and make a different choice. He
took a breath, noticed his body—heart racing, heat in his face, a clenching
in his gut—and thought, Wow, I'm really angry. After thinking about what
a small thing it had been that triggered such massive anger, he was actually
able to laugh about it. As he noticed this, his body began to calm down. In
that moment, he knew he could respond differently in the situation. He
realized that he was still angry but somehow not so overwhelmed. He even
thought, I might let that guy in the pickup into my lane. Awareness allowed
him to make that choice.

DEVELOPING A MINDEFUL ATTITUDE

A classic definition of mindfulness often includes the words nonjudgmen-
tal, open, accepting, and curious to describe the attitude you can cultivate
when in this state. Mindfulness is an accepting and kind attitude toward
yourself and your present-moment experience. So if you are trying to be
mindful but have a reaction to your experience—that is, you are aware, but
you're disliking, fearing, or judging your experience—then your mindful-
ness is colored by these reactions. For example, if you are mindful of your
breath but thinking, Wow, this is utterly boring, or I'm doing this wrong, then
you are aware, but the quality of accepting things as they are is not present
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for you. To make it slightly more complicated, if you then notice that you
are either bored or doubting your effort but feel curious and open about
this experience, even somewhat kind toward yourself for feeling bored or
doubting, then your attitude would be accepting!

When you are aware of the present moment in a kind and curious way,
accepting it exactly as it is, then you have the direct experience of mindful-
ness. This is not to say that judgment, aversion, fear, and so forth will not
sometimes color your mindfulness, but this is the ideal you can aspire to
through practice: to be as kind as possible to yourself and your experience.
This is also not to say that if you are truly mindful you will never have judg-
mental thoughts. Judgments arise unbidden in our minds, so we don’t need
to judge our judgments! Instead, recognize them for what they are—
thoughts passing through your mind. How might this work? Here is what
Joan, a fifty-three-year-old musician, has to say:

When I began my meditation practice, I was convinced [ was doing
it wrong. I couldn’t breathe one breath without a voice telling me
that I was breathing wrong! How can you breathe wrong? Anyway,
I really worked on practicing kindness with myself, letting myself
be okay with each breath, even letting myself be okay with not
knowing if I was doing it right. It was like I could bring mindful-
ness to being unsure. Over time I began to relax, and now I don’t
judge my meditation so strongly.

Having a kind and open attitude does not mean that you accept all
behaviors as equally appropriate. If you say to yourself, “I yelled at my part-
ner when he didn’t deserve it, but I was very mindful and kind to myself in
the process,” you are misunderstanding this attitude. When you have a
truly mindful attitude, you see yourself kindly but clearly, with no blind
spots arising from your own reactive patterns. As you become more mind-
ful, you begin to see more clearly the effect of your behaviors on other
people. Through a lens of mindfulness, you recognize behaviors that harm,
such as abuse, lying, and malicious gossip, as hurtful to yourself and others,
and you may choose to diminish or abandon these behaviors.

Over the long term, you may notice a striking effect: kindness begins to
permeate the rest of your life. Unfortunately, many people these days sufter
from self-criticism and self-hatred. Learning to develop an accepting atti-
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tude through moments of mindfulness helps you develop a kind and com-
passionate attitude toward yourself and others over the long term. This
idea is based on the principle that what you practice, you cultivate. So if you
spend many moments of your day learning to be open to experiences with
kindness, openness, and curiosity, you are likely, over time, to find these
attitudes and behaviors becoming a natural and more incorporated part of
who you are.

MinpDrULNESS Is SiMPLE BuT NoT EAsy

One of our students, Jade, age thirty, sums up how difficult it is to be in the
present:

I was on vacation in Mexico, and the whole time I was there, de-
spite beautiful, sunny weather and an amazing beach, all T could
think about was whether or not I should be in Hawaii or maybe
another Central American country. Finally, I said to myself, “If 'm
not going to be here, why bother to go anywhere at all?”

As obvious and simple as mindfulness can be, and despite its beneficial
effects, doing it is another story. It is very simple to be mindful. Take a mo-
ment right now, stop reading, and feel your nose and body take one breath.
You are present with that one breath. You are mindful in this single mo-
ment in time. It is simple to be mindful, but remembering to be mindful can
be very difficult.

Modern society tends to condition us to be anything but mindful. The
dominant American culture validates virtually mindless productivity, busy-
ness, speed, and efficiency. The last thing we want to do is just be present.
We want to do, to succeed, to produce. Those of us who are good at the
doing seem to fare well in many of our institutions and corporations. Those
who are not—well, they tend to fall behind. But this is life in America in the
twenty-first century and, to an increasing degree, around the world. We are
so focused on doing that we have forgotten all about being, and the toll this
takes on our physical, mental, and emotional health is significant. As the
saying goes, we have become “human doings instead of human beings.”
Mindfulness is a means to rebalance doing and being.

It has become so normal to be incessantly busy that many of us cannot
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even tolerate the feeling of stopping and slowing down. We know a man
who needs to talk on his cell phone or read a book when walking down the
street; he cannot face what he perceives as the sheer boredom of no stimula-
tion. Josh, a beginning meditation student, reports that in all his waking
hours, he never chooses to be in silence. Even when he is relaxing, he turns
on the TV or searches the Internet while ambient music pumps away in the
background. His first attempts at mindfulness were quite discouraging for
him, because the feeling of being alone with himself was so foreign and
uncomfortable.

He could not see the point of spending five minutes in silence with
himself when he had so much to do to run a successful business. He as-
sumed that a period of silence and self-inquiry was a waste of time when he
had all those “important” things to do.

Learning mindfulness starts wherever you are. Whether you are busy,
distracted, anxious, depressed, jealous, peaceful, or tired, all you need to do
is take a moment to pay attention to yourself. If you can stop, breathe, and
notice what is happening in just this moment, then you have tapped into
the power of mindfulness. This simple act, unassuming as it is, can lead to
significant changes in your well-being and become a real “seat belt” for
your mental health.

PRACTICE

Eating Meditation

This introductory exercise provides an excellent experiential under-
standing of mindfulness. We recommend that you try this practice
with grapes, raisins, or any small bits of fruit.

Assume an upright yet relaxed posture, sitting on a cushion on the
floor or in a flat, upright chair with your feet touching the floor. Have
two pieces of your fruit nearby—we usually choose grapes. Pick up one
of the grapes. Close your eyes, and take a breath or two to relax. The
grape you have in front of you didn’t magically appear at the super-
market. It actually has a long history. As we describe this, let your mind
imagine the history of the grape. Feel free to make other associations
on your own.
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Some time ago, someone planted a grape seed. That grape seed
began to sprout, and it grew into a vine. There was soil, sun, rain, and
water, and perhaps fertilizer; there were humans who tended to the
vine. The vine grew and grew, and ultimately it began to sprout fruit. The
fruit ripened until it was ready to be harvested. Then someone came
along and cut the vine, whose grapes may have been packaged at that
point, wrapped in plastic, loaded on trucks, and driven to supermarkets,
where you purchased them. There are also many secondary connections
to reflect on . . . all of the humans involved in this process. There were
people who tended, people who harvested, people who drove the trucks.
And we don’t know the circumstances under which the farmworkers
lived and worked; perhaps their lives were quite difficult.

We do know that each person had a set of parents. Their parents
had parents, and their parents had parents, and so on. And each person
was clothed and fed and ate countless amounts of food. Where did that
food come from? Let your mind roam and imagine the answer to this
question. The truck, for instance—where did that come from? Oil and
metal and plastic and glass. How about the roads the truck drove on to
cart the grapes to market? Who tarred, cemented, and paved those
roads? Let your mind consider this. Make one more connection that
hasn’t been described here.

Now notice what is going on inside yourself. How do you feel? There
is no right or wrong answer to this question, which is a really important
point with mindfulness. All we do is find out what is true in this moment
for us. You might be feeling some sense of appreciation. Or you might
be feeling some sadness or sleepiness or anything at all. Just check in
with yourself and notice what is happening in this present moment.

Now open your eyes and pick up the grape. Look at it as though
you have never seen a grape before—as if you were a little child who
has been handed his or her first grape. You can roll it around in your
fingers; you can notice the shape and the color and the way the light on
it changes; you can find out whether it has a smell or a sound. See if you
can look at the grape with the curiosity and wonder a child brings to
a first experience—that is mindfulness.

Now bring the grape up close to your mouth and notice as you do
so whether something inside you says, I want to eat it! Simply be aware
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of that impulse. Then close your eyes, open your mouth, and put the
grape in. Begin to chew, but slow down the process. Use your aware-
ness to feel and sense and taste; there’s so much to explore—flavors,
textures, sounds. And there’s saliva; your teeth and your tongue know
exactly what to do.

You also might notice what is going on in your mind. Maybe you
are comparing this grape to one you had last week and thinking, It’s not
as good, or Oh, this one’s better than the other one. Maybe you want an-
other grape immediately. Maybe you are thinking, Hmmm, this is kind
of silly, or This is so interesting. Truly anything could be happening.
With mindfulness, we simply notice. We become aware.

When you finish the first grape, eat the second grape with the same
quality of attention. When you finish the second grape, notice your
whole body present here, and when you are ready, open your eyes.



Here, Now, Aware

JOSEPH GOLDSTEIN

“Have you ever stopped to consider what a thought is?” asks author and
meditation teacher Joseph Goldstein. The very fact that we are not very aware
of our thoughts and how they come into being allows them to dominate our
lives. Like little dictators, they tell us to go here, there, and everywhere.
Mindfulness breaks the grip our thoughts have on us, allowing us to more

often choose whether to act on them or not.

MINDFULNESS 1S THE KEY to the present moment. Without it, we can-
not see the world clearly, and we simply stay lost in the wanderings of our
minds. Tulku Urgyen, a great Tibetan master of the last century, said,
“There is one thing we always need, and that is the watchman named mind-
fulness—the guard who is always on the lookout for when we get carried
away by mindlessness.”

Mindfulness is the quality and power of mind that is deeply aware of
what’s happening—without commentary and without interference. It is
like a mirror that simply reflects whatever comes before it. It serves us in the
humblest ways, keeping us connected to brushing our teeth or having a cup
of tea.

Mindfulness also keeps us connected to the people around us, so we
don’t just rush by them in the busyness of our lives. The Dalai Lama is
an example of someone who beautifully embodies this quality of caring
attention. After one conference in Arizona, His Holiness requested that
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all the employees of the hotel gather in the lobby so that he could greet
each of them.

Mindfulness is also the basis for wise action. When we see clearly what
is happening in the moment, wisdom can direct our choices and actions
rather than old habits simply playing out our patterns of conditioning. And
on the highest level, the Buddha spoke of mindfulness as the direct path to
enlightenment: “This is the direct path for the purification of beings, for the
overcoming of sorrow and lamentation, for the disappearing of pain and
grief, for the attainment of the Way, for the realization of nirvana.”

I began to practice meditation when I was in the Peace Corps in Thai-
land. At the time, I was very enthusiastic about philosophical discussion.
When I first went to visit Buddhist monks, I arrived with a copy of Spino-
za’s Ethics in my hand, thinking to engage them in debate. Then I started
going to discussion groups for Westerners, which were held at one of the
temples in Bangkok. I was so persistent in my questions that other people
actually stopped coming to the groups. Finally, perhaps out of desperation,
one of the monks said, “Why don’t you start meditating?”

I didn’t know anything about meditation at the time, and I became ex-
cited by the prospect of what I saw as an exotic Eastern practice. I gathered
all the paraphernalia together, sat myself down on a cushion, and then set
my alarm clock for five minutes. Surprisingly, something important hap-
pened even in those few minutes. For the first time, I realized there was a
way to look inward; there was a path for exploring the nature of my mind.

Something connected, and I said to myself, “Yes, I can do this.” All of
this was so new and interesting to me that, for a while, I'd invite my friends
over to watch me meditate. Of course, they didn’t often come back.

THE PRACTICE OF MINDFULNESS

We can start the practice of mindfulness meditation with the simple obser-
vation and feeling of each breath. Breathing in, we notice we're breathing
in; breathing out, we notice we’re breathing out. It’s very simple but not
easy. After just a few breaths, we hop on trains of association, getting lost in
plans, memories, judgments, and fantasies. Sometimes it seems like we’re
in a movie theater where the film changes every few minutes. Our minds
are like that. We wouldn’t stay in a theater where the movies changed so
rapidly, but what can we do about our own internal screening room?
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This habit of wandering mind is very strong, even when our reveries
aren’t pleasant and, perhaps, aren’t even true. As Mark Twain put it, “Some
of the worst things in my life never happened.” We need to train our minds,
coming back again and again to the breath and simply beginning again.

As our minds slowly steady, we begin to experience some inner calm
and peace. From this place of greater stillness, we feel our bodies more
directly and begin to open to both the pleasant and unpleasant sensations
that might arise. At first, we may resist unpleasant feelings, but generally
they don’t last that long. They are there for a while, we feel them, they’re
unpleasant—then they’re gone and something else comes along. And even
if they come up repeatedly, over a period of time we begin to see their
impermanent, insubstantial nature and to be less afraid of feeling them.

A further part of the training is becoming aware of our thoughts and
emotions, those pervasive mental activities that so condition our minds,
our bodies, and our lives. Have you ever stopped to consider what a
thought is—not the content but the very nature of thought itself? Few
people really explore the question, “What is a thought?” What is this phe-
nomenon that occurs so many times a day and to which we pay so little
attention?

Not being aware of the thoughts that arise in our minds or of the very
nature of thought itself allows thoughts to dominate our lives. Telling us
to do this, say that, go here, go there—thoughts often drive us like we're
their servants.

Once, when I was teaching in Boulder, Colorado, I was sitting quite
comfortably in my apartment. Thoughts were coming and going, when one
arose in my mind that said, “Oh, a pizza would be nice.” I wasn’t even par-
ticularly hungry, but this thought lifted me out of the chair and took me out
the door, down the stairs, into the car, over to the pizza place, back into the
car, up the stairs, and into my apartment, where I finally sat back down to
eat the pizza. What drove that whole sequence of activity? Just a thought in
my mind.

Obviously, there is nothing wrong with going out for pizza. What does
merit our attention, though, is how much of our lives is driven by thoughts.
Unnoticed, they have great power. But when we pay attention, when we
observe thoughts as they arise and pass away, we begin to see their essen-
tially empty nature. They arise as little energy bubbles in the mind rather
than as reified expressions of a self.
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Just as there was no all-powerful wizard behind the curtain in The Wiz-
ard of Oz, the only power our thoughts have is the power we give them. All
thoughts come and go. We can learn to be mindful of them and not be car-
ried away by the wanderings of the mind. With mindfulness, we can exer-
cise wise discernment: “Yes, [ will act on this one. No, I’ll let that one go.”

WORKING WITH EMOTIONS

In the same way, we can train ourselves to be mindful of emotions, those
powerful energies that sweep over our bodies and minds like great breaking
waves. We experience such a wide range of emotions, sometimes within
quite a short period of time: anger, excitement, sadness, grief, love, joy,
compassion, jealousy, delight, interest, boredom. There are beautiful emo-
tions and difficult ones—and for the most part, we are caught up in their
intensity and the stories that give rise to them.

We easily become lost in our own melodramas. It’s illuminating to drop
down a level and look at the energy of the emotion itself. What is sadness?
What is anger? Seeing more deeply requires looking not at the emotion’s
“story,” butathow the emotion manifests in our minds and bodies. It means
taking an active interest in discovering the very nature of emotion.

The American Buddhist monk Ajahn Sumedho expressed this kind of
interest and investigation very well. He suggested that in a moment of anger
or happiness, we simply notice, “Anger is like this,” or “Happiness is like
that.” Approaching our emotional lives in this way is quite different than
drowning in the intensity of feelings or being caught on the roller coaster of
our ever-changing moods. To do this takes mindfulness, attention, and
concentration. We need to take care, though, not to misunderstand this
practice and end up suppressing emotions or pushing them aside. The
meditative process is one of complete openness to feelings. From the med-
itative perspective, the question is, “How am I relating to this emotion? Am
I completely identified with it, or is the mind spacious enough to feel the
grief, the rage, the joy, the love without being overwhelmed?”

Tue PracricE O0F LETTING GO

Asyou meditate, keep bringing your attention back to what is happening in
the moment: the breath, a feeling in the body, a thought, an emotion, or
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even awareness itself. As we become more mindful and accepting of what’s
going on, we find—Dboth in meditation and in our lives—that we are less
controlled by the forces of denial or addiction, two forces that drive much
of life. In the meditative process, we are more willing to see whatever is
there, to be with it but not be caught by it. We learn to let go.

In some Asian countries, there is a very effective trap for catching
monkeys. Trappers make a slot in the bottom of a coconut, just big enough
for the monkey to slide its hand in but not big enough for the hand to be
withdrawn when it’s clenched. Then they put something sweet in the co-
conut, attach it to a tree, and wait for the monkey to come along. When
the monkey slides its hand in and grabs the food, it gets caught. What
keeps the monkey trapped? It is only the force of desire and attachment.
All the monkey has to do is let go of the sweet, open its hand, slip out, and
go free—but only a rare monkey will do that. Similarly, the twentieth-
century Japanese Zen teacher Kosho Uchiyama speaks of “opening the
hand of thought.”

Another quality that develops in meditation is a sense of humor about
our minds, our lives, and the human predicament. If you do not have a sense
of humor now, meditate for a while and it will come, because it’s difficult to
watch the mind steadily and systematically without learning to smile.

Some years ago I was on retreat with the Burmese meditation master
Sayadaw U Pandita. He is a strict teacher, and everyone on the retreat was
being very quiet, moving slowly, and trying to be impeccably mindful. Tt
was an intense time of training. At mealtimes, we would all enter the dining
room silently and begin taking food, mindful of each movement.

One day, the person on line in front of me at the serving table lifted up
the cover on a pot of food. As he put it down on the table, it suddenly
dropped to the floor, making a huge clanging noise. The very first thought
that went through my mind was, “It wasn’t me!” Now where did that
thought come from? With awareness, we can only smile at these uninvited
guests in the mind.

Through the practice of meditation, we begin to see the full range of
the mind’s activities, old unskillful patterns as well as wholesome thoughts
and feelings. We learn to be with the whole passing show. As we become
more accepting, a certain lightness develops about it all. And the lighter and
more accepting we become with ourselves, the lighter and more accepting
we are with others. We're not so prone to judge the minds of others once
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we have carefully seen our own. The poet W. H. Auden says it well: “Love
your crooked neighbor with all your crooked heart.” Spacious acceptance
doesn’t mean that we act on everything equally. Awareness gives us the op-
tion of choosing wisely: we can choose which patterns should be developed
and cultivated and which should be abandoned.

Just as the focused lens of a microscope enables us to see hidden levels
of reality, so too a concentrated mind opens us to deeper levels of experi-
ence and more subtle movements of thought and emotion. Without this
power of concentration, we stay on the surface of things. If we are commit-
ted to deepening our understanding, we need to practice mindfulness and
gradually strengthen concentration. One of the gifts of the teachings is the
reminder that we can do this—each and every one of us.

PrAacTICING IN DAILY LIEE

In our busy lives in this complex and often confusing world, what practical
steps can we take to train our minds?

The first step is to establish a regular, daily meditation practice. This
takes discipline. It’s not always easy to set aside time each day for medita-
tion; so many other things call to us. But as with any training, if we practice
regularly, we begin to enjoy the fruits. Of course, not every sitting will be
concentrated. Sometimes we’ll be feeling bored or restless. These are the
inevitable ups and downs of practice. It’s the commitment and regularity of
practice that is important, not how any one sitting feels. Pablo Casals, the
world-renowned cellist, still practiced three hours a day when he was
ninety-three. When asked why he still practiced at that age, he said, “I'm
beginning to see some improvement.”

The training in meditation will only happen through our own effort.
No one can do it for us. There are many techniques and traditions, and we
can each find the one most suitable for us. But regularity of practice is what
effects a transformation. If we do it, it begins to happen; if we don’t do it,
we continue acting out the various patterns of our conditioning.

The next step is to train ourselves in staying mindful and aware of our
bodies throughout the day. As we go through our daily activities, we fre-
quently get lost in thoughts of the past and future, not staying grounded in
the awareness of our bodies.
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A simple reminder that we’re lost in thought is the very common feel-
ing of rushing. Rushing is a feeling of toppling forward. Our minds run
ahead of us, focusing on where we want to go instead of settling into our
bodies where we are.

Rushing does not particularly have to do with how fast you are going.
You can feel rushed while moving slowly, and you can be moving quickly
and still be settled in your body. Learn to pay attention to this feeling of
rushing. If you can, notice what thought or emotion has captured your at-
tention. Then, just for a moment, stop and settle back into your body: feel
your foot on the ground, feel the next step.

The Buddha made a very powerful statement about this practice:
“Mindfulness of the body leads to nirvana.” This is not a superficial prac-
tice. Mindfulness of the body keeps us present—and therefore, we know
what’s going on. The practice is difficult to remember but not difficult to
do. It’s all in the training: sitting regularly and being mindful of the body
during the day.

To develop deeper concentration and mindfulness, to be more present
in our bodies, and to have a skillful relationship with thoughts and emo-
tions, we need not only daily training, but also time for retreat. It’s very
helpful, at times, to disengage from the busyness of our lives for intensive
mindfulness practice. Retreat time is not a luxury. If we are genuinely and
deeply committed to awakening, to freedom—to whatever words express
the highest value we hold—a retreat is an essential part of the path.

We need to create a rhythm in our lives, establishing a balance between
times when we are engaged, active, and relating in the world, and times
when we turn inward. As the great Sufi poet Rumi noted, “A little while
alone in your room will prove more valuable than anything else that could
ever be given you.”

At first this “going inside” could be for a day, a weekend, or a week. At
the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts, we offer a three-
month retreat every year, and at the adjacent Forest Refuge, people have
come for as long as a year. We can do whatever feels appropriate and pos-
sible to find balanced rhythm between our lives in the world and the inner
silence of a retreat. In this way we develop concentration and mindfulness
on deeper and deeper levels, which then makes it possible to be in the world
in a more loving and compassionate way.



Mindfulness Meditation
Instructions

BoB STAHL AND ELISHA GOLDSTEIN

Health professionals Bob Stahl and Elisha Goldstein lucidly present a range
of mindfulness practices beginning with the body, proceeding through breath
and sensations, ending with choiceless awareness of the present moment.
These practices are the heart of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction

program.

SimpLy PUT, mindfulness is the practice of cultivating nonjudgmental
awareness in day-to-day life. It involves simple profound practices that can
decrease suffering and bring you greater balance and peace. These tools
help you maximize your life and experience, even in the midst of stress,
pain, and illness. They can also help with the stresses associated with living
with illness and medical conditions such as AIDS, arthritis, asthma, cancer,
chronic pain, fibromyalgia, gastrointestinal disorders, heart disease, high
blood pressure, and migraines.

MINDEULNESS OF Bopy

It’s quite obvious you need a body to live and that you won’t get another
one in this lifetime. You may perhaps have some parts surgically removed
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or replaced, but there’s no such thing as a total body transplant. The body
is the vehicle you live within through the journey of life, and you must
care for it to promote its health, wellness, and longevity. Bringing mind-
fulness to the body can help you learn what your body does and doesn’t
need in order to thrive. It can also reveal a great deal about your world and
your life. Through mindfulness of the body, you can begin to understand
how stress and anxiety affect you and also learn how to live better, even
with physical pain and illness. You can open the door to greater mindful-
ness of the body using a time-honored practice: the body scan.

The body scan meditation is a deep investigation into the moment-to-
moment experiences of the body. While you may have heard about medita-
tions that create “out-of-body” experiences, the object of the body scan is
to have an “in-the-body” experience. If you're like most people, you prob-
ably spend a lot of time living outside your body while thinking of the fu-
ture or the past, imagining all sorts of scenarios, contemplating abstractions,
or being otherwise preoccupied with your thoughts.

In the body scan, you methodically bring attention to the body, begin-
ning with the left foot and ending at the top of the head. We suggest lying
down while doing the body scan, but if you find yourself sleepy or would
rather just sit or stand, you are welcome to do that too. A full body scan can
take up to forty-five minutes. It’s helpful if you can get some guidance from
an instructor or a CD that guides your attention progressively through the
parts of your body. (For a list of helpful audio programs on meditation, see
page 265.)

As you perform a body scan, you may notice a wide range of physical
feelings: itches, aches, tingles, pain, lightness, heaviness, warmth, cold, and
more, as well as neutrality. Some of these sensations may be accompanied
by thoughts or emotions. As you practice the body scan, this multitude of
sensations and internal experiences can be boiled down to three basic feel-
ings: pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral. Since the body is a dynamic organ-
ism that’s always changing, no two body scans will ever be completely alike.
The body has its own wisdom, and if you listen, it can communicate where
physical tension, thoughts, and emotions lie within it.

When you practice the body scan, first simply become aware of physi-
cal sensations by exploring their felt sense. This is distinct from thinking
about your body. There is no need to analyze or manipulate your body
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in any way; just feel and acknowledge whatever sensations are present.
Through this deep investigation, the body may begin to reveal a whole
range of feelings. In this way, the body scan can bring you in touch with
many aspects of your life.

PracTICING THE BODY ScAN

Take a few moments to be still. Congratulate yourself for taking this time
for meditation practice.

Do a mindful check-in, feeling into your body and mind and simply
allowing any waves of thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations to just
be.

Perhaps it’s been a busy day and this is the first time you’re stopping.
As you begin to enter the world of being rather than doing, you may notice
the trajectory of the feelings you’ve been carrying within you.

There is no need to judge, analyze, or figure things out. Just allow your-
self to be in the moment with all that’s there.

When you feel ready, gently shift the focus to the breath.

Now become aware of breathing,.

Breathe normally and naturally and focus on the tip of the nose or the
abdomen. Breathing in and knowing you’re breathing in, and breathing
out and knowing you’re breathing out.

At times the mind may wander away from awareness of breathing.
When you recognize this, acknowledge wherever you went and then come
back to the breath, breathing in and out with awareness.

And now gently withdraw awareness from mindful breathing as you
shift to the body scan. As you go through the body, you may come across
areas that are tight or tense. If you can allow them to soften, let that happen;
if you can’t, just let the sensations be, letting them ripple in whatever direc-
tion they need to go. This applies not only to physical sensations but also to
any emotions. As you go through the body be mindful of any physical sen-
sations and any thoughts or emotions that may arise from sensations.

Bring awareness to the bottom of the left foot where you feel the con-
tact of your foot on the floor. It could be the back of the heel or the bottom
of the left foot. Sensing into what is being felt. Feeling the heel, ball, and sole
of the left foot.
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Feel into your toes and the top of the left foot and back into the Achilles
tendon and up into the left ankle,

Now move your awareness up to the lower left leg, feeling into the calf
and shin and their connection to the left knee. Being present.

Let awareness now rise up to the thigh, sensing into the upper leg and
its connection above into the left hip.

And now withdraw awareness from the left hip down to the left foot,
shifting it into the right foot and bringing awareness to where you feel the
contact of your right foot on the floor. It could be the back of the heel or the
bottom of the right foot. Sensing into what is being felt. Feeling the heel,
ball, and sole of the right foot.

Feel into the toes and the top of the right foot and back into the Achilles
tendon and up into the right ankle.

Now move your awareness up to the lower right leg, feeling into the
calf and shin and their connection to the right knee. Being present.

Let awareness now rise up into the thigh, sensing into the upper leg and
its connection above into the right hip.

Gently withdraw your attention from the right hip and move into the
pelvic region. Sense into the systems of elimination, sexuality, and repro-
duction. Feeling into the genitals and the anal region. Being mindful to any
sensations, thought or emotions.

And now lift the awareness to the abdomen and into the belly, the
home of digestion and assimilation, feeling into your guts with awareness
and letting be.

Now withdraw your awareness from the belly and move to the tail-
bone and begin to sense into the lower, middle, and upper parts of the
back. Feeling sensations. Allow any tightness to soften and let be what’s
not softening.

Let the awareness now shift into the chest, into the heart and lungs.
Being present. Feeling into the rib cage and sternum and then into the
breasts.

Now gently withdraw attention from the chest and shift the awareness
into the fingertips of the left hand. Feeling into the fingers and palm, and
then the back of the hand and up into the left wrist.

Proceed up into the forearm, elbow, and upper left arm, feeling sensa-
tions.
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Now shift awareness to the fingertips of the right hand. Feeling into the
fingers and palm, and the back of the hand and up into the right wrist.

Proceed up into the forearm, elbow, and upper right arm, feeling sen-
sations.

Let the awareness move into both shoulders and armpits and then
up into the neck and throat. Being present to any sensations, thought or
emotions.

Now bring your awareness into the jaw and then gently into the teeth,
tongue, mouth, and lips. Allowing any resonating sensations to go wher-
ever they need to go and letting be.

Feel into the cheeks, the sinus passages that go deep into the head, the
eyes, and the muscles around the eyes. Feel into the forehead and the tem-
ples, being present.

Let the awareness move into the top and back of the head. Feeling into
the ears and then inside of the head and into the brain. Being present.

Now expand the field of awareness to the entire body from head to toe
to fingertips. Connect from the head through the neck to the shoulders,
arms, hands, chest, back, belly, hips, pelvic region, legs, and feet.

Feel the body as a whole organism, with its various physical sensations,
thoughts, and emotions. Being present.

Breathing in, feel the whole body rising and expanding on an inhala-
tion and falling and contracting on an exhalation. Feel the body as a whole
organism. Being present.

As you come to the end of the body scan, congratulate yourself for
taking this time to be present.

SITTING MEDITATION

Outwardly, the formal practice of sitting mindfulness meditation is much
like the popular conception of meditation: sitting in silent contemplation.
You'll soon discover that the practice is quite rich and profound, as you turn
your awareness to the ever-changing nature of your experience. By focusing
on how the breath, sensations, sounds, thoughts, and emotions are continu-
ally forming and then falling away, it allows a glimpse of the transitory na-
ture ofall things—and the potential freedom that comes with this awareness.
As you simply sit with and acknowledge whatever is with beginner’s mind,
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without evaluation or judgment and without striving for a particular out-
come, you’ll develop greater equanimity, a deeper capacity for letting things
be, and, with time and practice, greater wisdom and compassion.

This practice begins with a focus on posture and the breath and ex-
pands outward to sensations, sounds, thoughts and emotions, and finally
choiceless awareness.

Time, Place, and Posture

It can be very easy to get caught up in daily routines and not follow through
on your intention to practice. Schedule your formal practice in whatever
calendar you use for your daily life and try to observe this special time with
the same discipline as you would a doctor’s appointment. Try to practice at
least five days a week. Try to choose an amount of time you are going to
practice for and stick to that. Forty-five minutes is a good amount of time
for a session, but if you have less time or would like to start out slowly, you
may try a half hour or fifteen minutes. You may use an alarm or stick of
incense to measure the time. The amount of time you practice in each ses-
sion may increase as you become more familiar with the practice. Instruc-
tions from a mindfulness teacher or CD will help guide you in starting your
practice.

Find a relaxing environment without distractions, such as a phone,
television, or the noise of other people. It’s advisable to sit up with the spine
as straight as possible. You may sit on the floor, on a meditation cushion,
or on a chair. You can also sit on a folded towel or blanket or cushions from
your couch.

Most people meditate with their eyes closed, but if you prefer or are
more comfortable doing so, you can keep them partially open. If you choose
to keep them open, please remember the focus is on whatever meditation
you are practicing.

You can fold your hands on your lap or place them on your thighs.

Position yourself so you can remain alert yet comfortable. Just as the
strings on an instrument can be wound too tight or too loose, a meditator
can sit too rigidly, causing a lot of discomfort. This may result in not sitting
for very long. Conversely, a meditator whose posture is too relaxed may
end up falling asleep.
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Mindfulness of Breathing

Sitting meditation often begins with mindfulness of breathing. By being
aware of the shifting quality of the breath as you inhale and exhale, you can
learn a great deal about the nature of impermanence and life. Much like the
ebb and flow of the ocean’s waves, the breath is constantly in a state of
change, coming in and going out. This is a powerful teacher that under-
scores how everything changes in life and that it’s possible to go with the
flow rather than fighting it. It also brings a recognition that the stronger the
resistance, the greater the suffering. It’s natural to go after what you want
and try to hold on to it and, conversely, to push away what you don’t want.
However, this self-limiting definition often fuels a push-and-pull relation-
ship between what you want and don’t want and can make you feel restless
and ill at ease; in short, it leads to suffering. For example, if you try to resist
the process of breathing, you’ll find that discomfort arises almost instantly
and can rapidly develop into suffering! Simply being with your breath as
you practice mindfulness meditation allows you to experience firsthand the
ever-changing quality of your experience and helps you open up to going
with the flow of life with less grasping and aversion and with a greater sense
of space and freedom.

Mindfulness of Sensations

After spending some time with the breath, you’ll expand your awareness to
the field of physical sensations. You simply open awareness to whatever
sensations are predominant or distinct in each moment. Noticing the com-
ing and going of sensations throughout the body in this way makes this
practice much more fluid and reflective of the direct experience of the pres-
ent moment. The human body is a dynamic organism with sensory recep-
tors that are essentially in a perpetual state of fluctuation, experiencing a
wide array of sensations (itching, tingling, warmth, coolness, dryness,
moisture, heaviness, lightness, pain, and so on) that may be either pleasant,
unpleasant, or neutral. If you aren’t feeling any distinct sensations, you can
bring awareness to any point of contact, such as your body touching the
chair, your feet on the floor, or your hands making contact with your lap—
wherever you feel contact. In mindfulness meditation, there’s nothing to
analyze or figure out about these sensations. Simply maintain attention on
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the field of sensory experience, noticing as each sensation arises and then
recedes. Directly focusing on the transitory quality of physical sensations
will deepen your understanding of the nature of change.

Mindfulness of Hearing

Next, you’ll extend your mindful awareness to hearing. By listening to var-
ious sounds rise and fall, you come into direct contact with impermanence
in yet another way. Mindfulness of sounds can be very useful. As with
mindfulness of the breath, most of us can engage in this practice almost
anytime and anywhere, since so many of us live in noisy, busy environ-
ments where sounds are almost always coming and going. If a particular
sound is persistent and possibly even annoying, such as a car alarm, loud
music, kids screaming, traffic, or airplanes, simply bring attention to the
sound itself without evaluation. On a more elemental level, the mind sim-
ply hears sound waves. Auditory phenomena are always present; you can-
not escape them. Even ifyou isolated yourselfin a deep cave or a soundproof
room, you’d still hear the internal sounds of your pulse, your heartbeat, or
ringing in your ears. Whatever your auditory environment, try not to judge
the sounds as good or bad. Simply notice how they arise and recede as im-
permanent events.

As you turn your focus to hearing, you can begin to transform any ir-
ritation with sounds. There is no need to like or dislike them; they’re just
sounds. You may hear sounds outside or indoors, or as your concentration
deepens, you may be aware of sounds within the body. All of these are just
sounds, appearing and disappearing. There’s no need to analyze them or
figure them out; simply maintain bare attention on the ever-changing field
of auditory experience.

Mindfulness of Thoughts and Emotions

After meditating on sounds, you’ll shift to mental events (thoughts and
emotions) as the object of meditation, directing attention to the mind and
the thought process itself. As well as seeing and experiencing the content of
your thoughts and emotions, sometimes known as the “ten thousand joys
and sorrows,” you'll begin to see that thoughts and emotions are always
changing, just like the breath, sensations, and sounds. Rather than getting
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involved in the contents of the mind, you can become more interested in
just experiencing the process. As you become aware of the stories you spin
and the traps you create, you can begin to disengage from them.

Mindfulness cultivates the ability to observe and experience thoughts
and emotions as they arise, develop, and recede. There’s no need to analyze
them or figure them out; simply view them as mental formations that come
and go. It’s like lying in a meadow watching the clouds float through the sky
or like sitting in a movie theater watching the images and sounds changing
on the screen. In other words, the practice is simply to experience and be
mindful of the changing nature of mental formations that rise and fall away
moment to moment.

Here’s a helpful metaphor: Many different types of storms arise in the
ever-changing atmosphere of our planet—occasionally very powerful
storms, such as Category 5 hurricanes. Yet even with the strongest hurri-
cane, the sky doesn’t feel the effect of the storms. The virtue of the sky is
that it has plenty of space to let the storm run its course. Within this vast
space, the storm eventually dissipates. In a sense, mindfulness helps you
develop an internal awareness as big as the sky. By practicing mindfulness,
you can begin to watch the storms of fear, anxiety, and other emotions and
give them the space they need to transform and diminish in intensity. By
observing and experiencing thoughts and emotions and allowing them to
go wherever they need to go, you can come to see them as transient mental
phenomena and understand that you are not your thoughts. Your thoughts
are not facts, nor are they a complete definition of who you are. Freeing
yourself from your own self-limiting constructions will bring deeper levels
of freedom and peace.

Choiceless Awareness

The last and most expansive aspect of this practice of sitting mindfulness
meditation is choiceless awareness, or present-moment awareness. In this
practice, the present moment becomes the primary object of attention.
Choiceless awareness invites you to become mindful of whatever is arising
in the unfolding of each moment in the endless succession of present mo-
ments—whatever arises in the body and mind, whether sensations, sounds,
or other sensory phenomena, or mental events like thoughts and emotions,
Although outwardly you may be very still, your internal experience may be
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very different as you sit back and watch the ever-shifting tides of physical
and mental experience.

Together, your body and mind are a single dynamic organism that’s
constantly in a state of change, with interactions between stimuli from
thoughts, emotions, physical sensations, sounds, sights, smells, and tastes.
As you practice choiceless awareness, simply observe what’s predominant
or compelling in the mind and body and be present to it. If nothing is espe-
cially prevalent and you’re unsure of where to place your attention, you can
always go back to the breath, sensations, sounds, or thoughts and emotions
as a way to anchor into the here and now.

This practice is analogous to sitting by the edge of a river, just watching
whatever goes downstream, and indeed, it is one of the most fluid of medi-
tation practices, as it reflects the unfolding of your direct experience mo-
ment by moment. Sometimes there are sounds, sometimes sensations,
sometimes thoughts and emotions. Just sit and witness the sea of change in
your mind and body. Even if you're experiencing storms of anxiety, pain,
sadness, anger, or confusion, know that by giving them space, they will
gradually diminish.



Mindfulness FAQ

JEFF BRANTLEY

Isn’t meditation something religious? Why is meditation taught in hospitals?
In answering questions that he fields on a daily basis, Jeff Brantley, MD, of
Duke Integrative Medicine, gives us insight into how mindfulness acts as “self-
regulatory practice” that promotes deep relaxation and circumvents harmful

reactions to stress.

MANY PEOPLE I encounter in the hospital setting want to know exactly
what meditation means. I tell them that meditation refers to intentionally
paying attention to a particular object for a particular purpose. Spiritual
practitioners and members of many faith traditions have developed medi-
tation practices over countless years of human experience. There are liter-
ally thousands of ways to practice meditation. As it has been developed in
diverse faith traditions, the purpose of all meditation practice is to awaken
us. Meditation is intended to bring about transformation and change
through understanding, compassion, and clarity of seeing.

Meditation practices may generally be grouped into two basic catego-
ries based on the emphasis placed on where one’s attention is directed dur-
ing practice. First, there are “concentration” practices. In these, the
practitioner focuses attention (concentrates) on a narrow field, usually a
single object. For example, in the service of spiritual practice, people may
repeat a meaningful phrase or prayer over and over, or they may fix their
attention on an object or a sacred figure. In these concentration practices,
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when the attention wanders or is drawn away from the object of attention,
practitioners gently return their attention to the object. The object is se-
lected for reasons specific to each person and to his or her particular faith
tradition. Done for health purposes, concentration practices may select a
more neutral object such as the sensation of the breath or the sensation of
the body as it moves.

The second general category of meditation practice includes all forms
that emphasize awareness, or “mindfulness.” Such activities seek to develop
and nourish present-moment awareness. They encourage paying attention
50 as to be more aware in the present moment of all that is here and of the
constantly changing nature of what is here. These mindfulness practices are
often described as “being, not doing,” because mindfulness itself is the in-
nate quality of human beings, which is bare awareness. Mindfulness can be
defined as careful, openhearted, choiceless, present-moment awareness.

Mindfulness benefits from the ability to concentrate attention but is
not the same as concentration. It is a quality that human beings already
have, but they have usually not been advised that they have it, that it is valu-
able, or that it can be cultivated. Mindfulness is the awareness that is not
thinking but is aware of thinking, as well as of each of the other ways we
experience the sensory world; that is, seeing, hearing, tasting, smelling, and
feeling through the body. Mindfulness is nonjudgmental and openhearted
(friendly and inviting of whatever arises in awareness). It is cultivated by
paying attention purposely, deeply, and without judgment to whatever
arises in the present moment, either inside or outside of us. By intentionally
practicing mindfulness, deliberately paying more careful moment-to-mo-
ment attention, individuals can live more fully and less on “automatic
pilot,” thus being more present in their own lives. Mindfulness meditation
practices seek to develop this quality of clear, present-moment awareness
in a systematic way so that the practitioner may enjoy these benefits. Being
more aware in each moment of life has benefits both to a person doing a
specific spiritual practice and to the same person in everyday life.

Why is meditation now offered in health care settings and for stress reduction?
The use of meditation in health care settings and for stress reduction is
related to discoveries about the mind-body connection in health and illness
that have been made in Western medicine over the last twenty-five to thirty
years. In that time, researchers have discovered that the mind and body are
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intimately connected. It is now known that thoughts, beliefs, emotions,
and stress all have a great impact on health and illness. Meditation is one of
a variety of so-called self-regulatory practices people can learn to do for
themselves to promote their own health and well-being. Research has
shown that individuals who learn and practice these skills are likely to have
better health outcomes than those who do not. In particular, research has
shown that the ability to concentrate one’s attention can promote deep re-
laxation in the body and that the ability to be more mindful in each situa-
tion can help break one’s destructive habitual reactions to stress.

Why is daily meditation practice important?

Research has shown that meditation is similar to other lifestyle changes
in that it is only effective if you do it. Exercise, dietary changes, or medita-
tion—any lifestyle change requires consistent practice to gain results. In
early studies of meditation, Harvard cardiologist Herbert Benson demon-
strated that practicing meditation for twenty minutes, twice a day, was suf-
ficient to bring about significant reductions in blood pressure in many
people. The exact number of minutes of daily practice necessary to bring
benefits for large populations is not well understood, and in truth, it prob-
ably varies. Generally, however, we can say that regular daily meditation
practice of at least thirty minutes or more is likely to bring benefits to the
person who does it.

Do the meditation practices taught in health care settings have anything
to do with Eastern religions or cults?

The use of meditation practices here in the West, largely for health
benefits and promoted and investigated by the emerging field of mind-
body medicine, is only about twenty-five to thirty years old. However,
many of the meditation methods now taught in the West for health pur-
poses owe some (or considerable) debt to the instructions and experience
detailed by meditation teachers of more ancient traditions.

There is already an enormous body of experience with meditation and
yogic practice in different traditions worldwide. The challenge for those
working in the emerging field of mind-body medicine in the West has been
to identify what is useful and relevant about meditation and yogic practices
in those more ancient and diverse contexts and to translate it into some-
thing practical for those in the contemporary Western health care culture
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who wish to utilize that information, be they consumers or providers.
Those who have pioneered meditation for health purposes in Western
medicine in the past three decades have made deliberate efforts to make the
meditation practices they teach nonsectarian and available to people of any
and all faith traditions.

I can’t meditate. Instead of quieting my mind, all I do is think.

As we practice mindfulness or present-moment awareness, we can ex-
pect to experience difficulties. For example, with growing awareness in
each moment in each situation of our lives, we begin to be aware of the
unpleasant and painful as well as the pleasant. We may become more aware
of “neutral” experiences as well, seeing even in these some unpleasant or
pleasant aspect that was previously unnoticed. This growing awareness of
the unpleasant can be upsetting to the beginning meditator. They can mis-
takenly believe they are “not doing it right” or are “not cut out to medi-
tate.” At this stage, it is vital that the meditator realizes that growing our
awareness of any aspect of life is actually progress. Those in a Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction program might ask, “How does growing awareness
of pain and the unpleasant help reduce my stress?” The answer is that to
have a chance to reduce our stress and to heal ourselves from the toll stress
takes in our lives we must find a way to see clearly all that is here. We must
remain aware and present in order to give ourselves the best chance to make
the most skillful response to whatever situation life offers us.

So if through the practice of present-moment awareness, we grow in
awareness and begin to experience the unpleasant (as well as the pleasant)
more deeply, more intensely, this is actually waking up to the reality of
our lives. Yet it can be difficult to remain present, to “keep our seat,” to
continue meditating and continue our practice of present-moment aware-
ness. To support us in remaining present in these difficult moments, it is
useful to call upon some other qualities we have within us. These qualities
are kindness, compassion, and equanimity. It is important to realize that
we are not imagining these qualities or inventing them. Rather, they are
already within us, important elements of our deepest nature as human
beings. Unfortunately, many people do not realize the depth and power
of these qualities within themselves, nor do they know how (or that it is
even possible) to bring them forward and cultivate these qualities in their
own lives.
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As we gain some increasing awareness of our own pain, it is important
to notice our reaction. Too often people meet pain in themselves with crit-
icism, meanness, or a sense of failure. They fall into patterns of stressful and
destructive self-blame that just add to the misery they already feel. Practic-
ing mindfulness, we can be aware of our own pain, whatever its nature
(physical, emotional, and so on). And we can recognize our patterns and
habits of judging and blaming ourselves for our own pain. Recognizing
these patterns, we can respond with kindness and compassion instead of
reacting with blame and meanness. Our challenge thus becomes, “Can we
meet and hold our own pain with the same compassion and kindness as we
would meet and hold the pain of a loved one?” This holding of ourselves in
kindness and compassion is not easy! Most of our lives we have taken a very
different attitude toward ourselves and our own pain. For that reason, we
have to practice kindness and compassion openly and often toward our-
selves. Our growing mindfulness can be a great ally in changing our habits
of meanness toward ourselves to habits of kindness and compassion. As we
learn to be aware of our own pain and our habitual critical and judgmental
reactions about that pain, we have a choice in each moment of taking a dif-
ferent path, the path of compassion and kindness.

How do I bring mindfulness into my daily life?

Have you ever started eating an ice cream cone, taken a lick or two,
then noticed all you had was a sticky napkin in your hand? Or been going
somewhere and arrived at your destination only to realize you hadn’t no-
ticed anything or anyone along the way? Of course you have; we all have.
These are common examples of mindlessness, or “going on automatic
pilot.”

We all fall into habits of inattention that result in our not being present
for our lives. The consequences of this inattention can be quite costly. They
can result in our missing some really good things and also in our ignoring
really important information and messages about our lives, our relation-
ships, and even our own health.

Our reactions to the stressful events of our lives can become so habitu-
ated that they occur essentially out of our awareness until, because of phys-
ical or emotional or psychological dysfunction, we cannot ignore them any
longer. These reactions can include tensing the body; experiencing painful
emotional states, even panic and depression; and being prisoners of habits
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of thinking and self-talk, including obsessional list making and intense,
even toxic self-criticism.

An important antidote to this tendency to “tune out,” to go on auto-
matic pilot, is to practice mindfulness.

All we have to do is establish attention in the present moment and
allow ourselves to rest in the awareness of what is here. To pay attention
without trying to change anything, to allow ourselves to become more
deeply and completely aware of what it is we are sensing, and to rest in this
quality of being in each moment as our life unfolds.

And to the extent we can practice “being” and become more present
and more aware of our life and in our life, what we do about all of it will
become more informed, more responsive, and less driven by the habits of
reaction and inattention.

Make the effort! Whenever you think of it in your day or night, remem-
ber that you can be more mindful. See for yourself what it might be like to
pay more careful attention and allow yourself to experience directly what is
here, especially what is here in your own body, heart, and mind. Change the
way you start a new activity. For example, begin a meeting with two min-
utes of silence and attention on the breath, or take a few mindful breaths
before entering a patient’s room, or focus on the breath before starting
your exercise routine. In the middle of an ongoing situation or process,
bring attention to the breath or to the sensations that arise while you are
washing dishes, eating a meal, walking the dog, doing a job, and so forth. Or
when you are just waiting, in between the things on your schedule, gently
bring attention to the breath. If you're at a red light, in a line at the bus stop
or grocery store, or waiting for someone to arrive, notice the sounds, sensa-
tions, sights, or thoughts that arise.

In these situations, use the sensation of the breath as your anchor for
awareness in the present moment. Establish mindfulness on the narrow
focus of just-the-breath sensation. Allow yourself to feel the breath as it
goes in and out and the pause between in and out. Do not try to control the
breath. Simply let it come and go. Bring as much complete and continuous
attention as you can to the direct sensation of the breath.

Anytime you feel lost or confused or frustrated, gently narrow the
focus and return awareness to the sensation of the breath. You may have
to do this frequently. That’s okay. Or you may wish to concentrate mainly
on the breath, especially if you are new to meditation. That, too, is okay.



44 Jeff Brantley

The important thing is the quality of awareness you bring to the moment.
One moment of mindfulness, one breath when we are truly present, can be
quite profound. See for yourself!

Practice for a few breaths at a time, even for a few mindful moments.
And if you wish, you can make this a more formal meditation practice by
setting aside some time (from a few minutes to an hour or more, as you
wish) free from other activity or distraction to devote full attention to sim-
ply being present, being mindful of what is present. Over time you may find
that the formal practice supports and strengthens your ability to practice
mindfulness informally throughout the day in different situations.

My mind is all over the place, and it’s just too hard to stay here.

Expect your mind to wander, even if you practice for just a few breaths
or a few minutes. Practice kindness and patience with yourself when this
happens, and gently return awareness to the breath sensation.

Notice any tendency to be hard on yourself or to feel frustrated or like
a failure. See this kind of judgment as just another kind of thinking, and
gently return awareness to the breath.

Expect to feel some relaxation, even in short periods of practice. This
relaxed feeling is an ally. It helps us to be more present, more mindful. Re-
laxation alone is not what mindfulness is about, however. It is about being
present with awareness.

Expect to become more mindful with practice. Expect to notice more
things, including more painful things. This is actually progress! You are not
doing anything wrong! Quite the opposite, you are increasing mindfulness
for all things. When you begin to notice the painful things, see if you can
hold yourself with compassion and kindness, and continue to bring open-
hearted awareness to the experience that is unfolding. By practicing staying
present, not turning away from what is painful in our lives, we can learn to
remain open to all possibilities in each situation. This increases our chances
for healing and transformation. It also gives us a way to be with those situ-
ations when there is nothing more we can do to get away from the pain,
when there is no alternative but to be with it. We can discover that the qual-
ity of mindfulness is not destroyed or damaged by contact with pain. It can
know and relax with pain as completely and fully as it knows and relaxes
with any other experience,
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Finally, be careful not to try too hard when practicing mindfulness.
Don’t try to make anything happen or to achieve any special states or spe-
cial effects. Simply relax and pay as much attention as you can to just what
is here now. Whatever form that takes. Allow yourself to experience life
directly as it unfolds, paying careful and openhearted attention.



